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Love will decide what is kept, and
science will decide how it is kept.

-David Hockney
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FOREWORD 

T h e c r e a t i o n o f a w o r k o f art is 

o n l y the b e g i n n i n g o f its life. F r o m 

t h e n o n , i t changes. I t m a y pass 

t h r o u g h different hands: f r o m artist 

to dealer to col lector to c u r a t o r to 

conservator . H o w a n d w h y the 

w o r k is susta ined or m a i n t a i n e d is 

u p to a l l w h o c o m e i n contact 

w i t h i t . T h o s e o f us l i v i n g n o w are 

responsible n o t o n l y for c a r i n g for 

w o r k s that have b e e n passed to us 

b y p r e v i o u s peoples a n d generat ions 

b u t also for p r e s e r v i n g the legacy 

o f the art o f today. 

H o w do w e address the issues 

re lated to the c o n s e r v a t i o n o f con­

t e m p o r a r y art? I n the past, meet ings 

o n this topic have typ ica l ly b e e n 

l i m i t e d i n focus, spot l ight ing o n l y 

one or t w o topics a n d deal ing w i t h 

j u s t a f e w g r o u p s o f p r o f e s s i o n a l s — 

u s u a l l y c u r a t o r s , art h is tor ians , 

a n d / o r conservators . 

T h e G e t t y C o n s e r v a t i o n 

Inst i tute 's conference " M o r t a l i t y 

I m m o r t a l i t y ? T h e L e g a c y o f 2 0 t h -

c e n t u r y A r t " w a s except ional i n 

its scope, b o t h i n the divers i ty o f 

those w h o par t i c ipated i n the dia­

logue a n d i n the range o f issues 

explored. T h e m e e t i n g b r o u g h t 

together p r o f e s s i o n a l s — a s speakers 

a n d as a u d i e n c e — w i t h different 

phi losophies a n d f r o m m a n y disci­

pl ines. P r e s e r v a t i o n issues sur­

r o u n d i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y art w e r e 

discussed a n d debated b y artists, 

architects , m u s e u m directors, c u r a ­

tors , conservators , ar t h is tor ians , 

art educators , students, dealers, 

col lectors , archivists , phi losophers , 

l a w y e r s , scientists, a n d technic ians . 

P h i l o s o p h i c a l , e thica l , ar t h i s t o r i c a l 

a n d t e c h n o l o g i c a l quest ions, a n d 

the o v e r l y i n g e c o n o m i c factors, 

w e r e c o n f r o n t e d a n d the i n h e r e n t 

p r o b l e m s i l l u m i n a t e d . T h e confer­

ence fostered discuss ion o n a v a r i ­

ety o f quest ions a n d i n a v a r i e t y 

o f voices . 

T h r o u g h a series o f essays, 

this b o o k echoes that hol is t ic v i s i o n 

b y addressing s u c h quest ions as: 

• H o w do w e decide w h a t w i l l 

define o u r c u l t u r a l heritage a n d 

s h o u l d be p r e s e r v e d for posterity? 

• W h o s h o u l d m a k e these decisions? 

• H o w s h o u l d the objects or events 

be conserved? 

• W h a t consti tutes preservat ion? 

• S h o u l d there be care fu l d o c u m e n ­

tat ion or s tabi l izat ion or r e s t o r a t i o n 

o f a n art object? 

• W h o is u l t i m a t e l y responsible for a 

w o r k o f art 's preservat ion? 

T h e s e issues a n d others are 

represented here i n essays b y th ir ty-

six d is t inguished indiv iduals . T h e 

c o m p i l a t i o n o f their w r i t i n g s pro­

v ides a one-of-a-kind resource o f 

ideas a n d phi losophies o n the legacy 

o f t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y a r t — n o t o n l y 

f r o m the v i e w p o i n t o f those w h o 

w o r k to save the art o f today, b u t 

also o f those w h o create it , s tudy it , 

a n a l y z e i t , sel l i t , b u y it , a n d care 

for i t . F o r e x a m p l e , the chapters 

w r i t t e n b y artists d o c u m e n t h o w 

each one feels about the f u t u r e o f 

his o r h e r w o r k — a n i m p o r t a n t 

cons iderat ion i n its c o n s e r v a t i o n — 

a n d serve as a n i m p o r t a n t source o f 

i n f o r m a t i o n for future conserva­

tors. A l l those engaged i n the dia­

logue s u r r o u n d i n g art a n d c u l t u r a l 

heri tage w i l l find this t i m e l y v o l ­

u m e o f cr i t i ca l interest. 

W i t h its co l lec t ion o f con­

t e m p o r a r y art , c o m m i s s i o n s o f 

c o n t e m p o r a r y w o r k s for the G e t t y 

C e n t e r site, a n d acquis i t ion o f 

s u c h pieces as D a v i d H o c k n e y ' s 

P e a r b l o s s o m H w y . into the M u s e u m 

col lect ion, the G e t t y is c o n f i r m i n g 

its c o m m i t m e n t to the v i s u a l artists 

o f today a n d to o u r o w n legacy o f 

the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y B y sponsor­

i n g a n event s u c h as the " M o r t a l i t y 

I m m o r t a l i t y ? " conference a n d b y 

p u b l i s h i n g this book, the G e t t y is 

a c k n o w l e d g i n g its responsibi l i ty to 

engage i m p o r t a n t voices i n dia­

logue o n issues that confront the 

v i s u a l arts a n d i m p a c t future gener­

at ions ' u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f those 

w h o c a m e before. 

B a r r y M u n i t z 

Pres ident a n d 

C h i e f E x e c u t i v e Off icer 

T h e J . P a u l G e t t y T r u s t 
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PREFACE 

F I G U R E 1 
Sol Le Witt, Wall Drawing # 6 9 6 , 1 9 9 2 . Color ink 
wash. Collection Koninklijke Schouwburg, 
The Hague, the Netherlands. 

For three days in March 1998, at the 

Getty Center in Los Angeles, more 

than 350 people came together 

from their various institutions, 

studios, and studies to participate 

in a conference that explored a 

multidimensional, broadly focused 

topic: "Mortality Immortality? 

The Legacy of 20th-century Art." 

The thirty-four invited speakers 

included artists, conservators, 

museum directors, curators, art 

historians, educators, philosophers, 

collectors, dealers, scientists, and 

lawyers. Their approaches to the 

future of twentieth-century art 

were, in turn, philosophical, ethi­

cal, art historical, and technologi­

cal. While other conferences had 

been held on this subject, there 

had not yet been one that included 

the full spectrum of disciplines 

and views that this area of interest 

now seemed to demand. What 

was the genesis of this important 

conference, and hence this book 

that has emerged from it? 

As an art historian and a 

curator, I have had the good for­

tune to witness a transformation of 

the concept of what art is and can 

be. This development has been 

brought about by the faith, vision, 

and clarity of contemporary artists 

who—f ree of the imposition of 

rules or commandments that 

once governed the production of 

art—have produced an astonishing 

range of innovations during the 

last four decades of the twentieth 

century. Although art in traditional 

media is still being created, we 

now also see art made of mixed-

media components, art of assem­

blage, installation, and art that 

is ephemeral—even disposable— 

and repeatable. Today's art no 

longer consists of single objects 

only. It is complex, multiple, divis­

ible, separable, made up of its 

parts. Consequently, the alterna­

tive meanings, the vulnerability of 

materials, the intent of the artists, 

as well as problems of acquisition, 

the care of single works, installa­

tions and environments, and the 

methods for dealing with unprece­

dented manifestations in the pro­

duction of art, have raised new 

issues for the curatorial and art his­

torical disciplines. 

My academic background 

and curatorial experience extend 

across historical periods, geograph­

ical boundaries, art categories, and 

generations of artists. During the 



χ Mildred Constant ine 

course o f m y w o r k , I have e n c o u n ­

t e r e d art f r o m the m e d i e v a l p e r i o d 

to the c o n t e m p o r a r y e r a , i n c l u d ­

i n g t w o - a n d t h r e e - d i m e n s i o n a l 

w o r k s , m a j o r m o n u m e n t s , altar-

pieces, frescoes, c e r a m i c s , p a i n t e d 

textiles, gold-encrusted a r m o r , a n d 

the single p a i n t i n g o r sculpture . 

T h e c u m u l a t i v e i m p a c t o f a l l these 

f o r m s has m a d e m e a w a r e that ar t 

t ranscends t i m e , a l o n g w i t h its 

m y t h s a n d i m m o r t a l presence. 

T h e m a j o r e x h i b i t i o n s 

i n w h i c h I have b e e n i n v o l v e d 

e x p l o r e d the legacy o f the past: 

T h e A n c i e n t A r t of A n d e s (1954), 

T i m e l e s s A s p e c t s of M o d e r n A r t 

(1949), a n d A r t N o u v e a u ( i 9 6 0 ) at 

T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t i n 

N e w Y o r k ; as w e l l as T h e D e c o r a t i v e 

A r t s of L a t i n A m e r i c a i n t h e XVIII 

C e n t u r y (1976) at the S m i t h s o n i a n 

N a t i o n a l C o l l e c t i o n o f F i n e A r t s 

( n o w the N a t i o n a l M u s e u m o f 

A m e r i c a n A r t ) i n W a s h i n g t o n , D.C. 

M y e n g a g e m e n t w i t h these exhi­

b i t i o n s fed m y k n o w l e d g e a n d 

exposed m e to the l o n g e v i t y o f a 

w i d e range o f cul tures . T h e care 

o f single objects m a d e o f m a t e r i a l s 

a n d u s i n g techniques that h a d b e e n 

e m p l o y e d for centur ies also pre­

sented their conservat ion challenges. 

O f even greater chal lenge 

a n d c o n c e r n , however , w e r e w o r k s 

i n exhibi t ions o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art . 

I n the e x h i b i t i o n T h e O b j e c t T r a n s ­

f o r m e d (1966), w h i c h I o r i g i n a t e d at 

T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t , w e r e 

m a n y f a s c i n a t i n g a n d o b v i o u s l y 

v u l n e r a b l e w o r k s , s u c h as M e r e t 

O p p e n h e i m ' s U n t i t l e d (1936), a 

fur-covered cup, plate, a n d s p o o n 

that h a d b e e n i n the m u s e u m ' s col­

l e c t i o n since 1946 a n d has b e e n o n 

v i e w i n a Plexig las v i t r i n e ; R o b e r t 

R a u s c h e n b e r g s B e d (1955), a c o m ­

bine w i t h p i l l o w a n d qui l t that I 

h a d seen i n R a u s c h e n b e r g ' s studio 

s h o r t l y after it w a s completed; 

a n d Y a y o i K u s a m a ' s D r e s s (1964), 

m a d e o f flannel, m a c a r o n i , a n d si l­

v e r plast ic paint . W e r e these w o r k s 

m e a n t to last? H o w s h o u l d they 

be handled? W h a t w e r e m y obliga­

t ions t o w a r d t h e m as c u r a t o r a n d 

art h istor ian? 

I h a d c h o s e n these w o r k s 

for aesthetic reasons, as w e l l as for 

t h e i r sui tabi l i ty to the t h e m e I w a s 

explor ing . B u t w h e n I l o o k e d at 

K u s a m a ' s D r e s s a n d considered its 

m u l t i p l e m e a n i n g s , I t h o u g h t o f a n 

I n c a c l o a k that h a d s u r v i v e d for 

centuries . W o u l d K u s a m a ' s coat 

s u r v i v e equal ly wel l? W h a t w a s h e r 

i n t e n t i o n a n d m y responsibi l i ty? 

W o u l d R a u s c h e n b e r g ' s sheets a n d 

qui l t last u n t i l the n e x t century? 

A n d w h a t o f the a r t w o r k s f r o m 

the 1970s that defied a l l p r e v i o u s 

classifications, s u c h as a co l lec t ion 

o f tesserae h e l d together b y t i m e 

a n d the endless m e t a m o r p h o s i s 

o f creativity? 

I n 1993,1 m e t w i t h M i g u e l 

A n g e l C o r z o , director o f the G e t t y 

C o n s e r v a t i o n Inst i tute , a n d ra ised 

the quest ion o f the future o f con­

t e m p o r a r y art . I s o o n l e a r n e d 

that w e s h a r e d s i m i l a r c o n c e r n s . 

" H o w w i l l the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 

be r e m e m b e r e d ? " he asked. " W h a t 

w i l l be left o f the creative spirit 

for future generat ions to ponder?" 

T h e s e issues, he felt, s h o u l d be 

explored b y the G C I , as they "be­

l o n g side b y side w i t h o u r m o r e 

t r a d i t i o n a l areas o f i n q u i r y " W e 

agreed that these issues n e e d e d 

to be b r o u g h t to the forefront o f 

discussions about the legacy o f 

o u r t imes . 

O n c e art leaves the hands 

o f its creator, i t enters the art c o m ­

m u n i t y . I t is exhibi ted, bought , a n d 

col lected a n d b e c o m e s the posses­

s i o n a n d responsibi l i ty o f those 

persons a n d inst i tut ions i n w h o s e 

care i t has b e e n placed, a n d o f ar t 

h i s t o r i a n s as w e l l . T h u s , I felt i t 

w a s i m p o r t a n t to a p p r o a c h n o t 

o n l y artists b u t also m u s e u m 

directors , curators , ar t histor ians, 

col lectors, dealers, scientists, a n d 

l a w y e r s — s u r e l y a d y n a m i c m i x . 

W i t h the e n c o u r a g e m e n t o f 

col leagues at the Getty, I explored 

these ideas over a p e r i o d o f three 

years i n m o r e t h a n s ixty i n t e r v i e w s 

c o n d u c t e d i n the U n i t e d States, 

E u r o p e , C a n a d a , M e x i c o , a n d 



P r e f a c e x i 

B r a z i l . I w e n t i n search n o t o f so lu­

t ions b u t r a t h e r o f a b r o a d e r under­

s t a n d i n g o f the p r o b l e m s a n d 

r e q u i r e m e n t s i n h e r e n t i n the w i d e -

r a n g i n g pract ices a n d discipl ines 

o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art . 

T h e i n t e r v i e w s I c o n d u c t e d 

offered s u r p r i s i n g perspectives. 

T h e y t o o k o n a d y n a m i c a n d a 

c o h e r e n c y o f t h e i r o w n a n d l e d to 

the idea o f h e a r i n g s o m e o f these 

vo ices i n concert . C o u l d a confer­

ence o p e n to a l l d isc ipl ines i n 

the w o r l d o f ar t he lp to expose 

a n d c lar i fy these issues? C o u l d 

n e w insights be g a i n e d that m i g h t 

e x p a n d m y o w n strategies? T h e 

p l a n o f a c t i o n g r e w l i k e e a r l y 

sketches m a d e i n p r e p a r a t i o n for 

a larger c o m p o s i t i o n . 

T h e great r e w a r d i n dea l ing w i t h 

c o n t e m p o r a r y art is that o f b e i n g 

i n c lose p r o x i m i t y to w o r k i n g 

artists: a c k n o w l e d g i n g the life force 

w i t h i n t h e m a n d u n d e r s t a n d i n g 

t h e i r m o t i v a t i o n s , w h a t t h e i r w o r k 

is about , h o w m e a n i n g is e m b e d ­

d e d i n t h e i r w o r k , a n d t h e i r u n e n d ­

i n g desire for e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n . 

T h e i r c o n c e r n s c a m e to be m y 

o w n . W h e n I spoke to artists n o t 

o n l y about t h e i r w o r k b u t also 

about the scope a n d seriousness 

o f the q u e s t i o n o f legacy, they 

enthusiast ica l ly offered the ir 

c o o p e r a t i o n . 

S o l L e W i t t is a s e m i n a l art ist 

w h o s e w o r k embodies m a n y o f the 

e l e m e n t s c e n t r a l to the t h e m e s pre­

sented here . W h e n I i n t e r v i e w e d 

h i m i n 1996, he discussed his m e t h ­

ods a n d philosophy. H e calls h is 

w o r k s m a d e w i t h i n k " w a l l d r a w ­

ings" ( F I G . I ) . W h e n pa int is used, 

r a t h e r t h a n i n k , he cal ls t h e m 

" w a l l paint ings ." T h e y a l l fa l l u n d e r 

the u m b r e l l a o f " w a l l pieces." H e 

explains, simply, that h is w o r k s are 

co lors appl ied to w a l l s . H e uses a 

water-so luble i n k — o n l y reds, ye l ­

l o w s , a n d blues, a n d s o m e t i m e s 

g r a y s ( d i l u t e d b l a c k ) — w i t h three 

appl icat ions o f each color. H e t h e n 

covers a l l o f this w i t h a m a t t e v a r ­

n i s h . W h a t he is s e e k i n g is a c e r t a i n 

t r a n s l u c e n c e , a t r a n s p a r e n c y 

H e considers each o f his w o r k s as 

the possession o f the b u y e r a n d 

stipulates o w n e r s h i p b y g i v i n g the 

b u y e r a certi f icate p e r m i t t i n g the 

w o r k o n the w a l l to be obl i terated 

at a n y t i m e — a n d r e d r a w n a g a i n — 

a c c o r d i n g to the o w n e r ' s w i s h e s . 

L e W i t t ' s c r e w is m a d e u p m o s t l y 

o f artists w h o execute the o r i g i n a l 

p a i n t j o b a n d p e r f o r m a l l repairs 

a n d restorat ions. 

L i k e m u c h insta l la t ion art , 

L e W i t t ' s w o r k is b o t h disposable 

a n d repeatable. A l t h o u g h he ac­

cepts the fact that there m a y be 

sl ight v a r i a t i o n s i n the repet i t ion, 

he uses the analogy o f a m u s i c a l 

c o m p o s i t i o n , w h i c h c a n be inter­

preted b y m a n y different p e r f o r m ­

ers. I asked h i m h o w he c a m e to 

this p a r t i c u l a r p h i l o s o p h i c a l a n d 

aesthetic p o i n t o f v iew. H e repl ied 

that he w a s w o r k i n g for the archi­

tect I . M . P e i i n 1952; this experi­

ence gave h i m a n u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

a r c h i t e c t u r a l spaces, c o n f i r m i n g his 

use o f w a l l s a n d m e t h o d s u s e d b y 

architects . I n the ear ly 1960s, he felt 

that he d i d n o t w a n t to c o n t i n u e to 

p r o d u c e o b j e c t s — t h a t is to say, 

paint ings o n canvas w i t h f rames , 

F I G U R E 2 
Ernesto Neto, Apolo 3, 1997. Aluminum, polyamide, 
cotton, rubber, and steel; 335.28 χ 335.28 χ 274.32 cm 
(132 χ 132 χ 108 in.). 
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F I G U R E 3 

Ed Rossbach, Purple Box, 1985. Ash splints, 
commercial fabric, newspaper, acrylic paint; 
22.86 χ 29.21 χ 19.05 cm (9 χ i l Yz x y Y z in.). 

Collection of the artist. 

w h i c h w e r e p r o d u c e d as c o m m o d i ­

ties. I n his y o u t h f u l ideology, he 

d i d n o t consider the c o l o r e d w a l l s 

he w a s m a k i n g to be saleable 

objects. I n fact, o w n i n g one o f 

these w o r k s s t i l l takes a special 

k i n d o f c o m m i t m e n t . 

I h a d several m e m o r a b l e 

conversat ions w i t h artists i n B r a z i l , 

i n c l u d i n g E r n e s t o N e t o , w h o l ives 

i n R i o de J a n e i r o b u t w h o s e m a i n 

g a l l e r y is i n Säo P a u l o . Neto 's w o r k 

is difficult to categorize, as i t con­

sists m o s t l y o f unclassif iable three-

d i m e n s i o n a l i n s t a l l a t i o n s that 

change f r o m site to site ( F I G . 2 ) . 

H e uses m a n y different k i n d s o f 

mater ia ls : n y l o n , S t y r o f o a m , w o o d , 

p o w d e r e d lead, paper, s tr ing, a n d 

others. I f a w o r k is damaged, the 

artist f r a n k l y a d m i t s to m a k i n g 

a repl ica . W e discussed at l e n g t h 

replicas versus or ig inals , b u t this 

s e e m e d to have n o i m p o r t a n c e for 

h i m . A s far as longev i ty w a s con­

c e r n e d , he expressed disinterest i n 

this, too. I c o u l d n o t be dispassion­

ate about this. 

I n 1994,1 h a d a conversat ion 

w i t h E d R o s s b a c h , a n i m p o r t a n t 

c o n t e m p o r a r y art ist w h o w o r k s 

w i t h fiber a n d other mater ia ls , 

i n c l u d i n g t rash . I h a d b e e n fol low­

i n g his w o r k since 1964, w h e n I 

selected four w o r k s for the T r i e n ­

nale i n M i l a n . H i s baskets, m a d e 

from ash splints, paper, bark , card­

b o a r d , o r o t h e r c o m m o n m a t e r i ­

als, s u c h as n e w s p r i n t , are a l l u r i n g 

( F I G . 3). W h e n I asked h i m about 

deter iorat ion , he repl ied, " I c a n t 

h o n e s t l y say that I t h i n k m u c h 

about the c o n d i t i o n o f m y baskets 

i n fifty years . I use w h a t e v e r mate­

r i a l is necessary to m y expression, 

even i f i t is n e w s p a p e r that w i l l 

t u r n y e l l o w t o m o r r o w . I use the 

best m a t e r i a l s I can, b u t I do n o t 

a l l o w c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f conserva­

t i o n to d e t e r m i n e w h a t I do." 

T o be g r o u n d e d i n the arts 

from p r e h i s t o r y to c o n t e m p o r a r y 

t imes , as I have been, is to be aware 

o f the life /death legacy o f a c u l ­

ture a n d o f a single w o r k o f ar t that 

represents that cu l ture . T o sustain 

that legacy t h r o u g h t i m e , I felt it 

w a s i m p o r t a n t to encourage a her­

itage w i t h m o d e r n roots . N e v e r 

detached from c o n t e m p o r a r y a r t — 

a n d c o n c e r n e d about the f ra i l ty 

o f idea e m b o d i e d i n o b j e c t — I lis­

tened to w h a t the diverse voices 

o f these potent ia l part ic ipants i n a 

publ ic dialogue h a d to say T h e idea 

o f a conference s o o n b e c a m e a 

necessary reality. 
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At the "Mortality Immortal­

ity? The Legacy of 20th-century 

Ar t " conference, the Getty Conser­

vation Institute provided a forum 

for raising and responding to the 

many issues involved in the preser­

vation of contemporary art. The 

meeting was organized around 

the following topics: "Is Contem­

porary Art Only for Contemporary 

Times?" "Present and Future Per­

ceptions," "The Challenge of Mate­

rials," "The Ecosystem," and "Who 

Is Responsible?" 

This book reflects the 

breadth and depth of that three-

day conference. Theories and opin­

ions were presented with vigorous 

rapport as well as divergent argu­

ments. The aggregate is a com­

pelling dialogue that has already 

aroused international interest and 

that demonstrates a strong desire 

and urgency for continuing and 

expanding such conferences. 

There are no boundaries to 

what is possible in art. The art of 

our time leaves as its legacy more 

than durable traditional works. 

There wi l l be reconstructions, 

fugitive remnants, and visual and 

verbal documentations, such as 

the book you hold in your hands. 

There wi l l also be myths and fables 

that enter and w i l l continue to 

shape the history of twentieth-

century art. 

I owe special thanks to those col­

leagues who participated in the 

conference. I wish to express deep 

gratitude to Miguel Angel Corzo, 

director of the Getty Conserva­

tion Institute, for everything: for 

his wholehearted support; for 

his immediate recognition of the 

importance of ideas and concept; 

for his courage; and for his contin­

ued sage and constructive advice, 

which enabled the conference to 

be brought to glowing fruition and 

which provided me with spiritual 

support and friendship. I commend 

and thank Tracy Bartley who met 

the challenge of working on our 

team with skill, intelligence, and 

devotion and whose insight was 

helpful in the development of 

the conference. Thanks also to 

Julián Zugazagoitia for his advice 

in the early stages of the project. 

A joyful bonding. 

Mildred Constantine 

New York 
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To represent the concerns surrounding 
the conservation of twentieth-century 
art, the Getty Conservation Institute 
commissioned a work by contemporary 
artist Michel Delacroix. Not merely an 
illustration, M e l t i n g P l o t served as a 
dynamic metaphor for the issues pre­
sented at the "Mortality Immortality?" 
conference, issues that are now re­
flected in this book. 

In his ephemeral installation, 
Delacroix presented an allegory about 
life and death, about permanence 
and fluidity. M e l t i n g P l o t posed ques­
tions that apply today as well as 
always: how to reconcile Heraclitus 
with Parmenides—total opposition to 
change with continuous evolution. 

At first sight, the installation of 
ice, painted wood, travertine, and cast 
wax appeared as an enigmatic block of 
ice. Almost two meters tall and less 
than one meter thick, it was frosty 
white, with dark letters embedded in its 
frozen mass. Like an immaculate white 
page, the pristine block of ice commu­
nicated a sense of order and perfec­
tion. Gradually, as the ice began to 
melt, the thick cast-wax letters within 
it became more visible, disclosing 
names of contemporary artists. Under 
the light of day, and over the three-day 
period of the conference, the ice stele 
reacted like photographic paper, its 
latent images rising to the surface. 
As is his custom, Delacroix did not 
use surnames, considering them 
too specific, but chose generic first 
names instead. The name Joseph, 
for example, could be applied to Beuys 
or Cornell or any other Joseph the 
viewer might think of as a contempo­
rary artist. 

As the ice proceeded to melt, the 
letters—one by one and in c l u s t e r s -
fell into the pool of meltwater that had 
begun to collect below. Eventually, the 
ice disappeared completely. The swim­
ming letters that had once spelled the 
names of artists past and present 
began to suggest an infinity of other 
permutations—an invitation to spell out 
the names of artists yet to come. 

In its initial state, the immaculate, 
frozen-solid plaque might have served 
as a traditional symbol of conserva­

tion—immutability, a way to embalm for 
eternity. Ice conveys the impression 
that anything can be preserved, but at 
what cost? Is it possible to freeze the 
élan vital, to freeze creativity? Can we 
conceive of wanting to preserve a work 
at the cost of its sou l 7 

Inevitably, ice melts, yet life per­
sists; the forces of nature are always 
there to remind us that everything is 
transformation. Delacroix's M e l t i n g 
P l o t , by its elegant economy of means, 
portrayed the interplay of elements, the 
alchemy of the nearly nothing, the 
essence of forces that covertly act on 
every work of art. Thus, from frozen 
solid to liquid thaw to total evaporation 
into air, a cycle of change was enacted: 
an image of perfect order sliding into 
dissolution and, finally, into chaos over­
flowing with new possibilities. 

Is there any permanence within 
continuous evolution? Is time truly a 
mobile image of immobile eternity 9 

What remains after a l l 7 The traces and 
memory of the oeuvre are its immedi­
ate future; what it generates deter­
mines its fate. In that sense, the letters 
found at the end, set in positions that 
only chance could dictate, evoke the 
poet Mallarmé's famous "coup de dés" 
(throw of the dice). The essence of this 
work extends the long-lasting tradition 
of vanity paintings. With this contempo­
rary vanitas, Michel Delacroix has 
questioned the efforts to freeze art and 
bet on the ever-changing, unseizable 
forces of life. 

Julián Zugazagoitia 
Pans 

Michel Delacroix's

MELTING PLOT
An Ephemeral Installation at
The Getty Center, Los Angeles
March 25-27, 1998
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INTRODUCTION 

In the fall of 1997, T h e N e w York 

Times asked seventeen art-world 

protagonists and observers the 

question, "What is art?" 1 Al l gave 

the same response: The question 

had no answer. At around the same 

time, a conference was held in 

Amsterdam that sought, by its title, 

to answer the question, "Modern 

Art: Who Cares?" 

It has been said that art does 

not move in a linear fashion from 

one century to the next; creativity 

ebbs and flows. Still, if we accept 

the notion that art reflects history, 

then contemporary art is, in some 

way, a monument to contemporary 

civilization. It is the cultural heri­

tage of our time. Thus, as the new 

millennium approaches, we are 

right to wonder how we wi l l be 

remembered through the heritage 

we have produced. The question is: 

Who decides what constitutes our 

cultural heritage? The most bor­

rowed objects from the National 

Museum of American History to 

Japan and elsewhere are Dorothy's 

ruby slippers from T h e Wizard o f 

Oz; Indiana Jones's leather jacket 

from Raiders o f t h e Lost Ark; and 

the robot R 2 - D 2 from Star Wars. 

Wil l our choices for preservation 

be based on popularity and the 

movies? Wi l l the selection be the 

result of the attrition of time? Art 

historian Edward B. Garrison has 

estimated that perhaps 70 to 80 

percent "of the paintings originally 

produced in Italy in such remote 

periods as the twelfth and thir­

teenth centuries must be consid­

ered lost." 2 One may well ask: 

Seven hundred years from now, 

Do we have an obligation 
to the future to provide a 
comprehensive record of 
twentieth-century art? 
If so, how do we choose 
what will be saved? 

what wi l l be left of twentieth-

century art? 

For the first time in history, it 

is possible for us to decide what we 

want to save for posterity Do we 

have an obligation to the future to 

provide a comprehensive record of 

twentieth-century art? I f so, how 

do we choose what wi l l be saved? 

Who makes the choices? And how 

do we save what we have chosen? 

This book—based on the 

conference "Mortality Immortality? 

The Legacy of 20th-century Art," 

sponsored by the Getty Conserva­

tion Institute and held at the Getty 

Center in Los Angeles, March 

25-27 ,1998—offers the reader the 

opportunity to consider the range 

of problems associated with the 

preservation of contemporary art, 

1. Amei Wallach, "Is It Art? 
Is It Good?" T h e N e w York 

Times, 12 October 1997. 

2. Edward B. Garrison, 
"Note on the Survival of 
Thirteenth-Century Panel 
Paintings in Italy," B u l l e t i n 

54 (1972), 140; quoted in 
Gary Schwartz, "Ars 
Moriendi: The Mortality of 
Art," A r t in A m e r i c a 84, no. 
11 (1996), 72. 
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3. David Lowenthal, 

Possessed by t h e P a s t 

(New York: Free Press, 

1996), x i . 

f r o m the t r e a t m e n t a n d h a n d l i n g 

o f t r a d i t i o n a l w o r k s to the difficul­

ties posed b y a n aesthetic that is 

expressed t h r o u g h c o m b i n a t i o n s 

o f n e w m a t e r i a l s a n d technologies . 

T h e d iscuss ion a n d d e b a t e — g e n e r ­

ated at the conference a n d expressed 

i n a v a r i e t y o f vo ices t h r o u g h o u t 

the pages o f th is p u b l i c a t i o n — 

t a c k l e the dif f icult , m u l t i f a c e t e d 

q u e s t i o n o f the i m m o r t a l i t y 

o f art . B y b r i n g i n g together a n 

e x t r a o r d i n a r y , m u l t i d i s c i p l i n a r y 

g r o u p — i n c l u d i n g artists, m u s e u m 

professionals , c o n s e r v a t o r s , ar t 

h is tor ians , educators , dealers, col­

lectors, phi losophers , a n d l a w y e r s — 

this b o o k at tempts to i l l u m i n a t e 

the p h i l o s o p h i c a l , e thica l , ar t his­

t o r i c a l , a n d t e c h n o l o g i c a l issues 

w e face i n the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f con­

t e m p o r a r y art a n d to establish a 

dialogue that w i l l enable us to iden­

t i f y — a n d m a k e — t h e r ight choices. 

W h a t exact ly is i m m o r t a l i t y ? 

I n 1984, t w o s m a l l r e c t a n g u l a r 

c lay tablets dat ing f r o m the f o u r t h 

m i l l e n n i u m before the c o m m o n 

e r a w e r e f o u n d i n T e l l B r a k , S y r i a . 

A c c o r d i n g to archaeologis ts , 

these s i m p l e , u n a s s u m i n g objects 

i n s c r i b e d w i t h a f e w inc is ions rep­

resent the n u m b e r ten. H e r e is a 

p a i r o f objects that has t r a n s c e n d e d 

t i m e , a message f r o m thousands 

o f years ago that has s u r v i v e d — 

a s m i d g e n o f i m m o r t a l i t y that w e 

are capable o f perce iv ing , f r o m 

a past that belongs to us. I t is o u r 

h e r i t a g e — a n essential e l e m e n t 

i n k n o w i n g a n d act ing, a n d i n con­

n e c t i n g the past w i t h present pur­

poses. A s D a v i d L o w e n t h a l so 

poet ica l ly puts it: 

We m o u r n worlds known to 

be irrevocably lost—yet more 

vividly felt, more lucid, more 

real than the murky and 

ambiguous present. We yearn 

for rooted legacies that enrich 

the paltry here and now wi th 

ancestral echoes, yet also 

encumber us w i t h outworn 

relics and obsolete customs. 

We see what has happened as 

inalterable (not even God can 

change the past) and cleave 

to timeless tradition, yet we 

ever reshape what we inherit 

for current needs.3 

T o d a y ' s concept o f w h a t 

const i tutes heritage, however , has 

d r a m a t i c a l l y shifted f o r w a r d i n 

t i m e ; its def ini t ion n o w stretches 

f r o m p r e h i s t o r y to last n ight . 

H e r i t a g e encompasses images o f 

J u r a s s i c m o n s t e r s a n d M a r i l y n 

M o n r o e , as w e l l as ancient E g y p ­

t i a n a n d E l v i s Pres ley artifacts. 

M e m o r i a l s a n d m o n u m e n t s m u l t i ­

ply, cities a n d sites are restored, his­

tor ic events are reenacted i n t h e m e 

p a r k s , a n d flea-market objects are 

cons idered antiques. R e t r o - f a s h i o n 

rages a n d v i d e o recorders are ever 

present to m e m o r i a l i z e the banal i ty 

o f yesterday. Ninety- f ive percent 

o f ex is t ing m u s e u m s postdate the 

S e c o n d W o r l d W a r . W e have n e w 

v i s i o n s o f t r a d i t i o n , n e w w a y s o f 

a s s i m i l a t i n g the past. A n e x a m p l e 

c a n be seen i n P o s t m o d e r n archi­

tecture, w h i c h contains vestiges 

o f b o t h M o d e r n a n d Neoc lass ica l 

styles. W e q u i c k l y assimilate the 

art ist ic expressions o f other c u l ­

tures a n d adapt t h e m as o u r o w n ; 

as never before, a m u l t i t u d e o f art 

f o r m s exists s imultaneously . 

A l t h o u g h the G e t t y C o n s e r ­

v a t i o n Inst i tute is a y o u n g organi­

z a t i o n , b a r e l y t h i r t e e n years o ld , 

a n d is better k n o w n for its w o r k 

w i t h m o n u m e n t s a n d s i t e s — 

R o m a n mosaics i n the Mediter­

r a n e a n , M a y a sites i n M e s o a m e r i c a , 

a n d B u d d h i s t grottoes i n C h i n a , 

for e x a m p l e — w e recognize o u r 

responsib i l i ty to he lp to protect 

w h a t w i l l be the legacy o f h u m a n ­

ity 's passage t h r o u g h these extraor­

d i n a r y one h u n d r e d years that are 

about to end. I n L o s Angeles , a n d 

specif ical ly at the G e t t y Center , w e 

are s u r r o u n d e d b y c o n t e m p o r a r y 

art a n d archi tecture . E x t e n d i n g the 

J . P a u l G e t t y M u s e u m ' s p r i m a r y 

focus o n C l a s s i c a l ant iqui t ies a n d 

E u r o p e a n paintings f r o m the 

Renaissance to the late n i n e t e e n t h 

century, the G e t t y T r u s t has b e g u n 

l o o k i n g to the future , w i t h c o m ­

pleted c o m m i s s i o n s o f t w e n t i e t h -

c e n t u r y artists s u c h as A l e x i s S m i t h , 

E d R u s c h a , A n d y G o l d s w o r t h y 

M a r y C o r s e , a n d R o b e r t I r w i n — 

w h o s e C e n t r a l G a r d e n is the G e t t y 

C e n t e r ' s largest insta l la t ion piece. 

I n the s a m e spirit , the G e t t y C o n ­

s e r v a t i o n Inst i tute has w o r k e d at 
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c o n s e r v i n g l o c a l c o n t e m p o r a r y art­

w o r k s : D a v i d A l f a r o Siqueiros 's 

m u r a l , A m e r i c a T r o p i c a l (1932), i n 

the h i s t o r i c center o f d o w n t o w n 

L o s Angeles ; E d w a r d K i e n h o l z ' s 

B a c k S e a t D o d g e '38 (1964) ( F I G . I ) at 

the L o s A n g e l e s C o u n t y M u s e u m 

o f A r t ; A n d y G o l d s w o r t h y ' s u n ­

t i t led c lay s p i r a l (1997) at the G e t t y 

R e s e a r c h Institute; R o b e r t G r a h a m ' s 

O l y m p i c G a t e w a y (1984) at the L o s 

A n g e l e s C o l i s e u m ; a n d that w e l l -

k n o w n s y m b o l o f L o s A n g e l e s i n 

S o u t h - C e n t r a l L . A . : S i m o n R o d i a ' s 

W a t t s T o w e r s (1921-55). W i t h the 

s a m e level o f c o m m i t m e n t , w e have 

b r o u g h t to the f o r e f r o n t — t h r o u g h 

the " M o r t a l i t y I m m o r t a l i t y ? " con­

ference a n d the p u b l i c a t i o n o f this 

b o o k — t h e i m p o r t a n t issues o f 

the s u r v i v a l o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art , 

its m e a n i n g , its ro le , a n d its legacy. 

A t the e n d o f the m i l l e n n i u m , 

w e are m a k i n g , h e a d o n , a n i n i t i a l 

foray i n t o the f u t u r e — r e c o g n i z i n g 

that today's ar t w i l l represent for 

m a n y f u t u r e generat ions w h a t o u r 

societies p r o d u c e d , respected, a n d 

felt w a s i m p o r t a n t to preserve i n t o 

the n e x t centur ies . 

A t the close o f the p r e v i o u s 

m i l l e n n i u m , i n 999 to be exact, the 

F r e n c h s c h o l a r G e r b e r t o f A u r i l l a c 

w a s e lected Pope Sylvester 11; he 

i n t r o d u c e d to the W e s t a n e w 

c o u n t i n g s y s t e m he h a d l e a r n e d 

f r o m the M o o r s o f Spain . T h e ideas 

o f P y t h a g o r a s a n d E u c l i d , n o less 

elegant for the ir a w k w a r d expres­

s ions, w e r e t r a n s l a t e d i n t o the 

s y m b o l s o f A r a b i a , b l o s s o m i n g a n d 

p r o d u c i n g n e w e r a n d r i c h e r con­

cepts. I t w a s a f u n d a m e n t a l t i m e i n 

the h i s t o r y o f the w o r l d . P e r h a p s 

n o t as f u n d a m e n t a l — b u t j u s t as 

m o m e n t o u s — h a s b e e n , i n the last 

t w e n t y years , the a r r i v a l o f the 

dig i ta l age, w h i c h has t r a n s f o r m e d 

o u r l ives. H o w e v e r , o u r c o n t i n u i n g 

re l iance o n d ig i t i za t ion is also 

t h r e a t e n i n g o u r col lect ive m e m o r y . 

A t the conference " T i m e & Bi ts : 

M a n a g i n g D i g i t a l C o n t i n u i t y , " h e l d 

at the G e t t y Center , F e b r u a r y 8 - 1 0 , 

1998, a n i n t e r n a t i o n a l g r o u p o f dis­

t inguished experts o n t e c h n o l o g y 

w a r n e d that the digi ta l r e c o r d is 

r a p i d l y disappearing. F o r instance, 

d ig i t i zed images f r o m the h is tor ic 

1976 V i k i n g m i s s i o n to M a r s that 

h a d b e e n careful ly s tored a n d 

appeared to be i n g o o d c o n d i t i o n 

are n o w degraded a n d unreadable . 

Is i t possible that the clay tablets o f 

T e l l B r a k w i l l last longer t h a n 

o u r c u r r e n t h igh-powered, u l t r a -

sophist icated technology? Is , i n 

fact, the i m m o r t a l i t y o f o u r collec­

tive m e m o r y threatened? 

F I G U R E 1 
Edward Kienholz, Back Seat Dodge 'ß, 1964. 
Tableau: polyester resin, paint, fiberglass, flock, 
truncated 1938 Dodge, clothing, chicken wire, beer 
bottles, artificial grass, and plaster cast; 
167.64 χ 609.6 χ 365.76 cm (66 χ 240 χ 144 in.). 
Los Angeles County Museum of Art. 
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4. Fyodor Dostoyevsky, T h e 

Brothers K a r a m a z o v , trans. 

Constance Garnett (New 

York: Heritage Press, 

1949). 50. 

5. Cicero, D e o r a t o r e , 

vol. 1, trans. E. W. Sutton, 

comp. H. Rackham (Cam­

bridge, Mass.: Harvard 

University Press; London: 

W. Heinemann, 1967), I I , 

87:357. 

6. M. D. Chenu, G r a m m a i r e 

e t théologie a u X I I e e t X I I I e 

siècles (Paris, 1935-36); 

quoted in Alberto Manguel, 

A H i s t o r y of Reading 

(New York: Viking, 

1996), 28. 

I n T h e B r o t h e r s K a r a m a z o v , 

D o s t o y e v s k y w r o t e : " I f y o u w e r e to 

destroy i n m a n k i n d the b e l i e f i n 

i m m o r t a l i t y n o t o n l y love b u t every 

l i v i n g force m a i n t a i n i n g the life o f 

the w o r l d w o u l d at once be d r i e d 

u p . " 4 Is this a g r i m p o r t r a i t o f the 

f u t u r e o f the t w e n t i e t h century? 

T h e artists o f o u r t i m e do n o t labor 

u n d e r the constr ic t ions o f their 

ear ly predecessors. T h e S e v e n t h 

C h u r c h C o u n c i l i n N i c e a , h e l d i n 

787, dec lared that a n artist w a s n o t 

free to l e n d his w o r k any pr ivate 

signif icance a n d added that a con­

gregat ion w a s n o t free to i n t e r p r e t 

the p ic tures s h o w n i n its c h u r c h . 

T h e R o m a n C a t h o l i c C h u r c h 

at that t i m e c o n s i d e r e d that the 

e x e c u t i o n o f p ic tures w a s n o t a n 

i n v e n t i o n o f the painter ; i t w a s , 

rather , a w a y o f e n s u r i n g recog­

n i t i o n o f the p r o c l a m a t i o n o f 

the C h u r c h ' s l a w s a n d t r a d i t i o n . 

I n essence, this m e a n t that , for 

the art is t , the ar t b e l o n g e d to 

the painter , b u t the a r r a n g e m e n t 

b e l o n g e d to the C h u r c h . 

M u c h has changed i n t w e l v e 

h u n d r e d years. T o d a y artists are 

m a k i n g art i n w a y s never before 

explored. C o n t e m p o r a r y w o r k s 

o f art are t r a d i t i o n a l , e p h e m e r a l , 

repeatable, a n d disposable. A r t i s t s 

are creat ing w o r k s i n t w o a n d three 

d i m e n s i o n s — a s w e l l as i n " v i r t u a l 

d i m e n s i o n s " — f o r p r i v a t e a n d 

for publ ic spaces. T h e s e w o r k s m a y 

i n c o r p o r a t e p a i n t , p o l y e t h y l e n e , 

paper, c l o t h , p h o t o g r a p h s , a n d 

c o m b i n a t i o n s o f m e d i a — e f f e c ­

t ively c h a l l e n g i n g the b o u n d a r i e s o f 

mater ia ls . Indeed, the m o n u m e n t a l 

e a r t h w o r k s o f W a l t e r D e M a r i a , 

M i c h a e l H e i z e r , R o b e r t S m i t h s o n , 

o r D e n n i s O p p e n h e i m pose con­

s e r v a t i o n p r o b l e m s b e y o n d any 

envisaged b y m e m b e r s o f that dis­

t i n g u i s h e d profess ion o n l y a f e w 

decades ago, n o t to m e n t i o n the 

m o r e c o m p l e x p r o b l e m s created 

b y D a m i e n H i r s t ' s f o r m a l d e h y d e 

pieces or M a r c Q u i n n s S e l f (1991). 

H a s the use o f so m a n y dif­

ferent mater ia l s changed o u r per­

cept ion o f w h a t art is a n d w h e t h e r 

o r n o t w e n e e d to p r e s e r v e it? 

W i l l the w o r k p r o d u c e d b y con­

t e m p o r a r y artists be a r o u n d for 

f u t u r e generat ions to u n d e r s t a n d 

a n d appreciate? I f w e w a n t to 

ensure that it w i l l be, w e n e e d to 

a s k o u r s e l v e s s o m e i m p o r t a n t 

quest ions: H o w a n d w h y is a w o r k 

o f ar t sustained, m a i n t a i n e d , or 

neglected? W h o decides w h a t is 

s a v e d — a n d o n w h a t basis? 

" T h e keenest o f o u r senses is 

the sense o f s ight ," 5 w r o t e C i c e r o . 

St. A u g u s t i n e p r a i s e d a n d t h e n — 

b e i n g St. A u g u s t i n e — c o n d e m n e d 

the eyes as the w o r l d ' s p o i n t o f 

e n t r y St. T h o m a s A q u i n a s cal led 

sight "the greatest o f the senses 

t h r o u g h w h i c h w e acquire k n o w l ­

edge." 6 T o any m u s e u m visitor, 

it is obvious that w o r k s o f art are 

n o r m a l l y first perce ived t h r o u g h 

the eyes. B u t by w h a t m e c h a n i s m 

do these mater ia ls b e c o m e signifi­

cant w o r k s o f art? W h a t takes place 

inside us w h e n w e are face to face 

w i t h a paint ing, sculpture, or col­

lage? H o w do the things w e s e e — 

the colors, shapes, a n d textures o f 

objects that arr ive t h r o u g h the eyes 

to the b r a i n — b e c o m e significant? 

H o w do w e l e a r n to appreciate 

w h a t w e see? 

I n m e d i e v a l J e w i s h society, 

as I s r a e l A b r a h a m s describes, 

the r i t u a l o f l e a r n i n g to read w a s 

expl ic i t ly celebrated: 

O n the Festival of Shavuot, 

when Moses received Torah 

from the hands of God, the 

boy about to be initiated was 

wrapped in a prayer shawl 

and taken by his father to the 

teacher. T h e teacher sat the boy 

on his lap and showed him a 

slate on which were written 

the Hebrew alphabet, a passage 

from the Scriptures and the 

words "May the Torah be your 
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occupation." T h e teacher read 

out every word and the child 

repeated it. T h e n the slate was 

covered w i t h honey and the 

child licked it, thereby bodily 

assimilating the holy words. 

Also, biblical verses were writ­

ten on peeled hard-boiled eggs 

and on honey cakes, which the 

child would eat after reading the 

verses out loud to the teacher. 7 

What a way to start appreciation of 

a legacy from the past! 

The past, however, does 

not always meet with such appre­

ciation. In 1792, for example, when 

the Louvre Palace in Paris was 

turned into a museum for the 

people, François-René vicomte de 

Chateaubriand, voicing a haughty 

complaint against the notion of a 

common past, protested that the 

works of art thus assembled "had 

no longer anything to say either to 

the imagination or to the heart." 8 

A few years later, when the artist 

and antiquarian Alexandre Lenoir 

founded the Museum of French 

Monuments to preserve the statu­

ary and masonry of the mansions, 

monasteries, palaces, and churches 

plundered in the French Revolu­

tion, Chateaubriand dismissed it as 

"a collection of ruins and tombs 

from every century, assembled 

without rhyme or reason in the 

cloisters of the Petits-Augustins."9 

In the future, wi l l art of the twenti­

eth century, considered a thing of 

the past, be similarly dismissed? 

An important organizing 

principle of modern society has 

been the idea of the future. Each 

civilization has a different idea of 

time. For medieval societies, the 

important thing was etern i ty— 

time outside t ime—and the past. 

Medieval men and women did not 

believe in the future; they knew 

very well that the world was con­

demned to extinction. The point 

was to save one's soul and not to 

try to save the world. Is there some 

lesson to be learned from this? Is 

contemporary art only for contem­

porary times? Does it need to exist 

beyond our time? What is the life 

of a work of art? Are we ready— 

as Arthur Danto so provocatively 

suggests in these pages—to con­

sider how the future wi l l see us 

through the artworks that we 

choose, or do not choose, to pre­

serve? Are we prepared to cast off 

the legacy of the twentieth century 

like the skin of a snake or the shell 

of an insect? According to Gertrude 

Stein, Picasso knew that some of 

his work would fall apart but did 

not care. She quotes him as saying: 

"No one wi l l see the picture, they 

wi l l see the legend of the picture, 

the legend that the picture has cre­

ated. It makes no difference if the 

picture lasts or doesn't last." 1 0 After 

seeing the work of Christo, and 

long after the work itself is dis­

mantled, we are struck by what 

entered our consciousness. The 

images of what he and his wife, 

Jeanne-Claude, created remain in 

our minds, available to imagina­

tions, despite the fact that the 

works themselves—although 

documented— no longer exist. 

This book— and the conference 

that was its source—would have 

never seen the light of day were it 

not for the imagination, reflection, 

and perseverance of one of the 

most extraordinary people I know: 

my friend Mildred Constantine— 

"Connie," as she is known. Connie's 

determination in recognizing the 

important issues of contemporary 

art conservation and in bringing 

them to a serious discussion was 

instrumental in framing the con­

ference and, hence, this publica­

tion from their earliest stages. 

Her relentless pursuit of depth and 

quality, substance and excellence 

was complemented by the partner­

ship of Tracy Bartley who came to 

the Getty Conservation Institute as 

an intern and rapidly demonstrated 

a breadth of knowledge, thirst for 

information, organizational skills, 

deep thinking, and—despite her 

very young age—wisdom, along 

with a keen sense of priorities and 

organization. Their persistence, 

motivation, and unbounded enthu­

siasm were keystones in bringing 

the conference to light and helping 

to shape the content of this book. 

To both of them my deep acknowl­

edgment, recognition, and thanks. 

7. Israel Abrahams, Jewish 

Life in t h e M i d d l e Ages 

(London, 1896); cited in 
Manguel, A H i s t o r y of 

Reading, 71. 

8. François-René vicomte 
de Chateaubriand, 
Mémoires d ' o u t r e t o m b e 

(Paris, 1849-50); quoted 
(in English translation) in 
Manguel, A H i s t o r y of 

Reading, 238. 

9. Ibid. 

10. Gertrude Stein, in 
Doris Athineos, "Eternity Is 
Delusional," Forbes M a g ­

a z i n e (16 June 1997), 288. 
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I w o u l d l i k e to t h a n k a l l the 

a u t h o r s w h o c o n t r i b u t e d to this 

p u b l i c a t i o n . W i t h o u t t h e m there 

w o u l d have b e e n n e i t h e r confer­

ence n o r the sp ir i ted debate that 

f o l l o w e d , as ref lected i n these 

pages. I w o u l d also l i k e to t h a n k 

those c o n t r i b u t o r s w h o g r a c i o u s l y 

p e r m i t t e d us to use edited t r a n ­

scr ipt ions o f t h e i r conference 

presentat ions for i n c l u s i o n i n this 

book: T o n y C r a g g ; Peter Galass i ; 

S h e i l a H i c k s ; R . B . K i t a j ; P a u l 

S c h i m m e l ; J o y c e J . Scott; R o b e r t 

S t o r r ; a n d m y g o o d f r i e n d C l i f f o r d 

E i n s t e i n w h o , w i t h his w i f e , M a n d y 

g r a c i o u s l y o p e n e d t h e i r h o m e to 

m e a n d gave m e a first g l impse n o t 

o n l y o f the ar t w i t h i n i t b u t o f the 

h e a r t o f the col lectors . 

I also w i s h to e x t e n d m y 

a p p r e c i a t i o n to D i n a h B e r l a n d , 

publ icat ions c o o r d i n a t o r at the 

G e t t y C o n s e r v a t i o n Inst i tute a n d 

m a n a g i n g e d i t o r for th is b o o k , 

a n d to the o u t s t a n d i n g publ icat ions 

t e a m w h o w o r k e d ass iduously w i t h 

h e r to p r o d u c e this p u b l i c a t i o n 

w i t h i n a y e a r o f the conference: 

J a m e s R . D r u z i k , senior scientist at 

the G C I , w h o acted as science advi­

sor; K e i t h E i r i n b e r g , r a p p o r t e u r for 

the conference, w h o also t r a n ­

scr ibed the ta lks; S h e l l y K a l e , m a n ­

u s c r i p t editor, w h o shepherded the 

project f r o m m a n u s c r i p t to p r o d u c ­

t i o n ; Scott P a t r i c k W a g n e r , elec­

t r o n i c file m a n a g e r a n d reference 

editor; the research staff o f the G C I 

I n f o r m a t i o n C e n t e r ; a n d A n i t a 

K e y s , p r o d u c t i o n c o o r d i n a t o r for 

G e t t y T r u s t P u b l i c a t i o n Serv ices . 

M y c o m p l i m e n t s also to V i c k i e 

K a r t e n o f G e t t y T r u s t P u b l i c a t i o n 

Serv ices , w h o created the book 's 

superb design. 

" E t e r n i t y , " says A l b e r t A l b a n o , " is 

d e l u s i o n a l . " 1 1 H e r e i n l ies the chal­

lenge o f o u r a u t h o r s : to e x p l o r e 

the q u e s t i o n s p o s e d a n d ref lect 

a b o u t o u r c e n t u r y a b o u t to e n d , 

a n d to e x a m i n e o u r assumpt ions , 

o u r premises , a n d o u r thoughts . 

H e n r y B e s t o n has w r i t t e n : " F o r a 

m o m e n t o f n ight w e have a g l impse 

o f o u r s e l v e s a n d o f o u r w o r l d 

i s l a n d e d i n its s t r e a m o f s t a r s — 

p i l g r i m s o f m o r t a l i t y v o y a g i n g 

b e t w e e n h o r i z o n s across the eter­

n a l seas o f space a n d t i m e . " 1 2 T h e 

legacy o f the t w e n t i e t h c e n t u r y 

does not , o f course , consist exc lu­

s ive ly o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art , b u t 

it is one o f the c e n t u r y ' s m o s t 

s igni f icant heri tages . I h o p e o u r 

readers g a i n i n these pages a n 

u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f the issues a n d 

c o n c e r n s , a l o n g w i t h the excite­

m e n t a n d chal lenge o f e n s u r i n g 

that the signif icant contr ibut ions 

o f t w e n t i e t h - c e n t u r y artists prov ide 

joy, i n s p i r a t i o n , a m u s e m e n t , a n d 

t h o u g h t f u l re f lect ion to interested 

observers i n the future . 

M i g u e l A n g e l C o r z o 

L o s Ange les 

11. Albert Albano, in Doris 

Athineos, "Eternity 

Is Delusional," Forbes 

M a g a z i n e (16 June 1997), 

289. 

12. Henry Beston, 

T h e O u t e r m o s t House 

(New York: Doubleday, 

Doran and Company, 

1929), 176. 
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LOOKING AT THE MESENICHS? * T ™ E F U T U R E 

Arthur C. Danto 

To establish something that endures, a fixed 
base is required. The future torments us p the 
past holds us fast. That is why the present 
eSCapeS US.1 —Gustave Flaubert 

ι. "Pour établir quelque 
chose de durable, il faut 
une base fixe. L'avenir 
nous tourmente et le 
passé nous retient. Voilà 
pourquoi le présent nous 
échappe." Translated by 
the author. 

Every culture we can know about 

has left behind some material rem­

nants of itself when it finally fades 

into history, i f only stones and 

bones. The remains of these cul­

tures accordingly have an immor­

tality not granted to the cultures 

themselves, and this is bound to 

be true of us as well. It is, however, 

a trait distinctive of our culture 

that in addition to such inadvertent 

ruins and remnants as may survive 

us as a matter of chance, we delib­

erately endeavor to conserve a 

certain portion of our culture, 

specifically in order that the future 

might see us much as we see our­

selves. And this is because it is a fur­

ther trait of our culture that, since 

we see things under a historical 

perspective, it naturally occurs to 

us to try to see our own culture 

from a historical perspective as 

w e l l — t o see ourselves as we wi l l 

be seen by future generations look­

ing back. We may, of course, hope 

for more than this. We may hope 

that more adheres to conserved 

objects than the fact that they were 

ours; we may hope that, in fact, 

they enter the culture of the future 

as part of its content—the way 

parts of different pasts, like paint­

ings and sculptures and written 

texts from earlier cultures, have 

come to have a meaning for us by 

entering our own canons and con­

ceptions of life. 

This means that we approach 

the problems of conservation from 

the perspective of history as the 

future wi l l see us, and the title of 

this essay expresses how we are 

to make our choices. For structural 

reasons inherent in the asymme­

tries of history, the future is now 

as blank a leaf as a past culture 

would be that left nothing what­

ever behind. The future casts no 

shadows over the present. And part 

of what is hidden from us is pre­

cisely what interests the future wi l l 

have in us, which, we may be quite 

sure, wi l l differ from the interests 

we have in ourselves. This means 

that the present itself is hidden 

from our knowledge. Countless 

truths a b o u t t h e p r e s e n t wi l l be avail­

able to the future, which we have 

no way of knowing about now, 

however much we conserve. That 

is why "the present escapes us," 

as Flaubert wisely said. This does 

not mean that we ought not to con­

serve whatever is meaningful to us, 

and to do so as systematically and 
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2. Henry James, preface to 
T h e Aspern Papers (1908), 

in T h e A r t o f Criticism: 

H e n r y James on t h e T h e o r y 

a n d P r a c t i c e of Fiction, 

ed. William Veeder and 
Susan M. Griffin (Chicago: 
University of Chicago 
Press, 1986), 334. 

3. Louis Menand, "Not 
Getting the Message of the 
Master," N e w York Review 

of Books, 4 December 1997. 

4. T h e Ice S t o r m was set in 
suburban America of 1973, 

though director Ang Lee 
did not emigrate from his 
native Taiwan until 1978. 

as sc ient i f ica l ly as w e c a n . A t the 

v e r y least, this serves the task o f 

b r i n g i n g to consc iousness the 

q u e s t i o n o f w h a t w e are; a self-

consc ious i m a g e o f o u r c u l t u r e is 

a c o m m e n d a b l e t h i n g to p u r s u e , 

even i f i t t u r n s o u t n o t to coincide 

w i t h w h a t e v e r i m a g e o f us the 

f u t u r e w i l l f o r m . W e cannot , h o w ­

ever, b r i n g i n t o self-consciousness 

the t r u t h s about the present that 

o n l y the f u t u r e w i l l k n o w . T h e 

q u e s t i o n o f w h a t w e ought to con­

serve, i f w e m e a n to p r e e m p t the 

consciousness o f the f u t u r e , is 

therefore i n h e r e n t l y u n a n s w e r a b l e . 

I n his preface to T h e A s p e r n 

P a p e r s , H e n r y J a m e s w r o t e : " W e are 

d i v i d e d o f course b e t w e e n l i k i n g 

to feel the past strange a n d l i k i n g to 

feel i t f a m i l i a r . " 2 I n t r u t h , i f it does 

n o t feel strange, i t is n o t rea l ly past; 

b u t i t has to be the k i n d o f strange­

ness that be longs to h i s t o r i c a l 

change r a t h e r t h a n to c u l t u r a l dif­

ference, t h o u g h this contrast per­

haps w e a k e n s as w e go b a c k i n 

t i m e , say to the m e d i e v a l p e r i o d 

o r even the Renaissance , w h e r e w e 

lack, as i t w e r e , c u l t u r a l fluency a n d 

c a n take less a n d less for g r a n t e d . 

T h e l ikeness i n q u e s t i o n i m p l i e s a 

c e r t a i n c o n t i n u i t y w i t h the present , 

a n d the s trangeness suggests a n 

u n s u s p e c t e d i n c o n g r u i t y w h e r e w e 

expect f u r t h e r continuity. 

Ironical ly , the b a l a n c i n g 

o f f a m i l i a r i t y a n d strangeness is 

i n v o k e d b y the cr i t ic L o u i s M e n a n d 

to identi fy the f o r m u l a that g u i d e d 

the film v e r s i o n o f J a m e s ' s n o v e l 

T h e W i n g s of t h e D o v e (1997): " Y o u 

n e e d a h i s t o r i c a l p e r i o d close 

e n o u g h to m a k e the c h a r a c t e r s 

s e e m m o d e r n b u t distant e n o u g h 

to m a k e a h i g h style o f l i v i n g — 

w i t h c h a m p a g n e , fancy dress, ser­

vants , a n d p l e n t y o f le isure for 

l o v e — p l a u s i b l e . " 3 T h i s explains 

shi f t ing the s tory f r o m V i c t o r i a n to 

E d w a r d i a n t imes , w h i c h m e a n s 

that there rea l ly is n o h is tor ica l ly 

identif iable present represented b y 

the film. T h i s h a r d l y m a t t e r s to 

v i e w e r s w h o s e idea o f the past has 

b e e n f o r m e d b y M e r c h a n t - I v o r y 

films, o r s u c h films as T h e E n g l i s h 

P a t i e n t (1996), w i t h o l d automobi les , 

m u s l i n f rocks , c o u n t r y h o m e s , a n d 

the l ike . B u t even w h e n the p e r i o d 

o f a film is i n t e n d e d to be histor i ­

ca l ly accurate , as w h e n a director 

u n d e r t a k e s to m a k e a film about 

the 1920s o r the D e p r e s s i o n , there 

are p r o b l e m s . Lately , for e x a m p l e , 

there has b e e n a r e v i v a l o f interest 

i n the 1970s, the decade b o u n d e d 

b y the P i l l at one e n d a n d the dis­

c o v e r y o f A I D S at the other, a t i m e 

o f s e x u a l f r e e d o m w i t h o u t conse­

quences o r the elaborate s t ructures 

o f i n t e r d i c t i o n that h a d b e e n gener­

ated to protect society. W h e t h e r or 

n o t the s e x u a l a n d art ist ic d o m a i n s 

o f permiss iveness are connected, 

it w a s equal ly a t i m e w h e n , i n the 

arts, e v e r y t h i n g s e e m e d p o s s i b l e — 

w h e n life i n N e w Y o r k w a s cheap 

a n d the c o n c e p t o f a r t e last ic 

e n o u g h that anyone w h o w a n t e d 

to be a n art ist c o u l d be one. 

Recently, I s a w t w o directors 

i n t e r v i e w e d o n te lev is ion w h o 

m a d e films about the 1 9 7 0 s — B o o g i e 

N i g h t s (1997) a n d T h e I c e S t o r m 

( 1 9 9 7 ) — t h o u g h n e i t h e r o f t h e m 

h a d l ived the 1970s, even i f they 

w e r e alive i n that decade. 4 A n d they 

h a d to recover, t h r o u g h o ld televi­

s i o n p r o g r a m s , w h a t l i v i n g the 

decade w a s l ike . I n t r u t h , they w e r e 

unable to do so, i n part because a 

c u l t u r e is l ike a language i n w h i c h 

those w h o l ive the cu l ture are flu­

ent, a n d unless w e c a n i n t e r n a l i z e 

this language, w e cannot be c e r t a i n 

h o w they w o u l d respond to count­

less c i r c u m s t a n c e s that cannot be 

easily anticipated. T h e people w h o 

l ived the c u l t u r e d id so w i t h o u t this 

p r a c t i c a l language especially r i s i n g 

to c o n s c i o u s n e s s — t h e y j u s t k n e w , 

i n the s a m e w a y w e k n o w h o w to 

m o v e o u r bodies. T o the directors , 

b y contrast , the 1970s w a s a f o r m 

o f p r o p o s i t i o n a l k n o w l e d g e , i n 

w h i c h one t h i n g h a d to be l e a r n e d 

at a t i m e a n d i n w h i c h n o t h i n g 

c a n have b e e n t a k e n for g r a n t e d . 

4
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E v e r y t h i n g h a d to be l e a r n e d , as 

i n a d i c t i o n a r y o f e v e r y d a y l i fe. 

A l t h o u g h their f i lms w e r e addressed 

to the p o r n o g r a p h i c film business 

( B o o g i e N i g h t s ) a n d to a d u l t e r y 

a n d s e x u a l a n x i e t y i n the suburbs 

( T h e I c e Storm)—two foci o f the 

s e x u a l r e v o l u t i o n — t h e directors 

also n e e d e d to s h o w people o u t o f 

b e d ( a r o u n d the table, for instance, 

or at par t ies) a n d h e n c e n e e d e d to 

k n o w w h a t people ate a n d o n w h a t 

they ate it , a n d h o w they ta lked , 

a n d w h a t c lothes people w o r e a n d 

h o w they l o o k e d i n t h e m . C o u l d 

t h e y have sent o u t for fast food? 

T h e cr i t i c Jesse K a r p asserts that 

" the subtle , s q u i r m i n g d i s c o m f o r t 

o f the l o o k a n d styles o f the 1 9 7 0 s — 

the p l a i d suits, the vas t lapels, the 

flaring pants b o t t o m s — a r e n o t 

c o m i c a l here , b u t r a t h e r a subtext 

to the m i s g u i d e d m e n t a l i t y o f the 

m o m e n t . " 5 T h e directors m a y have 

p u t the c lothes i n as a h i s t o r i c a l 

subtext , b u t t h e y w e r e c e r t a i n l y 

n o t p e r c e i v e d that w a y w h e n the 

1970s w a s l i v e d — a n d they c e r t a i n l y 

w o u l d n o t have b e e n seen as f u n n y 

at the t i m e . T h e y w e r e j u s t c lothes, 

j u s t the w a y one dressed for the 

v a r i o u s p u r s u i t s o f l ife. 

O n e k n o w s that o u r present 

decade w i l l , i n s i m i l a r w a y s , be 

strange a n d o u r c lothes f u n n y to 

those w h o w a n t to m a k e films t w o 

decades f r o m n o w that are set i n 

the 1990s, w h e n w h a t is registered 

o n the u n f o r g i v i n g film has to 

c o m p e t e w i t h the l i v i n g m e m o r y 

o f those w h o are, b y now, a cer­

t a i n distance i n t o the t w e n t y - f i r s t 

century . I suppose that w e r e I to 

see the 1990s films that are set i n 

the 1970s, I w o u l d find m y s e l f see­

i n g the 1970s as at once strange 

a n d famil iar . I t w o u l d be as i f the 

once f a m i l i a r h a d b e c o m e strange, 

s i m p l y as a consequence o f the 

relentlessness o f h i s t o r i c a l change. 

I a m n o t r e f e r r i n g to the great 

b a c k g r o u n d realit ies o f the t i m e — 

V i e t n a m , C a m b o d i a , W a t e r g a t e , 

a n d the constant Soviet presence, 

as w e l l as the s e x u a l r e v o l u t i o n 

i t s e l f — b u t to the o r d i n a r y person's 

w a r d r o b e , diet, aspirat ions, a n d 

attitudes, w h i c h w o u l d be f a m i l i a r 

to m e because I w a s there b u t unfa­

m i l i a r because the ir c o u n t e r p a r t s , 

h e r e a n d now, are v e r y different, 

a n d I w o u l d have h a d n o idea that 

th ings h a d c h a n g e d t h a t m u c h . 

I w o u l d n o t be s u r p r i s e d i f I have, 

now, at the b a c k o f m y closet, 

things I w o r e at that t i m e . W e r e i t 

n o t for the k i n d s o f resources avai l­

able to m o v i e m a k e r s — t e l e v i s i o n 

clips, m o v i e s , p i c t u r e m a g a z i n e s — 

past a n d p r e s e n t w o u l d have 

s e e m e d i n t e r n a l l y re lated i n a seem­

ingly single exfo l ia t ion o f t i m e . 

W h a t I have j u s t descr ibed is 

one m o d e o f w h a t one m i g h t fol­

l o w the C o n t i n e n t a l phi losophers 

i n c a l l i n g h i s t o r i c a l b e i n g , w h i c h 

H e n r y J a m e s , w h o quite v i v i d l y 

l i v e d i n history, descr ibed to a T . 

H e w r i t e s to his brother , W i l l i a m , 

o f w h a t a difference the e lectr ic 

l ight , u n d e r w h i c h he w r i t e s that 

letter, m a k e s to his l ife. A n d h e 

tells, i n another letter, o f the type­

w r i t e r " w i t h o u t w h i c h h e c o u l d 

n o l o n g e r l i v e . " 6 T h i s w a s i n the 

1890s, a n d these invent ions p laced a 

cognit ive b a r r i e r — t h e y d e f i n e d — 

a d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n past a n d 

p r e s e n t that w a s h i s t o r i c a l i n the 

sense that the present w a s a f u t u r e 

the past c o u l d scarcely have antic i­

pated, and, f r o m that present, the 

past w a s m a r k e d b y absences n o 

one c o u l d have r e c o g n i z e d as s u c h 

w h e n the past w a s the present. 

N o one i n the 1870s knew, or c o u l d 

have k n o w n , for e x a m p l e , the t r u t h 

that the te lephone h a d n o t yet b e e n 

invented; i f they did, the te lephone 

w o u l d have b e e n invented, or at 

least the concept w o u l d have been, 

w h i c h is w h a t they l a c k e d . T h e 

t y p e w r i t e r w a s i n v e n t e d i n 1868; 

F r i e d r i c h N i e t z s c h e , w h o s e h a n d ­

w r i t i n g h a d degenerated to the 

p o i n t that he c o u l d n o t r e a d i t , 

w a s the first p h i l o s o p h e r to o w n 

one. P i c t u r e s o f i t are f a m i l i a r a n d 

strange, i n that w e recognize i t as 

a t y p e w r i t e r w i t h o u t b e i n g able 

to i m a g i n e h o w it c o u l d have b e e n 

used. B u t , for N i e t z s c h e , i t w a s 

a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y a n object that 

e m b o d i e d m o d e r n i t y a n d the 

m e c h a n i c a l perfect ion o f a r a i l r o a d 

engine. T h e absences I refer to 

are expressed w i t h sentences s u c h 

as " T h e te lephone h a d n o t b e e n 

i n v e n t e d " or " E l e c t r i c i t y h a d n o t as 

yet b e e n u s e d for domest ic l ight­

i n g . " H e r e is a m a r v e l o u s negative 

i n v e n t o r y o f the 1970s b y R i c k 

Moody, a u t h o r o f the n o v e l T h e I c e 

S t o r m , o n w h i c h the film w a s based. 

I t uses sentences w e a l l u n d e r s t a n d 

b u t that c o u l d n o t have b e e n under­

stood i n the p e r i o d o f w h i c h they 

are t rue : 

No answering machines. A n d 

no call waiting. No Caller I .D. 

No compact disk recorders 

or laser disks or holography 

or cable television or M T V 

No multiplex cinemas or word 

processors or laser printers 

or modems. No virtual reality. 

No grand unified theory or 

Frequent Flyer mileage or fuel 

injection systems or turbo or 

5. Jesse Karp, "At the 
Movies," Review 3, no. 1 

(1997), 42. 

6.1. K. Skrupskelis and 
Ε. M. Berkeley, eds., 
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ville: University Press of 
Virginia, 1997), 400, 425. 
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premenstrual syndrome or 

rehabilitation centers or 

Adult Children of Alcoholics. 

No codependency. No punk 

rock or postpunk, or hardcore, 

or grunge. No hip-hop. No 

Acquired Immune Deficiency 

Syndrome or H u m a n Immuno­

deficiency Virus No cloning 

or genetic engineering or 

biospheres or full-color photo­

copying or desktop copying 

and especially no facsimile 

transmission. No perestroïka. 7 

I have s tudied s u c h sentences 

i n m y b o o k A n a l y t i c a l P h i l o s o p h y of 

H i s t o r y , i n w h i c h I designate t h e m 

n a r r a t i v e s e n t e n c e s a n d f o l l o w o u t 

t h e i r log ic . 8 A n a r r a t i v e sentence 

describes a n event w i t h reference 

to a later event. I t b e c o m e s t r u e 

o n l y w h e n the later event happens, 

b u t w h a t i t is t r u e o f is the ear l ier 

event. T h e assass inat ion o f the 

A r c h d u k e F r a n c i s F e r d i n a n d i n 

Sarajevo is said to have b e g u n the 

F i r s t W o r l d W a r , i n that i t began a 

series o f events that l e d i n e l u c t a b l y 

to that catastrophe, w i t h conse­

quences the w o r l d has h a d to l ive 

w i t h since. B u t w h e n it h a p p e n e d , 

i n 1914, i t w a s m e r e l y front-page 

n e w s . T h a t the F i r s t W o r l d W a r 

began w i t h a n assassin's bul le t i n 

B o s n i a is boi lerplate h is tor iogra­

phy; b u t h o w e v e r c o m m o n p l a c e 

the pract ice o f u s i n g it , the sen­

tence is n o t one that c o u l d have 

b e e n k n o w n b y anyone w h o knew, 

w h e n it h a p p e n e d , that the A r c h ­

d u k e F e r d i n a n d h a d b e e n assassi­

nated. A n d this is the interest ing 

character is t ic o f n a r r a t i v e sen­

tences: that c o m m o n p l a c e as they 

are w h e n w r i t t e n b y h i s t o r i a n s 

about the past, they c o u l d not , 

i n g e n e r a l , have b e e n k n o w n — 

w o u l d n o t even have i n m a n y cases 

b e e n u n d e r s t o o d — b y those con­

t e m p o r a r y w i t h the events o f w h i c h 

t h e y are t r u e . E x a m p l e s s u c h as 

" T h e T h i r t y Years ' W a r began i n 

1618" or " P e t r a r c h o p e n e d the R e ­

naissance" are staples o f h i s t o r i c a l 

descript ion, a n d they m a k e salient 

the a s y m m e t r i e s o f tensed language 

u n d e r s t o o d i n histor ical , ra ther t h a n 

m e r e l y t e m p o r a l , t e r m s . 

T h e d i s t i n c t i o n b e t w e e n 

t e m p o r a l a n d h i s t o r i c a l t e r m s 

is b r o u g h t o u t v i v i d l y b y H e n r y 

J a m e s ' s p o i n t about f a m i l i a r i t y a n d 

strangeness. P h e n o m e n o l o g i s t s 

have m a d e a c e r t a i n p o i n t that one 

c o u l d n o t have a concept o f the 

future w i t h o u t a concept o f pres­

ent a n d a concept o f past. T h e s e 

are c o i m p l i c a t e d . B u t one needs 

m o r e t h a n these c o n c e p t u a l con­

nect ions to grasp the idea o f the 

h i s t o r i c a l fu ture , the h i s t o n c a l past, 

the h i s t o n c a l present. U n d e r n a r r a ­

tive descr ipt ion, the present does 

n o t disclose its s t r u c t u r e u n t i l it 

is re lated to the f u t u r e — a n d the 

f u t u r e w i l l have b e e n u n k n o w a b l e 

before i t happened, m a k i n g the 

present i t se l f u n k n o w a b l e , filled, as 

it w e r e , w i t h pockets o f ignorance 

n o one l i v i n g w i l l k n o w are there 

u n t i l the future fills t h e m i n , l ike 

the nonexis tence o f t y p e w r i t e r s i n 

m i d - n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y L o n d o n . 

A n d w h e n that has happened, there 

has b e e n n o t j u s t a change b u t a 

h i s t o r i c a l change. 

T h e quest ions p o s e d i n 

the b o o k y o u are n o w reading are 

m a d e acute b y the h i s t o r i c a l 

u n k n o w a b i l i t y o f the present. I t is 

a n u n k n o w a b i l i t y that c a n o n l y be 

r e m o v e d t h r o u g h the course o f his­

tory, b y w h i c h t i m e it is too late to 

do m u c h g o o d i n regard to o u r con­

s e r v a t i o n a l a m b i t i o n s , for w e can­

n o t revis i t the past to change things 

a n d c o u l d n o t have k n o w n w h a t 

the future w i l l w i s h w e h a d saved. 

T h i s is the m e l a n c h o l y t r u t h i n 

G e o r g Hegel ' s p r o n o u n c e m e n t that 

"the O w l o f M i n e r v a takes flight 

o n l y w i t h the fa l l ing o f the d u s k . " 9 

W h a t accounts for the hiddenness 

o f present s igni f icance is the inter­

ests that f u t u r e g e n e r a t i o n s w i l l 

take i n o u r w o r l d . T h e h i d d e n n e s s 

is i n e r a d i c a b l e because w e cannot 

anticipate interests that b e l o n g n o t 

at a l l to o u r present b u t to presents 

n o w f u t u r e to us, w h i c h are g o i n g 

to redefine, i n e v i t a b l y i n conse­

quence o f the h i s t o r i c a l b e i n g o f 



Look ing at the Fu tu re Look ing at the P r e s e n t a s P a s t 7 

those w h o l ive t h e n , w h a t i n o u r 

present s e e m s to have b e e n m o s t 

i n t e r e s t i n g a n d i m p o r t a n t f r o m 

the b a c k w a r d perspect ives o f those 

l i v i n g after us . N a r r a t i v e sentences 

p i v o t o n f u t u r e interests i n s u c h 

a w a y that i t is palpable that there 

c a n be n o h i s t o r i c a l l a w s , n o t h i n g 

that connects past, present , a n d 

f u t u r e the w a y v a l u e s o f t e m p o ­

r a l v a r i a b l e s do i n d i f ferent ia l 

equat ions . T h i s is w h a t m a k e s the 

d i s c i p l i n e o f h i s t o r y o n e o f the 

h u m a n i t i e s r a t h e r t h a n one o f 

the sciences: h u m a n i t y . T h e h u m a n 

b e i n g as h i s t o r i c a l defines h is tor io-

g r a p h i c a l p r o c e d u r e s entirely. W h o 

k n o w s w h a t the f u t u r e w i l l find 

i m p o r t a n t i n the w a y w e are n o w ? 

I n m y b o o k , I cite W i l l i a m 

B u t l e r Yeats's great p o e m " L e d a 

a n d the S w a n " i n p r e s e n t i n g this 

p r o b l e m to readers : 1 0 "A s h u d d e r i n 

the lo ins engenders there / T h e 

b r o k e n w a l l , the b u r n i n g r o o f a n d 

t o w e r / A n d A g a m e m n o n dead." 

A l l that w a s engendered i n the rape 

o f L e d a w a s s o m e t h i n g to w h i c h 

a n y o n e w h o s a w a w o m a n b e i n g 

m o l e s t e d b y a s w a n h a d to have 

b e e n b l i n d . Z e u s ' s o t h e r r a p e s — o f 

E u r o p a , D a n a ë , a n d the m a n y l i k e 

t h e m — h a v e n o h i s t o r y s i m i l a r to 

the one that w o u l d cause A g a m e m ­

n o n , C l y t e m n e s t r a , Orestes , 

E l e c t r a , a n d I p h i g e n i a to take a n 

e x t r e m e interest i n that p a r t i c u l a r 

rape , w h i c h enters i n t o the expla­

n a t i o n o f w h a t h a p p e n e d to t h e m 

a n d m a d e that act re troact ive ly 

appear to t h e i r eyes a destiny. B u t 

w h e n i t o c c u r r e d , i t w o u l d have 

b e e n m e r e l y one o f Z e u s ' s p ictur­

esque erot ic i n t e r v e n t i o n s , n o m o r e 

i m p o r t a n t i n his eyes t h a n they 

w e r e . T h e rape o f L e d a c a m e to be 

i m p o r t a n t because H e l e n o f T r o y 

w a s c o n c e i v e d o n that occas ion, 

a n d she b e c a m e causal ly i m p l i c a t e d 

i n the great event o f antiquity, the 

T r o j a n W a r . 

R e n é D e s c a r t e s h a d a s ingu­

lar c o n t e m p t for h i s t o r i c a l k n o w l ­

edge, perhaps for j u s t the r e a s o n 

that l i t t le s tock c o u l d be p u t i n 

t r u t h s i n d e x e d to specific m o m e n t s , 

i n contrast w i t h those u n i v e r s a l l y 

t r u e , l i k e those o f log ic o r algebra. 

H i s t o r i a n s , he w r o t e , acquire great 

l e a r n i n g , i n c l u d i n g h o w to r e a d 

ancient languages, i n order that, 

w i t h i m m e n s e effort, they m i g h t 

l e a r n about the last y e a r o f the 

R o m a n R e p u b l i c , w h i c h the i l l i ter­

ate s e r v i n g g i r l o f C i c e r o k n e w 

as a m a t t e r o f course . D e s c a r t e s 

w a s t h i n k i n g o f m a j o r h i s t o r i c a l 

m o m e n t s that quite o r d i n a r y serv­

i n g g ir ls c o u l d k n o w about t h r o u g h 

e a v e s d r o p p i n g i n the v i l l a . B u t 

w h a t o f the t r u t h s that c a m e n a t u ­

r a l l y to s e r v i n g g ir ls , s u c h as w h a t 

it w a s l i k e to be one? D e s c a r t e s 

w o u l d have b e e n c o n t e m p t u o u s 

o f a t t e m p t i n g to k n o w things about 

the s e r v i n g g i r l herself , w h i c h she 

k n e w as a m a t t e r o f c o u r s e . B u t 

w h o c o u l d have i m a g i n e d i n the 

s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y that the his­

t o r y o f dai ly life s h o u l d so c o n c e r n 

us three centuries later? W h o w o u l d 

have i m a g i n e d that the quest for 

everydayness s h o u l d have m a d e the 

great n a r r a t i v e s o f G r e e k h i s t o r y 

interest ing to c o n t e m p o r a r y readers 

for the i n c i d e n t a l l ight they shed 

o n h o w o r d i n a r y people l ived , w h a t 

c h i l d h o o d w a s l i k e , o r m a r r i a g e , 

o r c h i l d b i r t h , or death? H o w m u c h 

d i d people earn? H o w d i d they 

h a n d l e illness? 

T h e ancients erected m o n u ­

m e n t s a n d m e m o r i a l s to w h a t they 

felt w a s i m p o r t a n t to r e m e m b e r — 

o r n o t to f o r g e t — a n d s u c h w a s 

the i n t e n d e d f u n c t i o n o f c e r t a i n 

texts, l i k e H e r o d o t u s ' s H i s t o n e s , 

c o m p o s e d , he tells us , "to preserve 

the m e m o r y o f the past b y p u t t i n g 

o n r e c o r d the astonishing achieve­

m e n t s b o t h o f o u r o w n a n d o f 

other peoples . " 1 1 H i s b o o k is about 

"the a s t o n i s h i n g " — p r e c i s e l y , the 

deeds m e m o r i a l i z e d i n m o n u ­

m e n t s . B u t w h a t does H e r o d o t u s 

te l l us about dai ly life i n Athens? 

W e c a n deduce f r o m w h a t he says 

about strange cul tures w h a t n o n -

strangeness m u s t have b e e n l ike 

a n d p i c k out, o n the basis o f s u c h 

obl ique i l l u m i n a t i o n s , features 

i n o r d i n a r y life. B u t the f a m i l i a r 

w o u l d have b e e n w h a t e v e r y b o d y 

k n e w . I m a g i n e w r i t i n g that d o w n . 

I m a g i n e s o m e o n e a s k i n g y o u to 

say w h a t i t is l ike to l ive today. H o w 

w o u l d y o u begin? O u r interest i n 

o r d i n a r y life is a d e t e r m i n a n t o f 

efforts to discover h o w it w a s , a n d 

10. Danto, N a r r a t i o n a n d 

Knowledge, 151. 

11. Herodotus, T h e 

Histories, trans. Aubrey 
de Selmcourt, rev. 
A. R. Burn (Middlesex, 
England: Penguin Books, 
1982), 41. 
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this changes inev i tab ly the m e a n ­

ings the great texts have for us b y 

contrast w i t h w h a t i t m u s t have 

b e e n for H e r o d o t u s ' s o r i g i n a l read­

ers, w h o k n e w about life as s e r v i n g 

g ir ls did. H a d the ancients antic i­

pated the interest i n c o m m o n life 

that is a feature o f o u r c u l t u r e , they 

m i g h t have m a d e a n effort to pre­

serve it . B u t they d i d n o t have the 

concept o f the t i m e capsule, w h i c h 

carr ies f r a g m e n t s o f o u r ident i ty 

f o r w a r d to give o u r descendants 

a n i n k l i n g o f w h o deposited these 

f r a g m e n t s a n d w h a t larger p u r p o s e 

the f r a g m e n t s s e r v e d w h e n those 

w h o possessed t h e m w e r e alive. 

A n d y W a r h o l t h r e w every 

s c r a p o f p a p e r h e r e c e i v e d i n t o 

large c a r d b o a r d boxes , w h i c h h e 

e x p l i c i t l y c a l l e d " T i m e C a p s u l e s . " 

H e filled s ix h u n d r e d o f these, 

a n a r c h i v e o f the o r d i n a r y that 

n o w belongs to the A n d y W a r h o l 

M u s e u m i n P i t t s b u r g h a n d that w i l l 

a l m o s t c e r t a i n l y get s tranger a n d 

stranger w i t h t i m e . H e saved w h a t 

e v e r y o n e w o u l d have sa id w a s 

n o t w o r t h saving. W e n o w k n o w 

that e v e r y t h i n g is w o r t h saving, 

s ince w e do n o t k n o w w h a t w i l l 

a n d w h a t w o n t interest the future . 

W a r h o l left i t to the latter to say, 

and, g i v e n o u r interests, it w o u l d 

have b e e n w o n d e r f u l i f one o f 

H e r o d o t u s ' s c o n t e m p o r a r i e s h a d , 

i n this sense, b e e n the W a r h o l o f 

antiquity. I n ancient t imes , the 

f u t u r e m u s t have b e e n i m a g i n e d 

as ent i re ly o f a piece w i t h the pres­

ent, s ince n o one w a s t e m p t e d to 

a n s w e r s u c h quest ions as: W h a t 

d i d people eat for breakfast? W h e n 

d i d they go to sleep? H o w often 

d i d they have sex? W e c a n h a r d l y 

fault t h e m , since o u r c o n c e p t i o n 

o f the f u t u r e is v e r y l i k e the i rs . 

T h e c h a r a c t e r s i n the film 2001: 

A S p a c e O d y s s e y (1968) are ent i re ly 

l i k e us, t h o u g h the ir technologies 

are b e y o n d o u r i m m e d i a t e p o w e r s ; 

w e k n o w , abstractly, that they w i l l 

have interests different f r o m o u r 

o w n . W h a t w e c a n n o t say is w h a t 

those interests w i l l be. W e c a n n o t 

see o u r w o r l d the w a y they w o u l d 

w i s h to see i t . 

C o n s i d e r the h i s t o r y o f 

M o d e r n i s m i n art . A s i t evolved, 

it enfranchised, as p a r t o f its o w n 

history, arts that w e r e at the t i m e 

n o t considered especial ly w o r t h y 

b u t w e r e cons idered as art o n l y i n 

a m a r g i n a l a n d degenerate sense. 

R o u g h l y at the t i m e M o d e r n i s m 

began, i n the 1860s, a n interest i n 

peasant arts began. T h e v e r y n a m e 

"folk" i n c o n j u n c t i o n w i t h this w o r k 

m a y have m e a n t that this interest 

w a s a consequence less o f aesthet­

ics a n d m o r e o f n a t i o n a l i s m , a n d 

ref lected the s e n t i m e n t a l i z a t i o n 

o f the fo lk that the r o m a n t i c i s m 

o f nat ional is t m o v e m e n t s entai led. 

S t i l l , to see as ar t w h a t w o u l d 

at best have b e e n seen as needle­

w o r k (or craft) i m p l i e s a n encroach­

m e n t o n c o n c e p t u a l boundar ies . 

T h i s is w h a t E d o u a r d M a n e t h i m ­

se l f m u s t have sensed, i f i n d e e d 

L e déjeuner s u r l ' h e r b e (1863) is the 

first M o d e r n w o r k , as i t is some­

t i m e s es teemed to be, t h r o u g h 

its a c k n o w l e d g m e n t o f flatness. 

Japanese pr ints w e r e enfranchised 

j u s t w h e n the flatness o f t h e i r 

f o r m s c a m e to be a p p r e c i a t e d 

re lat ive to the k i n d o f p a i n t i n g 

advanced artists w e r e d e t e r m i n e d 

to do ( it is w e l l k n o w n that the 

Japanese , for w h o m the pr ints h a d 

o n l y the interest a W a r h o l w o u l d 

have i n t h e m — i . e . , as h a v i n g the 

l o w l y status o f p o p u l a r a r t — u s e d 

t h e m to w r a p shipped porce la in) . 

P a u l G a u g u i n enfranchised O c e a n i c 

art; Pablo Picasso, A f r i c a n art . 

P a u l K l e e enfranchised c h i l d r e n s 

art; J e a n Dubuffet , the art o f the 

insane. F o l k art as a n express ion 

first occurs i n p r i n t i n 1927, accord­

i n g to the Oxford E n g l i s h D i c t i o n a r y , 

a n d w a s enfranchised b y m e m b e r s 

o f a n artist 's c o l o n y i n O g u n q u i t , 

M a i n e , w h o began to col lect it a n d 
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The concept of art may be universal, but people's 
grasp of that concept is entirely historical and 
changes with each enfranchisement. 

use i t as a cr i t ique , i n a way, o f t h e i r 

o w n p a i n t i n g a n d sculpture . A f e w 

years ago, there w e r e s h o w s o f 

thri f t-shop art (e.g. , at M e t r o P i c ­

tures i n N e w Y o r k ) a n d art ic les 

o n the subject i n a l l m a j o r art per i ­

odicals . A d v e r t i s i n g art w a s enfran­

c h i s e d b y s u c h artists as R i c h a r d 

P r i n c e . T h e r e m a y be u n e n f r a n ­

c h i s e d ar t s o m e w h e r e o u t there , 

w h i c h w e do n o t see as ar t a n d w i l l 

n o t so see i t u n t i l i t is e n f r a n c h i s e d 

b y a n art ist w h o m a k e s i t v is ib le to 

us, b u t w e a lready k n o w there w i l l 

be n o c o n c e p t u a l obstacle i n the 

a p p r o p r i a t i o n . T h e p h o t o g r a p h e r 

T i n a B a r n e y e n f r a n c h i s e d the f a m ­

i l y snapshot , a n d t h o u g h there are 

u n d o u b t e d l y differences b e t w e e n 

the t w o , they are n o t differences i n 

k i n d . T h e S a n F r a n c i s c o M u s e u m 

o f M o d e r n A r t c a u s e d a recent st ir 

w h e n its p h o t o g r a p h y d e p a r t m e n t 

m o u n t e d a s h o w o f pol ice photo­

g r a p h s , m a n y o f the k i n d one sees 

i n post offices t h r o u g h o u t the l a n d . 

T h e s e have a precedent i n W a r h o l ' s 

T e n M o s t W a n t e d , w h i c h he d i d 

for the 1964-65 N e w Y o r k W o r l d ' s 

Fair . B u t h e r e w e have the r e a l 

t h i n g , g i v e n a n i m p r o b a b l e d igni ty 

t h r o u g h e x h i b i t i o n i n a m a j o r 

art v e n u e . T h e s h o w caused a far 

greater st ir t h a n one m i g h t have 

ant ic ipated, g i v e n the h i s t o r y w e 

have gone t h r o u g h . 

T h e h i s t o r y o f M o d e r n i s m 

is the h i s t o r y o f s u c h enfranchise­

m e n t s , b u t i t is i m p o r t a n t to recog­

n i z e that things b e c a m e available as 

art co l la tera l ly a l o n g w i t h changes 

i n the concept o f ar t over t i m e , 

so past a n d present b e c o m e inter­

n a l l y re lated. T a k e a n y m o m e n t 

i n that history, a n d it w o u l d have 

b e e n imposs ib le to have k n o w n 

w h a t s h o u l d have b e e n p r e s e r v e d 

because one w o u l d n o t have b e e n 

able to antic ipate f u t u r e interests, 

a n d that is because one t h o u g h t i n 

t e r m s o f a concept o f ar t that the 

f u t u r e w a s c e r t a i n to modify. T h e 

concept o f ar t m a y be u n i v e r s a l , 

b u t people 's grasp o f that concept 

is ent i re ly h i s t o r i c a l a n d changes 

w i t h e a c h e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t . W e see 

this w h e n w e e n c o u n t e r objects i n 

ant ique shops that o u r grandpar­

ents possessed b u t d i d n o t have the 

foresight to k e e p — o r w h a t e v e r 

objects, p l a c e d at the b a c k s o f long-

u n o p e n e d d r a w e r s o r i n b a r r e l s 

o r boxes i n b a s e m e n t s o r garages, 

that h o l d , l i k e M a r c e l P r o u s t ' s 

m a d e l e i n e , the h i s t o r i c a l r e a l i t y 

o f the 1970s for those w h o rec­

o g n i z e i t . T h e r e has n o t b e e n 

f o u n d o n e s ingle e x a m p l e o f the 

l ine o f u r i n a l s f r o m w h i c h M a r c e l 

D u c h a m p casual ly selected F o u n ­

t a i n (1917), w h i c h w e k n o w v i s u a l l y 

o n l y t h r o u g h the great p h o t o g r a p h 

A l f r e d St ieg l i tz t o o k before he 

c losed his ga l lery i n the s p r i n g o f 

that year, t h o u g h i t has c o m e to be 

a n object o f n e a r l y obsessive artis­

tic interest w h e n eighty years ago i t 

w a s so m u c h i n d u s t r i a l p l u m b i n g . 

W i t h F o u n t a i n , e v e r y t h i n g w a s artis­

t ica l ly enfranchised, so t h i n k e r s i n 

the 1970s c o u l d say that e v e r y t h i n g 

w a s art , o r c o u l d be. So, w h a t — 

s h o r t o f e v e r y t h i n g — c o u l d w e j u s ­

tif iably preserve? 

W e k n o w , b a r r i n g unforeseen 

m u t a t i o n s , w h a t future generat ions ' 

interest w i l l be i n c lean w a t e r a n d 

p u r e air, i n k e e p i n g w a r m a n d hav­

i n g energy e n o u g h to p r o d u c e w h a t 

they need, a n d i n h e a l t h a n d mate­

r i a l happiness. O r w e believe w e 

have a n obl igat ion to so act i n the 

present that, paternal i s t i ca l ly w e 

act o n the ir behalf, g i v i n g t h e m 

the m a t e r i a l w h e r e w i t h a l to enjoy 

the ir unforeseeable f o r m s o f life. 

D o w e have a p a r a l l e l obl igat ion 

to the ir cu l ture , b y g i v i n g t h e m 

w h a t w e have p r o d u c e d artist ical ly? 

O r is this s o m e t h i n g w e , at most , 

o w e to ourselves? So m u c h o f w h a t 

is c o n t e m p o r a r y art is so i n t e r n a l l y 

r e l a t e d to aspects o f c o n t e m p o ­

r a r y c u l t u r e that the m e a n i n g s 

o f objects, i n t e n d e d as vehic les o f 

o u r c u l t u r a l identity, w i l l be lost 

i f k n o w l e d g e o f the ir references 

a n d a l lusions are u n k n o w n . I t is 

as t h o u g h w e m u s t t r a n s m i t the 

w h o l e o f o u r c u l t u r e i f any p a r t o f 

i t — a n y w o r k — i s to be m o r e t h a n 

a p i c k l e d object, so to speak. A n d 

the f u t u r e w o u l d n e e d to i n t e r n a l ­

i ze a great deal o f the t h e o r y that 

m a k e s these objects ar t for o u r con­

sciousness w h e n they look , to a l l 

appearances, l i k e m e r e objects. 

T h i n k , after a l l , about w h a t 

m a k e s F o u n t a i n art . I t looks , as a n 

object, l ike its peers f r o m M o t t I r o n 

W o r k s , as displayed i n p l u m b i n g 

supply stores before the F i r s t W o r l d 

W a r . ( D u c h a m p asked h o w consis­

tent i t w a s n o t to exhibi t s o m e t h i n g 

that w a s , i n fact, exhibi ted w h e r e v e r 

p l u m b i n g fixtures w e r e s h o w n . ) 
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T h e object a lone w i l l n o t t e l l us 

w h a t m a k e s the difference b e t w e e n 

a u r i n a l a n d a w o r k o f art , s ince 

they l o o k — b e c a u s e they a r e — 

ent i re ly the same. T h e s a m e is t r u e 

o f W a r h o l ' s B n l l o B o x a n d the boxes 

i n w h i c h B r i l l o w a s packaged i n 

1964, w h e n he m a d e this w o r k . 

T h e s a m e goes for m u c h o f every­

t h i n g m a d e i n the spir i t o f con­

t e m p o r a r y art . T o give W a r h o l ' s 

scu lpture its point , i t w o u l d be 

i m p o r t a n t that w e preserve B r i l l o 

car tons to c o m p a r e i t w i t h , for 

these have c h a n g e d since 1964 a n d 

m a y be replaced w i t h s o m e evolu­

t i o n o f s h r i n k - w r a p p a c k a g i n g , 

w h i c h causes s h i p p i n g cartons to 

fa l l o u t o f the c o m m o n c u l t u r e . 

W e have, i n brief , to preserve i n 

s o m e w a y w h a t e v e r i t is i n present 

c u l t u r e that is n e e d e d to m a k e the 

object art is t ica l ly inte l l ig ible . A s a 

m i n o r e x a m p l e , B r i l l o w a s k o s h e r 

i n 1964, as the e m b l e m o f the U n i o n 

o f O r t h o d o x R a b b i s p r i n t e d o n 

the sides o f B r i l l o car tons attests 

a n d w h i c h W a r h o l t o o k over s i m p l y 

because i t w a s there. B u t the con­

cept o f k o s h e r n e s s has b e e n as 

m u c h a n object o f intense i n q u i r y 

as the concept o f art , w i t h the 

resul t that B r i l l o is n o w t r a i f ( n o t 

s a n c t i o n e d b y J e w i s h l a w ) . T h e 

absence o f the logo m e a n s a B r i l l o 

c a r t o n w a s m a d e after 1964, after 

w h i c h t i m e the k o s h e r s y m b o l 

c o u l d n o t be u s e d i n c o n j u n c t i o n 

w i t h that product . 

T h i s i c o n o g r a p h i e change, 

r e c o u n t e d to m e b y a r a b b i n i c a l 

s tudent w h o h a p p e n e d to have r e a d 

s o m e o f m y w r i t i n g s , w a s invis ib le 

to m e i n 1964, as i t is to everyone 

w h o sees B n l l o B o x i n publ ic collec­

t ions. B u t t h e n , once m o r e , w h o 

k n o w s w h a t future generat ions 

w i l l find that w e , unless W a r h o l s , 

w o u l d have n o r e a s o n to pay atten­

t i o n to a n d that he p a i d at tent ion 

to m a i n l y because i t w a s there? 

T h e rea l ly interest ing d i m e n s i o n s 

o f the w o r k m a y c o n n e c t w i t h the 

future 's interests i n i t , w h i c h m a k e 

o u r interests strange. W e c a n n o t 

anticipate the future 's interests. 

So w e present t h e m w i t h w h a t w e 

k n o w a n d believe about the w o r k 

a n d leave i t for t h e m to m a k e i t 

the ir o w n . T h e q u e s t i o n t h e n is: 

H o w i m p o r t a n t is the actua l object? 

T h e r e are doubtless ques­

t ions that Stieglitz 's p h o t o g r a p h 

c a n n o t answer. B u t there are lots 

o f quest ions w e c a n i m a g i n e the 

future w i l l ask that the p h o t o g r a p h 

w i l l a n s w e r as adequately, o r even 

m o r e adequately, t h a n the object. 

Stiegl itz w a s , for e x a m p l e , inter­

ested i n the i n t e r i o r s h a d o w s m a d e 

b y a f o r m l i k e that , a n d h is p h o ­

t o g r a p h s h o w s t h e m , h o w e v e r 

i m p o r t a n t they m a y have b e e n to 

w h a t e v e r D u c h a m p w a s do ing . 

Is anyone interested i n the s h a d o w s 

o f Bñllo B o x ! M o s t p h o t o g r a p h s 

w o u l d p r o b a b l y use l i g h t i n g i n 

s u c h a w a y as to e l i m i n a t e s h a d o w s 

entirely, t reat ing the sculpture as 

i f i t w e r e a pa int ing . 

W e are unable , I t h i n k — a n d 

this is i n the n a t u r e o f h i s t o r i c a l 

b e i n g — t o see the strangeness art­

w o r k s w i l l have i n the eyes o f the 

future w h e n that strangeness, 

answerable to the ir interests, is as 

f a m i l i a r to us as c o n t e m p o r a r y art 

is f a m i l i a r i n the first place. B u t a n 

e x a m p l e o f s u c h strangeness w o u l d 

have b e e n the incapac i ty o f earl ier 

generat ions to see as ar t w h a t w e 

accept u n d e r that concept, w h i c h 

p r o v e d m o r e a c c o m m o d a t i n g t h a n 

they w o u l d have bel ieved credible. 

T h i s m e a n s , as I see it , that 

o u r obligations to the future are 

best m e t b y p r e s e r v i n g w h a t falls 

u n d e r o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g , preserv­

i n g w h a t w i l l be m e a n i n g f u l to the 

future o n l y insofar as the future is 

l ike the p r e s e n t — a later p a r t o f 

now. W e cannot deal w i t h w h a t 

they w i l l , to give appl icat ion to 

J a m e s ' s f o r m u l a t i o n , find strange. 

W e c a n deal w i t h that o n l y to the 

extent that w h a t is f a m i l i a r to us 

is f a m i l i a r to t h e m , w h i c h m e a n s 

e v e r y t h i n g i n w h i c h w e a n d they 

are h is tor ica l ly o f a piece. 

I n one sense, this is to give 

a n af f irmative a n s w e r to the ques­

t i o n o f w h e t h e r c o n t e m p o r a r y 

art is o n l y for c o n t e m p o r a r y t imes: 

I f the future shares o u r interests a n d 

experience, it is m e r e l y a protrac­

t i o n o f ourselves. B u t i n another 

sense, the future qualifies the con­

temporary . I t does so i n that there 

is b o u n d to be a difference i n the 

f u t u r e i n w h a t " c o n t e m p o r a r y a r t " 

i s f o r u s , w h i c h m a y be strange to 

t h e m , a n d w h a t i t is^br t h e m . W h a t 

it is for us is w h a t they w o u l d have 

to archaize , insofar as the "for u s " 
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a n d the "for t h e m " differ, as w i t h 

the d irectors o f the films about the 

1970s. I f w e c a n c o u n t o n t h e m as 

e n o u g h l i k e us to take a n interest i n 

s u c h m a t t e r s , i t w o u l d be l i k e o u r 

get t ing to k n o w f o r m s o f life l o n g 

s ince v a n i s h e d : W h a t w a s i t l i k e to 

l ive i n the Ice Age? W h a t w e n t o n 

i n Q u e e n V i c t o r i a ' s m i n d ? So, o n 

the a s s u m p t i o n that h i s t o r i c a l inter­

est r e m a i n s a constant , o u r obliga­

t i o n is to recognize that a t h i n g o f 

b e a u t y is r a r e l y a j o y forever, b u t 

to a c k n o w l e d g e the fact that there 

once w e r e those w h o f o u n d some­

t h i n g b e a u t i f u l e n o u g h to w a n t i t 

to e n d u r e — " L u s t w i l l E w i g k e i t " 

( P l e a s u r e w i l l s e t e r n i t y ) , as N i e t z ­

sche said i n T h u s S p a k e Z a r a -

t h u s t r a — t h a t w o r k s o f ar t are n o t 

s p e c i m e n s , l i k e c h u n k s o f m i n e r a l 

o r p i n n e d butterf l ies o r d r i e d flow­

ers, b u t have prec ise ly the s t r u c t u r e 

that the expressions "for u s " a n d 

"for t h e m " imply, a n d this be longs 

to the h i s t o r i c a l ident i ty o f ar t a n d 

has t h e n to be a c c o u n t e d for i n a n y 

d iscuss ion o f p r e s e r v a t i o n . I n a n y 

case, w h a t o p t i o n do w e have? 

W i l l c o n t e m p o r a r y ar t have 

a " for t h e m " i n f u t u r e f o r m s o f life? 

I t h i n k i t w i l l , p r o v i d i n g they have 

a n interest i n the concept o f art , 

for c o n t e m p o r a r y ar t has m a d e 

expl ic i t w h a t n o one even k n e w 

w a s i m p l i c i t i n that concept i n ear­

l ier m o m e n t s . T h e r e w a s n o w a y 

i n w h i c h ear l ier generat ions c o u l d 

have e n v i s i o n e d as ar t the objects 

e n f r a n c h i s e d u n d e r the auspices 

o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art . W e n e e d to 

h a n d d o w n e n o u g h s u c h objects to 

give substance to these ref lect ions 

o n the concept; b u t the objects m a y 

have v e r y l i t t le i n c o m m o n , at the 

leve l o f percept ion, w i t h objects 

that for (ear l ier ) others w e r e largely 

a m a t t e r o f aesthetic apprec ia t ion 

a n d h e r m e n e u t i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g . 

A s i f w h a t W a r h o l sa id about h i m ­

self, " I f y o u w a n t to k n o w w h o 

I a m , l o o k at the s u r f a c e — e v e r y ­

t h i n g is there , " c o u l d be t r u e o f 

so m a n y o f the u n i n f l e c t e d art­

w o r k s o f o u r t i m e that w e m u s t 

appreciate that there is l i t t le to 

t h e m except the fact that they are 

art , w h i c h is n o t s o m e t h i n g to be 

r e a d off t h e i r b l a n d surfaces. W e 

b e q u e a t h to the f u t u r e v e r y f e w 

candidates for the status o f j o y s 

forever. B u t , i n c o m p e n s a t i o n , w e 

have c a r r i e d the analysis o f the 

concept f u r t h e r t h a n a n y genera­

t i o n i n h i s t o r y ; i f they l a c k this 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l m e m o r y , i t w i l l have 

to be re invented. T h e y w i l l have 

to rel ive the h i s t o r y w e have l i v e d 

t h r o u g h , a n d t h o u g h they m a y n o t 

have e n o u g h interest i n phi losophi­

c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g to recognize that 

the interest o f ( o u r ) c o n t e m p o r a r y 

art l ies here , they w i l l have to dis­

cover the p h i l o s o p h y to penetrate 

the m e a n i n g o f w h a t they see i n 

the objects left over for t h e m . 

I n brief, w e serve the f u t u r e 

best b y p r e s e r v i n g w h a t connects 

w i t h o u r o w n interests; the quest ion 

is i m m e d i a t e l y r a i s e d : W h o are 

" w e " ? W h o is to be charged w i t h 

the task o f conservat ion? M y sense 

o f this is complicated by the extreme 

p l u r a l i s m o f the c o n t e m p o r a r y art 

w o r l d , w h i c h the constant possi­

b i l i t y o f e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t under­

scores. I , as a cr i t i c , a n d far less so 

as a phi losopher , have n o special 

aesthetic agenda, b u t i t is c e n t r a l 

to the v i a b i l i t y o f p l u r a l i s m that 

art ists a n d those i n t e r e s t e d i n 

art s h o u l d often have conf l i c t ing 

agendas. T h e qual i ty o f p o l e m i c a l 

d e n u n c i a t i o n — t h a t this o r that is 

n o t a r t — h a s abated. A b s t r a c t i o n ­

ists w h o h a d once b e e n ideologi­

ca l ly opposed to the figure, realists 

w h o h a d once d e n o u n c e d w h a t 

J o H o p p e r ca l led "gobbledygook," 

today o c c u p y the s a m e sector 

o f the art w o r l d ' s m a r g i n , s i m p l y 

because they are painters , a n d 

p a i n t i n g has b e e n m a r g i n a l i z e d . 

T h e discourse o f e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t 

has b e c o m e c i v i l i z e d , aside f r o m 

the i d e o l o g i z i n g o f the m a r g i n s . 

W h a t e v e r is i n candidacy for art 

carr ies a n i m p l i c i t j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f 

the c l a i m that i t is art , and, b e y o n d 

that, w h a t i t m e a n s that i t s h o u l d 

be art . T h i s is w h a t I have t e r m e d a 

"discourse o f reasons." 

T o be a m e m b e r o f the art 

w o r l d is to part ic ipate i n that dis­

course . I t is to k n o w the patterns o f 

c r i t i c a l e n f r a n c h i s e m e n t ; i t is to a l l 

intents a n d purposes to exercise a 

f o r m o f c r i t i c a l pract ice . E v e r y o n e 

i n the art w o r l d , a n d n o t j u s t those 

w h o specifically w r i t e c r i t i c i s m , is 

a cr i t ic . B u t this p l u r a l i s m m e a n s 

that people enter the discourse at 

different points a n d support differ­

ent art ist ic agendas. T h e y consti­

tute aesthetic pressure groups , 

so to speak. So m y v i e w is that the 

m o d e l o f dec is ion w i l l n o t be that 

o f r e f e r r i n g e v e r y t h i n g to a sort 

o f aesthetic a u t h o r i t y b u t to le t t ing 

decisions be p layed o u t the w a y 

they are i n polit ics. T h u s , I offer a 

pol i t ica l m o d e l for r e s o l v i n g issues 

o f w h a t s h o u l d be conserved. W e 

are the " w h o " o f " W h o is to decide 

o n w h a t m e a n s w h a t a n d w h y ? " 

B u t i t is a d i v i d e d a n d content ious 

" w e , " m a d e o f groups opposed 

to one another, w h o exert pressure 

o n one a n o t h e r i n p u b l i c debate. 

A n d this debate does n o t s i m p l y 

take place w i t h i n the inst i tut ions 

o f the art w o r l d — m u s e u m s , ar t 
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publ icat ions , gal leries, a n d art 

schools . F o r those i n s t i t u t i o n s are 

n o t soc ia l ly isolated; a l l k i n d s o f 

i n t e r a c t i o n s a n d confl icts arise 

w h e r e the ins t i tut ions i m p i n g e o n 

sectors o f society. T h i n k o f the 

controvers ies over R i c h a r d Serra ' s 

T i l t e d A r c (1981) i n the 1980s o r 

w h a t to do a b o u t the s l a s h e d 

B a r n e t t N e w m a n C a t h e d r a (1951) 

i n the N e t h e r l a n d s today. O r , to cite 

a less i n c e n d i a r y matter , there is , 

i n m y n e i g h b o r h o o d i n N e w Y o r k , 

a set o f m o s a i c benches j u s t b e h i n d 

G r a n t ' s T o m b , p u t u p i n the ear ly 

1970s, w h i c h I regard as qui te 

m i r a c u l o u s . I t is the site to w h i c h 

I a l w a y s take v i s i t o r s to m y area, 

w i t h the sense that I a m s h o w i n g 

t h e m s o m e t h i n g easi ly the peer o f 

G a u d i ' s P a r e G ü e l l i n B a r c e l o n a 

and, at the s a m e t i m e , a r e m a r k a b l e 

e x e m p l a r o f c o m m u n i t y art . T h e 

benches have b e e n threatened f r o m 

v a r i o u s b u r e a u c r a t i c direct ions, 

t h o u g h interest ingly e n o u g h never 

b y the n e i g h b o r h o o d that has 

m i n g l e d its o w n labor w i t h these 

w o r k s , w h i c h , i n the area i n w h i c h 

u r b a n graff i t i w a s i n v e n t e d , have 

n e v e r b e e n v a n d a l i z e d (by contrast 

w i t h G r a n t ' s T o m b i t s e l f ) . I n A p r i l 

1997, w h e n the N a t i o n a l P a r k Ser­

v i c e ra i sed the q u e s t i o n o f the 

b e n c h e s ' r e m o v a l , the c o m m u n i t y 

rose as one, a n d for the m o m e n t 

the p r o p o s a l is shelved. T h a t w a s 

s o m e t h i n g i n w h i c h I h a d a n inter­

est, a n d I c o n t r i b u t e d w h a t I c o u l d 

to the discourse i n favor o f sav ing 

these m a r v e l o u s objects forever. 

T h a t is m y sense o f a v iable 

m o d e l . L e t those w h o have a n 

interest i n p r e s e r v i n g the w o r k they 

bel ieve i n be the ones to m a k e 

p r e s e r v a t i o n r e a l — p r o p a g a n d i z i n g , 

r a i s i n g funds, a n d enl i s t ing support . 

I have g r u d g i n g l y decided that there 

s h o u l d n o t be a federal agency for 

p r e s e r v i n g c o n t e m p o r a r y art 

because I w a s great ly dis i l lu­

s i o n e d b y the r e p o r t i ssued b y 

the N a t i o n a l E n d o w m e n t for 

the A r t s i n O c t o b e r 1997 a n d felt, 

for the first t i m e , that i t w o u l d 

p r o b a b l y n o t be ent i re ly b a d w e r e 

that b o d y done a w a y w i t h , since it 

d e m o n s t r a t e d s u c h a s h a l l o w a n d 

u n c o m p r e h e n d i n g v i e w o f con­

t e m p o r a r y art . I e m p h a s i z e con­

t e m p o r a r y ar t because that is the 

focus o f this b o o k . I have n o rea­

s o n to r u l e o u t a federa l c o m m i s ­

s i o n to dea l w i t h the ar t o f the 

p a s t — t o r e p a i r the C a p i t o l d o m e , 

i f n e e d e d , o r the V i e t n a m Veter­

ans M e m o r i a l o r w h a t e v e r has 

s topped b e i n g a n object o f con­

t r o v e r s y a n d has passed i n t o the 

ar t i s t i c p a t r i m o n y o f the n a t i o n — 

t h o u g h the s t r u c t u r e I have a l l u d e d 

to, m e d i a t i n g b e t w e e n a r t w o r k s 

a n d s u c h a b u r e a u , w i l l p e r h a p s 

a l w a y s be necessary. 

A g a i n s t this b a c k g r o u n d , 

a w o r d o r t w o m i g h t be sa id o n 

ephemeral i ty . Obviously , w e cannot 

c o h e r e n t l y preserve w h a t i n its def­

i n i t i o n is u n p r e s e r v a b l e . T h e con­

t e m p o r a r y w o r l d has objects i t 

p r i z e s for t h e i r e p h e m e r a l i t y o r 

w h e r e the ir b e i n g e p h e m e r a l enters 

into the re levant discourse, u s u a l l y 

because i t w a s i n t e n d e d b y the 

a r t i s t — a s i n J e a n T i n g u e l y ' s self-

destruct ive m a c h i n e s , o r E v a 

Hesse 's latex-soaked cheesecloth, 

the per ishabi l i ty o f w h i c h she the-

m a t i z e d . I do n o t t h i n k i n t e r f e r i n g 

w i t h the r e a l i z a t i o n o f the w o r k , 

i f that m e a n s t h w a r t i n g its i n t e r n a l 

d issolut ion, is a n admissible conser­

v a t i o n i s t goal; p r e s e r v a t i o n s h o u l d 

n o t take u n t o i tse l f the prerogatives 

o f suicide prevent ion. A n d , as w e 

k n o w f r o m Stieglitz 's p h o t o g r a p h , 

w e have t r e m e n d o u s devices for 

r e c o r d i n g w h a t a w o r k w a s , often 

i n w a y s that surpass w h a t anyone 

c o u l d have seen w h e n it w a s there. 

Technology , j u s t because it is tech­

nology, c a n n o t be predicted a n y 

m o r e t h a n the interests i t w i l l be 

enl isted to serve. So w e cannot , 

based o n present technology, envis­

age w h a t the art o f the present w i l l 

be exper ienced as, as p a r t o f the 

past the present b e c o m e s i n the 

future . T h a t , however , is n o t o u r 

p r o b l e m . I t is theirs . 
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"LOOK AT MY PICTURE!" 

R. B. Kitaj 

F I G U R E 1 

R. B. Kitaj, Ellen's Back, 1984. Pastel and charcoal 
on paper, 78.1 χ 56.8 cm (3ο3/ χ 22% in.). 
Whitney Museum of American Art, New York. 

Death has its drawbacks, one is 

told. To paraphrase Franz Kafka, 

survival causes less of an inter­

ruption to my painting than death. 

At first, I used to say I did not 

really care about what would hap­

pen to my pictures when I died. 

That was not the whole truth. 

One of my two favorite American 

painters is Albert Pinkham Ryder, 

the other being Edward Hopper. 

As everyone knows, Ryder's pic­

tures are nightmares for the con­

servator because he did not follow 

conventional painting ru les—and 

why should he have? He was an 

urban hermit, a "moonlightist," 

living in rooms full of garbage and 

exquisite nocturnal vision, pleas­

ing himself and very few others. 

I doubt if my own pictures 

wi l l corrode or fall apart, because 

I am just an old-fashioned Modern­

ist easel painter ( F I G S . 1 - 4 ) . My 

paint is rarely thick, and I follow a 

few traditional rules of the road. 

Even so, I have used some fugitive 

colors, such as Prussian blue, that 

have cracked interestingly. I am not 

in love with technology, so I try to 

speak with pencil and paintbrush 

and some controversial ideas that 

get me into a lot of trouble, which 

is not unheard of in art history. 

What does interest me, though, 

are some vagrant moods and ideas 

that seem to bear on the mortality/ 

immortality equation, the more so 

as aging becomes relentless in my 

previously rather youthful life. 

Luckily, the strange art 

instinct itself can also be relent­

less, and there is strong historical 

reason to believe that getting old 

and painting better than ever go 

hand in hand, at least in many of 

the most crucial artists: Michelan­

gelo, Titian, Rembrandt, Goya, 

Turner, Cézanne, and Monet, to 

name a few. 

When my wife died in Lon­

don a few years ago, London also 

died for me, and I did not paint for 

more than a year. One thing that 

brought me back to life as much as 

any other single event, aside from 

raising my ten-year-old boy, was a 
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I am not in Love with 
technology, so I try to 
speak with pencil and 
paintbrush and some 
controversial ideas that 
get me into a lot of 
trouble, which is not 
unheard of in art history. 

F I G U R E 2 
R. B. Kitaj, The Man of the Woods and the Cat 
of the Mountains, 1973. Oil on canvas, 152.5 χ 152.5 cm 
(approx. 60 χ 6o in.). The Tate Gallery, London. 

P i e t M o n d r i a n s h o w at T h e H a g u e , 

w h i c h later w e n t to T h e M u s e u m 

o f M o d e r n A r t i n N e w Y o r k . I j u s t 

stayed a n d stayed i n that b e a u t i f u l 

1930s D u t c h m u s e u m a n d t r i e d to 

r e t h i n k m y o w n life a m o n g M o n -

drian's r o o m s o f austere, l i v i n g , 

p u l s i n g art . I a m n o t a great j u d g e 

o f abstract ion, as s o m e art people 

s e e m to be, a n d n o single p a i n t i n g 

i n that s h o w w i l l ever m e a n to m e 

w h a t m a n y pictures b y G i o t t o o r 

P a u l C é z a n n e o r H e n r i Matisse do. 

B u t I w a s deeply s t r u c k b y a great 

a n d u n u s u a l l i fe-in-art w h e n I rea l ly 

n e e d e d badly to r e m e m b e r w h a t 

i t c o u l d be l i k e . T h e r e w e r e p l e n t y 

o f c r a c k s i n M o n d r i a n s paint , a n d 

I h a d n o t forgotten the M o n d r i a n 

canvases, s e e m i n g l y h e l d together 

b y ac tua l tape i n the o l d M u s e u m 

o f Nonobject ive A r t w h e n I w a s a 

k i d i n M a n h a t t a n . 

M y p o i n t is that M o n d r i a n is 

the event, h i s l i fe-in-art. L i k e V i n ­

cent v a n G o g h — a n d u n l i k e T . S. 

E l i o t — I believe i n the personal i ty 

o f the artist s h i n i n g i n the art . I do 

n o t h o l d w i t h M o n d r i a n s theoso-

phy, a n d even less w i t h his utopi-

a n i s m , t h o u g h I doubt i f even this 

miserab le c e n t u r y o f Utopian dog­

m a s w i l l quiet the beast i n m e n s 

m i n d s . I t w a s M o n d r i a n s beaut i fu l 

w i s h to l ive life as he pleased, i n 

s m a l l r e n t e d r o o m s i n great cities, 

r o o m s that he f u r n i s h e d w i t h 

orange crates a n d c o l o r e d squares 

o f cardboard, w h e r e he c o u l d pur­

sue his m o n a s t i c devot ion t h r o u g h 

earl iest M o d e r n i s m — s e e m i n g l y 

res is tant to t w o h e l l i s h w a r s — 

to a t r i u m p h o f c o s m o p o l i t a n i s m , 

so deeply h a t e d b y N a z i s m a n d 

C o m m u n i s m a n d others. 

A s far as I a m c o n c e r n e d , 

m u s e u m s , bless t h e m — w h i c h , 

u n l i k e F i l i p p o M a r i n e t t i a n d later 

nihi l is ts , I have a lways loved since 

I w a s a c h i l d i n the great C l e v e l a n d 

M u s e u m o f A r t — d o beaut i fu l ly 

p r e s e r v i n g a n d s h o w i n g things 

that have e n h a n c e d m y life. I a m 

u s u a l l y b o r e d b y crit ics w h o say 

w h a t a l o u s y insta l la t ion s u c h a n d 

s u c h a s h o w h a d i n a m u s e u m . 

I c a n l o o k at art i n m y o w n way, 

w i t h m y o w n personality, a n d the 

art l o o k s b a c k at m e . R e m e m b e r , 

y o u are the o n l y p e r s o n i n the 

w o r l d w h o c a n be yoursel f . O n e 

does n o t j u d g e people o n their 

appearances a lone, so w h y j u d g e 

pictures that w a y ? 
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I n the a f t e r m a t h o f the 

M o n d r i a n s h o w — w i t h its spirit o f 

life g o i n g o n s o m e w h e r e — I finally 

r e t u r n e d h o m e to l ive i n L o s 

A n g e l e s w i t h m y b o y a m o n g f a m ­

i l y I h a d b e e n deeply p o n d e r i n g , 

s ince m y w i f e ' s d e a t h , the not-

u n i n t e r e s t i n g quest ion , W h y go 

o n painting? F o r s o m e years , a n 

ear l ier quest ion , W h y s h o w one's 

p ictures? e x e r c i s e d m y i m a g i n a ­

t i o n , l i k e a casual g a m e . W h y does 

e v e r y painter , i n c l u d i n g m e , w a n t 

c o n s t a n t l y to s h o w off his o r h e r 

p i c t u r e s ? — a l t h o u g h , i n m y o w n 

case, I t e n d to have a n e x h i b i t i o n 

o n l y about once i n a decade. I 

w o u l d have t h o u g h t that for a few, 

p a i n t i n g w o u l d be its o w n r e w a r d 

( E m i l y D i c k i n s o n c o m e s to m i n d ) . 

I have a f u n n y i m a g e i n m y h e a d 

o f e a c h o f the b i l l i o n artists i n the 

w o r l d h o l d i n g u p a p a i n t i n g fac ing 

o u t to the p u b l i c a n d say ing , L o o k 

at m y p ic ture! L o o k at m y p ic ture! 

A s for myse l f , I get i n t o deep 

t r o u b l e w h e n e v e r I s h o w m y pic­

tures a n y w a y because I a m so dis­

l i k e d b y s o m e art people, so w h y 

ask for m o r e trouble? 

M o s t o f the a n s w e r s to w h y 

w e s h o w o u r p ic tures c a n be easi ly 

figured out , a n d S i g m u n d F r e u d ' s 

" f a m e , money, a n d the love o f 

w o m e n " is as g o o d as a n y t h i n g I 

have ever h e a r d . B u t w o u l d y o u n o t 

t h i n k that, o n h u m a n odds, there 

w o u l d be at least a f e w rea l ly g o o d 

artists w h o do n o t s h o w t h e i r pic­

tures for s o m e deeply h u m a n , 

p r o f o u n d l y c o m p l e x , s u r p r i s i n g , 

too-strange-to-imagine reason? 

I have t a l k e d to a f e w people about 

this , a n d the feel ing seems to be that 

there is n o secret H e n r i Matisse i n 

D a l l a s or C o n s t a n t i n B r a n c u s i i n 

M e l b o u r n e . T h e r e does n o t even 

s e e m to be a J . D . Sal inger a m o n g 

painters . I w o u l d have thought , 

people b e i n g as c o m p l e x as they 

are, that one or t w o g o o d artists, 

m a y b e w i t h pr ivate i n c o m e s , w o u l d 

be too e m b a r r a s s e d to s h o w t h e i r 

p ictures . I c a n say that I a m some­

t i m e s e m b a r r a s s e d w h e n I see 

s o m e t h i n g o f m i n e i n publ ic . A n d 

t h e n I t h i n k o f K a f k a , m y favorite 

art ist aside f r o m C é z a n n e . S o m e 

w o u l d say that K a f k a , a l o n g w i t h 

M a r c e l P r o u s t a n d J a m e s Joyce , w a s 

one o f the greatest w r i t e r s o f this 

century. W h e n he k n e w he w a s 

d y i n g , K a f k a t o l d his best f r iend, 

M a x B r o d , to b u r n a l l his w o r k . 

F a m o u s l y , B r o d d i d not , a n d W . H . 

A u d e n c o u l d say that K a f k a is to o u r 

c e n t u r y w h a t D a n t e h a d b e e n to his . 

I have b e e n t o l d never to 

care about e m b a r r a s s m e n t , a n d 

I c a n n o t do m y ar t w i t h o u t h e e d i n g 

that great advice. O t h e r w i s e , ar t 

c o u l d a n d does lose out; i t does 

n o t b r e a k t h r o u g h l i m i t s w i t h o u t 

b e i n g s h a m e l e s s — t h o s e l i m i t s 

b e y o n d w h i c h m a n y u n i m a g i n a t i v e 

art people a l w a y s refuse to go. 

M i c h e l a n g e l o said, " O n e 

paints w i t h the b r a i n a n d n o t w i t h 

the hands ." T h e b r a i n o f the u n u s u a l 

art ist w i l l w i n o u t i n the end. T r u s t 

F I G U R E 3 
R. B. Kitaj, If Not, Not, 1975-76. Oil on canvas, 
152.4 χ 152.4 cm (60 χ 60 in.). Scottish National 
Gallery of Modern Art, Edinburgh. 
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Art's destiny is mainly in the hands of 
those who come later, because so much 
of the best of art is not in tune with its 
own time and its discontents. 

personality. Personality was at work 

in the caves. I was dumbfounded at 

Altamira, for example, when I took 

my children there twenty years ago, 

expecting to be bored by a tourist 

site. The handmade image of a 

human face with eyes, nose, and 

mouth wi l l n e v e r d i e in the work 

of the race of artists who wi l l rep­

resent that face until the end of 

t i m e — a l l the while chanting, Look 

at my picture! Look at my picture! 

Nor should museums neglect the 

most unusual personalities in art, 

often cursed in their own time—as 

were James Ensor, Cézanne, and 

van Gogh, those brightest of lights 

at the J . Paul Getty Museum in 

Los Angeles. Let those brains, using 

Michelangelo's term, light your 

way, even when they mix crazy, 

volatile ingredients in with their 

already highly developed craziness, 

as Ryder did. Listen up to the Ryders! 

Do not elevate the processes or 

you may miss a van Gogh or a 

Cézanne, as their contemporaries 

did. When Cézanne died in 1906, 

a critic wrote, 'Ape-Eye is dead!" 

There's immortality for you. 

Science and technology wi l l love 

you for helping them look beyond 

obvious fashion, celebrity, and 

glamour to discover worlds even 

more uncertain and opposite 

F I G U R E 4 

R. B. Kitaj, The Jewish Rider, 1984-85. Oil on can­
vas, 152.4 χ 152.4 cm (60 χ 60 in.). Astrup Fearnley 
Museum of Modern Art, Oslo. 

to theirs in some cracked, moldy 

little canvas—yes, canvas—by 

a Ryder or a Mondrian, made in 

a tiny, seven-dollar-a-week room. 

These paintings were often by 

lonely artists who hardly knew 

what they were doing technically. 

In one of his very last letters, 

Cézanne wrote to his son that he 

wondered if, like the great leader 

of the Hebrews, he would ever 

glimpse the Promised Land. 

I have recently looked, in 

Oslo, at the fabulous Edvard Munch 

pictures he left to his city. Munch 

was yet another artist whose often 

desperate and lonely life seemed 

to overwhelm conventions of what 

we may call "conservation." His life 

was in disarray most of the time, 

and his death during the German 

occupation of Norway begins an 

immortality no painter can be said 

to know as well as Munch might 

have been curious enough to know 

it. I have always believed and lived 

what our American Henry David 

Thoreau famously said, that "most 

men lead lives of quiet despera­

tion." In fact, a lot of real art gets 

made in quiet desperation. To 

achieve what is called art is very 

unusual, even though it may be 

achieved once or twice every day, 

here and there, when a life of the 

mind gets odder and odder. 

Art 's destiny is mainly in the 

hands of those who come later, 

because so much of the best of art 

is not in tune with its own time 

and its discontents. I believe this is 

Kafka's great message, when he 

said, "Like a fist he twisted away 

from the world." This is to teach us 

not to be afraid of dying or getting 

ready to d ie—one of the great 

themes in revenge tragedy, from 

Hamlet to Clint Eastwood, that 

memorializes death in perpetua­

tion of the self (what I have called 

"personality" here). 

But in the end, who knows? 

All life is an argument over matters 

of taste, as Friedrich Nietzsche 

wrote. But then, he was mad, 

wasn't he? 
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F I G U R E 1 

Jackson Pollock, F u l l F a t h o m Five, 1947. 

Oil on canvas with nails, tacks, buttons, key, 
coins, cigarettes, matches, etc.; 129.2 χ 76.5 cm 
(50% χ 30% in.). The Museum of Modern Art, 
New York. Gift of Peggy Guggenheim. 
Photograph © 1998 The Museum of Modern Art, 
New York. 

Is c o n t e m p o r a r y ar t o n l y for con­

t e m p o r a r y t imes? T h e a n s w e r to 

this quest ion , one o f several about 

the m o r t a l i t y a n d i m m o r t a l i t y 

o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art addressed i n 

this book, is, i n its s implest f o r m , 

no . H o w e v e r , this a n s w e r a n d the 

m e a n s to get there are a r r i v e d 

at col lect ively. N o o n e g r o u p o r 

p e r s o n h a s the u n i q u e r i g h t o r 

responsibi l i ty to a n s w e r definitively. 

Yet, f r o m a conservator ' s perspec­

tive, this a n s w e r — w h i l e f u n d a m e n ­

ta l ly s o u n d — i s f u l l o f qual i f iers , 

nuances , a n d exceptions. W e s h o u l d 

n o t m a k e too m u c h o f the excep­

tions, that is, o f the m o s t evanescent 

w o r k s o f art; instead, w e s h o u l d 

m a k e o u r decis ions o n a n e x a m i ­

n a t i o n o f the m a j o r i t y o f ar t n o w 

created. I t is, however , v e x i n g that 

this q u e s t i o n is posed at a l l , for 

it displays a p r o f o u n d u n c e r t a i n t y 

about the art o f o u r t i m e . I t w o u l d 

be u s e f u l , t h e n , to offer s o m e his­

t o r i c a l perspective, for one t h i n g is 

absolute ly c e r t a i n : C o n t e m p o r a r y 

art has a l w a y s b e e n w i t h us a n d has 

f requent ly b e e n quest ioned o n 

m a t e r i a l g r o u n d s . 

W h o better to t u r n to, t h e n , 

t h a n G i o r g i o Vasari? A v e r y q u i c k 

t o u r o f h is b o o k , T h e L i v e s of t h e 

A r t i s t s , finds several c i tat ions o f 

w o r k s r e s t o r e d o r o f r e s o l v i n g 

p r o b l e m s o f m a t e r i a l behavior . 

I n the life o f A n t o n e l l o da M e s s i n a , 

w h o is genera l ly credited w i t h 

b r i n g i n g o i l pa int ing , a signif icant 

t e c h n i c a l i n n o v a t i o n , to Italy, V a s a r i 

refers to c o m p l e x p r o b l e m s o f pre­

s e r v i n g a n d h a n d l i n g w o r k s o f art . 

H e w r i t e s that " a g o o d n u m b e r o f 

art isans h a d often discussed these 

[ p r o b l e m s ] w i t h o u t ever finding 

a n y s o l u t i o n s . " 1 I n his life o f P i e t ro 

P e r u g i n o , V a s a r i notes that the 

w o r k s the art ist executed i n fresco 

for the n u n s at the m o n a s t e r y o f 

S. C h i a r a , Naples , w e r e r a z e d a n d 

the site's panels , n o t yet fifty years 

old, w e r e " f u l l o f c r a c k s " due to 

P e r u g i n o ' s o i l -paint ing technique . 

H o w e v e r , h e " c o u l d n o t have 

k n o w n this s ince i t w a s o n l y i n his 

o w n day that they h a d b e g u n to 

pa int w e l l i n o i l . " 2 T h i s s t o r y has 

a m o s t c o n t e m p o r a r y r i n g to it , 

descr ib ing destroyed site-specific 

art a n d the apparent fa i lure o f n e w 

mater ia ls . I n the life o f L e o n a r d o 

da V i n c i , V a s a r i cites a M a d o n n a 

done " w i t h inf ini te care a n d s k i l l " 

that "either because o f a m i s t a k e 

m a d e b y w h o e v e r p r e p a r e d the 

p a n e l w i t h gesso o r because o f h is 

m a n y capr ic ious m i x t u r e s o f paints 

a n d c o l o r s . . . is n o w i n v e r y b a d 

c o n d i t i o n . " 3 A t n o p o i n t does 

V a s a r i t h i n k that this e x p e r i m e n t a ­

t i o n — t h e "capr ic ious m i x t u r e s " — 

raises a quest ion o f w h e t h e r the 

artist 's w o r k is s i m p l y too e p h e m ­

e r a l a n d n o t d e s e r v i n g o f preser­

v a t i o n . T h i s is i n contrast to the 

m a n y a r g u m e n t s m a d e about 

today's art: that its e x p e r i m e n t a l 

m a t e r i a l s are p r o o f o f a l a c k o f 

interest i n p r e s e r v a t i o n . 

A f e w m o r e examples b r i n g 

us even closer to the present. I t is 

a n often-cited fact that S i r J o s h u a 

R e y n o l d s w a s c r i t i c i z e d for h is 

e x p e r i m e n t a t i o n w i t h mater ia ls , 

l eading S ir G e o r g e B e a u m o n t — 

one o f Reynolds ' s m o s t passionate 

co l lec tors a n d d e f e n d e r s — t o 

defend R e y n o l d s to a prospective 

sitter: " N o matter, take the chance; 

even a faded picture f r o m R e y n o l d s 

ι. Giorgio Vasari, T h e Lives 

of t h e A r t i s t s , trans. Julia 
Conaway Bondanella and 
Peter Bondanella (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 
1991), 185-86. 

2. Ibid., 258-59. 

3. Ibid., 297. 
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w i l l be the finest t h i n g y o u c a n 

h a v e . " 4 T h i s is , i n d e e d , a j u d g m e n t 

w e o u g h t to be p r e p a r e d to m a k e 

for the a r t o f o u r day as w e l l . 

J o h n R u s k i n feared that W i l l i a m 

T u r n e r ' s paint ings w o u l d n o t last 

for a n y o t h e r g e n e r a t i o n to see. 

T h e y do, i n d e e d , s u r v i v e , despite 

b e i n g n o t o r i o u s l y fragi le a n d sub­

j e c t to d a m a g e b y i l l - i n f o r m e d 

a n d o v e r z e a l o u s r e s t o r a t i o n , a 

c o n c e r n w e s h o u l d k e e p v e r y 

m u c h i n m i n d w h e n w e c o n s i d e r 

the o f t e n t i m e s c o m p l i c a t e d 

r e s t o r a t i o n o f c o n t e m p o r a r y art . 

T h u s , o u r h i s t o r i c a l s i t u a t i o n , i n 

w h i c h art is ts e x p e r i m e n t w i t h 

m a t e r i a l s a n d the rest o f u s w o r r y 

a b o u t i t , is n o t u n i q u e . 

W h a t is effectively different, 

I t h i n k , is those w o r k s that are 

e x p l i c i t l y m e a n t to v a n i s h . I w i l l 

4. M. Kirby Talley Jr., 
"All Good Pictures Crack: 
Sir Joshua Reynolds's 
Practice and Studio," in 
Reynolds, exhibition 
catalog (London: Royal 
Academy of Arts, 1986), 69. 

5. Stephan Götz, A m e r i c a n 

A r t i s t s in T h e i r N e w York 

Studios, ed. Craigen W. 
Bowen and Katherine 
Olivier (Cambridge: Center 
for Conservation and 
Technical Studies, Harvard 
University Art Museums, 
1992). 

6. José Gutiérrez, From 

Fresco t o Plastics, rev. ed. 
(Ottawa: National Gallery of 
Canada, 1959), 58-59. 

n o t address the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f 

these w o r k s for the s i m p l e r e a s o n 

that they are n o t m e a n t to s u r v i v e ; 

this is the artist 's i n t e n t i o n . Respect 

for i n t e n t i o n is the g o a l o f o u r 

efforts, a n d i f s u c h respect requires 

that w e let the w o r k die, w e should . 

S o m e w o r k s are m e a n t to exist i n 

a p a r t i c u l a r p lace a n d t i m e . A g a i n , 

a g lance ins ide a n y m u s e u m w i t h 

O l d M a s t e r s indicates that m a n y 

w o r k s m e a n t for p a r t i c u l a r places 

have b e e n r e m o v e d from those sites, 

a n d so i t is that reality, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

e c o n o m i c reality, m a y get i n the 

w a y o f respect ing the t e m p o r a l a n d 

spatial specif icity o f s o m e w o r k s . 

W h a t about w o r k s n o t iden­

ti f ied b y the art ist as expendable? 

T h e a s s u m p t i o n m u s t be that they 

are to be p r e s e r v e d as best w e 

can. I do n o t m e a n b y this that w e 

s h o u l d tart t h e m a l l u p to l o o k 

b r a n d n e w b u t that the m a t e r i a l 

substance needs to be stabi l ized. 

P e r h a p s the best w e c a n do is to 

stabi l ize the e n v i r o n m e n t a r o u n d 

the object to s i m p l y s l o w d o w n 

the d e t e r i o r a t i o n a n d m i n i m i z e 

possible damage. S u c h a scenario 

recognizes the u l t i m a t e f rag i l i ty 

o f the w o r k b u t l o o k s to forestal l 

decay for as l o n g as possible . 

T h i s a s s u m p t i o n — t h a t is, to pre­

serve unless expl ic i t ly t o l d n o t t o — 

is n o t a b o l d one based o n b r o a d 

t h e o r e t i c a l g r o u n d s . R a t h e r , i t 

is s i m p l y b a s e d o n o b s e r v a t i o n . 

T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t 

receives m a n y p h o n e calls f r o m 

artists a s k i n g w h e t h e r p a r t i c u l a r 

m a t e r i a l s o r a p a r t i c u l a r construc­

t i o n o f m a t e r i a l s w i l l last. I n 

S t e p h a n G ö t z ' s endlessly fascinat­

i n g book, A m e r i c a n A r t i s t s i n T h e i r 

N e w York S t u d i o s , art ist after artist 

expresses the s t r o n g desire that his 

o r h e r w o r k be p r e s e r v e d for as 

l o n g as possible. 5 M o r e specifically, 

a close e x a m i n a t i o n o f J a c k s o n 

Pol lock ' s paint ings offers the h a p p y 

fact that these w o r k s are h o l d i n g 

u p reasonably w e l l despite m a n y 

broadsides c r i t i c i z i n g t h e m as hav­

i n g b e e n c o n s t r u c t e d w i t h a cal lous 

disregard for poster i ty ( F I G . I ) . 

P o l l o c k ' s p o u r e d paint ings c o m e 

direct ly f r o m his experience i n 

D a v i d A l f a r o Siqueiros 's experi­

m e n t a l w o r k s h o p . José G u t i e r r e z ' s 

b o o k F r o m F r e s c o t o P l a s t i c s recalls 

the pract ices i n the w o r k s h o p 

a n d m a k e s the f o l l o w i n g observa­

t ions about the use o f p y r o x y l i n 

( e n a m e l ) paints: 

Every artist wants his work, 

his creation, to have durability. 

To achieve durability he wants 

to use those materials that w i l l 

hold up over a period of time 

Oi l painting must be handled 

carefully, as even a layman 

knows Quite the reverse is 

true of pictures made with the 

new materials, plastics I am 

confident that pyroxylin w i t h 

the proper solvents and plasti-

cizers w i l l outlast any oil paint. 6 

I t is a desire for p e r m a n e n c e , 

n o t the l a c k o f i t , that to a signifi­

cant degree m o t i v a t e s the use o f 

so-called e x p e r i m e n t a l mater ia ls . 

Final ly , a c h e c k o f acquisi t ions i n 

al l o f T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n 

A r t ' s c u r a t o r i a l d e p a r t m e n t s d u r i n g 

1997 finds bare ly a d o z e n that are 

c o n s t r u c t e d i n s u c h a w a y that, 

o n first look, the m e t h o d s for pre­

s e r v i n g t h e m for s o m e reasonable 

l e n g t h o f t i m e are u n c l e a r to a 

t r a i n e d eye. T h e reason for this is 

n o t because m y colleagues a n d 

I w a r n the c u r a t o r s off. W e do not , 

i n fact, r o u t i n e l y e x a m i n e w o r k s 

p r i o r to acquis i t ion; w h e n w e do, 

it is n o t to m a k e final j u d g m e n t , 

b u t s i m p l y to assess c u r r e n t condi­

t i o n . T h u s , I t h i n k the artists are 

g i v i n g us o v e r w h e l m i n g indica­

tions, expl ic i t a n d i m p l i c i t , that 

the a s s u m p t i o n to preserve, unless 

o t h e r w i s e v e r y expl ic i t ly stated, 

is v a l i d . T h e greater danger to 

c o n t e m p o r a r y art is n o t the exper­

i m e n t a l mater ia l s b u t r a t h e r 

e m b r a c i n g too b r o a d l y the n o t i o n 

o f t ransience a n d thereby con­

s t r u c t i n g rat ionales for assigning to 

o b l i v i o n art that w a s conceived 

w i t h the idea that it w o u l d , i n fact, 

be preserved. 

T h e ac tua l act o f preserva­

t i o n , w h e n it m u s t be u n d e r t a k e n , 

m a y be v e r y c o m p l i c a t e d a n d 

a lmost a lways results i n c o m p r o ­

mises . A g a i n , w e are n o t t reading 

o n n e w terri tory. T h e phi losopher 

E t i e n n e G i l s o n s u m m e d it u p quite 

w e l l w h e n he w r o t e , " T h e r e are 

t w o w a y s for a p a i n t i n g to per ish; 
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The greater danger to contemporary art 
is not the experimental materials but 
rather embracing too broadly the notion 
of transience and thereby constructing 
rationales for assigning to oblivion art 
that was conceived with the idea that it 
would, in fact, be preserved. 

one is for i t to be restored; the 

o t h e r is for i t n o t to be r e s t o r e d . " 7 

I t h i n k w e n e e d to be r e s t r a i n e d i n 

o u r n o t i o n o f w h e n a w o r k needs 

r e s t o r a t i o n . B e i n g obsessive about 

m a t e r i a l s that change i n appear­

ance is n o t the point . 

T h i s a r g u m e n t is n o t a n exer­

cise to find a n y r e a s o n to i n t e r v e n e ; 

qui te the c o n t r a r y I n i 9 6 0 , D a v i d 

Sy lvester i n t e r v i e w e d F r a n z K l i n e 

for the B B C . I n d iscuss ing w h y he 

u s e d b l a c k a n d w h i t e , K l i n e sa id 

that the p a r t i c u l a r w o r k s i n ques­

t i o n w e r e a l w a y s b l a c k a n d w h i t e , 

a l t h o u g h the b l a c k m a y have a 

sense o f c o l o r due to th ickness , 

q u a l i t y o f paint , a n d other var iables 

o f its appl icat ion ( F I G . 2) . T h i s , o f 

c o u r s e , raises the v e r y i m p o r t a n t 

issue o f sur face a n d the i m p o r ­

tance o f p r e s e r v i n g the subtlet ies 

a n d n u a n c e s o f surface w h e n 

r e s t o r i n g n o t j u s t K l i n e ' s w o r k s 

b u t m a n y others as w e l l . W h a t 

K l i n e sa id n e x t i n the i n t e r v i e w , 

w h e n a s k e d a b o u t the w h i t e s i n 

these pa int ings , is c r u c i a l o n so 

m a n y different levels to a f u n d a ­

m e n t a l ye t sophis t i ca ted u n d e r ­

s t a n d i n g o f c o n s e r v i n g a r t at 

a n y e r a : " T h e w h i t e s , o f c o u r s e , 

t u r n e d yel low, a n d m a n y people 

c a l l y o u r a t t e n t i o n to that , y o u 

k n o w ; they w a n t w h i t e to stay 

w h i t e forever. I t doesn't b o t h e r 

m e w h e t h e r i t does o r not . I t ' s s t i l l 

w h i t e c o m p a r e d to the b l a c k . " 8 

So w e n e e d to stay care fu l ly bal­

a n c e d b e t w e e n i n t e r v e n i n g because 

o f a l o c a l p r o b l e m a n d d e t e r m i n i n g 

w h e t h e r that p r o b l e m is actual ly 

c o m p r o m i s i n g the o v e r a l l i n t e n t o f 

the w o r k . 

W h a t m o t i v a t e s us to restore 

a p a r t i c u l a r w o r k is the resul t o f 

m a n y factors. A l o i s R i e g l , i n h is 

essay " T h e M o d e r n C u l t o f M o n u ­

m e n t s : Its E s s e n c e a n d Its D e v e l o p ­

m e n t , " first p u b l i s h e d i n 1903, 

def ined a n u m b e r o f different v a l ­

ues that w e assign to a w o r k o f art: 

art ist ic v a l u e , use v a l u e , n e w n e s s 

v a l u e , age v a l u e , h i s t o r i c a l v a l u e , 

c o m m e m o r a t i v e v a l u e . 9 S o m e 

w o r k s have m o r e o f one qual i ty 

t h a n other qualit ies. T h e ro le o f 

r e s t o r a t i o n i n this s c h e m e is to pre­

serve the q u a l i t y o r qual i t ies o f the 

w o r k w e , again collectively, assign 

the h ighest v a l u e to. O b v i o u s l y , 

w o r k s a c q u i r e these v a l u e s , or, 

m o r e accurately, w e assign these 

v a l u e s as t i m e goes by. T h e assign­

m e n t o f these v a l u e s for a p a r t i c u ­

lar w o r k m a y change over t i m e as 

w e l l . T h e collages o f P a b l o Picasso 

( F I G . 3) a n d G e o r g e s B r a q u e do n o t 

have m u c h n e w n e s s v a l u e a n y m o r e , 

a n d they n o longer s h o c k us , b u t 

they m a y have a c q u i r e d a c e r t a i n 

a m o u n t o f age v a l u e , a n assign­

m e n t o f aesthetic v a l u e to the aged, 

d a r k e n e d appearance o f the papers. 

T h e ass ignment o f age v a l u e pre­

vents us f r o m replac ing the dark­

e n e d papers i n the Picasso even 

w i t h authent ic , unaged, ident ica l 

p i e c e s — n e v e r m i n d reproduc­

t ions o f the papers. Yet there are 

instances i n c o n t e m p o r a r y art i n 

w h i c h the p r i m a c y o f n e w n e s s 

v a l u e has l e d to res torat ion , some­

t i m e s even to the extent o f c o m ­

pletely r e p a i n t i n g a w o r k b y a h a n d 

other t h a n the artist 's , a deplorable 

a p p r o a c h to a n authent ic preserva­

t i o n o f art . 

T h e p r i m a c y o f n e w n e s s 

v a l u e is v e r y often the a p p r o a c h o f 

the m a r k e t p l a c e ; i n m a n y instances 

the highest dol lar v a l u e is equated 

7. Etienne Gilson, P a i n t i n g 

a n d R e a l i t y (Washington, 
D.C.: National Gallery of Art, 
1955), 99· 

8. David Sylvester, "Franz 
Kline, 1910-1962," Living 

A r t s (Institute of Contem­
porary Arts, London) ι 
(1963), 2-13. 

9. Alois Riegl, "The Modern 
Cult of Monuments: Its 
Essence and Its Devel­
opment," in H i s t o r i c a l 

a n d Philosophical Issues 

in t h e Conservation of 

C u l t u r a l H e r i t a g e , ed. 
N. Stanley Price, M. Kirby 
Talley Jr., and A. Melucco 
Vaccaro (Los Angeles: Getty 
Conservation Institute, 
1996), 6 9 - 8 3 . 
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10. Robert Hughes, "Art 
and Money," in N o t h i n g If 

N o t C r i t i c a l (New York: 
Alfred A. Knopf, 1990), 

3 8 7 - 4 0 4 . 

w i t h a pr is t ine appearance o f the 

w o r k o f art . T h i s is w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d 

b y paint ings i n w h i c h flat fields o f 

co lor p r e d o m i n a t e , s u c h as those 

o f A d R e i n h a r d t , E l l s w o r t h Kel ly , 

o r B a r n e t t N e w m a n , to n a m e j u s t 

a f e w — or, indeed, a n y w o r k that 

rel ies o n a p u r i t y o f surface. T h e s e 

surfaces b l e m i s h easily; s u c h b l e m ­

ishes c a n be p r o f o u n d l y d is f igur ing 

a n d , i n s o m e instances, imposs ib le 

to h i d e except b y r e p a i n t i n g o r 

re-creat ing the w o r k . T h e quest ion, 

t h e n , is w h e t h e r w e c a n assign 

s o m e age v a l u e to these w o r k s . 

I f w e do n o t do so a n d i f w e c a n n o t 

obl i terate the artist 's o r i g i n a l pa int 

w i t h o v e r p a i n t — a n d the A m e r i c a n 

Inst i tute for C o n s e r v a t i o n o f H i s ­

tor ic a n d A r t i s t i c W o r k s ( A I C ) C o d e 

of E t h i c s is v e r y c lear o n this point: 

w e cannot o v e r p a i n t — t h e n w e are 

c o n f r o n t e d w i t h one p a i n f u l alter­

native: the possibi l i ty o f dec lar ing 

the w o r k finished, dead. I t seems 

incredible to m e that a n y w o r k i n 

pr ivate hands is l ike ly to be declared 

such, at least i n the case o f the k i n d s 

o f i n c r e m e n t a l damages re ferred 

to here . T h e r e are, o f course , m a n y 

F I G U R E 2 

Franz Kline, Painting Number 2, 1954. 
Oil on canvas, 204.3 x 271.6 cm (80/2 in. χ 105 in.). 
The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 
Mr. and Mrs. Joseph H. Hazen and 
Mr. and Mrs. Francis F. Rosenbaum Funds. 
Photograph © 1998 The Museum of Modern Art, 
New York. 

sad instances o f w o r k s d a m a g e d 

b e y o n d recogni t ion a n d declared 

destroyed b y n a t u r a l disasters o f 

one sort or another. B u t i n the 

instance o f i n c r e m e n t a l damages 

or n a t u r a l aging, it has proved, i n 

pract ice , difficult to m a k e s u c h 

declarat ions. P u t a n o t h e r way, i f 

i t w e r e d e t e r m i n e d that there w a s 

n o c h a n c e that the r e s t o r a t i o n 

o f a pa int ing , i n accordance w i t h 

c u r r e n t l y recognized standards, 

c o u l d d i m i n i s h its damages suffi­

ciently, b u t there w a s a restorer 

w h o declared he o r she c o u l d 

del iver a blemish-free p a i n t i n g b y a 

m e a n s outside the c o m m o n l y 

accepted c o n s e r v a t i o n standards o f 

pract ice a n d d o c u m e n t a t i o n , w h a t 

a p p r o a c h w o u l d be taken? W h i c h 

o f the v a l u e s r e s i d i n g i n the 

w o r k — f o r m a l c o m p o s i t i o n , t o u c h 

o f the artist , e t c . — w o u l d drive the 

decision? O r c o u l d the va lues out­

side the w o r k o f ar t d e t e r m i n e the 

course o f action? T o cite o n l y one 

e x a m p l e , R o b e r t H u g h e s , i n his 

art ic le "Art a n d M o n e y " 1 0 w r i t e s 

o f a M a r k R o t h k o piece that w a s 

c o m p l e t e l y repainted b y a restorer 

a n d a u c t i o n e d for a substant ia l s u m 

Image Not Available for Publication
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F I G U R E 3 

Pablo Picasso, M a n w i t h a H a t , Paris (after 

December 3, 1912). Pasted paper, charcoal, and 

ink on paper; 62.2 χ 47.3 cm (24/2 χ ι85Λ in.). 

The Museum of Modern Art, New York. 

Purchase. Photograph © 1998 Estate of Pablo 

Picasso/Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York. 

a number of years ago. It is thus 

only practical to observe that the 

marketplace is a very powerful and 

decisive engine in the art world's 

decisions. These are difficult ques­

tions because no one has exclusive 

responsibility here; it is, again, a 

consensus that must guide our 

thinking and decisions. Although 

I have stated earlier that we should 

be wary of too readily accepting 

change and decay as inevitable, it 

is also critical that we recognize, 

in cases like the Rothko, that over-

restoration consigns art, at least 

authentic art, to oblivion as well. 

My colleague Albert Albano has 

presented this argument with par­

ticular vigor at a number of sympo­

siums and in several publications.11 

The point I wish to make, again, 

is that a careful, consensual balance 

between creator and custodian 

must be struck. 

It is also realistic to observe 

that the shifting emphasis on what 

we value in a work of art can be 

the source of new justifications for 

restorations. Thus, works that have 

altered in appearance due to neg­

lect or simple aging may acquire 

age value, a celebration of patina. 

Consequently, we wi l l take action 

to preserve it in its current state. 

Again, these are not the arguments 

of a cynic but those of a realist, one 

who sees the acute dilemmas these 

situations raise for all of us and for 

conservators especially. 

And so I would like to turn to 

some practical suggestions on what 

to d o — a call to action, if you wil l. 

Indeed, having titled this essay a 

case "against," it is, I believe, only 

proper and fair to present also a 

case "for." My case is for the art of 

our time. It is a self-conscious per­

spective, for I have argued that 

our historical situation is no differ­

ent from other times. However, 

our means are different. My sug­

gestions, therefore, are to embark 

on a twofold documentation pro­

gram. Every conversation I have 

with colleagues around the world 

entrusted with the care of con­

temporary art touches upon this 

idea. Every conference and gath­

ering devoted to this subject has 

made similar calls for improved 

documentation, so I think there is 

good reason to believe the need 

is real. Neither program I propose 

is unique, but what is critical is the 

context of the two together. 

First, it is important that we 

establish programs of artists' 

interviews, not only to establish 

their attitudes toward the aging of 

their own works and the materials 

used, but also to glean further 

ideas of how our time views itself 

in history. Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, 

conservator at Houston's Menil 

Collection, has undertaken such 

11. Albert Albano, "Art 
in Transition," in A I C 

P r e p r i n t s , 1 6 t h A n n u a l 

M e e t i n g , A m e r i c a n 

I n s t i t u t e f o r C o n s e r v a t i o n , 

N e w O r l e a n s , L o u i s i a n a 

(Washington, D.C.: 
American Institute for 
Conservation of Historic 
and Artistic Works [AIC], 
1988), 195-204. 
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Is contemporary art only 
for contemporary t imes? 
No, most emphatically not. 

a p r o j e c t for a n u m b e r o f y e a r s 

n o w , o n e o f s e v e r a l m o d e l i n i t i ­

at ives for i n c r e a s i n g s u c h c o m ­

m u n i c a t i o n . S h e v i d e o t a p e s the 

art ists d u r i n g the i n t e r v i e w , b e i n g 

sure to discuss p a r t i c u l a r w o r k s . 

T h e resul ts are deeply i n f o r m a t i v e 

a n d p r o f o u n d l y provocat ive . T h e 

T a t e G a l l e r y has a s i m i l a r p r o g r a m 

u n d e r w a y as w e l l (see R o y A . 

P e r r y ' s essay, " P r e s e n t a n d F u t u r e , " 

pages 4 1 - 4 4 ) . S u c h i n t e r v i e w s offer 

better, m o r e sophis t i ca ted i n f o r m a ­

t i o n t h a n do quest ionnaires . 

A t the s a m e t i m e , w e s h o u l d 

e m b a r k o n a c o o r d i n a t e d t e c h n i c a l 

p r o g r a m to m e a s u r e w o r k s — t h e i r 

color, t e x t u r e , a n d so o n — a l l o f 

those f o r m a l character i s t i cs that 

are the essence o f the aesthet ic 

exper ience , the "event ," as ar t cr i t i c 

B e r n a r d B e r e n s o n puts i t . T e c h n o l ­

o g y offers us great ly i m p r o v e d 

a n d m o r e precise m e a n s to do this , 

a l t h o u g h they are n o t t r i v i a l to 

adapt a n d a p p l y T h e y w i l l cost 

s ignif icant t i m e , effort, a n d m o n e y ; 

h o w e v e r , they are w e l l w o r t h it , 

12. The Web site address for 
CoOL (with a link to Cons 
DistList) is >http:// 
palimpsest.stanford.edu<. 

for m u c h effort, e x p l a n a t i o n , a n d 

a c t u a l c o n s e r v a t i o n has gone 

into establ ishing h o w a w o r k has 

c h a n g e d a n d t o w a r d t r y i n g to 

restore i t to a c o n d i t i o n o r appear­

ance c loser to its o r i g i n a l condi­

t i o n . W e c a n c i r c u m v e n t this b y 

q u a n t i f y i n g change i n p a r t i c u l a r 

w o r k s , w h i c h w i l l he lp c lari fy h o w 

m u c h these a n d o t h e r w o r k s have 

changed. T h i s s e c o n d p r o g r a m 

has m u l t i p l e in tent ions as w e l l , for 

i t o v e r c o m e s the endless debates 

that m a y arise over w h a t the w o r k 

once l o o k e d l ike a n d thus w h a t the 

r e s t o r a t i o n goal s h o u l d be. T h e s e 

t w o c o m b i n e d init iat ives w i l l also 

afford us the o p p o r t u n i t y to address 

the issue o f h o w w e t h i n k h i s t o r y 

w i l l v i e w us. 

E x c h a n g e o f i n f o r m a t i o n is 

n o t a o n e - w a y street; it is n o t j u s t 

a m a t t e r o f c o n s e r v a t o r s i n t e r v i e w ­

i n g artists. C o n s e r v a t o r s n e e d to 

get m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n to artists. 

W e thus n e e d to find w a y s to faci l­

itate dialogue. A g a i n , every f o r u m 

d e v o t e d to the c o n s e r v a t i o n o f 

c o n t e m p o r a r y a r t u p to n o w — 

a n d there have b e e n m a n y — h a s 

p l e a d e d for m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n 

f r o m artists, i n c l u d i n g i n f o r m a t i o n 

o n t h e i r m a t e r i a l s a n d intent ions , 

as w e l l as m o r e i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m 

c o n s e r v a t o r s to art ists o n h o w 

p a r t i c u l a r m a t e r i a l s w i l l p e r f o r m . 

T h e possibi l i ty o f effective 

exchange o f i n f o r m a t i o n about 

m a t e r i a l s a n d techniques a m o n g 

c o n s e r v a t o r s o n the I n t e r n e t has 

b e e n p r o v e d b y the success o f 

W a l t e r H e n r y ' s c o n s e r v a t i o n distr i­

b u t i o n l ist archives ( C o n s D i s t L i s t ) 

a n d C o n s e r v a t i o n O n l i n e ( C o O L ) 

at Stanford U n i v e r s i t y . 1 2 S imi lar ly , 

a n y o n e w h o has u s e d one o f the 

m a n y on-l ine u s e r g r o u p s to fix his 

or h e r computer, knit t ing, or a lmost 

a n y t h i n g k n o w s that there are a 

lot o f people w h o b o t h share one's 

needs a n d desires a n d c a n m e e t 

s o m e o f t h e m . T h u s , i t w o u l d be 

h e l p f u l to establish a n on-l ine b u l ­

l e t i n b o a r d for the exchange o f 

quest ions a n d a n s w e r s about mate­

rials , techniques , a n d phi losophies 

o f p r e s e r v a t i o n . T h e diff iculty 

w i l l be t w o f o l d here: F i r s t , i t w i l l 

cost m o n e y to a d m i n i s t e r s u c h a 

W e b site. I t w i l l also be n e c e s s a r y 

to v e t i n f o r m a t i o n for accuracy, 

as m i s i n f o r m a t i o n c a n easi ly be 

d isseminated. T h i s v e t t i n g w o u l d 

also cost money, as i t needs to be 

done r i g o r o u s l y a n d professionally. 

I n c o n c l u s i o n , I a m f o n d o f 

s a y i n g that c o n s e r v a t o r s operate 

i n the r e a l m o f the r e a l r a t h e r t h a n 

the idea l , a s t a t e m e n t I t h i n k m a n y 

o f the a r g u m e n t s p u t f o r w a r d i n 

this essay reflect. A s s u c h , there 

are s ignif icant issues to confront . 

T h e r e is m u c h w e n e e d to l e a r n 

a n d m u c h o f that w i l l be h a r d 

w o n . T h e r e is a n i n h e r e n t t e n s i o n 

b e t w e e n p r e s e r v a t i o n a n d presen­

t a t i o n o f ar t that is b r o u g h t i n t o 

s t a r k r e l i e f b y c o n t e m p o r a r y art . 

T h i s t e n s i o n s h o u l d be the catalyst 

for creat ive so lut ions r a t h e r t h a n 

inso luble debate. 

I t is c o m m o n p l a c e to say 

that c o n t e m p o r a r y art is neces­

sar i ly c h a l l e n g i n g . P r e s e r v i n g i t 

is also a chal lenge, b u t o u r success 

i n m e e t i n g that chal lenge is , i n 

the e n d , s i m p l y a m a t t e r o f o u r 

col lect ive w i l l a n d b e l i e f i n that 

art . Is c o n t e m p o r a r y ar t o n l y for 

c o n t e m p o r a r y t imes? N o , m o s t 

e m p h a t i c a l l y not . 

http://palimpsest.stanford.edu
http://palimpsest.stanford.edu
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ANDY GOLDSWORTHY'S NEW RUINS 

Thomas F. Reese 

Conservators . . . must enter into the 
critical spirit of the works themselves 
if they are to save and transmit not 
merely decontextualized fragments 
but their essence to the future. 

This essay situates the untitled site-

specific earthen sculpture by artist 

Andy Goldsworthy commissioned 

by the Getty Research Institute for 

the opening of the Getty Center 

in Los Angeles in December 1997, 

within the larger framework of the 

issues raised in this book. Some 

of those issues focus on material 

objects and questions of what to do 

when works defined as "authentic" 

are threatened with loss, ruin, or 

irrevocable change. In this essay, 

rather than addressing the question 

posed by Miguel Angel Corzo of 

how the use of so many different 

materials has changed our percep­

tion of what art is and whether 

we need to preserve it (see intro­

duction, page xviii), I wish to focus 

attention on how artists and the 
n a t u r e o f t h e i r w o r k have changed 

our perception of what art is and 

whether we need to preserve it. 

Like performance art, which 

is "directly connected not only to... 

specific surroundings, but to a 

precise moment in time," 1 Andy 

Goldsworthy's piece for the Getty 

is given form not only by the per­

formance of making, but also 

by the performance of becoming, 

in which the work achieves an 

autonomous life of its own that 

unfolds fully, and in potentially 

unpredictable ways, only follow­

ing the actual performance of its 

making. Moreover, his recent "large 

works"—especially the Sheepfolds 
project, which began in 1993 and 

involved a proposal to intervene in 

one hundred sheepfolds, washfolds, 

and pinfolds throughout Cumbria 

in northwest England—demand 

that we focus our attention in new 

ways on the essential character 

of his life project.2 Goldsworthy's 

works have always been generated 

by dialogues with nature, but the 

S h e e p f o l d s project adds to these dia­

logues negotiations with landown­

ers, town officials, communities, 

and the generations of "wallers" 

and sheepherders whose tradition 

and human labor were recorded in 

the folds. Such works challenge 

conservators to go beyond defining 

their role as the "rescuers" of the 

"material fragments" of activities 

that they "save" for future genera­

tions; instead, they must enter 

into the critical spirit of the works 

themselves if they are to save and 

transmit not merely decontextual­

ized fragments but their essence to 

the future. Goldworthy's piece for 

the Getty, I believe, problematizes 

a number of key issues with which 

conservators deal on a daily basis, 

not only in experimental and ver­

nacular artistic productions, but 

also in contemporary and ancient 

arenas—notably, the effects of 

time, change, and destruction when 

the artist conceives of them as con­

ceptually integral to the work. 

Goldsworthy has distinguished 

on several occasions two different 

types of production within his 

ouevre: (1) "ephemeral explora­

tions," which he generally docu­

ments in photographs, and (2) 

"larger works," which he defines 

as "environmental sculptures," 

"temporary installations," and 

"permanent monuments," each 

1. Mike Kelley and Paul 
McCarthy, "Visitors' Gallery 
Artists' Statement" in 
O u t o f Actions: B e t w e e n 

P e r f o r m a n c e a n d t h e 

Object, 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 7 9 , 

brochure (Los Angeles: 
Museum of Contemporary 
Art, 1998). 

2. On the Sheepfolds 

project, see Andy 
Goldsworthy, A n d y 

Goldsworthy, "Jack's Fold": 
An I n s t a l l a t i o n a t t h e 

M a r g a r e t H a r v e y G a l l e r y , 

S t . Albans, 8 October-γ 

December 1 9 9 6 (St. Albans, 
England: University of 
Hertfordshire, 1996); espe­
cially Steven Adams, 
"Stonewalling Criticism: 
The Morphology of Nature 
and Andy Goldsworthy's 
Sheepfolds," 16-22; 

Steve Chettle, "Andy 
Goldsworthy: Sheepfolds, 

the Cumbrian Context," 
7-9; and Andy Goldsworthy 
and Matthew Shaul, 
"Interview during 
Installation of Jack's Fold 

at the Margaret Harvey 
Gallery," 10-14. 
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subcategory having unique dura­

tions and conditions of display 3 

The piece that he executed for the 

Research Institute ( F I G . I ) belongs 

to the subcategory of "permanent 

monuments." I w i l l argue that this 

piece and others in this subcategory 

are both "new ruins" and "perma­

nent ruins," because they straddle 

Goldsworthy's "temporary installa­

tion" and "permanent monument" 

subcategories but leave the ques­

tion of permanence to the fate of 

both sudden acts of nature and the 

local communities. 

Kurt W Forster, founding 

director of the Research Institute, 

speculated that the very idea of 

" ru in " might be part of the genetic 

code of certain structures and 

not others. In other words, some 

3. Such a division is seen 
in the organization of Andy 
Goldsworthy and Terry 
Friedman, eds., H a n d t o 

E a r t h : A n d y G o l d s w o r t h y 

S c u l p t u r e , 1 9 7 6 - 1 9 9 0 

(New York: Harry N. 
Abrams, 1993); see espe­
cially Andrew Causey, 
"Environmental 
Sculptures," 125. 

4. Kurt W. Forster, "Ruins of 
the New and Monuments of 
the Past," lecture spon­
sored by the Getty Research 
Institute at the Getty 
Center, Los Angeles, 
California, 19 February 
1998, typescript. 

5. Ibid. 

6. Lynn MacRitchie, 
"Residency on Earth," 
A r t i n A m e r i c a 8 3 , no. 4 

(1995), 91-94. 

buildings, like Richard Meier's 

Getty Center, he argued, w i l l 

simply never make "good ruins." 4 

This insight led me, as deputy 

director of the Getty Research 

Institute, to reflect on the particu­

lar significance of Goldsworthy's 

piece in the setting of Meier's 

architecture, for it was created 

with the singular intention that it 

would begin to assume the charac­

ter of a ruin at the very moment 

the artist completed his interven­

tion. Goldsworthy's sculpture, how­

ever, is not a monument erected 

against time, poised to be crushed 

by time on the battlefield of histori­

cal time and natural contretemps. 

Nor was it conceived to be similar 

to one of Robert Smithson's 

"ruined monuments." Instead, the 

piece represents a special class of 

what Forster, evoking New York 

architect Peter Eisenman, described 

as "new ruins." 5 In this class of 

work, Goldsworthy explores the 

causality and determinates of 

"cracking," and then uses time 

and nature's inherent energy— 

the memory that resides in mate­

rials like clay and porcelain—to 

contribute to the changing form 

of the work. Nature, thus, is not 

external to the object, but resides 

within the artifact and is essential 

to its expressive character.6 

This kind of "new ruin" is 

the product of a performance that 

involves many different actors, 

whose complementarity is estab­

lished, but not controlled, by the 

artist: The client performs, the 

artist performs, the materials per­

form, the sun performs, the com-

F I G U R E 1 

Andy Goldsworthy, earthen spiral sculpture, 1997. 

Getty Research Institute, Los Angeles. 
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m u n i t y p e r f o r m s , a n d , finally, the 

e a r t h p e r f o r m s . W h a t I find signifi­

cant i n this piece, created i n the 

w a k e o f G o l d s w o r t h y ' s a m b i t i o u s 

a n d g r o u n d b r e a k i n g S h e e p f o l d s 

project , is the c o n c e p t u a l b r e a d t h 

that engages h u m a n a n d c o m m u ­

n a l e n e r g i e s — p a s t a n d p r e s e n t — 

i n the r e a l i z a t i o n o f the w o r k . 

G o l d s w o r t h y , t h o u g h , is n o t inter­

ested i n "her i tage ," w h e r e the "past 

is r e m a d e as p a r t o f the spectacle 

o f the present a n d str ipped o f soc ia l 

tens ions a n d c o n f l i c t s . " 7 Ins tead , 

h i s c u r r e n t w o r k focuses o n negoti­

a t i o n a n d cr i t ique . 

G o l d s w o r t h y ' s interest i n 

d o c u m e n t i n g the process o f negoti­

a t i o n that l e d to the c r e a t i o n o f the 

G e t t y scu lpture w a s m a n i f e s t e d 

i n a n i n t e r v i e w about the c o m m i s ­

s i o n c o n d u c t e d i n O c t o b e r 1997 at 

the S t o r m K i n g A r t C e n t e r i n 

M o u n t a i n v i l l e , N e w Y o r k . T o the 

quest ion , " W h a t , t h e n , is the 

w o r k o f ar t for y o u ? " G o l d s w o r t h y 

r e s p o n d e d that the m a k i n g a n d 

the c r a c k i n g are the d r a m a ; his per­

f o r m a n c e , the sculpture 's p e r f o r m ­

ance, a n d t h e i r r e c e p t i o n are the 

w o r k o f art : 

[T]he most tangible, permanent 

thing that I w i l l leave there 

is the story of something that 

was made in that place and 

that people saw it being m a d e — 

knew that the materials came 

from the site, a n d . . . the w o r k 

made in front of everybody's 

eyes, and the anxieties, the fears 

and worries along the path 

of the piece. That 's the result 

of the piece A n d the pho­

tographs and the talking 

now are all part of that story. 

A n d I think that's a legitimate 

form of sculpture. E v e n when 

the object's gone. 8 

I n d e e d , G o l d s w o r t h y u r g e d 

the R e s e a r c h Inst i tute to consider 

m a k i n g a n e x h i b i t i o n about the 

flood o f a n x i o u s faxes a n d e-mails 

sent b a c k a n d f o r t h i n the piece's 

process o f b e c o m i n g . H e d i d n o t 

w a n t us to strip i t o f those tensions 

a n d to see i t as s o m e p u r e e n t i t y 

T h e stage for G o l d s w o r t h y ' s part ic­

i p a t i o n , w h i c h w o u l d p r o d u c e a spi­

r a l c o m p o s i t i o n o f c lay t a k e n f r o m 

the site, h a d b e e n p r e p a r e d w e l l 

i n advance o f m y k n o w l e d g e o f his 

w o r k a n d h o w it m i g h t serve the 

R e s e a r c h Inst i tute 's f o r m a l a n d 

c o n c e p t u a l needs. T h e p r e p a r a t i o n 

p e r i o d i n v o l v e d intensive t h o u g h t 

about n a t u r e , landscape, a n d the 

site o n the one h a n d a n d the archi­

t e c t u r a l p a r t i for the R e s e a r c h I n s t i ­

tute o n the other. 

O n the subject o f n a t u r e , 

F o r s t e r w r o t e a m e m o r a n d u m 

o n the G e t t y C e n t e r gardens a n d 

the landscape o f the site i n M a r c h 

1992, i n w h i c h h e i n s i s t e d that 

the f u n d a m e n t a l cha l lenge a n d 

the designer's task " w a s to reveal 

the i n n e r substance o f the site, 

its e l e m e n t a l c o m p o s i t i o n i n t e r m s 

o f e a r t h , w a t e r , a n d s t o n e . " 9 A s 

the a r c h i t e c t u r e o f the R e s e a r c h 

Inst i tute advanced, the appropri ­

ateness o f G o l d s w o r t h y ' s o e u v r e — 

d e s c r i b e d b y m a n y c r i t i c s as 

represent ing a f o r m o f m e d i a t i o n 

a m o n g the art is t , the site, the 

m a t e r i a l s , a n d the c o m m u n i t y a n d 

as ex is t ing i n the interfaces a m o n g 

art , n a t u r e , c o u n t r y s i d e , a n d 

heritage o r a m o n g nature , history, 

t r a d i t i o n , craft, a n d c o m m u n i t y — 

b e c a m e evident . 1 0 

I n t e r p e n e t r a t i n g circles a n d 

squares w e r e i m p o r t a n t c o m p o ­

nents o f M e i e r ' s design for the 

G e t t y C e n t e r site f r o m the begin­

n i n g , b u t they b e c a m e f u n d a m e n t a l 

for the R e s e a r c h Inst i tute after 1987, 

w h e n w e r e w o r k e d a n ear l ier pro­

g r a m d o c u m e n t a n d sent the archi­

tects (1) a c o n c e p t u a l d i a g r a m i n 

the f o r m o f a c irc le that repre­

sented re lat ive scale, adjacencies, 

a n d s e q u e n c i n g o f spaces o n a 

publ ic-pr ivate c o n t i n u u m a n d 

(2) a n a r r a t i v e that e m p h a s i z e d 

o u r desire for a d y n a m i c p a t h 

that w o u l d l e a d v i s i t i n g scholars 

t h r o u g h the b u i l d i n g a n d encour­

age t h e m n o t o n l y to discover the 

r ichness o f o u r holdings , b u t also 

to exper ience the u n i t y o f p u r p o s e 

that gu ided o u r enterprise: 

Keeping in mind that we are 

talking in conceptual terms, 

one could imagine the path to 

be a k ind of hel ix—containing 

all the key information to the 

Center's holdings and via net­

works to the vast body of 

knowledge as a whole—imbed­

ded in the institution as a 

whole. Circulation then within 

this whole thus assumes more 

than purely operational justi­

fication; it comes to resemble 

the "path of knowledge.".. . 

A ramp might internally deploy 

along its sweep the various seg­

ments of our core. 1 1 

7. Adams, "Stonewalling 
Criticism," 20. 

8. Andy Goldsworthy, 
"Audio Portion of Interview 
Video with Andy 
Goldsworthy, Storm King 
Art Center, Mountainville, 
New York," interview by 
Mildred Constantine and 
Paul Bochner, Getty 
Conservation Institute, 
Los Angeles, 28 October 
!997. typescript, 11. 

9. Forster memorandum 
of 7 March 1992, cited in 
Richard Meier, Building t h e 

G e t t y (New York: Alfred A. 
Knopf, 1997), 132. 

10. See Adams, "Stone­
walling Criticism," for an 
excellent discussion of 
critical discourses about 
Goldsworthy's work; see 
also Suzi Gablik, T h e 

R e e n c h a n t m e n t of A r t (New 
York: Thames and Hudson, 
1991). 77ff-

11. Letter from Kurt Forster 
to Richard Meier, 8 July 
1987. 
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A d i a g r a m o f the p r o p o s e d 

s t r u c t u r e a n d a n a c c o m p a n y i n g 

n a r r a t i v e i n s p i r e d M e i e r to create a 

n e w p a r t i w i t h offices, col lect ions, 

a n d m e e t i n g r o o m s r a t c h e t i n g 

d y n a m i c a l l y a r o u n d a c y l i n d r i c a l 

c o r e a n d a h e l i c o i d a l p a t h . T h e 

b u i l d i n g resembles, i n s imple t e r m s , 

a d o u g h n u t w i t h a quarter-sector 

t a k e n away. T h e pat io rises t h r o u g h 

f o u r stories, l i g h t i n g n o t o n l y a 

glass-enclosed r a m p e d c i r c u l a t i o n 

core , b u t a l s o — t h r o u g h a c e n t r a l 

o c u l u s a n d s k y l i g h t s — a f o r m a l cir­

c u l a r space b e n e a t h the pat io . T h e 

latter, w h i c h supports the patio a n d 

defines the a x i a l core o f the s truc­

t u r e , w a s , at one stage, the p r o ­

cess ing core o f the l i b r a r y before 

c r y s t a l l i z i n g i n t o a te lescoping 

space for o p e n stacks; the m e m o r y 

o f the c e n t r a l space o f the B r i t i s h 

L i b r a r y c o n t i n u a l l y reasserted i t se l f 

i n o u r i m a g i n a t i o n s . 1 2 

12. On Meier's Getty, see 
Gloria Gerace, ed., T h e 

G e t t y Center: Design 

Process (Los Angeles: 
J. Paul Getty Trust, 1991); 

Thomas F. Reese, "The 
Architectural Politics 
of the Getty Center for the 
Arts," Lotus I n t e r n a t i o n a l 

85 (1995): 6 - 4 3 ; and 
Thomas F. Reese and Carol 
McMichael Reese, 
"Richard Meier's New 
Getty Center," A + U , 

A r c h i t e c t u r e a n d U r b a n i s m , 

no. 328 (1998), 6-58. 

13. On Goldsworthy's spi­
rals, see Goldsworthy and 
Friedman, H a n d t o E a r t h , 

102-4. 

W e resisted consistent ly the 

n o t i o n that a n y p e r s o n or official 

f u n c t i o n be insta l led b e n e a t h the 

sky l ight at the center o f this s y m ­

b o l i c space. T h e oculus , however , 

c lear ly suggested solar a n d calen-

d r i c a l r i t u a l s — R o m a n precedents 

for Forster , M e s o a m e r i c a n a n d 

A n d e a n for m e . M e i e r w a s q u i c k to 

e m b r a c e the concept o f the solar 

o b s e r v a t o r y to forge a d r a m a t i c 

u n i o n b e t w e e n the v e r y center o f 

the b u i l d i n g at its closest p o i n t o f 

u n i o n w i t h the e a r t h a n d the s u n 

a n d celest ial spheres o n the s u m ­

m e r solstice. H e p r o p o s e d that the 

u n i o n be a c c o m p l i s h e d t h r o u g h a 

sky l ight conf igured l i k e a lens. 

B u t w h a t m i g h t be p l a c e d 

at this k e y locat ion? W e spent m a n y 

m o n t h s d i s c u s s i n g poss ibi l i t ies . 

F o r s t e r f a v o r e d a s y m b o l i c evoca­

t i o n o f the r i c h l y f r a g m e n t a r y 

n a t u r e o f k n o w l e d g e i n the late 

t w e n t i e t h century , poss ib ly a 

s c u l p t u r a l s o l u t i o n — s o m e t h i n g 

c r y s t a l l i n e , p r i s m a t i c , a n d refrac­

t ive , p e r h a p s w i t h i m b e d d e d 

i n s c r i p t i o n s . Basically, M e i e r said, 

' T i l design the lens; y o u propose 

the concept for the s c u l p t u r e , " 

b u t before F o r s t e r m e t his p a r t o f 

the b a r g a i n i n def in ing the "center 

o f the center," he r e s i g n e d h is 

p o s i t i o n to r e t u r n to t e a c h i n his 

nat ive Z u r i c h . A s ac t ing director, 

the b a t o n w a s i n m y h a n d . 

O n N o v e m b e r 22,1993, the 

N e w Z e a l a n d - b o r n artist M a x 

G i m b l e t t u r g e d m e to at tend a lec­

t u r e b y A n d y G o l d s w o r t h y at the 

S o u t h e r n C a l i f o r n i a Inst i tute o f 

A r c h i t e c t u r e i n L o s Angeles , w h e r e 

I h a d the o p p o r t u n i t y to see the 

art is t ' s w o r k for the first t i m e . 

E a r l i e r , i n M a y 1993, the G e t t y h a d 

c o m m i s s i o n e d three w o r k s f r o m 

art ist J a m e s T u r r e l l for f r a m i n g the 

inf ini te space o f sky ( u n f o r t u n a t e l y 

never executed) , w h i c h w e r e firmly 

i n m y m i n d w h e n G o l d s w o r t h y 

p r o j e c t e d a series o f h is photo­

g r a p h s o f e p h e m e r a l w o r k s featur­

i n g " s p i r a l s " a n d " b l a c k h o l e s , " 

suggesting a c o m p l e m e n t a r y s y m ­

m e t r y w i t h T u r r e l l ' s "skypieces ." 

W e h a d d i n n e r a n d t a l k e d about a 

v i s i t to the site. T h e r e w a s n o t i m e 

available t h e n , however , to f o l l o w 

t h r o u g h w i t h the v is i t . 

I n J a n u a r y 1995,1 a r r a n g e d 

to v i s i t G o l d s w o r t h y a n d his repre­

sentative, C h e r y l H a i n e s o f H a i n e s 

G a l l e r y i n S a n F r a n c i s c o , as he 

insta l led a n e x h i b i t i o n at the S a n 

Jose M u s e u m o f A r t . W e began 

t h e n to speak about a possible 

c o m m i s s i o n . I m a d e several sugges­

t ions about " b l a c k holes ," "he l ixes , " 

a n d " c o s m i c observator ies ," as 

I w a t c h e d G o l d s w o r t h y labor to 

c o m p l e t e a c lay spira l , w h o s e h o r i ­

z o n t a l d isposi t ion h a d resul ted i n 

repeated collapses. I t r e s e m b l e d 

others h e h a d insta l led at G r e e n ­

peace U K i n L o n d o n i n A p r i l 1991. 

H e spoke o f c lay f r o m the G e t t y 

C e n t e r site a n d his desire to have 

the staff part ic ipate i n the m a k i n g 

o f the w o r k . I a m n o t sure w h e t h e r 

I c a m e there c o n v i n c e d that w e 

h a d to have a s p i r a l — I t h i n k n o t — 

b u t i t w a s h a r d n o t to t h i n k about 

that shape i n o u r b u i l d i n g a n d i n 

that space that r a t c h e t e d a r o u n d 

the c e n t r a l axis, w h e r e w e w a n t e d 

G o l d s w o r t h y to create his piece. 1 3 

G o l d s w o r t h y prepared d r a w ­

ings s h o r t l y thereafter. H e pro­

posed a sp ira l a n d also a p y r a m i d 

w i t h a n excavated cavi ty i n one 

o f its four faces. Salvatore Settis, 

w h o h a d c o m e to L o s Angeles as 

the n e w director o f the R e s e a r c h 

Inst i tute i n J a n u a r y 1994, w a s sup­

port ive o f the proposals. T h e ques­

t i o n w a s w h e t h e r the s t ructure 

s h o u l d rise u p or go d o w n . Clearly, 

G o l d s w o r t h y w a n t e d presence i n 

the space, w h i l e M e i e r preferred 

to preserve its a r c h i t e c t u r a l purity. 

M e i e r designed a s i m p l e concave 

d e p r e s s i o n that g a t h e r e d a n d 

ref lected l ight f r o m above a n d 

c o u l d be u s e d w h e n there w a s n o 

a r t w o r k i n the center. 

G o l d s w o r t h y first v i s i t e d the 

site o n M a y 14,1996; he r e t u r n e d 

again o n N o v e m b e r 17,1996. D u r ­

i n g those v is i ts he w a s able to 

v i s i t the u n f i n i s h e d space a n d g a i n 

a greater sense o f w h a t s e e m e d 

m o s t appropriate . B u t there w e r e 

constant surpr ises . I n the t i m e 

b e t w e e n his t w o v is i ts , the con­

s t r u c t i o n firm h a d p o u r e d finished 

concrete a c c o r d i n g to Meier ' s spec­

if ications i n the w o r k i n g drawings . 

G o l d s w o r t h y h a d w a n t e d m o r e 

c i r c u m f e r e n c e a n d m o r e depth. 

C o u l d w e j a c k h a m m e r the cavi ty 

b a c k to the earth? T h e a n s w e r 



Andy G o l d s w o r t h y ' s New R u i n s 29 

w a s " m a y b e . " M o r e dramatica l ly , 

h o w e v e r , before his s e c o n d v is i t , 

a n o t h e r fact w a s discovered. T h e 

architects h a d m i s c a l c u l a t e d i n 

t h e i r specif icat ions about the solar 

a l i g n m e n t o n the s u m m e r solstice. 

I n effect, the s u n w o u l d n o t s tr ike 

the center o f the cavity, b u t a p o i n t 

t o w a r d its edge. T h e w o r k w o u l d 

n o w have to c o m p e n s a t e for this 

m i s c a l c u l a t i o n . G o l d s w o r t h y c a m e 

u p w i t h a choice o f i n g e n i o u s so lu­

t ions. T h e first, w h i c h h e favored, 

w a s to ra ise a cone to a he ight that 

w o u l d p e r m i t the s u n to s tr ike its 

c e n t e r o n the s u m m e r solst ice; 

the c o n e i t s e l f w o u l d be c o n ­

s t r u c t e d a r o u n d a n e m b e d d e d 

s p i r a l d e s c e n d i n g i n t o the c o n i c a l 

m a s s to g a i n the d e p t h h e h a d 

o r i g i n a l l y h o p e d for. 

A s cl ients, however , w e d i d 

n o t w a n t to lose the c o n c e p t u a l 

re la t ionship b e t w e e n s u n a n d 

e a r t h — t h e p o e t r y o f that c r u c i a l 

a l i g n m e n t o n J u n e 21 i n w h i c h the 

s u n s l ight w o u l d penetrate the 

" b l a c k h o l e " at the base a n d core 

o f o u r b u i l d i n g . Personal ly , I w o r ­

r i e d , too, a b o u t r e n e g i n g o n 

the negot iat ions w i t h M e i e r that 

s e c u r e d h i s c o o p e r a t i o n w i t h 

G o l d s w o r t h y ' s w o r k ; o t h e r s h a d 

d o u b t s a b o u t scale ( i t w o u l d be 

over five feet h i g h ) , s y m b o l i c 

c o n t e n t ( s o m e d i s m i s s e d the pro­

p o s a l as a "pi le o f c l a y " ) , a n d the 

fact that the descending s p i r a l 

w o u l d be v is ib le f r o m o n l y a single 

res tr ic ted p o i n t o f c o n t e m p l a t i o n 

a n d r e m a i n o t h e r w i s e i n darkness . 

W e d e c i d e d aga inst 

G o l d s w o r t h y ' s p r e f e r r e d s o l u t i o n 

for severa l o f these reasons. H i s 

a l ternat ive s o l u t i o n w a s to m o l d 

the coils o f the s p i r a l u p f r o m 

the p o i n t the s u n str ikes the base 

o f the h o l e o n the s u m m e r sol­

st ice, a d j u s t i n g its a l i g n m e n t 

to the u p p e r r i m o f the c a v i t y 

that w a s centered i n the space. 

A s he said proudly, " I 've actual ly 

real igned the h o l e o f i t so it 's l i k e 

I 've b r o u g h t the b u i l d i n g b a c k 

i n t o the center, so to speak, w h i c h 

I rea l ly quite l i k e . " 1 4 

G o l d s w o r t h y b r o u g h t b a c k 

i n t o the core o f the b u i l d i n g a 

s y m b o l o f w h a t w a s there before. 

H i s i n t e r v e n t i o n w a s to recuperate 

" n a t u r e , " "process ," a n d " w o r k " 

at the core o f the b u i l d i n g a n d at 

the t h r e s h o l d o f its contact w i t h 

the e a r t h . I t w a s i n t e n d e d to cause 

ref lect ion o n " m e m o r y , " " o r i g i n , " 

a n d the larger issues o f the G e t t y 

C e n t e r ' s presence o n a n d transfor­

m a t i o n o f this n a t u r a l site. I n ret­

rospect, however , i t is c lear that i t 

w a s n e i t h e r a n express ion o f func­

t i o n n o r the c r e a t i o n o f a n abstract 

m e t a p h o r i c e m b l e m that m a d e 

m e so passionate about this w o r k 

a n d site. I t w a s the fact that i t w a s 

the u m b i l i c u s — t h e place o f o r i g i n 

a n d the s y m b o l o f m a k i n g the 

b u i l d i n g . 1 5 F o r m e a n d m a n y oth­

ers , i t r e p r e s e n t e d e l e v e n y e a r s 

o f e n g a g e m e n t . G o l d s w o r t h y ' s 

sp i ra l b r o u g h t f o r t h s t r o n g images 

o f the site's archaeology d u r i n g 

its g r a d i n g phases a n d images 

o f the h u m a n labor that created 

the bui ldings . 

I n J u n e 1992, the g r a d i n g 

o f the site w a s i n f u l l s w i n g a n d 

the c o n t o u r s o f the site w e r e 

b e c o m i n g v is ib le , w i t h one excep­

t i o n : B e c a u s e n o e a r t h c o u l d 

be r e m o v e d f r o m the site, great 

masses w e r e excavated f r o m the 

east r idge a n d s tockpi led o n the 

site o f the R e s e a r c h Inst i tute 's 

f u t u r e b u i l d i n g , w h i c h w o u l d be 

the last s t r u c t u r e to be bui l t . A s the 

G e t t y M u s e u m foundat ions rose 

i n J u l y 1993, w e regular ly drove u p 

to the s ix-story m o u n d o f exca­

v a t e d e a r t h a n d searched for signs 

o f the edges o f w h a t w o u l d be 

o u r p l a t f o r m . I n A p r i l 1995, w e s a w 

o u r b u i l d i n g s l o w l y r ise. O f the 

first foundat ions p o u r e d w e r e 

those for the footings o f t w o great 

cranes to be u t i l i z e d at t w o dist inct 

points i n c o n s t r u c t i o n . F o r us, i t 

w a s the m a r k i n g that a l l o w e d us to 

v i s u a l i z e the b u i l d i n g i n rea l space 

for the first t i m e . 

M e i e r is a n a r c h i t e c t w h o 

is u n e a s y w h e n i t c o m e s to keep­

i n g h is a u t o g r a p h i c d r a w i n g s ; 

h e prefers to s k e t c h over c l e a n 

b l u e l i n e s w i t h n o traces o f w h a t 

w e n t before. S i m i l a r l y , h e erases 

a l m o s t a l l signs o f w o r k a n d 

process i n his archi tecture . I n the 

large, s k y l i g h t e d space that is 

n o w the site o f G o l d s w o r t h y ' s 

s p i r a l , the force o f M e i e r ' s p o w ­

e r f u l abstract g e o m e t r i e s a n d 

perfect ion o f f o r m are e v e r y w h e r e 

manifest . C o n c e i v e d as a " n e w 

r u i n , " G o l d s w o r t h y ' s piece serves 

as a r e m i n d e r o f the presence 

o f the " e a r t h " a n d the "forces o f 

n a t u r e " inside M e i e r ' s perfect ly 

crafted a n d seamless b u i l d i n g . 

14. Goldsworthy, "Audio 
Portion of Interview 
Video," 13. 

15. In reviewing my own 
photographic documenta­
tion, I find that I repeated­
ly returned to document 
that space of origin that 
determined the order and 
compass of our radial 
structure. The place was 
for me closely associated 
with earth, work, and gen­
esis — more so than with 
intellect alone. 
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G o l d s w o r t h y a r r i v e d to execute the 

e a r t h e n s p i r a l o n M a y 19,1997, 

a p p r o x i m a t e l y one m o n t h before 

the s u m m e r solstice. G o l d s w o r t h y 

does n o t d o c u m e n t the process o f 

m a k i n g the "large w o r k s , " because, 

h e says, the exper ience o f m a k ­

i n g t h e m is so tota l ly absorbing. 

" M a k i n g " h e r e involves " w o r k " 

as opposed to " c r a f t " — a n d " w o r k 

involves p u t t i n g one's life i n t o 

m a k i n g . " 1 6 T h a t l a b o r w a s to have 

b e e n a col lect ive effort, a l t h o u g h 

G o l d s w o r t h y w a s u n a b l e to secure 

the c o m m u n a l p a r t i c i p a t i o n o f 

staff i n p r e p a r i n g a n d k n e a d i n g the 

clay, because G e t t y T r u s t a t t o r n e y s 

w e r e fear fu l o f l iability. I n the end, 

H a i n e s , G o l d s w o r t h y ' s g a l l e r y 

representat ive; K a t h y C o n l e y oper­

ations m a n a g e r o f the R e s e a r c h 

Inst i tute ; a n d E l a i n e Nesbi t , f o r m e r 

project m a n a g e r o f the G e t t y T r u s t 

B u i l d i n g P r o g r a m c o o r d i n a t e d the 

process. D i n w i d d i e C o n s t r u c t i o n 

C o m p a n y located, tested, exca­

v a t e d , a n d bagged the clay; sc ien­

tist N e v i l l e A g n e w , g r o u p d i r e c t o r 

o f I n f o r m a t i o n a n d C o m m u n i c a ­

t ions at the G e t t y C o n s e r v a t i o n 

I n s t i t u t e , s h a r e d h is sc ient i f ic 

expert ise o n the specific propert ies 

o f the c lay s a m p l e s ; a n d P e t e r 

K l o w e o f H a i n e s G a l l e r y sepa­

rated , selected, a n d m i x e d the clay. 

F inal ly , G o l d s w o r t h y h i m s e l f cre­

ated the s p i r a l over a p e r i o d o f 

six days ( F I G . 2 ) . E a c h day, h e p u t 

i n t w e l v e to f o u r t e e n h o u r s o f 

16. Goldsworthy and Shaul, 
"Interview during 
Installation of Jack's Fold," 

14; see also 10. 

u n i n t e r r u p t e d labor, w h i l e enter­

t a i n i n g a steady s t r e a m o f v i s i tors , 

m a n y o f w h o m c a m e b y several 

t i m e s e a c h day to talk, w a t c h , w i t ­

ness, a n d p h o t o g r a p h his e x e c u t i o n 

o f the piece. 

G o l d s w o r t h y c o m p l e t e d the 

insta l la t ion o n M a y 24,1997. T h e 

G e t t y h o s t e d a s m a l l c e r e m o n y to 

t h a n k a l l w h o h a d part ic ipated i n 

its process. E v e r y o n e filed t h r o u g h 

the c u r v e d c o r r i d o r s a n d c i rc led 

a r o u n d the b e a u t i f u l , soft, m o i s t 

n e w addi t ion to the space. A t that 

occas ion, f e w speculated o n the 

w o r k ' s future ; they ce lebrated 

its f o r m a n d its c o m p l e t i o n . F e w 

s e e m e d cognizant o f the fact that 

the m o m e n t that m a r k e d the e n d 

o f G o l d s w o r t h y ' s e x e c u t i o n o f the 

w o r k a n d the G e t t y ' s acceptance 

o f o w n e r s h i p o f its "object" w a s 

actual ly the b e g i n n i n g o f the n e x t 

F I G U R E 2 

The performance of making ( c l o c k w i s e f r o m lefi): 

Andy Goldsworthy at work at the Getty Research 
Institute, 19-24 May 1997. 
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stage i n the w o r k ' s p r o c e s s o f 

b e c o m i n g . T h i s stage w o u l d 

d e p e n d n o t o n l y o n the n a t u r e o f 

m a t e r i a l s a n d the techniques o f 

m a k i n g , b u t also o n the act ions 

o f the s u n , the c o m m u n i t y , a n d 

u n a n t i c i p a t e d acts o f nature ( F I G S . 

3-5). A s G o l d s w o r t h y later noted: 

[T]he reason I smoothed up 

the top, the reason I smoothed 

up the rings was to quiet 

down the clay in anticipation 

of all the . . . activity that was 

going to happen You know, 

when it was first finished it 

was too smooth, too slick a 

p i e c e . . . I really didn't quite 

like it I like this idea of the 

w o r k going on its journey and 

the sense of unpredictability 

about that. 1 7 

A n d the w o r k d i d go o n that 

j o u r n e y . A s the art ist departed, 

the " n e w r u i n " b e g a n to p e r f o r m . 

G o l d s w o r t h y ' s k n o w l e d g e o f 

c lay w a s f u n d a m e n t a l , because it 

a l l o w e d h i m to direct the act ions 

that the m a k i n g o f the piece set i n 

m o t i o n , b u t n o t to c o n t r o l t h e m . 

" I w a n t e d r e a l c r a c k s , " G o l d s w o r ­

t h y sa id later, " c r a c k s that are n o t 

a n aesthetic d e c o r a t i o n o n the 

piece, b u t r e a l c r a c k s . R e a l c r a c k s 

are f r i g h t e n i n g — t o the art ist , 

the people w h o c o m m i s s i o n i t 

A n d w h a t w e ' r e g o i n g t h r o u g h 

i n o u r responses to the piece s h o w 

h o w s u c c e s s f u l the p iece i s . " 1 8 

I n the " n e w r u i n s , " t h e r e w a s 

a l w a y s a great r i s k o f fa i lure , a n d 

i f the process h e set i n t o m o t i o n 

fai led to p r o v i d e the s t r o n g f o r m 

he d e m a n d e d , h e h a d b u t one 

o p t i o n — t o r e t u r n a n d b e g i n again. 

A l t h o u g h t h e r e w a s n o 

p r i o r d iscuss ion about the precise 

effects the direct act ions o f the 

s u n m i g h t have o n the d r y i n g a n d 

c r a c k i n g p r o c e s s — o u r t imetables 

w e r e d e t e r m i n e d p r i n c i p a l l y b y 

c o n s t r u c t i o n schedules a n d the 

artist 's a v a i l a b i l i t y — G o l d s w o r t h y ' s 

e x e c u t i o n o f the sp ira l prec ise ly 

one m o n t h before the s u m m e r 

solst ice d i r e c t l y i n f l u e n c e d the 

expressive f o r m o f this " n e w r u i n . " 

Because o f the lens l ike effect o f the 

o c u l u s , the sun's l ight ( a n d h e a t ) 

m o v e d across the surface o f the 

scu lpture i n pat terns d e t e r m i n e d 

b y the m o v e m e n t o f the solar sys­

t e m at this p a r t i c u l a r t i m e o f year. 

G o l d s w o r t h y w a r n e d us several 

t i m e s about h o w h o t the center o f 

the b u i l d i n g w a s ; he w o r r i e d about 

the effect that the differences i n 

t e m p e r a t u r e i n the space m i g h t 

have o n o u r books , r a t h e r t h a n o n 

his w o r k . B u t M i g u e l A n g e l C o r z o , 

the director o f the G e t t y C o n s e r ­

v a t i o n I n s t i t u t e , r e c o g n i z e d the 

scienti f ic v a l u e o f a c o n t r o l l e d 

s tudy o f the d r y i n g process a n d 

a u t h o r i z e d t ime-lapse v i d e o m o n i ­

t o r i n g at fifteen-minute i n t e r v a l s 

that a l l o w e d the c r a c k i n g process 

to be m a p p e d digital ly. 1 9 

T h e part ic ipants i n the 

process argued, a n d w i l l argue into 

the future , about exact ly w h a t 

F I G U R E 3 

The performance of becoming: the "finished" 

work, 3 June 1997. 

17. Goldsworthy, "Audio 
Portion of Interview 
Video," 4 - 5 , 20. 

18. Ibid., 3. 

19. Tracy Bartley, Leslie 
Rainer, and Eric Doehne at 
the Getty Conserva­
tion Institute mapped 
the cracking process. 
The Getty Conservation 
Institute also performed a 
mineralogical analysis of 
samples of the Getty 
Center clays (see Carlos 
Rodríguez-Navarro, 
"Analysis of Getty Center 
Clays," August 4,1997, 
typescript; and a report by 
Tracy Bartley, "Monitoring 
Survey of the Andy 
Goldsworthy Installation, 
July-August 1997," August 
!997» typescript). 
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F I G U R E U 

The performance of becoming: the helix dried by 

the sun, with cracking evident, March 1998. 
20. Goldsworthy, "Audio 
Portion of Interview 
Video," 21. 

21. Goldsworthy's models 
did not reveal cracking as 
much as a general disin­
tegration of the surface. 

22. One complaint 
Goldsworthy had was that 
he did not foresee that 
the paper would be 
revealed beneath the 
piece as the fissures grew 
in size. He transferred 
responsibility to the Getty 
for the paper: "[Every­
thing was plastered in 
paper and plastic, you 
know, as if there was 
going to be an explosion 
of clay" (Goldsworthy, 
"Audio Portion of 
Interview Video," 5). 

23. Goldsworthy, "Audio 
Portion of Interview 
Video," 3. 

Goldsworthy intended and what he 

would consider to be a failure, as 

opposed to an exciting surprise. 

He predicted many things that did 

occur (fissures on the ribs and 

changes in color, luminosity, and 

patina), but what about the size, 

extent, and nature of the cracking? 

His drawings showed modest 

cracks, more like those from the 

Greenpeace work of 1991, which 

was intended not to crack at all. 

About that work, he said in a 1997 

interview, "For three months I kept 

filling in the cracks, until I realized 

that the strongest thing about the 

piece was the cracks!" 2 0 Similarly, 

his wall piece installed at the San 

Jose Museum of Art in 1995 had 

modest cracks. 2 1 Agnew, who has 

extensive experience with adobe 

conservation, told Goldsworthy 

how to mitigate the cracking, but 

Goldsworthy followed his original 

course of action, which suggests 

that he did not want to reduce the 

risk and drama of potentially large 

fissures. There were, of course, 

unknowns specific to the Getty 

sculpture. One of the most signifi­

cant was the effect of differential 

drying times between what was 

above ground and what was below 

ground, and the fault lines that 

might be generated between 

them. 2 2 

Goldsworthy has still not 

seen the piece at the time of this 

writing except in photographs. 

In an interview, however, he admit­

ted that he was surprised by how 

much change had occurred. " I 'm 

shocked . . . slightly shocked—in a 

very nice way. I like that feeling 

[I]t's a feeling that youVe released 

something that you're not really 

in control of and you don't know 

where it's going to end." 2 3 

In late October 1997, Goldsworthy 

predicted that the Getty helix 

would be completely dry by March 

1998: " I really can't see that there 
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What the community thinks and how the 
community understands Goldsworthy's 
intervention will profoundly affect how the 
piece is treated, cared for, and preserved. 

w o u l d be a n y m o i s t u r e d o w n 

there ; so, e a r t h q u a k e s apar t , 

w h a t y o u have t h e n w i l l be w h a t 

w i l l r e m a i n . " 2 4 A t the e n d o f its 

p e r f o r m a n c e i n b e c o m i n g a " n e w 

r u i n , " the h e l i x w o u l d achieve a 

degree o f hardness , solidity, a n d 

p e r m a n e n c e that f e w v i e w e r s w i l l 

be able to recognize . A s G o l d s w o r ­

t h y n o t e d , " [ T J h e r e w o n ' t be a 

k i n d o f d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f r e t u r n ­

i n g to dust, w h i c h is w h a t people 

t h i n k . " 2 5 O n c e the piece has staged 

its p e r f o r m a n c e , i t faces o n l y the 

threat o f forces outside itself. 

Neverthe less , this w o r k w i l l 

c o m m u n i c a t e to m o s t v i e w e r s 

a n i m a g e o f e n t r o p y a n d e r a s u r e 

t h r o u g h d e c o m p o s i t i o n . F e w w i l l 

recognize its stabi l i ty a n d p e r m a ­

n e n c e . I n fact, m a n y o f the c lay 

pieces w o u l d r e q u i r e j a c k h a m m e r s 

to b r e a k t h e m u p before r e m o v a l . 

T h e r e f o r e , the " n e w r u i n " or 

" p e r m a n e n t r u i n " w i l l m a i n t a i n 

the a u r a o f a "sacr i f ic ia l object ," 

w h o s e a n i m a t i o n a n d d e s t r u c t i o n 

f o r m the core o f a r i te o f pas­

s a g e — a m e d i a t o r y object b e t w e e n 

d i v i n i t i e s a n d h u m a n s , w h i c h 

is left to d i s i n t e g r a t e i n a r i t u a l 

p r o c e s s t h a t is c o m p l e t e d o n l y 

w i t h the d i s i n t e g r a t i o n o f the 

object . 2 6 T h e G o l d s w o r t h y insta l­

l a t i o n is a n i n a u g u r a l piece for 

the dedicat ion o f the R e s e a r c h 

Inst i tute 's n e w b u i l d i n g , b u t i t 

w a s c o m m i s s i o n e d to s y m b o l i z e 

o r i g i n s a n d the e a r t h u p o n w h i c h 

the b u i l d i n g r e s t e d — n o t as a 

m e m e n t o m o n to r e m i n d v i s i t o r s 

o f death a n d morta l i ty . 

T h e final events i n the per­

f o r m a n c e o f the object are st i l l 

u n f o l d i n g a n d p r o b a b l y w i l l for 

s o m e t i m e st i l l to c o m e ; w h a t the 

c o m m u n i t y t h i n k s a n d h o w the 

c o m m u n i t y unders tands G o l d s w o r ­

thy 's i n t e r v e n t i o n w i l l p r o f o u n d l y 

affect h o w the piece is treated, 

cared for, a n d preserved. T h i s final 

event i n the p e r f o r m a n c e is 

G o l d s w o r t h y ' s test for us. I f those 

w h o v i s i t the h e l i x t h i n k o f i t as 

G o l d s w o r t h y describes his e p h e m ­

e r a l w o r k — a s a flower that b l o o m s 

a n d t h e n d i e s — t h e n people 

w i l l n o t care for a n d m a i n t a i n i t . 

I n d e e d , those w h o see i t as a "sacr i ­

ficial object" w i l l s o m e t i m e s feel, 

as w e have o b s e r v e d o n occas ion, 

that it is even appropriate to assist 

i n h a s t e n i n g its d is integrat ion. B u t 

those w h o u n d e r s t a n d the process 

o f its m a k i n g a n d m a i n t e n a n c e 

a n d its s y m b o l i c i m p o r t for the 

c o m m u n i t y w i l l p r o t e c t a n d care 

for i t as a " n e w r u i n . " 

G o l d s w o r t h y ' s o e u v r e , t h e n , 

carr ies s t r o n g messages for us 

about the n a t u r e o f c o n s e r v a t i o n 

as s o m e t h i n g c o n t i n u i n g , l i v i n g , 
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Detail of cracking, March 1998. 

24. Of course, the per­
formance of the earth 
is something very real to 
us in California, and 
Goldsworthy is very 
aware of it: "I love to 
make the clay work 
in California. I mean, 
that—I think there's a real 
understanding of the 
fragility in the sense of 
the earth moving 
in California . . . where the 
earth breathes violently.. 
. . I think it's a wonderful 
context to make a work 
like this" (Goldsworthy, 
"Audio Portion of 
Interview Video," 5 -6) . 

25. Goldsworthy, "Audio 
Portion of Interview 
Video," 7; see also 10. 

26. See Susanne Kuchler, 
"The Sacrificial Economy 
and Its Objects: 
Rethinking Colonial 
Collecting in Oceania," 
lecture at the Getty 
Research Institute, Santa 
Monica, Calif., March 
1996, typescript. 
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27. Goldsworthy, "Audio 
Portion of Interview 
Video," 2 0 - 2 1 . 

28. Ibid., 21. 

and part of a community's shared 

values. In his recent production, 

he has expressed his deep apprecia­

tion for the expertise of those who 

reside with the work from day 

to day and the knowledge gained 

by those who participate in the 

process of deciding what to do 

when the work requires it. I believe 

that Goldsworthy would say to us 

that the Getty community should 

decide what to do when a piece 

breaks off or dust accumulates 

on the floor next to the work. It is 

our decision—our responsibility. 

Only when we are adrift from these 

commonsensical values wi l l we call 

in the "conservation expert," as 

though she or he knows an answer 

we cannot provide: 

[W]hen you w o r k w i t h dry 

stone walls, they continuously 

need repair. I n Britain they're 

always being repaired. A n d it's 

this renewing of the wal l that 

allows me as an a r t i s t . . . to 

rework them. It's not like tak­

ing something apart that's been 

cast in bronze and recasting it; 

it's something that's always 

been renourished. A n d I have 

to expect that. A n d there w i l l be 

a certain element of change 

within that process. A n d change 

is what the w o r k is about. 2 7 

And how long wi l l the Getty 

helix last? As long as we protect it 

and want it. As Goldsworthy noted: 

I f that was damaged, i f some 

one came and damaged it or 

it went beyond the point where 

I felt it was no longer strong 

as a piece of work, the solution 

would not be to start fiddling 

around wi th it; I 'd remake it. 

It has to start again. 2 8 

It is hoped, however, that 

this "new ruin" wi l l evoke a spirit 

of a community that maintains 

and cares for it. When that spirit 

no longer exists, the community 

wi l l be ready to start again. 
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"IMMORTALITÉ PROVISOIRE" 

Robert Storr 

ι. Harold Rosenberg, 
"Avant-Garde," in Q u a l i t y : 

I t s I m a g e in t h e A r t s , 

ed. Louis Kronenberger 
(New York: Atheneum, 
1969), 418-49. 

The modem age is really the first in 

which "newness," as such, has been 

celebrated as a primary value in art. 

For much of history, the alternative 

was either timelessness or antiquity. 

These were matters of canonical 

form. Pictures made in periods 

when the past was important to 

artists were not made to look old 

but rather to resemble models 

from previous eras. Indeed, the 

cumulative knowledge about the 

craft of painting and sculpture, 

formerly transmitted by the guilds 

or the academy, has meant that 

many of these works look newer 

today than things that are, in fact, 

much less old—including some 

that were made "only yesterday." 

The very idea of the "new" in 

modern terms creates a wholly dif­

ferent set of circumstances and poses 

wholly different questions. Harold 

Rosenberg s notion of "the tradition 

of the new" supposes that from the 

dawn of the modern epoch onward, 

art history, regardless of the vari­

ous credos of its practitioners, has 

consisted of a series of leaps from 

vanguard to vanguard—what the 

French call u n e f i i i t e e n a v a n t , a flight 

forward, from one stage to the next. 

Lest the "new" be taken as 

an absolute value without qualifi­

cations, I should mention that 

Rosenberg himself offered one. 

In a well-known collection of 

essays on the issue of "quality," 

compiled by Louis Kronenberger,1 

Harold Rosenberg asserted that 

what one looked for above all in 

Modern or contemporary a r t— i t s 

primary indicator of "quality"—was 

"freshness," which he associated 

less with the physical properties 

of a work than with its conceptual 

ones. Freshness is not primarily 

a matter of facture per se but one 

of themes, approaches, points of 

departure, and derivations. 

The problem we now face, 

however, concerns the great profu­

sion of artworks that are doomed 

by their very immediacy or search 

for immediacy. Freshness of ideas 

or procedural attitudes often 

results in the premature physical 

deterioration of the object that 

embodies those ideas and atti­

tudes. The creative misuse of tra­

ditional materials is an inescapable 

necessity for many artists, as is 

the experimentation with novel or 

untested materials. This goes back 

to the beginnings of Modernism. 

For example, Eugène Delacroix's 

decision to use "bitumen" blacks 

was a disaster for many of his paint­

ings, even though it was motivated 

by a desire for a greater, more 

intense sensory impact than was 

then available with existing materi­

als. Wil lem de Kooning, to cite 

another example, was a great con­

trarian among craftspeople, inas­

much as he could make a picture 

in the old-fashioned way as well 

as or better than any of his con­

temporaries but chose instead to 

work against the grain not only 

of his hard-won facility, but also 

of the studio methods he had so 

completely mastered— that is to say, 

traditional oil-painting technique. 
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O n the o t h e r h a n d , y o u have 

a n art ist s u c h as R o b e r t R y m a n , 

w h o is a craf tsperson o f a special 

a n d n o t a b l y invent ive k i n d , a n 

e x t r e m e l y fast idious a n d c a r e f u l 

maker-of- things i n p r e v i o u s l y l itt le-

u s e d m a t e r i a l s that h e tests i n 

c o n s u l t a t i o n w i t h restorers , as w e l l 

as w i t h the p r o d u c t s ' c reators . 

W h e n p a i n t i n g w i t h o i l , he s c r u p u ­

l o u s l y observes the p r o v e n r u l e s 

a n d recipes o f the m e d i u m ; w h e n 

he t u r n s to s y n t h e t i c paints o r 

aerospace- industry supports , h e 

finds o u t as m u c h as he c a n about 

t h e i r c o m p o s i t i o n a n d durabi l i ty . 

B u t the fact r e m a i n s that even w i t h 

this m e t i c u l o u s p r e p a r a t i o n a n d 

e x e c u t i o n , the effects he is s e e k i n g 

are so subt le , a n d the w o r k he 

c o n s e q u e n t l y m a k e s so i n h e r e n t l y 

f ragi le , that a pa int ing 's a c t u a l 

chances o f s u r v i v a l i n the state 

i n w h i c h h e lets i t go o u t i n t o the 

w o r l d are, at best, u n k n o w n . 

T h e r e is a l o n g t r a d i t i o n o f 

people e x p e r i m e n t i n g w i t h mate­

rials i n the h o p e o f i d e n t i f y i n g 

n e w opt ions o r r e c o v e r i n g long-

lost t e c h n i q u e s that w i l l serve 

t h e i r p u r p o s e s flexibly a n d , at the 

s a m e t i m e , prove to be last ing. 

J a c q u e s Maroger , for one, a f o r m e r 

restorer at the L o u v r e , c l a i m e d to 

have rediscovered the m e d i u m 

e m p l o y e d b y the O l d Masters , 

s u c h as J a n v a n E y c k , a n d his con­

c o c t i o n w a s u s e d b y artists as differ­

ent as S a l v a d o r Dal í a n d F a i r f i e l d 

Porter . I t t u r n e d out, however , that 

M a r o g e r ' s m i x o f V e n i c e t u r p e n ­

t ine, g u m arabic , prec ipi tated lead, 

a n d other n o x i o u s ingredients w a s 

unstable , unre l iab le , a n d u n h e a l t h y ; 

i n fact, i t is d o u b t f u l that the O l d 

M a s t e r s ever u s e d it , a n d it w a s o f 

l i tt le he lp to the " n e w " m a s t e r s 

w h o t r i e d it . T h e c o n c o c t i o n w a s 

i n t e n d e d to p e r m i t the free a n d 

fluid appl icat ion o f a l l types o f 

o i l p i g m e n t s w h i l e g u a r a n t e e i n g a 

s m o o t h , consistent surface w h e n 

it dr ied. T h e m o r e recent response 

to this o n g o i n g d e m a n d a m o n g 

painters has b e e n L i q u i n , w h i c h 

s e e m e d to m a n y to be the l o n g -

d r e a m e d - o f " m i r a c l e " m e d i u m 

w h e n i t first h i t the m a r k e t , b u t 

w h i c h l o o k s l i k e i t m a y yet t u r n 

i n t o a n i g h t m a r e . 

T h e r e are a l l m a n n e r o f s y n ­

thetics about w h o s e life expectancy 

w e c a n o n l y guess. T h e s e i n n o v a ­

t i o n s — a l o n g w i t h the r e v i v a l o f 

p r e v i o u s l y a b a n d o n e d m e t h o d s 

a n d m a t e r i a l s — h a v e b r o u g h t i n t o 

b e i n g a c o n s e r v a t i o n s u p p o r t s truc­

ture l ike n o n e that has ever existed 

before. A n entire s y s t e m o f preser­

v a t i o n has g r o w n u p a r o u n d this 

p r o l i f e r a t i o n o f techniques and, i n 

s o m e cases, this del iberate aesthetic 

c u l t i v a t i o n o f " i n h e r e n t v i c e . " 

T h e dangers fac ing art are o n l y 

increased b y the fact that p ictures 

a n d objects that i n e a r l i e r t i m e s 

w o u l d have r e m a i n e d secure ly i n 

place i n c h u r c h e s , official gal leries, 

o r the h o m e s o f the r i c h n o w a d a y s 

m o v e i n a n d about i n constant rota­

t i o n . I n pr inc ip le , this free move­

m e n t o f w o r k s o f ar t is s o m e t h i n g 

that I h e a r t i l y support , b u t the r i sks 

entai led w h e n art travels are n u m e r ­

ous a n d considerable , a n d they 

s h a r p l y escalate as the pace a n d fre­

q u e n c y o f the travels accelerate. 

I n the late 1970s, I w a t c h e d 

as T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t ' s 

retrospective o f R o b e r t R a u s c h e n ­

b e r g w a s u n p a c k e d at the A r t 

Inst i tute o f C h i c a g o . I r e m e m b e r 

m a r v e l i n g at the crates, w h i c h h a d 

b e e n b u i l t w i t h s u c h unbel ievable 

p r e c i s i o n a n d s c u l p t u r a l complex­

i t y — i n order to protect the delicate 

p r o t r u s i o n s s t u c k to the surfaces 

o f R a u s c h e n b e r g ' s p i c t u r e s — t h a t 

they a l m o s t s e e m e d to be w o r k s 

o f a r t i n t h e m s e l v e s . E v e n t h e n , 

s o m e o f these cases w e r e t r u l y 

vast . I r e c a l l y e a r s la ter t a l k i n g 

w i t h a n art ist f r iend, D o n Dudley , 

w h o w a s c o n s t r u c t i n g the crates 

for R a u s c h e n b e r g ' s g lobe-trott ing 

R O C I ( R a u s c h e n b e r g Overseas 

C u l t u r a l I n t e r c h a n g e ) project , 

a n d he r e m a r k e d that the s t ructures 

he w a s w o r k i n g o n w e r e better 

b u i l t t h a n the h o u s i n g i n m a n y o f 

the countr ies they w e r e b e i n g sent 

to. H e w a s r ight , o f course . M e a n ­

w h i l e , the aesthetic i r o n y is that the 

m o r e art aspires to the e p h e m e r a l 

n a t u r e o f l ife, the m o r e elaborate 

a n d indestruct ib le its exoske le ton 

m u s t be. 

I n the i n t r o d u c t i o n to th is 

b o o k , M i g u e l A n g e l C o r z o ad­

dresses the p r o b l e m s fac ing n e w 

e lec tronic technologies for i m a g e 

a n d i n f o r m a t i o n storage: the g r a d ­

u a l degenerat ion o f dig i ta l i n p u t , 

the m a g n e t i c b r e a k d o w n o f v ideo­

tape, a n d so o n . B e y o n d this is the 

quest ion o f the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f the 

technolog ica l "object" itself. T h e 

day has a lready c o m e w h e n m u s e ­

u m s are h a v i n g to t h i n k about 

s tockpi l ing "v intage" projectors , 

tape decks, m o n i t o r s , a n d m i n i -

c a m s to ensure that future presen­

tat ion o f w o r k s b y B r u c e N a u m a n , 

T o n y O u r s l e r , D a r a B i r n b a u m , a n d 

others w i l l be consistent w i t h the 

w a y these artists o r i g i n a l l y con­

ceived the w o r k s to be, since the 

issue is n o t o n l y the image itself, 

b u t also the p h y s i c a l presence, the 

broadcast s y s t e m , a n d the specific 

qual i ty o f image the t e c h n o l o g y 

produces . T h i s m e a n s that, a l o n g 

w i t h the c o n s e r v a t o r s w e n o w 

have, w e w i l l see the emergence o f 

a w h o l e n e w g r o u p o f experts capa­

ble o f dea l ing w i t h s u c h matters . 

S o m e m a y resemble the hi-f i fanat­

ics a n d s h o r t w a v e aficionados one 
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finds i n the g e n e r a l p o p u l a t i o n , 

a d d i n g n o t j u s t a n e w spec ia l ty to 

the t e c h n i c a l s u p p o r t profess ions , 

b u t a n o t h e r s t range l a y e r to the 

a l r e a d y b i z a r r e s o c i o l o g i c a l s t r a t a 

o f the m o d e r n m u s e u m — o f 

w h i c h , I s h o u l d i n fa i rness n o t e , 

c u r a t o r s m a k e u p a no-less-peculiar 

c o m p o n e n t . 

C o n s e r v a t i o n has b e c o m e 

a r o u t i n e m a t t e r i n a l l areas o f 

m u s e u m p r a c t i c e , l i k e a b u i l t - i n 

h e a l t h - m a i n t e n a n c e s y s t e m for 

th ings i n s t e a d o f people . B u t t h e y 

are H M O s o f a n i n c r e a s i n g l y spe­

c i a l i z e d k i n d , s ince art ists are n o w 

d e v i s i n g h y b r i d species that c a n 

s u r v i v e o n l y w i t h the a i d o f c o n ­

stant m e d i c a l a t t e n t i o n i n carefu l ly 

m o n i t o r e d " e c o s y s t e m s " designed 

to n u r t u r e t h e m . 

T h e s e h o t h o u s e condi t ions 

have p r o f o u n d aesthetic i m p l i c a ­

t ions. T h e leve l o f n e w n e s s that is 

p r e s e r v e d i n a w o r k o f ar t c a n radi ­

ca l ly a l ter o u r u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 

w h a t w e see a n d w h a t i t signifies. 

T a k e R u s s i a n C o n s t r u c t i v i s t w o r k s , 

for e x a m p l e ; o r the b a d l y desic­

cated plast ic sculptures o f N a u m 

G ab o at the T a t e G a l l e r y i n L o n ­

d o n ; o r the br i t t le paint ings o f the 

de St i j l art ists , s u c h as P i e t M o n -

d r i a n ; o r the s i m i l a r l y aged w o r k o f 

B a u h a u s m a s t e r s — a n d consider 

the c u r r e n t state o f these objects 

against the idea o f m o d e r n i t y 

they c o n t a i n a n d the at tempt they 

represent to redesign the w o r l d 

a c c o r d i n g to fixed aesthetic 

pr inc ip les . T h e p o i g n a n c y o f the 

a m b i t i o n e m b o d i e d i n these w o r k s 

is qual i f ied n o t o n l y b y o u r aware­

ness o f the h i s t o r i c a l o u t c o m e o f 

the Utopian projects they stand for, 

b u t also b y the terr ib le damage so 

m a n y o f these w o r k s have sus­

ta ined. I t is l i k e l o o k i n g i n t o the 

c r a c k e d face o f a once-beaut i fu l 

p e r s o n , b u t w o r s e , i n a s m u c h as 

t h e i r b e a u t y w a s supposed to have 

b e e n indestruct ib le . 

Yet, i f the q u e s t i o n is one 

o f freshness r a t h e r t h a n n e w n e s s , 

i t is w o r t h w h i l e c o n s i d e r i n g m o r e 

recent mani festat ions o f the desire 

for e t e r n a l y o u t h . Ironical ly , i n 

contrast to m u c h c o n t e m p o r a r y 

art , the w o r k s o f the 1920s a n d 

1930s c o m e o u t ahead. C o m p a r e 

a p a i n t i n g b y M o n d r i a n , p r o p e r l y 

cared for, w i t h a v a c u u m - f o r m 

sculpture o f the 1960s that has ye l ­

l o w e d o r b e e n dented. I n m y expe­

r ience , at a n y rate , the M o n d r i a n 

fares b e t t e r — r e m a i n s " fresher" as 

a p a r a d i g m a t i c v i s u a l event, w h a t ­

ever its exact p h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n — 

t h a n m u c h o f the n e w m e d i a 

sculpture o f recent decades, w h i c h 

l o o k s " techno-per iod," n o m a t t e r 

h o w w e l l m a i n t a i n e d , a n d i r r e ­

d e e m a b l y f o r l o r n w h e n neglected. 

C h a n g e s i n the m a t e r i a l sta­

tus o f the object c a n have a n enor­

m o u s effect o n o u r grasp o f the 

w o r k ' s m e a n i n g — a e s t h e t i c a l l y , 

phi losophical ly , a n d i n every o t h e r 

way. A g i n g a n d inevi table w e a r -

and-tear dictate that a g r a d u a l , 

i f n o t abrupt , shift w i l l take place 

f r o m the absolute p e r c e p t u a l 

a p p r e h e n s i o n o f the object to a n 

increas ingly c o n c e p t u a l one. O n 

the c o n c e p t u a l side o f the equa­

t i o n , i t is n o t so m u c h w h a t the 

object br ings to y o u , the v i e w e r , 

as w h a t y o u b r i n g to the o b j e c t — 

h o w it is that y o u s u r r o u n d the 

w o r k w i t h i n f o r m a t i o n , re-create 

for i t a context that has b e e n lost, 

a n d b y s o m e m e t h o d p e r f o r m a 

k i n d o f m e n t a l a l c h e m y that, i n 

effect, "restores" the w o r k to a 

v i s u a l state that c a n exist o n l y i n 

the m i n d ' s eye. 

O n e o f the paradoxes o f 

M o d e r n i s m is that i n reject ing the 

n o t i o n o f t imeless va lues , M o d ­

ernists nonetheless h o p e d to m a k e 

things that w e r e forever n e w or 

a l w a y s available to the v i e w e r w i t h 

a n u n d i m i n i s h e d i m m e d i a c y . I t 

is a log ica l t rap f r o m w h i c h there 

is n o escape. I n the past, o f course , 

people have w a n t e d to preserve 

The Level of newness that is preserved 
in a work of art can radically alter our 
understanding of what we see and what 
it signifies. 
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t h e i r p r e s e n t — w e have count less 

e x a m p l e s o f O l d M a s t e r landscape 

a n d genre ar t that a t t e m p t to do 

j u s t t h a t — b u t the q u e s t i o n o f h o w 

to preserve "presentness" as a 

q u a l i t y that t ranscends the precise 

m o m e n t o r s i t u a t i o n descr ibed 

i n o r r e f e r r e d to b y the w o r k is a 

p r o b l e m p e c u l i a r to M o d e r n i s m . 

T h e r e i n l ies the difference, one 

m i g h t say, b e t w e e n R a u s c h e n b e r g 

a n d C a n a l e t t o o r C h a r d i n . 

T h i s said, i t w o u l d be reck­

less n o t to do e v e r y t h i n g possible 

to care for the w o r k s i n o u r t rust . 

I s h o u l d u n d e r s c o r e the fact that 

at T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t , 

w e see c o n t e m p o r a r y w o r k s o f the 

m o s t fragi le a n d e p h e m e r a l v a r i e t y 

as essential to the c o l l e c t i o n — 

n o t as dispensable sidebars o r post­

scripts to o u r p r i m a r y h i s t o r i c a l 

c o n c e r n s , b u t as a n i n t e g r a l p a r t 

o f M o d e r n i s m . C o n t e m p o r a r y art 

i n f o r m s a n d a l ters o u r v i e w o f 

M o d e r n i s m retrospectively. I t is 

n o t s i m p l y that classic M o d e r n i s m 

provides i t w i t h a pedigree; M a r c e l 

D u c h a m p , for instance , establishes 

a precedent for B r u c e N a u m a n , b u t 

N a u m a n , i n a w o r k m a d e o f grease 

a n d felt a n d f o i l , m a k e s u s l o o k 

a n e w at D u c h a m p ' s bicyc le w h e e l . 

B u t h o w do w e c o n t e n d w i t h 

the b u i l t - i n w e a k n e s s e s o f so m a n y 

o f these objects? I t is in te l lec tua l ly 

a n d aesthet ical ly dishonest to pre­

t e n d that m a n y o f t h e m are not , i n 

s o m e m e a s u r e , b e y o n d c a r i n g f o r — 

n o t j u s t i n the sense that c u r a t o r s 

a n d c o n s e r v a t o r s m a y declare 

a n object i r r e p a r a b l y d a m a g e d or 

"dead," b u t i n the sense that w h a t 

r e m a i n s n o l o n g e r conveys the 

m e a n i n g o f the w o r k i n its o r i g i n a l 

f o r m . I n s o m e cases, one reaches a 

p o i n t i n w h i c h the ba lance o f ele­

m e n t s is so far o u t o f k i l ter , o r the 

m e t a m o r p h o s i s o f its propert ies so 

e x t r e m e , that a l l one sees is a c u l ­

t u r a l re l ic . I n d e e d , p a i n t i n g , sculp­

ture , a n d n e w m e d i a are, i n c e r t a i n 

i n c a r n a t i o n s , fast a p p r o a c h i n g the 

state o f the p e r f o r m i n g arts a n d c a n 

be preserved, o n l y as the t r a d i t i o n a l 

p e r f o r m i n g arts are, b y m e m o r y 

a n d d o c u m e n t a t i o n . I n the 1970s, 

d o c u m e n t a t i o n i t se l f b e c a m e a n art 

f o r m , s u c h that people m a k i n g 

e a r t h w o r k s , o r creat ing e n v i r o n ­

m e n t s that they k n e w w o u l d n o t 

last, o r d o i n g act ions i n " r e a l t i m e , " 

developed a w h o l e aesthetic based 

a r o u n d d o c u m e n t a r y procedures 

quite dist inct f r o m those u s e d b y 

profess ional archivists , ar t h is tor i ­

ans, cr i t ics , a n d others . 

T h e i ssue o f h o w s u c h 

m a t e r i a l s are to be dealt w i t h w a s 

r a i s e d i n a n interest ing w a y b y 

P a u l S c h i m m e r s e x h i b i t i o n O u t of 

A c t i o n s : B e t w e e n P e r f o r m a n c e a n d 

t h e O b j e c t , 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 7 9 at T h e Gef fen 

C o n t e m p o r a r y at T h e M u s e u m o f 

C o n t e m p o r a r y A r t i n L o s Angeles , 

F e b r u a r y 8 - M a y 10,1998. I t w a s 

a n i m p o r t a n t e x p e r i m e n t i n m a n y 

respects, for i n i t , c h e e k b y j o w l , 

one f o u n d things that a r e unques­

tionably, albeit unconvent ional ly , 

w o r k s o f art; things that c losely 

resemble the first b u t are, i n fact, 

p r e p a r a t o r y d r a w i n g s a n d studies 

for w o r k s that n o longer exist; 

photos a n d texts b y the artists that 

d o c u m e n t e p h e m e r a l w o r k s o f ar t 

a n d p l a i n l y have a n independent 

aesthetic v a l u e o f the ir o w n ; and, 

finally, m u s e o l o g i c a l c o m m e n t a r i e s 

or v i s u a l s u p p l e m e n t s that are n o t 

w o r k s o f ar t at a l l . 

T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t 

is engaged i n co l lect ing mater ia l s 

o f a l l these k i n d s , i n c l u d i n g per­

f o r m a n c e leftovers b y C h r i s B u r d e n 

a n d H e r m a n n N i t s c h , photos b y 

G o r d o n M a t t a - C l a r k , text a n d snap­

shot pieces b y V i t o A c c o n c i , artists 

b o o k s a n d manifestos b y the Si tua-

tionists, a n d so o n . T h e n there are 

those w h o m a d e a n aesthetic o u t 

o f the idea o f the re l ic . T h e archaiz­

i n g j ack-of-all-trades J o s e p h B e u y s 

is the p r i m e exponent o f this ten­

dency, s y m b o l i z e d b y the ethno­

l o g i c a l m u s e u m - s t y l e v i t r i n e s he 

filled w i t h the m u m m i f i e d stuff o f 

his o w n i n v e n t i o n . B u t even these 

strange r e m n a n t s are i n j e o p a r d y ; 

after a l l , a dried-out sausage i n a 

glass case w i l l c o n t i n u e to w i t h e r 

a n d m a y eventual ly fai l even to l o o k 

l ike the s o r r y t h i n g it w a s w h e n first 

p laced there years before. B e y o n d 

that , de l iberate ly m a k i n g some­

t h i n g o ld- fashioned presupposes a 

s h a r e d sense o f the l o o k o f th ings 

that appear n e w a r o u n d it . T h u s , 

the p u r p o s e f u l a n a c h r o n i s m o f 

B e u y s ' s w o r k w i l l change i n c h a r a c ­

ter a n d may, at s o m e point , e v e n 

v a n i s h as a result o f the shifts i n 

taste g o i n g o n a r o u n d i t . ( W h a t 

w o u l d h a p p e n , for e x a m p l e , i f the 

r e t r o - c h i c o f D a v i d L y n c h ' s film 

D u n e (1984) b e c a m e the context 

against w h i c h B e u y s w a s seen, as 

opposed to the 1960s a n d 1970s 

sleekness he t o o k for granted?) 

T h u s , a s i t u a t i o n is e m e r g ­

i n g i n w h i c h w o r k s o f a r t — B e u y s 

at one e x t r e m e a n d 1960s plast ic 

v a c u u m - f o r m s c u l p t u r e at the 

o t h e r — w i l l b e a r a r e s e m b l a n c e 

to the ir o r i g i n a l f o r m that m a y be 

u n c a n n y b u t at the s a m e t i m e lack­

i n g i n vitality, r a t h e r l ike the natu­

r a l l y p i c k l e d I ron-Age bodies that 

w e r e d u g u p i n the D a n i s h peat 

bogs, w h i c h br ief ly l o o k l i fel ike 

before one c o m e s f u l l y to t e r m s 

w i t h the fact that they are ut ter ly 

a n d c o m p l e t e l y dead. I n s u c h cir­

cumstances , w e w i l l have to exhibi t 

m u c h o f w h a t r e m a i n s o f the m o d ­

e r n e r a as i f i t w e r e evidence i n a n 

anthropolog ica l or forensic study o f 

M o d e r n i s m , r a t h e r t h a n the direct 

presentat ion o r v i t a l i n c a r n a t i o n 

o f M o d e r n i s m a n d the M o d e r n i s t 

spirit . M u s e u m s o f this sort w i l l , n o 

doubt, be interest ing places to v is i t , 

p r o v i d i n g us w i t h m a n y w a y s to 

l o o k b a c k i n t i m e a n d r e t h i n k w h a t 

w e have b e e n t h r o u g h , even as w e 

w o n d e r at the r u i n s they conta in . 
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I n l i n e w i t h the B e u y s i a n 

pract ice o f c r e a t i n g w o r k s that 

i n c o r p o r a t e a m u s e o l o g i c a l aspect, 

w e n o w have s o m e n e w v a r i a n t s 

o n this p l a y u p o n the m o r t a l i t y o f 

art . I n t h e i r different w a y s , D a m i e n 

H i r s t a n d J e f f K o o n s have b o t h 

e x p e r i m e n t e d w i t h m a k i n g things 

that are absolute ly i m m u t a b l e 

a n d a l l the m o r e m o r b i d for b e i n g 

so. H i r s t floats s p e c i m e n s o f 

the a l ready dead i n f o r m a l d e h y d e -

f i l l e d a q u a r i u m s ; K o o n s seals 

i m m a c u l a t e m a c h i n e s i n s e e m i n g l y 

a i r t i g h t P l e x i g l a s boxes . Yet b y 

d e n y i n g m o r t a l i t y so insistent ly , 

t h e y a f f i r m it ; b y c o n j u r i n g w i t h 

i m p e r i s h a b i l i t y , t h e y p o i n t to the 

w a y s that a r t c a n n o t escape f r o m 

its o w n v u l n e r a b i l i t y . 

O n the o t h e r h a n d , w e have 

artists w h o have dealt w i t h the 

p r o b l e m o f p r e s e r v i n g i m m e d i a c y 

b y r a d i c a l l y adjust ing t h e i r tech­

n i c a l a p p r o a c h . I a m t h i n k i n g , for 

e x a m p l e , o f S o l L e W i t t , w h o w r i t e s 

equat ions for d r a w i n g s that c a n be 

e x e c u t e d b y others a n d w i l l r e t a i n 

t h e i r freshness as w o r k s o f ar t for 

as l o n g as one c a n i m a g i n e people 

m a k i n g m a r k s o n w a l l s . T h e n 

there is the case o f F e l i x G o n z a l e z -

T o r r e s , w h o w a s f o r c e d b y A I D S 

to c o n f r o n t h i s o w n m o r t a l i t y i n 

the c r u e l e s t a n d m o s t a b r u p t 

way. D e s p i t e h i s s i t u a t i o n a n d 

the e c o n o m i c r u l e s o f the ar t 

g a m e , G o n z a l e z - T o r r e s c r e a t e d 

i m a g e s that c a n be r e p r i n t e d 

at w i l l a n d d i s s e m i n a t e d i n t h e 

larges t p o s s i b l e q u a n t i t i e s i n 

a w a y t h a t defies h i s t o r y , b y 

r e n d e r i n g " p r e s e n t n e s s " i n a n 

i n f i n i t e l y r e p r o d u c i b l e f o r m . 

S u c h e x a m p l e s do n o t consti­

tute the n o r m . V e r y f e w artists have 

addressed these issues so d i rec t ly 

I n d e e d , m u c h o f the art n o w b e i n g 

m a d e br ings to m i n d the y o u n g 

scientist i n the film B l a d e R u n n e r 

(1982), w h o , i n the course o f t w o 

h o u r s , v i s i b l y ages before o u r eyes. 

I do n o t m e a n to be too pess imist ic , 

however , a n d I m o s t c e r t a i n l y do 

n o t w i s h to discourage the b u i l d i n g 

o f c o n t e m p o r a r y co l lect ions o f 

M o d e r n art . N o r do I bel ieve i n 

h i d i n g things a w a y i n p e r m a n e n t 

storage, w h e r e o n l y specialists 

c a n see t h e m , w h i l e e x h i b i t i n g fac­

s i m i l e s to the g e n e r a l p u b l i c — 

a n o p t i o n that seems to be g a i n i n g 

i n c r e a s i n g c u r r e n c y i n s o m e parts 

o f the art w o r l d . 

T h e direct e n c o u n t e r w i t h 

u n i q u e w o r k s o f ar t i n w h a t e v e r 

state w e find t h e m is s o m e t h i n g 

that c a n n o t be replaced b y s u r r o ­

gate i m a g e s that t r a n s f o r m dense 

v i s u a l p h e n o m e n a i n t o h i g h -

r e s o l u t i o n counterfeits . T h e loss 

o f " a u r a , " w h i c h W a l t e r B e n j a m i n 

spoke o f as the pr ice o f m e c h a n i c a l 

r e p r o d u c t i o n , st i l l h a u n t s us; b u t 

c o n t r a r y to B e n j a m i n s c o n v i c t i o n 

that the m o d e r n age s ignaled the 

definitive t r i u m p h o f the mass-

p r o d u c e d substi tute over the t h i n g 

itself, this has n o t happened, or 

at a n y rate has n o t h a p p e n e d yet. 

T h e firsthand discovery o f 

w o r k s o f ar t c a n , i n fact, represent 

a t u r n i n g p o i n t i n someone 's life. 

I r e m e m b e r E l e a n o r Sayre , f o r m e r 

c u r a t o r o f pr ints a n d d r a w i n g s at 

the M u s e u m o f F i n e A r t s , B o s t o n , 

descr ib ing to m e h e r c h i l d h o o d 

v i s i t to the B r i t i s h M u s e u m w h e r e , 

despite h e r e x t r e m e shyness, she 

asked a g u a r d to see A l b r e c h t D ü r e r 

d r a w i n g s . R a t h e r t h a n b e i n g t u r n e d 

away, as she h a d expected, she 

w a s w e l c o m e d a n d g i v e n f u l l access 

to w h a t the m u s e u m h a d . T h a t 

m o m e n t w a s the b e g i n n i n g o f 

h e r l i fe long dedicat ion to the field. 

S o m e years ago, I h a d a s i m i l a r 

exper ience i n the L o u v r e . A scruffy 

art s tudent w i t h n o credentials , 

I asked to see D e l a c r o i x drawings ; 

the guard , after l o o k i n g m e over 

severely, b r o u g h t o u t v o l u m e u p o n 

v o l u m e o f sketchbooks . Y o u cannot 

take that o p p o r t u n i t y a w a y f r o m 

people a n d say that y o u have done 

art a serv ice b y "protect ing" i t . 

Instead, I t h i n k w e m u s t face 

the issues ra i sed h e r e — m o r t a l i t y or 

i m m o r t a l i t y — a n d accept, or better 

choose, m o r t a l i t y as i t has c h o s e n 

us. T h e p o i g n a n c y o f a l l ar t is , to 

s o m e degree, vested i n its a t tempt 

to cheat fate, to leave b e h i n d s o m e 

fixed f o r m o f w h a t y o u c a n n o t take 

w i t h y o u . T h i s is t r u e for the collec­

tor a n d the c u r a t o r a n d the artist . I t 

is also t r u e for inst i tut ions . W e are 

al l co-conspirators i n a n effort to 

beat the reaper. B u t that, o f course , 

is imposs ib le a n d i n m a n y w a y s 

u n d e s i r a b l e , s ince i t falsifies t r u e 

signs o f l i fe. 
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I think we must face the 
issues raised here —mortality 
or immortality—and accept, 
or better choose, mortality as 
it has chosen us. 

A t best, w e c a n o n l y hope 

to e x t e n d the life o f objects a l i t t le , 

w h i l e r e c o g n i z i n g that the qual i ty 

o f that life is n o t w o r t h s o m e o f 

the e x t r e m e m e a s u r e s t a k e n to 

p r o l o n g i t , a n y m o r e t h a n the "sur­

v i v a l " p r o m i s e d w o u l d be w o r t h 

the e x t r e m e m e a s u r e s w e m i g h t 

be t e m p t e d to take to forestal l 

the death o f a f a m i l y m e m b e r o r 

ourselves . 

W h a t w e are left w i t h a n d 

m u s t deal w i t h i n ar t is m u c h the 

s a m e as w h a t w e m u s t deal w i t h 

i n d i v i d u a l l y — t h a t is , a l o n g i n g for 

s o m e t h i n g w e c a n n o t have, w i t h i n 

a t i m e f r a m e w e c a n n o t k n o w . 

I a m r e m i n d e d i n this regard o f 

a p lay b y the F r e n c h - R o m a n i a n 

a u t h o r E u g è n e Ionesco t i t led 

L e r o i se m e u r t , ( T h e K i n g D i e s ) . 

I n the course o f the play, the k i n g 

is presented w i t h the c e r t a i n t y o f 

his o w n death, and, t o w a r d the 

end, he asks for a reprieve, at 

w h i c h p o i n t s o m e o n e says to h i m , 

" B u t do y o u w a n t to l ive forever?" 

" N o , " h e repl ies , " a l l I w a n t is 

immortalité p r o v i s o i r e " — a tempo­

r a r y or p r o v i s i o n a l i m m o r t a l i t y . 

A t this j u n c t u r e , life a n d art p a r t 

company, b u t n o t b y m u c h ; i n 

the final analysis , w h e n it c o m e s 

to art , immortalité p r o v i s o i r e is 

the best w e c a n hope for a n d a l l 

w e s h o u l d w a n t . 
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Roy A. Perry 

The Tate Gallery consists of three 

galleries located in London, Liver­

pool, and Saint Ives. They display 

the National Collection of British 

Art from the sixteenth century to 

the present day and international 

Modern art. In London, a new 

gallery of Modern and contempo­

rary art is being built within the 

shell of a disused power station 

on the south bank of the river 

Thames. This wi l l open in May 

2000 as the Tate Gallery of Modern 

Art, displaying international art of 

the twentieth century and beyond. 

The aims of the gallery 

are to increase public awareness, 

understanding, and appreciation 

of art by making available, con­

ducting research on, caring for, 

and adding to the collection. 

The main displays, drawn from 

the collection, are augmented 

by loans, special exhibitions, and 

a wide range of information 

and activities exploring aspects 

of the displays. 

The Acquisition of 

Contemporary Art 

As the opening of the Tate Gallery 

of Modern Art approaches, the 

collection is experiencing a 

rapid growth in its acquisition of 

twentieth- century art. The col­

lection is often referred to as 

"permanent"; although the main 

objectives when adding to it are to 

acquire works that enhance the col­

lection and to provide visitors with 

a high quality of experience, the 

long-term condition of the works is 

also an important consideration. 

A delicate balance between the 

needs of access to the works and 

their conservation is required to 

preserve them for future audiences. 

The constant transfer of works 

between Tate sites and an interna­

tional program of loans reinforce 

the need for the works to be both 

durable and transportable. 

Acquisitions are made by 

purchase and bequest. The initial 

selection is made by the director 

and curators, who commission 

a conservation report on the pro­

posed acquisition before presenting 

it to the board of trustees for a 

decision. The conservation report 

provides an assessment of the 

work's current condition and 

future conservation needs. It con­

centrates on the changes that are 

likely to occur and the measures 

needed to maintain its condition 

as a coherent work of art. This 

includes any special needs and 

ongoing costs associated with stor­

age, display, and transport, as well 

as treatment of the work itself. For 

example, the cost of installing and 

dismantling a complex exhibit can 

well exceed the continuing expen­

diture for storage and maintenance. 

Acquiring such works makes a 

substantial commitment of future 

resources to preserve them as fully 

functioning works of art. 

Conservation problems or 

display costs are rarely the reasons 

for rejecting a work, although they 

may contribute to the decision 

when making a choice between 

works of similar merit. Purchase 

price and availability are the main 

constraints on acquisition. 
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The Conservation of 

Contemporary Art 

S e l e c t i o n o f the w o r k s is the first 

act o f c o n s e r v a t i o n b y the gal­

l e r y T h e i r subsequent care is the 

responsib i l i ty o f a l l g a l l e r y staff. 

T h e c o n s e r v a t i o n d e p a r t m e n t has 

execut ive responsib i l i ty for t h e i r 

t r e a t m e n t a n d t e c h n i c a l d o c u m e n ­

tat ion. W i t h c o n t e m p o r a r y w o r k s 

o f art , w e have the u n i q u e oppor­

t u n i t y to c o n s e r v e t h e m i n a state 

as close to t h e i r o r i g i n a l c o n d i t i o n 

as t h e i r i r revers ib le t e n d e n c y to 

decay a l l o w s . C h a n g e s i n c o n d i t i o n 

over the years are r e c o r d e d for pos­

terity. A l t h o u g h these records w i l l 

assist i n u n d e r s t a n d i n g a n d c a r i n g 

for the w o r k s , the c u l t u r a l r a t h e r 

t h a n p h y s i c a l changes m a y have 

the m o s t i n f l u e n c e o n h o w the 

w o r k s are p e r c e i v e d i n the future . 

U n d e r p i n n i n g a l l effective 

c o n s e r v a t i o n is accurate t e c h n i c a l 

i n f o r m a t i o n o n the s t r u c t u r e a n d 

m a t e r i a l s o f the a r t w o r k a n d the 

art is t ' s i n t e n t i o n i n u s i n g t h e m . 

T h i s inc ludes u n d e r s t a n d i n g the 

propert ies o f the m a t e r i a l s a n d 

t h e i r i n t e r a c t i o n w i t h one a n o t h e r 

a n d t h e i r e n v i r o n m e n t . T h u s , the 

c o n s e r v a t i o n d e p a r t m e n t ' s p r i o r i t y 

o n a c q u i r i n g a c o n t e m p o r a r y w o r k 

is to gather i n f o r m a t i o n f r o m the 

artists o r t h e i r assistants, as w e l l as 

to e x a m i n e a n d a n a l y z e the w o r k 

itself. Q u e s t i o n n a i r e s are p r e p a r e d 

i n d i v i d u a l l y to reflect the p a r t i c u ­

lar w o r k , its history, a n d the artist . 

T h e m a j o r i t y o f artists are v e r y 

cooperat ive , especial ly i f w e are 

able to i n t e r v i e w t h e m . A n h o u r 

o r t w o ' s d iscuss ion i n front o f the 

w o r k s c a n el ic it far m o r e i n f o r m a ­

t i o n a n d ins ight t h a n w r i t t e n corre­

spondence alone. T h i s i n f o r m a t i o n 

is s u p p l e m e n t e d b y reference to 

the suppl iers a n d m a n u f a c t u r e r s 

for the details o f specific products 

or processes. M a n u f a c t u r e r s are 

also h e l p f u l a n d of ten c u r i o u s 

about the e n d use o f t h e i r prod­

ucts . O n l y occas ional ly w i l l they 

insist o n conf ident ia l i ty to protect 

t h e i r c o m m e r c i a l interests. T h e 

i n f o r m a t i o n is kept o n databases 

a r r a n g e d b y artist a n d supplier, as 

w e l l as w i t h i n i n d i v i d u a l c o n s e r v a ­

t i o n records. I t is also u s e d to pre­

pare t e c h n i q u e a n d c o n d i t i o n 

entries for catalogues a n d publ ic 

i n f o r m a t i o n texts. 

M o s t o f the w o r k s o f ar t 

w e deal w i t h are m a d e w i t h i n the 

l o n g t r a d i t i o n i n the v i s u a l arts for 

the p r o d u c t i o n a n d m a r k e t i n g o f 

u n i q u e , last ing artifacts. A r t i s t s 

choose the ir m e d i a , i n part , for 

t h e i r durabil i ty, as w e l l as the ir cre­

ative potent ia l . W h e n discuss ing 

t h e i r w o r k w i t h artists, one o f 

the objectives is to discover the ir 

attitudes to the p r e s e r v a t i o n o f 

the ir w o r k s . W h a t do they con­

sider to be acceptable or unaccept­

able changes, a n d s h o u l d these be 

r e m e d i e d i f possible? T h e a n s w e r s 

range f r o m total re ject ion o f a n y 

interference w i t h the w o r k to 

disinterest i n w h a t anyone m i g h t 

w a n t to do to it . Genera l ly , the 

response is m o r e pract ica l , a n d w e 

c a n get a c lear idea as to w h a t is 

acceptable to the artists a n d bal­

ance the ir v i e w s w i t h the require­

m e n t s o f the gallery. F e w artists 

object to the r e p l a c e m e n t o f a n 

inadequate stretcher, inv is ib ly re in­

forc ing the s t r u c t u r e o f a fragi le 

sculpture , o r c o p y i n g data onto a 

m o r e durable f o r m a t . T h e y also 

w e l c o m e the o p p o r t u n i t y to dis­

cuss the ir t e c h n i c a l p r o b l e m s , a n d 

w h e n w e are unable to assist t h e m 

ourselves, w e c a n u s u a l l y direct 

t h e m to s o m e o n e w h o can. 

A l o n g w i t h e x a m i n a t i o n a n d 

d o c u m e n t a t i o n , m o s t n e w w o r k s 

e n t e r i n g the co l lect ion require 

basic c o n s e r v a t i o n measures , s u c h 

as the specification o f e n v i r o n m e n ­

tal condit ions a n d the p r o v i s i o n o f 

protect ive f u r n i t u r e for h a n d l i n g , 

storage, a n d display. 

C o n t r o l o f the display envi­

r o n m e n t for c o n s e r v a t i o n reasons 

is a m a t t e r o f c o n t i n u a l debate. 

T h e innate desire o f the conserva­

tor is to prov ide m a x i m u m protec­

t i o n for the w o r k o f ar t o n display. 

T h i s c a n involve the use o f v is ible 

m e a s u r e s — s u c h as the c o n t r o l o f 

l ight levels, b a r r i e r s , covers, a n d 

g l a z i n g — w h i c h n e e d s k i l l f u l a n d 

sensitive h a n d l i n g i f they are n o t 

to interfere w i t h the appreciat ion 

With contemporary works 
of art, we have the unique 
opportunity to conserve 
them in a state as close to 
their original condition as 
their irreversible tendency 
to decay allows. 
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of the work. Traditional protective 

measures are often not acceptable 

for modern art. The risks may 

also be increased, as the audience 

can be confused by the different 

degrees of interaction permitted 

with wo rk s—f rom viewing them 

alone to walking on them. As 

well as defining the needs for each 

work, a database has been estab­

lished for the Tate that specifies the 

range of environmental control 

available in each gallery. Relating 

the two sets of data allows realistic 

decisions to be made on the con­

tents of proposed displays. 

Some works w i l l receive 

more direct treatment to reduce 

rates of degradation and protect 

them from damage, such as 

stretcher-bar lining for stretched 

canvases or remounting works 

on paper onto nonacidic mounts. 

Deciding whether the alteration 

of the original structure of a 

work during treatment is justified 

for its long-term conservation 

is largely a practical decision. 

For example, a purely functional 

stretcher that plays no visible part 

in a painting but endangers the 

future condition of the canvas it 

supports wi l l usually be replaced 

or substantially reinforced. 

Severe damage to modern 

works can present more complex 

practical and ethical decisions, as 

when the lower panel of Richard 

Hamilton s 1965 reconstruction of 

Marcel Duchamp's The B n d e 

S t r i p p e d B a r e h y H e r B a c h e l o r s , E v e n 

( T h e L a r g e G l a s s ) (1915-23) self-

destructed. The work could have 

been consigned to the archive as a 

relic, the salvageable materials 

from the damaged panel trans­

ferred to a new sheet of glass, or 

the whole reconstruction remade. 

After long deliberation and con­

sultation with Hamilton, it was 

decided to replicate the lower 

panel so the reconstruction, which 

fills an important role in many dis­

plays, can continue to be exhibited. 

The practicality of remaking the 

lower panel within acceptable 

parameters of accuracy was made 

possible by using Hamilton s draw­

ings and methods. The damaged 

panel is now in the archive, and 

only Duchamp's inscription 

approving Hamilton s reconstruc­

tion was transferred to the new 

lower panel. 

Conservation of the Ephemeral 

Although most of the works of 

art displayed at the Tate are self-

sufficient physical entities, an 

increasing quantity of contempo­

rary art consists, in part or com­

pletely, of the physically ephemeral. 

Displays and events include ephem­

eral objects that may exist only for 

a one-time performance or the 

duration of an installation. 

The 1998 exhibition of 

works by Per Kirkeby at the gallery 

included traditional cast sculptures, 

paintings, and a site-specific instal­

lation of brick walls ( F I G . I ) . The 

walls were built with soft mortar 

and separated from the gallery 

floor with impermeable sheeting 

to allow them to be dismantled 

carefully at the end of the exhi­

bition and the bricks recycled. 

The conservators' concerns were 

for protecting the rest of the dis­

plays from the dust created, not 

for preservation of the walls. 

Ephemeral works and 

events are recorded and preserved 

as part of the gallery's records. 

The archives and library are 

invaluable sources of informa­

tion about the collection, the 

gallery, and the works ' cultural 

contexts. Providing access to 

and preserving these growing 

resources is an important part 

of the Tate's responsibilities. 

F I G U R E 1 
Per Kirkeby, Brickwork, 1998, installation at the Tate 
Gallery, London. Bricks and mortar, 4 χ 27.7 χ 2.6 m 
(13 ft., 1/2 in. χ 90 ft., 10/2 in. χ 8 ft., 6V¡ in.). 
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If we do not preserve the art of today for 
tomorrow s audience, their knowledge 
and experience of our culture will be, 
sadly, impoverished. 

The collection does include 

physically ephemeral work s—fo r 

example, those that are remade 

for each display A Sol Le Witt wal l 

drawing is re-created with new 

material each time it is exhibited. 

Each version is a unique "perform­

ance" of the work that wi l l vary 

from showing to showing within 

the parameters set by the artist. 

The materials may be unique, 

variable, or replaceable, but in all 

cases it is the artist's instructions 

that are the constant, conservable 

core of the work. 

Video works are also re­

created each time they are shown 

and require complex technology 

to convert the information on 

ι. A lecture, "The 
Conservation and 
Documentation of Video 
Art," was given by Pip 
Laurenson, conservator of 
electronic media at 
the Tate Gallery, at the 
symposium "Modern 
Art: Who Cares?" 
8-10 September 1997, 

in Amsterdam, sponsored 
by the Netherlands 
Institute for Cultural 
Heritage and the Founda­
tion for the Conservation 
of Modern Art. 

the videotape into a visible form. 

The video signals may be created 

and carried on different formats. 

In most cases, it is normal practice 

to make a digital copy on tape 

of the artist's master tape; this is 

the gallery's archival master that 

retains the complete information. 

A digital format is used because 

it is most likely to be compatible 

with future developments in elec­

tronic media. Copies made from 

the master may be in different for­

mats, often compressed, to suit the 

display requirements. Where hard­

ware components—such as pro­

jectors, players, and monitors— 

are an intrinsic part of the display, 

considerable resources are required 

to maintain them in working order 

or to replicate them. Repairing mal­

functioning computers or replac­

ing obsolete fluorescent tubes are 

major challenges for the future. 

Electronic media, vision, and sound 

are popular and accessible media 

that feature regularly among the 

Tate's acquisitions and displays. 

A conservator has been appointed 

to develop and implement practical 

policies to meet their acquisition, 

display, and conservation needs.1 

Conclusion 

Fortunately, for the comfort of 

future generations, the vast major­

ity of artifacts we create have a 

limited life span and are, like us, 

recycled by natural or other means. 

However, hoarding artifacts from 

our past and present for the future 

has long been a human activity, 

providing us with concrete connec­

tions with past cultures and a sense 

that we can influence the future as 

the past influences us. Works of art 

that survive by chance or intention 

are particularly valued and cher­

ished by our society. Galleries like 

the Tate, which were created to 

nurture that appetite, continue to 

attract growing audiences. I f we 

do not preserve the art of today for 

tomorrow's audience, their knowl­

edge and experience of our culture 

wi l l be, sadly, impoverished. 



STRANGE FRUIT Ann Temkin 

F I G U R E 1 

Zoe Leonard, S t r a n g e F r u i t (for D a v i d ) , 1993-98, 

installation at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, 
1998. 302 banana, orange, grapefruit, lemon, and 
avocado peels with buttons, zippers, thread, wire 
and sinew needles, plastic, wire, stickers, fabric 
trim, and wax. Dimensions variable (installation 
shown: 7.32 χ 8.38 m [24 ft. χ 27 ft., 6 in.]). 

The counterpoint of mortality ver­

sus immortality has always pro­

vided an essential theme for works 

of art. The tradition of vanitas 

paintings presented meditations on 

the transience of life, portraying 

fruit about to decay, candles soon 

to melt, flowers ready to fade. 

These paintings were about death 

while themselves being durable 

objects. What has happened to 

vanitas in the late twentieth cen­

tury? The subject of human mor­

tality certainly has not gone away; 

in the last fifteen years the AIDS 

epidemic has brought it closer than 

ever to the surface. From Pablo 

Picasso and Marcel Duchamp 

to Kurt S ch witter s and Robert 

Rauschenberg, we live in a century 

that declares that things rather 

than symbols are the stuff of art. 

A serious work of art cannot, 

by current definition, "illustrate" 

death, but it can embody or imply 

it. Vulnerability and evanescence 

have determined the form, not 

only the content, of much of the 

most important art of the decade. 

And this, of course, presents real 

dilemmas for collectors, curators, 

and conservators. 

A case study is an artwork 

that the Philadelphia Museum 

of Art acquired in February 1998. 

Titled S t r a n g e F r u i t (for D a v i d ) ( F I G . 

1), it was made from 1993 to 1998 

by a thirty-six-year-old New York 

artist named Zoe Leonard. It is 

composed of about three hundred 

rinds and skins of avocados, grape­

fruits, lemons, oranges, and 

bananas. After the artist ate, or 

others had eaten, the meat of the 

fruit, Leonard allowed the skins to 

dry out and then "repaired" and 

adorned them—literal ly sewing up 

the seams she had opened—with 

colored thread, shiny wires, and 

buttons; bananas, for example, 

are neatly closed up with stitches 

or zippers that run from top to 

bottom ( F I G . 2) . 

45
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F I G U R E 2 

Zoe Leonard, S t r a n g e F r u i t ( f o r D a v i d ) , detail of 

installation shown in Fig. i . 

ι. Anna Blume, "Zoe 
Leonard Interviewed 
by Anna Blume" in 
Z o e L e o n a r d (Vienna: 
Wiener Secession, 
1997). 17. 

2. Ibid. 

3. Ibid., 18. 

Leonard has furnished a 

creation story for the piece, dis­

cussing its evolution as a work 

of mourning after the death of 

a friend. " I t was sort of a way to 

sew myself back up. I didn't even 

realize I was making art when 

I started doing them. I had just 

come back from India and was 

impressed with how each scrap 

of paper, each bit of wire was 

used to its maximum, to the 

very end of its possible useful life. 

One morning I'd eaten these two 

oranges, and I just didn t want to 

throw the peels away so, absent-

mindedly, I sewed them back up." 1 

Leonard's claim that she 

didn't even realize she was making 

art when she began sewing the 

fruit, in Provincetown, Massachu­

setts, typifies the rhetoric of the 

strain of twentieth-century art 

that has sought to erase boundaries 

between art and life. But eventually, 

the work seemed to her to be art, 

and she continued working on it 

back in New York and, later, dur­

ing two years in a remote part of 

Alaska, where she mainly had to 

rely on fruit that was mailed to her. 

She first decided to exhibit the fruit 

in 1995, sending invitations to view 

it at her apartment. Strange F r u i t 

was shown at the Museum of Con­

temporary Art in Miami during the 

spring of 1997 and at the Kunsthalle 

Basel that summer. 

The quiet, elegiac tone of 

this piece surprises many people 

who know Leonard only from her 

notorious work in the exhibition 

Documenta I X in Kassel in 1992, in 

which she juxtaposed the portrait 

paintings of women with nineteen 

close-up photographs of women's 

crotches, à la Gustave Courbet's 

O n g i n o f t h e World (1866). The 

pointedness of the piece bespoke 

Leonard's art of the late 1980s, 

inseparable from her activism on 

behalf of feminism, gay rights, and 

AIDS. Artists ranging from Jenny 

Holzer to David Wojnarowicz 

created a powerful body of impas­

sioned, polemical, and sometimes 

crudely made art. "We were all 

just too busy for beauty," recalled 

the artist. "We were too angry for 

beauty. We were too heartbroken 

for beauty."2 

The experience of making 

(remaking) the fruit seemed to 

Leonard to readmit into her work 

the possibility of beauty and its rec­

onciliation with a stance of political 

engagement. As she worked, she 

did not have a sure sense of the ulti­

mate configuration or context for 

the objects. But sometime in 1997, 

she "decided to keep this group 

of sewn fruit together, as one 

piece, to decompose in its own 

time." She told an interviewer that 

" I would love for this piece to have 

a room somewhere where I could 

install them and then leave them 

be. Just let them decay."3 

This conclusion had not come 

immediately. Early on, her dealer, 

Paula Cooper, suggested the possi­

bility of preservative intervention 
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for the sculpture. Leonard was 

amenable and worked for two years 

with the German conservator 

Christian Scheidemann to devise 

a way to arrest the decay of the 

fruit surfaces. After much testing, 

Scheidemann developed a solution 

that consisted of shock-freezing 

the pieces and then soaking them 

with the consolidant Paraloid B72 

under vacuum. This solution was 

complicated by the need to pro­

tect the wires, threads, and other 

decorative elements from the 

Paraloid B72; in other words, the 

piece presented the intricacies 

typical of any mixed-media work. 

But Scheidemann succeeded in 

this as well, and it seemed that 

everything was all right; much 

like seventeenth-century still-life 

paintings, Strange Fruit would talk 

about ephemerality but would 

itself endure. 

However, Leonard surprised 

herself and found that she recoiled 

at Scheidemann s hard-won results. 

She realized that the appearance 

of decay was not enough for her, 

the metaphor of disappearance 

was insufficient. I would argue that 

this was a reaction determined by 

art h istory—after Joseph Beuys's 

sausages or Dieter Rot's chocolate, 

the mere pretense of deterioration 

was no longer persuasive. Leonard 

set herself a criterion of honesty 

and rejected the twenty-five pre­

served pieces. 

I would like to digress briefly 

to put Leonard's decision in the 

context of an artistic moment at 

which it seems that much of the 

very best new work is explicitly 

antiheroic, antimonumental. Disap­

pearance, absence, and the trace 

or the relic are concepts that wind 

a path through much current work 

that may seem very different— 

from, say, the sculpture of Robert 

Gober to the photographs of 

Gabriel Orozco. An example I find 

particularly relevant to Leonard 

is that of Felix Gonzalez-Torres. 

Born in Cuba in 1957, Gonzalez-

Torres worked in New York from 

1979 until his death in 1996. His 

work formally descends from the 

minimalism of the 1960s, but unlike 

the monolithic forms of Richard 

Serra or Donald Judd, it consists 

of aggregate elements and is predi­

cated on richly layered metaphors 

of human experience and exchange. 

Consider, for example, the sculp­

tures composed of mounds of 

candy, spread like a carpet or piled 

in a corner ( F I G . 3). Gonzalez-Torres 

invites the viewer to take an indi­

vidual candy from the sparkling 

mass. Such pieces intensify the 

viewer's relation to the artwork in 

an almost shockingly direct fashion: 

taking from it and consuming it. 

That intensity is heightened when 

one knows, for example, that the 

original weight of the sculpture 

was determined by the body weight 

of a dying lover. 

So what happens in the 

encounter between this type of 

work and the museum? There are 

F I G U R E 3 
Felix Gonzalez-Torres, Untitled (Portrait of Dad), 
1991. White candies individually wrapped 
in cellophane, endless supply. Ideal weight, 
79.45 kg (175 lb.); dimensions variable. 
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We Live in a time when 
the museum is much 
more actively engaged 
with its public, so why 
not with its art ists? 

all sorts of different answers that 

we are in the midst of devising, in 

the absence of any rules. Even in 

death, Gonzalez-Torres has bid the 

museum become his collaborator, 

asking that we fill a much greater 

role than that of providing security 

or cleaning a grimy surface. He has 

put into motion an active relation­

ship between the artwork and 

its viewer, but must the museum 

continue it? The museum might 

stop allowing people to take the 

candies (explaining in a label that 

they would once have been allowed 

to do so), rationalizing that a muse-

umgoer makes do without shifting 

the sand in a Joseph Cornell box. 

Or should the museum buy a sup­

ply of candy—Hershey's Kisses 

(relatively simple), Baci (expensive), 

or Astropops (who makes those?), 

as the case may b e — t o replace 

those taken? Who takes on this 

responsibility? The curator? The 

registrar? The conservator? These 

candies won t be made forever. 

Should the museum purchase what 

seems like a ten-year supply? Fifty-

year supply? Hundred-year supply? 

Whereas Gonzalez-Torres's 

sculptures set up an operation of 

consumption and replenishment, 

S t r a n g e F r u i t presents a different 

challenge. Leonard did not ask the 

museum to effect a repeating life 

cyc le—to the contrary; and the 

radicality of that stance gave pause 

to the artist, as well as to museum 

officials. When Leonard first heard 

that the Philadelphia Museum of 

Art wanted to buy S t r a n g e F r u i t , she 

was thrilled and grateful. But soon 

after, she developed concerns about 

the museum's willingness to show 

it continuously, to devote a specific 

space to it, and to show it, still, 

when it became more evidently a 

ruin. The museum agreed to try 

(although not to formally commit) 

to show the piece for periods of 

time with a certain calendrical reg­

ularity, which seemed in the spirit 

of the work's sense of marking 

time. We agreed to photograph, 

or permit Leonard to photograph, 

successive installations, perhaps 

in the interest of an eventual 

publication. We agreed to collabo­

rate with her over the years to 

determine when the piece was no 

longer presentable and what should 

be done with it at that time. Admit­

tedly, this allowance for continued 

communication with the artist is 

unusual. However, we live in a time 

when the museum is much more 

actively engaged with its public, so 

why not with its artists? 

What did my colleagues at 

the museum think? They felt ter­

rific about exhibiting S t r a n g e F r u i t 

but, at first, were less sure about 

acquiring it. This was precisely 

because of the obligations that 

were implied, particularly of stor­

age and conservation. Interesting 

to me was the discomfort some 

had in assigning it an acquisition 

number. How can you give a num­

ber to something that won't always 

be there? To me this revealed our 

collective belief in the sense of per­

manence bestowed by an inventory. 

The sense is fictional, of course; 

an unsettlingly large percentage of 
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objects that have numbers in 

our building do not exist as their 

numbers would indicate: they 

broke, were sold, are lost, or were 

designated for practical use and 

wore out. The assignment of a 

number does not, in truth, guar­

antee "forever." 

What did the museum's con­

servators think? Indeed, the piece 

is a bit of an affront to the whole 

profession. It is like bringing to a 

surgeon a patient with an inoper­

able disease; next patient, please. 

But here, too, I feel that Strange 

Fruit is very much a work of our 

time. The heroics of the conserva­

tion lab are as much in question 

as those of the hospital. As medical 

and conservation technology devel­

ops and the number of potentially 

treatable patients grows, the ques­

tions raised by Strange Fruit become 

social questions as much as art 

questions—for example: Is it more 

graceful and humane to let a per­

son die than to preserve him or 

her bizarrely and at great expense? 

Ultimately, the conservators and 

I shared an understanding of the 

spirit of the piece. We agreed that 

the labor-intensive aspect of deal­

ing with it as we normally would, 

such as thoroughly condition-

checking each unit, stretched the 

bounds of common sense. But we 

agreed to do certain things, such as 

devising good storage so its periods 

of dormancy wi l l impinge as little 

as possible on its life span. 

In discussing S t r a n g e F r u i t 

with the conservators, the subject 

of the museum's two sculptures 

by Eva Hesse arose. This was no 

coincidence, for Hesse is an impor­

tant inspiration to Leonard. In 

Hesse's case, we have a resin sculp­

ture, Tori (1969) ( F I G . 4 ) , that 

wi l l inevitably lose its grip on the 

chicken wire supporting it. In our 

latex sculpture Schema (1967), the 

individual units have already begun 

to disintegrate. Our conservation 

department has given a lot of 

thought to these pieces and has 

tested replacement elements for 

Schema. The conservators' efforts 

are based in part on the artist's 

intentions for the works: Hesse 

did not intend for them to die. But 

there is an interesting twist to this, 

I believe. Despite Hesse's intention, 

her work gives license to the whole 

idea of not lasting forever, as her 

resin and latex sculptures have a 

finite life span. While Hesse's intent 

was not at all the pieces' own 

disappearance, somehow their 

ephemeral nature, combined with 

the drama of Hesse's own death at 

age thirty-four, gave a certain per­

mission to the artists of this gener­

ation to work in this framework. 

It was, in some ways, a misreading 

of Hesse's intention for her work 

that led to a fruitful path for the 

next generation. 

When S t r a n g e F r u i t and 

works of art like it enter into the 

possession of a museum, certain 

things are inevitably given up; a 

uniformed guard does detract from 

the intimacy of the encounter, the 

piece wi l l not be on display twelve 

F I G U R E U 

Eva Hesse, Tori (nine units), 1969. Reinforced 

fiberglass over wire mesh. Each unit: 76.2-118.11 

χ 34.29-53.34 χ 26.67-35.56 cm (30-46/2 χ 13/2-21 

χ 10/2-14 in.). Philadelphia Museum of Art. 
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months a year, there is a risk of 

theft. But what is gained? While 

Leonard initially did not expect that 

S t r a n g e F r u i t would end up in a 

museum, I believe its impact there 

wi l l be more profound than any 

she could have imagined for it. In a 

museum, it often seems, we are 

dedicated to preserving something 

larger than individual works of art; 

we are dedicated to preserving the 

fiction that works of art are fixed 

and immortal. Our building is the 

greatest support for this argument: 

a seemingly imperishable monu­

ment of Vermont limestone con­

structed in the timeless idiom of 

the classical temple. In recent years, 

however, it, too, has manifested var­

ious signs of serious deterioration. 

To me, the provocation 

offered by Leonard's work sends a 

message that reverberates through­

out our building. Maybe it is not 

the only thing in the museum that 

is not forever. Maybe this is not a 

universe without wounds, recon­

structions, scars, or death. Visitors 

may consciously realize its impli­

cations, or they may not. Strange 

Fruit is starting to look less far 

removed from Leonard's daring 

intervention at Documenta IX: 

"I was trying to get myself and 

the audience to be more honest. 

What are you seeing? What do 

you really want to look at?" 4 

Strange Fruit is a piece that 

wi l l visibly alter in appearance in 

the museum. And for that reason, 

even though it faces death and 

portrays death, I believe it may 

be more alive for today's viewers 

than many of the objects appar­

ently fixed and never changing. 

Sometimes it's great to get caught 

up in the fiction of forever and 

the fiction of certainty. Sometimes 

it's great to enjoy a pretty Impres­

sionist landscape. But sometimes 

we are ready to know that there 

can be beauty in cracks and in loss. 

Sometimes it is much more of 

a help to know that everything is 

changing, is in some way dying, 

that we do what we can, and that 

we go on creating. 

In a museum, it often seems , we are 
dedicated to preserving something larger 
than individual works of art; we are dedicated 
to preserving the fiction that works of art 
are fixed and immortal. 

4. Blume, "Zoe Leonard," 18. 
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WORK AS PROCESS OR W O ^ P ^ f t ^ ^ 

Helen Escobedo 

ι. Gary Schwartz, "Ars 
Moriendi: The Mortality of 
Art," A r t in A m e r i c a 84, 

no. 11 (1996), 72-75. 

Spit, blood, semen, hair, feces, 

chili powder, fresh meat, garbage, 

and/or words, ideas, breath, noise, 

steam, movement, shadows. 

Has the use of all this and 

so much more really changed our 

perception of what art is about? 

Surely not, especially i f one does 

not entirely disagree with Marcel 

Duchamp's detachment from aes­

thetic preoccupation by claiming 

that he did not believe in art but in 

artists. And artists today are alive 

and well (or alive and sadly not so 

well) and living all over the planet. 

Whether they are making 

successful, meaningful, or private 

art; innovative, radical, or revolting 

art; technological, permanent, or 

ephemeral art, they are making art 

by being creative in the now and 

the here and are, thus, the actors in 

the ongoing making of art history. 

But can one believe in the immor­

tality of the artifacts they produce 

and their "foreverafter"? I most cer­

tainly cannot. Nor would I dare to 

predict which wi l l live on into the 

future, nor imagine anyone with 

the omnipotence, the absolute 

authority, to approve or disapprove 

of what wi l l be good, bad, futile, 

indispensable, or reprehensible 

and cast it as a solid truth into the 

annals of art history. 

I f art is a reflection of 

humankind's spiritual needs, then 

it must be so recorded, just as ideas 

have been preserved throughout 

h i s tory—not only by their physi­

cal evidence, but also by virtue of 

their meaning. 

Artists are products of their 

time and usually take absolute 

responsibility for what they do and 

how they do it. What they cannot 

control is the sanctioning of their 

creativity by the powers that be; 

those who can slot them into one 

of the three containers that wi l l 

seal their destiny: success, hope, 

or oblivion. The work, once out of 

the studio, follows suit, for i f artists 

are mortal, so are their artworks. 

In his excellent article, 'Ars 

Moriendi: The Mortality of Art," 

Gary Schwartz states that destruc­

tion, not survival, is the norm. 

He refers to a series of calculations 

made by various historians claim­

ing losses of 99.4 percent of Cen­

tral European literary manuscripts 

made during the Middle Ages, 

98 percent of German altar carv­

ings and panels, and—by 1 8 0 0 — 

90 percent of all pre-1700 Dutch 

paintings. He concludes that all 

these estimates might prove gener­

ally applicable even today.1 These 

awesome statistics should be warn­

ing enough to historians not to 

assume that surviving works pro­

vide an adequate impression of 

what there once was. 

It would seem unnecessary 

to list all the natural catastrophes 

that deprive us of our past were it 

not for the fact that there are also 

willful means of despoiling our 

present, and both wi l l continue to 

exist as long as human beings do. 

I f earthquakes, volcanic eruptions, 

fires, mud slides, and hurricanes 

can obliterate centuries of art, so 

can wars, plunder, and hatred for 

If art is a reflection of humankind s spiritual needs, 
then it must be so recorded, just as ideas have been 
preserved throughout history —not only by their 
physical evidence, but also by virtue of their meaning. 
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F I G U R E 1 
Helen Escobedo, Negro basura, negro mañana, 
1991. Installation in Chapultepec Park, Mexico City, 
showing (lefi) 10 tons of collected garbage, 
length: 100 m (328 ft., 1 in.), width: 3 m (9 ft., 10 in.); 
and (right) the same piece with 60 m (196 ft., 10 in.) 
painted black. 

all things alien, nonconformist, in 

bad taste, offensive, or sacrilegious. 

Add to this the fact that there 

are masterpieces in great public col­

lections that have turned out to be 

fakes, that it has taken twenty years 

of wiping away previous restora­

tions to make Leonardo da Vinci's 

L a s t S u p p e r (ca. 1495-98) come to 

light again for the umpteenth time, 

or that many works have been 

unwittingly destroyed—as, in 1966, 

when an Anthony Caro sculpture 

was demolished by workmen who 

had mistaken it for scrap. Or take 

an artist like Gordon Matta-Clark, 

whose work in buildings about to 

be demolished by property devel­

opers has been preserved only 

in photos of his deconstructions. 

Consider, too, all the 

"actions" intentionally done in the 

name of "collaborations," such as 

the spraying of the words " k i l l all 

lies" on Pablo Picasso's Guernica 
(1937), the black dye that was 

poured into Damien Hirst 's A w a y 

f r o m t h e F l o c k (1994), the blue sub­

stance that was vomited over a Piet 

Mondrian artwork, or the recent 

spray-painting of a green dollar 

sign on one of Kazimir Malevic's 

Suprematist paintings. Long before 

all this occurred was Robert 

Rauschenberg's far more plausibly 

wicked rubbing out of a drawing 

by Wi l lem de Kooning, who, it 

seems, had previously granted per­

mission to do so, albeit grudgingly. 

What about objects never 

intended to be art that sell at a hun­

dred times their value, like Andy 

Warhol's cookie jars or the nails 

with which Chris Burden crucified 

himself, sold years later by a dealer? 

Where does process begin and 

product end? There is good graffiti 

art now turned into cheapened 

logos, like Keith Haring's work, and 

clever graffiti on inner-city trains, 

and lousy graffiti on new buildings, 

historic walls, and public sculpture. 

Nothing is sacred, little is 

safe, and the best way to preserve 

valuable objects is to bury them 

underground, the way the pharaohs 

did, never to see the light again. 

So with all this going on, 

one could say that we have entered 

the era of the temporary contem­

porary. Yet we continue to build 

flamboyant new containers as 

cemeteries for art-"wasms" that 

soon find themselves strapped 

for cash to admit new art-"isms," 

while older institutions scream 

for storage space or dare to de-

accession and get their ears burned 

in so doing. 

Artists today naturally reflect 

the temporality of all that sur­

rounds them and have been doing 

so for decades, which is not so 

surprising, since most of what is 

built today is temporary, looks 

temporary, or ages badly. A l l that 

is manufactured becomes obsolete 

the moment it hits the marke t— 

a good business ploy, but we now 

drown in the trash it engenders. 

So recycling makes sense, and using 

industrial and organic trash makes 

for critical and inspirational sense, 

as does hooking on to new tech­

nologies in this age of mechanical 

reproduction—to the despair of 

Walter Benjamin, who so keenly 

felt a loss of aura in those works, 

due to their lack of uniqueness. 

Final benediction has come again 

from Duchamp, who said that any­

thing can be art, while Warhol pur­

ported that everyone could attract 

attention, gain visibility, and be 

famous for fifteen minutes. 

But how are we to remember 

everyone's fifteen minutes when, 

for so long, impermanence has been 

a strategy used by artists to avoid 

the making of precious objects, 
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rejecting traditional art and making 

works that either did not exist or 

were not supposed to last? Well, we 

really do not have to worry about 

that at all, since of most of it has 

managed to be assimilated most 

successfully by the dealers for the 

ever-hungry art market and has 

been well covered by writers, crit­

ics, and historians for the sake of 

posterity Now new technologies 

can take over from here to ever 

after. The musées i m a g i n a i r e s are 

at hand and wi l l lie in slide banks, 

digital libraries, CD-ROM tours, 

digitized video discs, teletyped 

diagrams, videos, and on the Inter­

ne t—and to hell with auras! 

The only real problem today 

is speed and how to catch up with 

it. Space and time are at a premium 

and information bits get faster, as 

do computers, satellites, and opti­

cal networks. Globalization is being 

created through electronic means, 

speed is all, depth is relative and so 

is virtual reality. And artists like me 

have a problem: To maintain my 

sense of reality and equilibrium, 

plus a sense of humor, in this spin­

ning world, I lag behind. 

Having worn two hats since 

the early 1960s, both as an artist and 

a museum director—a not-uncom­

mon occurrence in Latin America, 

as another way of earning money 

rather than teaching—I have found 

that installing other people's works 

in museum spaces is a fascinating 

way of reconceptualizing their 

effect on the viewer. It is no doubt 

this aspect that has led me to seek 

a new meaning in space for my 

own work by using it as a material 

in itself, and to installations. 

I have, since my museum 

days, an instinctive horror of all the 

pre- and post-nightmares of dealing 

with crating, insurance, transport, 

breakage, tearing, removal, reship-

ping, and lack of storage space. 

So it was a natural solution for my 

peace of mind to shun all this in 

favor of temporal, ephemeral, site-

specific installations ( F I G S . 1-3). 

This is not to say that I have given 

up making permanent works, 

such as the many urban sculptures 

I have done in the past, but as I 

now look back on them, few have 

survived in the way they were 

originally intended. Site specificity 

changes with time, and the city 

grows and encrusts upon itself, 

respecting nothing. Billboards, 

speedways, malls, and high-rise 

buildings dwarf the surrounding 

area, while rust, graffiti, or the 

wrong color paint distort and 

uglify the work itself. Only in 

places where permanent mainte­

nance and respect is shown to 

commissioned works does one's 

heart not flounder. 

I am still as happy with a 

piece I made for the city of 

Jerusalem as I was when it was 

first inaugurated; I can say the 

same for only four others of the 

twenty-three-odd pieces I have 

constructed, which does not speak 

well for the state of permanence, 

nor for my peace of mind regard­

ing future urban commissions. 

This in no way applies to civic 

memorials that are in a different 

F I G U R E 2 
Helen Escobedo, Acid Rain, 1992. Installation in 
trees surrounding the Wilhelm Lehmbruck 
Museum, Duisburg, Germany. 87 blue umbrellas, 
heights of 10-30 m (approx. 3 3 - 9 8 ft.). 

Nothing is sacred, 
little is safe, and the best 
way to preserve valuable 
objects is to bury them 
underground, the way 
the pharaohs did, never 
to see the light again. 



56 Helen Escobedo 

F I G U R E 3 

Helen Escobedo, For the Turtles, 1993. Installation 
at Parque de la Paz, San José, Costa Rica; 
100 umbrellas, 130 old tires, approx. 300 χ 300 m 
(approx. 984 χ 984 ft.). 

league altogether when it comes to 

care, surveillance, and conservation. 

I f one works freely and 

independently from the official 

institutions, routine channels, and 

established venues of the art world 

by using alternative spaces and 

opting for a marginal position, one 

loses the possibility of being sus­

tained by a buyers' market. Either 

you accept the identity tag given 

you by the art circuit, or you lose 

your freedom to innovate, and thus 

your independence. 

When, into the bargain, the 

work is intended not to last, the 

question of any kind of survival 

is imminent, but this again is not 

a problem. Tangible traces of what 

one has done are rich and varied 

and need not remain only as a 

memory for those who actually 

experienced them, as every artist 

worth his or her salt well k n o w s — 

for temporality and permanence, 

and how they are best recorded, is 

ultimately a question for the artist 

to resolve. For example, specific 

objects can be made and shown 

within the context of an installa­

tion and then separately sold, as 

in the case of Joseph Beuys, Claes 

Oldenburg, or Louise Bourgeois. 

The space within a gallery can 

be emptied of its contents, filled 

with earth, and declared the object, 

then the building can be bought to 

conserve this feature of earthiness, 

and the public can pay for the expe­

rience, as in the case of Walter De 

Maria and the Dia Center for the 

Arts in New York. 

Second, we must contend 

with sites and "non-sites"— "non-

sites" being museums and galleries 

that must reappropriate their 

spaces for new exhibitions or buy 

the work outright, plus have the 

means for storing and setting it up 

again according to specific instruc­

tions given by the artist. Tempo­

rary alternative sites are generally 

loaned or rented for a specific time, 

after which the works must be dis­

mounted, sold, stored, or scrapped. 

Third, in all cases, it is the 

artist who should clearly define 

whether the work can be kept, how 

best to keep it, and for how long, 

and this he or she must do directly 

with either the sponsor, the dealer, 

the institution, or the landowner, 

as well as the conservator, who 

needs the data for future reference. 

A signed and sealed document 

should be drawn up, much like a 

wil l , of what must endure, what 

must vanish, and who is entitled 

to maintain, preserve, document, 

replicate, reinterpret, or effect 

destruction of the original, and 

of how copyright wi l l determine 

financial retribution. 

Finally, adequate documenta­

tion through the use of photo­

graphs, slides, films, and video wi l l 

at least ensure the survival of these 

creative processes (Christo and his 

wife, Jeanne-Claude, are past mas­

ters at this). 

I have often thought of 

making a ritual performance of the 

destruction of my installations, 

but this implies a return trip, 

though it would ensure that parts 

of the work would not be pre­

served, as has happened, much to 

my disgust, when I have met the 

unrelated fragments completely 

de-contextualized at a later date. 

One of the units of For the Turtles 
( F I G . 3), for example, showed up 

installed indoors on cement blocks. 

And now, "To be or not to 

be? "— God, what a question! 

F O R 

The more you work 

The more you have 

The more you have 

The more you keep 

The more you keep 

The less you want 

The less you want 

The more you destroy 

The more you destroy 

The less you have 

So why worry? 
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FOR EXAMPLE —EXAMINING POLLOCK 

Jürgen Harten 

It is a well-known fact that valuable 

and correspondingly costly works 

of art, in particular those works of 

a fragile condition, have to be spe­

cially protected. As a rule, they 

should never leave their location; 

every change in climate and every 

jarring shock could damage them. 

If, by way of exception, they are 

loaned once for a traveling exhibi­

tion, then they should travel under 

safety precautions that are other­

wise afforded only to VIPs at risk, 

bodyguards included: At the place 

of their temporary residence, 

lighting and air-conditioning need 

to be provided to order; when 

required, an emergency doctor in 

the form of an experienced conser­

vator needs to be on hand; and as 

soon as danger threatens, an alarm 

must sound. 

Probably every art museum 

possesses a number of works of 

art that, despite every conceivable 

safety measure, are never loaned. 

They are indispensable for exhibit in 

the permanent collection not only 

because they are among the most 

important pieces and are also partic­

ularly appreciated by the general 

public, but also because they are 

regarded as unique and irreplace­

able—that is, as masterpieces in the 

original, they are unreproducible 

and cannot be exchanged for any 

other. They may be highly insured; 

in the case of loss, however, they 

could not be replaced by money, 

because monetary value corre­

sponds not to the true value of a 

work of art, but, at best, to a com­

mercial value in which the artistic 

value is only monetarily conveyed 

and economically asserted. 

At the same time, it should 

be taken into consideration that a 

valuation is based on something 

that appears to be identical to the 

material nature of a work of art. 

No matter if the material itself is 

regarded as precious (like gold, for 

example); or if we admire the man­

ner of treatment of the material 

in the representation of an object 

of quite another materiality; or if, 

first and foremost, we consider as 

valuable the meaning we attach 

to a material carr ier—be it ever 

so humble. We always materially 

treat a work of art as an object of 

value and, at the same time, always 

regard it as a symbol, an instru­

ment to combine spirit and being, 

reality and meaning. Therefore, 

when such an "object-symbol" is 

damaged or lost, the depreciation 

corresponds rather precisely to the 

loss in material evidence. 

In my contribution to the 

subject of the preservation and 

transmission of works of visual art, 

I would like to concentrate on the 

question of what a work of art 

means to us. For this reason, legally 

defined notions of ownership, 

as well as conservation methods 

backed up by natural science, wi l l 

remain unheeded. I shall, instead, 

discuss Jackson Pollock's painting 

or, more precisely, the reception 

of his painting. 

Anyone who has ever 

requested loans for art exhibitions 

knows that such applications are 

inevitably rejected when the work 

of art in question is damaged 

or clearly at risk. Some time ago, 
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however, I was denied the loan of a 

particularly beautiful painting by 

Pollock on the remarkable ground 

that the painting, by no means inor­

dinately fragile, was supposedly 

in excellent condition and had not 

been previously loaned or restored. 

Obviously, there was more con­

cealed behind this line of reasoning 

than the prevailing consensus that 

works of art must be preserved as 

authentically as possible, because 

the assessment of their qua l i ty— 

one could also say their aesthetic 

credibility—depends on their state 

of preservation. The Pollock in 

question was regarded a priori as 

untouchable. The painting was not 

only to be protected from every 

risk of damage to its concrete qual­

ity, but also apparently to be pre­

served in its material substance 

exactly as it was created and deliv­

ered by the painter. 

The intactness of the work 

of art is, so to speak, the seal of 

its pristine state. Thus, for example, 

a painting still to a large extent 

materially identical with the origi­

nal condition of its making is 

considered an object of the greatest 

possible authenticity. It is regarded 

not only materially but also visually 

and semantically as unique and 

irreplaceable because—and as 

long as—i t s authenticity is worth 

remembering. 

With respect to Pollock, it 

is well known that during his life­

time he had acquired a reputation 

as a leading artist in the New York 

School (mid-i940S to mid-1950s). 

We have long since become used 

to paying tribute to his painting 

after 1946-47 as a pioneering 

contribution to Abstract Expres­

sionism. With that, we may be 

ignoring the fact that Pollock him­

self thought little of such terms; 

but whatever discourse we devise, 

the original paintings are, indeed, 

always the deciding factor for the 

scrutiny of interpretation. We may 

content ourselves with illustrations 

when we want to understand how 

Pollock artistically emancipated 

himself in the course of a few 

years, how he digested the models 

that moved h im—the American 

regionalists, the Mexican muralists, 

the European surrealists, and the 

Native Americans. The more an 

illustration resembles the illus­

trated original, however, the more 

we are reminded that, ultimately, 

only before the originals can one 

dispute which rank Pollock's paint­

ing holds compared with those 

of his contemporaries and, more­

over, what esteem it can claim in 

the pantheon of The Museum of 

Modern Art. 

But apart from specific cor­

relations with respect to painting 

history, historical occurrences of 

the period in general deserve our 

interest as well. Pollock lived pas­

sionately, and he articulated con­

flicts with artistic devices and 

devised strategies of self-assertion 

that were, in their uncompromis­

ing stance, of exemplary signifi­

cation for the period during and 

immediately after the Second 

World War. I f the trauma of imper­

iled existence can be felt in the 

menacing, dark figuration that was 

characterized by Clement Green-

berg in his time as "gothic," then 

a gain in freedom—in biographi­

cal, as well as in straight artistic 

te rms—can be deciphered in the 

nonhierarchical, or overall com­

position, of his abstract painting. 

Consequently, we can discover 

figures of the Zeitgeist in his paint­

ings and reconnect the threads 

between history and the present 

at any time. 

From such retrospectively 

historical occurrences, or compar­

ative art-historical considerations, 

one can distinguish the so-called 

history of impact, which is prospec­

tively adjusted. It concentrates on 

the question of what effects have 

come directly from the oeuvre. 

In Pollock's case, sometimes 

it seems that his work has been 

held in esteem for developments 

not found in his painting at all. 

In order to protect the work from 

art-historical misconceptions, 

Will iam Rubin warned thirty years 

ago of a "Pollock myth," in which 

the artist, as artist, could upstage 

the paintings themselves. On the 

other hand, Pollock himself created 

the condition for this myth by 

means of radical artistic innovation 

apart from the myth associated 

with his person: With his way of 

painting, he opened up the possi­

bilities from which critics and 

succeeding artists have deduced 

unexpected conclusions. 

Like David Alfaro Siqueiros, 

whose art laboratory he had visited 

in 1936 in New York, Pollock was 

concerned about materials—mate­

rials that are generally common 

and can therefore be considered 

"contemporary." He had already 

linked his message with his choice 

of medium when he worked with 

commercial Duco synthetic enamel 

paints instead of the usual artists' 
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paints and when he used canvas 

from the roll. But, above all, he was 

extremely sensitive to how to 

conform the characteristics of the 

material with artistic expression. 

When Pollock let the paint drip 

from the can instead of applying 

it with a brush, this procedure 

instantly found expression in the 

appearance of the painting. The 

streaks and spots of the painterly 

network resulted from the rela­

tionship, controlled by the artist, 

between the speed of his move­

ment and the consistency of the 

enamel paint. Bernard Friedman 

chose for his Pollock treatise, which 

appeared in 1972, the quite appro­

priate title Energy Made Visible.1 

As early as the beginning of 

the 1950s, Harold Rosenberg called 

the artists of Abstract Expression­

ism "action painters." Barbara Rose 

suspected back then that this term 

had been actually inspired by Hans 

Namuth's photographs of Pollock 

in the act of painting.2 Namuth had 

persuaded Pollock to allow him 

to photograph and film him while 

painting—to document the pro­

duction of his paintings on can­

vases spread out across the floor 

of his studio. But, as Barbara Rose 

observes, Namuth thereby drew 

attention to Pollock's process of 

paint ing—which was not neces­

sarily what Pollock had in m i n d — 

and therefore to the artist himself. 

Consequently, although still 

intended as a result of the artist's 

actions, the painting itself lost 

a bit of its claim to authenticity. 

The photographed medium 

appeared nearly more authentic. 

In fact, the camera allows 

us to follow the process of a paint­

ing's development in a far more 

subtly differentiated way than had 

been possible before—for example, 

seeing a preparatory sketch made 

before a painting was executed. 

Contemporaries may have regarded 

Namuth's photographs as an 

instructive aid to interpretation 

with, to be sure, a quality of their 

own; today we understand more 

about this medium, too. 

Only the original sequence 

of still photographs and the frames 

of a motion picture, as filmed— 

unlike common repro photos or, to 

recall an older manual process of 

reproduction, copper engraving— 

can open up the possibility of 

recording the course of an action 

and, for the first time, of taking a 

finished picture back again. Not 

only do we catch a glimpse of the 

reproduced painting after it is com­

pleted; we are there from the start, 

and afterward we can reel back the 

work's development. 

Pollock was decidedly a 

painter, and each of the paintings 

from his mature years represents 

the outcome of a painterly process. 

Even when he let recollections 

of early formulations flow in, 

he transmitted—with all his con­

centration on the painting in 

progress—his wi l l of expression 

to the spontaneity of painterly 

action. Thus, paradoxically, he 

anticipated as a painter what would 

be reserved in the future for the 

new media: the simultaneous 

recording of a fathomable reality 

in the process of transformation. 

At the same time, he insisted, in 

the last resort, on holding his own 

with painting as a medium of a 

genuine artistic message. However, 

when interest in the artistic mes­

sage reverted to the artist, contrary 

to the artist's intent, the uncou­

pling of the artwork's production 

from the wi l l and conception of the 

artist was certain to follow. Allan 

Kaprow, father of the Happening, 

declared two years after Pollock's 

death that panel painting was now 

obsolete. Instead of painting, he 
ι. Β. Η. Friedman, Jackson 

Pollock: Energy M a d e 

Visible (New York: McGraw-
Hill, 1972). 

2. Barbara Rose, "Hans 
Namuth's Photographs and 
the Jackson Pollock Myth, 
Part One: Media Impact and 
the Failure of Criticism," 
A r t s M a g a z i n e 53, no. 7 

(1979): 112-16. 
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3. Quoted from the 
advertisement for the 
fictitious exhibition "Das 
Spätwerk Jackson Pollocks 
1960-1969" at the 
"Museum für Moderne 
Kunst, München" in a r t i s t 

K u n s t m a g a z i n 29 (1996). 

4. Walter Benjamin, "Das 
Kunstwerk im Zeitalter 
seiner technischen 
Reproduzierbarkeit," 
Z e i t s c h r i f t für Sozial­

forschung 1 (1936). 

restaged reality. Ten years later, 

the conceptual artist Larry Weiner, 

who never concealed his deep 

respect for Pollock, deemed that 

it should be left to the receiver of a 

work to decide whether it has to be 

executed by the artist, by someone 

else, or not at all. 

Pollock's tragedy lies in the 

fact that his affiliation with the 

material prevented him from per­

ceiving such possibilities of devel­

opment himself. His only choice 

was either to relinquish painting 

or to fail heroically. Seen in terms 

of the history of impact, he was 

nonetheless involved in—among 

other things—an alteration of 

aesthetic parameters that was to 

emerge with logical consistency 

only at the end of the 1960s. At 

that time, Lucy Lippard and John 

Chandler spoke of a "dematerial-

ization of the work of art." From 

today's point of view, it is quite 

clear that the preconditions of this 

deconstruction of material, the 

active turning to life, as well as con­

ceptual detachment, were accom­

panied by the achievements of the 

media, which have also changed— 

not least of a l l—ou r artistic aware­

ness. We can hardly imagine how 

the world looked before electroni­

cally controlled media eliminated 

the relevance of the static image. 

In Europe, Jean Tinguely 

starting out from his kinetic reliefs, 

had already taken an alternative 

position in the mid-1950s. Whether 

based on Pollock or inspired by 

Namuth, his drawing and paint­

ing machines parody the pathos 

of Abstract Expressionism with 

mechanical means. And while 

Tinguely even took chance into 

account to pretend that he could 

save artistic freedom, his sculp­

tural ' méta-matics" function like 

dinosaurs from the prehistoric 

period of the media age. 

I offer one last example. In 

1996, an advertisement appeared in 

a German art magazine announc­

ing an exhibition titled J a c k s o n 

P o l l o c k ' s L a t e W o r k 1 9 6 0 - 1 9 6 9 — 

that is to say, a completely fictitious 

show of "late works" of the artist, 

who was killed in a car accident in 

1956. The ad alludes to Pollock's 

"intentions" about works, describ­

ing them "in front of/on walls as 

only airports, banks, insurance 

companies, and corporations with 

large factory buildings can pro­

vide." 3 It comes from the Munich-

based artist Helmut Porzner, who, 

under the address of a nonexistent 

"Museum for Modern Art," likes 

to anonymously deconstruct the 

journalistic self-portrayal of the 

art trade by, for example, spreading 

untrue information that could be 

considered nearly true. In doing so, 

he plays with our superficial knowl­

edge and with the power of the 

counterfactual, based, as is well 

known, on imaginary reality 

Porzner has even succeeded 

in selling a posthumous "Pollock" 

to a bank. This "Pollock," a mural 

supposedly from 1961, consists of a 

technically high-quality enlarge­

ment of a genuine, small-format 

painting that Porzner has imputed 

to a study sketch. In doing this, he 

acts as i f — a s we would say in Ger­

man—Pol lock could have "jumped 

over his shadow." But what can no 

longer be paid with life inevitably 

results in the loss of artistic authen­

ticity. The posthumous mural is not 

an "original" but, due to the given 

data, only an extravagant individual 

piece that can be duplicated in the 

same way at any time. Porzner thus 

confirms the technical superiority 

of the reproduction over the origi­

nal, entrapped in its uniqueness, 

and, what is more, he suggests an 

authenticity of the inauthentic. 

Perhaps it is opportune, at 

last, to refer to Walter Benjamin's 

famous essay "The Work of Art in 

the Age of Mechanical Reproduc­

tion." 4 Today, one may connect his 

often-quoted term "aura," which 

still conveys an idea of the ritual 

origin of the work of art, with the 

pathos of the cultural critique of 

the 1920s and early 1930s—and 

one may consider his, at that time, 

astute Utopian ideas obsolete; nev­

ertheless, his intellectual approach 

to media theory is of continuous 

topicality. Benjamin explained 

why the new recording and repro­

duction techniques and, above 

all, film-developed characteristics 

were superior to the old arts. 
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The traditional work of art could 

not stand up to the challenge of the 

new media in mass society, and the 

historical authenticity of the origi­

n a l — w i t h that, Benjamin linked 

cultural dignity and profundity— 

appears objectively to be obsolete. 

Returning to the issue of the 

sense and purpose of conservation 

efforts, i f one starts from the dic­

tate that the intactness of a Pollock 

painting, preserved in the original 

state, is not to be put at risk, it 

becomes clear what authenticity 

can mean. One could completely 

generalize this example, although 

the aesthetics of an artist of the 

twentieth century so strongly affili­

ated with material matter, such 

as Jackson Pollock, would not be 

transferable either stylistically or 

technically to the works of art of 

other cultures and eras. However, 

the state of preservation of a 

work of art is, of course, always 

primarily conditioned by its mate­

rial state and, therefore, even with 

the best care submits to outer as 

well as inner changes. Besides, 

our moral concepts and percep­

tions change, so we do not know 

whether works of art wi l l be seen 

in the future in the same way as 

we imagine today. It is, therefore, 

never the material alone that we 

want to preserve but the intrinsic, 

symbolic quality of the work of 

art more or less engrained in or 

bestowed on the material. 

I f one considers the recent 

technological developments that 

have led to a global availability of 

time and space and to electronic 

substitutions of objective, sensually 

tangible reality, then today's works 

of art, especially those that rely on 

new media, wi l l no longer be con­

sidered quite so unique and irre­

placeable. Where the symbol has 

forfeited its material form, the con­

ventional conception of authentic­

ity seems to be rather irrelevant. 

Historical authenticity may 

be obsolete now; our mortality is 

not. And, what is more, it is remark­

able that today—to paraphrase 

Ben jamin—we can also speak 

about the work of art in the age 

of its perfect preservation. We 

seem to want to save everything— 

from what lies behind us to what 

is still savable. Conservation has 

never been so thoroughly pursued 

as today. Never before have there 

been so many museums, and 

the recognition of buildings and 

grounds worthy of monument 

status is following on our heels, as 

if the present were letting itself be 

Our moral concepts and 
perceptions change, so 
we do not know whether 
works of art will be seen 
in the future in the same 
way as we imagine today. 
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bypassed. Are we afraid of the 

threatening wear and tear of what 

is inherited and what is yet to be 

bequeathed? In view of the tran­

sience of the media, do we still 

believe in the permanence of what 

is solid? Do we hope to secure 

our future by protecting the past 

from being forgotten? But, then, 

wouldn't the electronic storage of 

all available data be sufficient? 

To answer questions such as 

these, one has to make clear in 

one's mind what conservation can 

achieve and what it cannot. Only 

objects themselves can be treated 

and secured by means of restora­

tion; yet, "historical authenticity," 

as Benjamin had in mind, rests in 

the past. But one can no more 

turn back the wheel of history 

than one can restore our brains. 

What we achieve when we remem­

b e r — w i t h the aid of monuments 

and documents of the p a s t — 

resembles, rather, a mental recon­

struction. Thus, we find ourselves 

in accord with the spirit of a new, 

generative, cybernetically conveyed 

authenticity. 

Conservational reconstruc­

tions, too, cannot blind human 

beings to their mortality. And if 

such an imperfect object, like a 

work of art, undergoes extraordi­

nary treatment, then it could pos­

sibly happen that a roaring digital 

laughter wi l l burst out somewhere 

in the world. It is a banal thing to 

say, but we ourselves, as men and 

women, are the fragments we 

are talking about and, at the same 

time, the reason for the pretentious 

attempt to overcome our limits. 
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Thomas K. Dreier 

It may seem somewhat surprising 

to address a legal question in a 

book devoted to philosophical 

and social questions regarding the 

preservation of the artistic legacy 

of our outgoing twentieth cen­

tury. Well, in one way it is, and in 

another way it isn't. 

It is, i f one still believes in 

the separation of the universe 

into two distinct p a r t s — a deeply 

human, warm, and creative world 

of the arts on the one hand and 

an inherently technical, cold, and 

unimaginative world of the law 

on the other. It isn t, of course, 

if one understands law as a social-

engineering tool designed—among 

other things, some of them less, 

some of them more important— 

to contribute to the shaping of 

the multiple and complex social 

relationships that form the fabric 

of our societies. Therefore, the law 

is indeed called upon to assist con­

servation philosophy and conser­

vation techniques in preserving 

humanity's artistic past. 

Which particular set of 

laws would be concerned with this 

topic? The answer, of course, 

depends on which question is at 

issue and which conflicting inter­

ests have to be reconciled. Broadly 

speaking, there is the body of pub­

lic law (both constitutional and 

administrative), which governs 

the relationship between the state 

and its representative powers and 

the individual citizen, and there 

is the body of private law, which 

regulates matters and conflicts of 

interests among private parties 

(including both individuals and pri­

vate entities). Within each of these 

two bodies of law, particular fields 

of law and sometimes particular 

statutes provide rules for even nar­

rower and more specific activities, 

defined groups of persons, or pol­

icy aims to be achieved. 

As regards the protection 

of the cultural and artistic legacy, 

the laws dealing with monument 

protection and the preservation 

of national heritage seem to be the 

most pertinent sets of public law 

rules, whereas in private law, prop­

erty and copyright laws impose 

themselves as being most closely 

related to this question. Of course, 

in practice, taxation also plays a 

m a j o r — i f not at times the most 

decisive—role, since it creates 

incentives to make certain volun­

tary decisions regarding defined 

works of art; however, tax law does 

not prescribe what the owner of 

an artwork has to do with regard 

to a particular artwork, but leaves 

this up to the owner's discretion. 

The Conflicting Interests to 

Be Accommodated 

I f we examine the at-times con­

flicting interests involved in preser­

vation of works of art, three main 

groups may be distinguished: 

artists (creators of particular works 

of art), owners (of a particular 

original or copy thereof), and the 

general public (which may have 

an interest in either the preserva­

tion of a single work of art or in 

cultural heritage, as such). 

The artist, in general, does 

not wish to have anyone else, 

including the rightful owner, inter­

fere with the work in a way that is 

inconsistent with his or her artistic 

purpose or intent. After all, due to 

the philosophical and legal distinc­

tions between the material object 
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The interest of the general public seems 
to be primarily aimed at preserving the 
common artistic memory —the legacy of 
times past or about to pass —and not so 
much at preserving single works of art. 

and the immaterial work of art 

embodied therein, the latter 

remains the work of the artist even 

after the artist has parted with legal 

title to the material object. 

The owner of a work of art, 

in turn, may wish to preserve 

its material substance in order to 

enjoy the work for as long as pos­

sible and to pass it on to his or her 

heirs, or to secure a good return 

on the investment made, as the 

case may be. But the owner may 

also wish to alter the work, adjust 

it to his or her personal taste and 

surrounding conditions, and, ulti­

mately, destroy it. Likewise, the 

owner may consider any duty to 

preserve the work in an unaltered 

state as the obligation to pay for 

restoration and any limitation 

regarding its use, which is imposed 

on him by public-law considera­

tions as an inequitable burden 

and undue restriction of his or her 

constitionally guaranteed right 

of property. 

The interest of the general 

public seems to be primarily aimed 

at preserving the common artistic 

memory—the legacy of times past 

or about to pass—and not so much 

at preserving single works of art, 

w h i c h — w i t h certain exceptions— 

represent the legacy rather than 

ι. In practice, however, statu­
tory provisions that allow for 
bona fide acquisition of title 
in public auctions often apply 
to artworks, although their 
scope is not limited to them. 

being a legacy of their own. Of 

course, conflicting opinions exist 

almost invariably regarding the 

issues of whose cultural heritage 

we are talking about, which indi­

vidual works of art are to be con­

sidered as representative, which 

preservation philosophies and tech­

niques shall be applied, and, last but 

not least, who should pay for what 

and how much. However, apart 

from general due diligence stan­

dards, by and large the law is disin­

terested in these latter questions. 

In this context, it seems 

worth noting that the interests of 

museums are not always as clearly 

defined as they may seem at first 

sight. Even when museums are 

chartered as public entities, thus 

entrusted with preserving the 

common heritage within their 

fields of collecting, they also have 

owners' interests and may not 

wish to tie up too much of their 

budgets in the restoration of cer­

tain older works. 

How does the law respond to 

these different interests? The most 

striking feature of our legal system 

is that, at present, no law takes 

into consideration the interests of 

all three groups. The laws dealing 

with monument preservation and 

the prevention of the export of 

national cultural property respond 

to interests of the general public 

in preserving cultural heritage, as 

such; these laws place public inter­

ests above any ownership interests 

and do not touch upon the artists' 

interests. In contrast, copyright law 

is concerned primarily with artists' 

interests and, to some extent, bal­

ances them against ownership 

interests, but—apart from the lim­

ited duration of the exclusive right 

and certain other exceptions in the 

public interest—does not reflect 

the public interest in preserva­

tion. Finally, the law of property 

generally does not contain rules 

especially tailored to the needs 

of artworks. 1 

Before continuing, it should 

be noted that legal norms are 

designed purposely in an abstract 

way so they can serve as binding 

guidelines in solving individual 

future conflict. Justice is guaran­

teed—and this is the " t r i ck "—by 

agreeing upon these rules before 

the actual conflict arises and by 

applying these rules in a procedure 

likewise agreed upon in advance. 

It follows that any rule has to bal­

ance the conflicting interests it 

intends to accommodate in a rather 

abstract, typified way. At the same 

time, a good rule allows for suffi­

cient flexibility in order to render 

justice to the particular circum­

stances when it comes to deciding 

an individual case, thus preventing 

unjust, unequitable individual 

results. Of course, any such flexi­

bility impairs the foreseeability of 

future decisions, and foreseeable 

future decisions limit the possibility 

for a just decision in an individual 

case. Here we are faced with the 
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fundamental dilemma of legal cer­

tainty versus justice in each case. 

In countries that follow case law 

rather than a statutory tradition, 

the so-called precedent—that is, 

the rule defined in a similar prior 

case—represents the binding guide­

line for future cases (stare decisis), 

unless the precedent is distin­

guished on the facts or its legal 

ruling expressly overruled. 

Copyright and the Interests 

It Protects 

There are several reasons to focus 

on copyright and, especially, on 

the artist's moral rights, thus leav­

ing aside other legal issues regard­

ing the preservation of objects 

belonging to our cultural heritage. 

First, copyright law is the law that 

applies to all works of original 

authorship in which the limited 

term of protection—fifty years 

after the death of the author 

(•post m o r t e m a u c t o r i s , or p.m.a.) 

in most countries, and seventy 

years p.m.a. in the European 

Un ion—has not yet expired, and 

most twentieth-century works are 

still covered by copyright. Thus, 

in contrast to older works, where 

only ownership and public preser­

vation interests may clash, the 

legally protected interest of 

the artist comes into play as well. 

Second, as regards those twentieth-

century artworks that pose the 

greatest conservation difficulties, 

such as Arte Povera, the assump­

tions underlying statutory moral 

rights granted by copyright seem 

to have been rebutted. 

Before explaining this in fur­

ther detail, two additional remarks 

concerning the legal characteristics 

of copyright are called for. First, 

it should be noted that there is no 

worldwide copyright; rather, by the 

fact of creation, an author obtains 

a group of national copyrights.2 

Second, at least as regards works 

of visual arts, the gap that exists 

between copyright and droit 
d ' a u t e u r (author's rights) legisla­

tions has been filled, because since 

the late 1980s, both the United 

States3 and the United Kingdom 

have recognized certain artists' 

moral rights regarding name attri­

bution and work integrity, in addi­

tion to the traditional exclusive 

exploitation rights of reproduction 

and communication to the public. 

It is the very essence of these 

moral rights to sanction the link 

between the artwork and the 

artist's creative personality, a tie 

that is not severed automatically by 

the very fact of parting with title 

to the material object that embod­

ies the immaterial work. 

The Moral Right of the 

Author and the Preservation 

of Nonpermanent Works 

of Modern Art 

As formulated by the Berne 

Convention for the Protection of 

Literary and Artistic Works, the 

moral right to the integrity of a 

work is defined as "[t]he right... 

to object to any distortion, mutila­

tion or other modification of, or 

other derogatory action in relation 

to, the said work, which would be 

prejudicial to [the artist's] honor 

or reputation." 4 It should be noted 

that the integrity right may be 

infringed by modifications made 

not only to an original, but also to 

copies thereof, since modifying a 

copy encompasses a modification 

of the immaterial work embodied 

therein. Furthermore, it is usually 

said that the integrity right may be 

infringed by changes made to the 

work itself or by placing the work 

in a derogatory context. Of course, 

in general, infringement may be 

found only i f the modification is 

brought, or may be brought, to the 

attention of the public. 

Clearly, the definition of the 

integrity right envisages the stan­

dard situation of conflict, namely 

that someone wishes to modify a 

protected work and the artist does 

not. Other scenarios are not, as 

such, envisaged by the legal rule. 

Deeply rooted in idealistic phi­

losophy, the artist's moral right 

to the integrity of his or her work 

rests on two fundamental assump­

tions: (1) that the work does not 

change over time and (2) that 

the creator wants to see his or her 

work unchanged. 

This, of course, leads to a 

number of problems regarding the 

preservation and restoration of 

some works of contemporary art, 

where both assumptions seem to 

be confuted. First, the physical 

identity of a contemporary work 

of art made out of nonpermanent 

materials may change rather 

quickly, and with it its immaterial 

character. Second, it may have 

been the artist's intention to see 

the work in a decaying progress. 

How does the traditional legal 

rule respond to these scenarios? 

No problem seems to arise if both 

artist and owner do not object to 

the deterioration of the physical 

substance of a work; copyright 

does not care about any possible 

public preservation interest regard­

ing the work in question. But what 

if the owner—and eventually 

the public as wel l—wants to keep 

unaltered and preserve what the 

artist intended to change and van­

ish? Can or do we have to go so far 

as to say that if change is the artis­

tic intent, then the change forms 

an integral part of the work and 

may, therefore, not be stopped, in a 

case where stopping it would prove 

to be "prejudicial to the artist's 

2. An overview of interna­
tional copyright law and of a 
substantive number of 
national copyright laws is 
given in M. B. Nimmer and 
P. E. Geller, I n t e r n a t i o n a l 

Copyright Law, looseleaf 
(New York: Matthew Bender, 
1994). 

3. Visual Artists Rights Act 
of 1990 (VARA), introducing 
a new Section 17 U.S.C. 
§ 106 (A); for comment, see 
J. C. Ginsburg, "Copyright 
in the 101st Congress: 
Commentary on the Visual 
Artists Rights Act and the 
Architectural Works 
Copyright Protection Act of 
1990," Columbia/VLA 

Journal of L a w a n d t h e A r t s 

14, no. 4 (1990), 477-506; 

for critical analysis, see P. H. 
Karlen, "What's Wrong with 
VARA: A Critique of Federal 
Moral Rights," Hastings 

Comm/Ent. L a w Journal 15 

(1993), 9 0 5 - 2 8 . 

4. Art. 6 b i s of the Berne 
Convention for the 
Protection of Literary 
and Artistic Works. 
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5. For further discussion, 
including questions of 
restoration, destruction, 
and change of location of 
artworks, see Thomas 
Dreier, "The Restoration of 
Works of Art—Legal and 
Ethical Aspects," in R e s t o r a ­

t i o n a n d M o r a l Rights o f t h e 

A r t i s t under C o m p a r a t i v e 

L a w , ed. Q. Byrne-Sutton, 
M.-A. Renold, and B. 
Rothely-Mariotti (Zurich: 
Schulthess, 1995), 105-23. 

6. For a comprehensive 
summary of copyright ques­
tions in the face of digital 
and networking technology, 
see, for example, Thomas 
Dreier, "Copyright Law 
and Digital Exploitation of 
Works—The Current 
Copyright Landscape in the 
Age of the Internet and 
Multimedia," expert opinion 
commissioned by the 
Friedrich-Ebert-Foundation, 
Bonn (London: International 
Publishers' Copyright 
Council, 1997); and 
>http://www.ipa-
uie.org/dreier.htmk. 

7. Art. 12 WIPO Copyright 
Treaty and Art. 19 WIPO 
Performances and 
Phonograms Treaty. 

8. These cases also demon­
strate that copyright is con­
cerned with the exploitation 
interest of the creator or the 
respective rightholder and 
not with the question of 
authenticity of a given work 
of art, which comes into 
play when original sub­
stance is exchanged and 
replaced by new material. 

honor"? Most likely, national courts 

would be inclined to protect the 

owner's legitimate interest in pre­

serving the material object of 

his or her legal right. But where 

exactly do such ownership interests 

lie when the purchaser of a work 

of art knows from the outset that 

the object acquired was intended 

not to last? These are, I have to 

admit, open questions, which 

at present can be solved—to 

the detriment of foreseeability and 

legal certainty—only in individ­

ual cases yet to be brought to 

the courts.5 

Copyright and the Digital Format 

When it comes to preserving 

contemporary artworks in digital 

form, at least two additional copy­

right problems arise,6 only one 

of which seems to be related to 

the moral rights dilemma just 

described. 

The first problem is that, 

at present, in legal terms only, 

the traditional artist's right to the 

integrity of a work serves to pro­

tect the authenticity of works in 

digital format, which are vulner­

able to unauthorized change by 

way of "digi"-pulation. Apart from 

that, no legal rules seem to take 

into account the public interest in 

seeing the authenticity of digital 

works preserved. It is true that the 

international treaties adopted 

under the auspices of the World 

International Property Organi­

zation ( W I P O ) in 1 9 9 6 — W I P O 

Copyright Treaty and W I P O 

Performances and Phonograms 

Treaty—both contain binding 

provisions not to tamper with digi­

tal information, but the obligation 

is limited to the protection of the 

authenticity of so-called rights-

management information (names 

of the work, the author, and the 

rightholders; licensing terms; and 

conditions), and does not cover the 

authenticity of the work itself.7 

The second problem con­

cerns the aspect of preservation. 

Apparently, the problem is not so 

much about the life span of a digi­

tal data set recorded on a given car­

rier, since "fading away" of digital 

data may be prevented by making 

timely backup copies. Rather, 

future access to digital works wi l l 

depend on the maintenance of 

otherwise outdated hardware 

environments and software tools. 

However, under mo s t— i f not a l l — 

national copyright laws, any backup 

copy of a work in digital form 

wi l l most likely be regarded as a 

reproduction of the work, which is 

subject to the authorization of the 

author or the respective right-

holder. The same is true, by the 

way, regarding works made out of 

nonpermanent materials that are 

created anew, such as exchanging 

100 percent of the fat in Joseph 

Beuys's Fat Corner works of the 

1960s or repainting airplanes that 

have been stripped of original 

Alexander Calder paintings in 

compliance with public-interest 

safety regulations.8 Needless to 

say, this may give an artist all the 

legal power to ensure that his or 

her work of art wi l l disappear, 

provided no copyright law excep­

t ion—such as personal, scientific, 

or fair use—applies. Finally, in 

general, the law does not contain 

any specific obligation to main­

tain a particular type of hardware 

and/or software in order to recon­

vert the digital format of an older 

work into a perceptible form. 

Conclusion 

It follows that we wi l l have to for­

mulate new legal rules that focus 

on the preservation of nonperma-

nent works of Modern and con­

temporary art, provided we do not 

want to leave these questions unde­

cided until they reach the courts. 

In my view, such rules need to be 

coherent and sufficiently flexible, 

and they should take into consid­

eration all interests concerned— 

that is, those of the artists and his 

or her heirs, the owners and/ or 

custodians of originals or copies of 

such works, and the general public, 

as such. To start working on such 

rules seems a worthwhile project 

within the framework of the much 

larger project of immortalizing 

in cultural memory the legacy of 

twentieth-century art. 

http://www.ipauie.org/dreier.htm1
http://www.ipauie.org/dreier.html
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Modern materials—that is, artifacts 

or works of art composed of 

synthetic materials of twentieth-

century or ig in—were a focus 

of interest at the 1991 Canadian 

Conservation Institute ( C C I ) 

symposium "Saving the 2 0 t h 

Century," subsequently called 

"Symposium 3 9 1 . " This symposium 

stimulated dialogue on this devel­

oping area of interest and encour­

aged interest in modern materials 

within Canadian museums, lead­

ing to revised approaches in analy­

sis, preventive conservation, and 

conservation treatment. 

The following quotation 

from the introduction to "Sympo­

sium ' 9 1 " summarizes the challenge 

at that time: 

Conservators are having to 

cope w i t h these objects [i.e., 

twentieth-century artifacts] 

using their limited training 

in materials science and an 

ethical code conceived w i t h 

more traditional artifacts 

in mind. T h e degradation of 

recently acquired artifacts is 

forcing curators to review 

collecting policies. Should 

museums acquire examples 

of modern artifacts after exten­

sive use has accelerated the 

aging process? Should more 

emphasis be placed on docu­

mentation in order to preserve 

information about the artifact 

i f the artifact itself cannot be 

preserved? H o w are we to pre­

serve and maintain this rapidly 

developing material culture? 1 

Since 1991, the study of mod­

ern materials has been increasingly 

accepted as a serious conservation 

discipline. A viable working group 

within the International Council 

of Museums Committee for Con­

servation has been formed, and 

the Historical Plastics Research 

Scientists Group (associated with 

the latter) is active. But most 

important, some museums are 

now approaching the problem with 

a better understanding and are 

developing conservation measures. 

A few have sought professional 

advice before collecting obviously 

unstable items. Underlying these 

developments is the fact that there 

have been several important con­

ferences with associated publica­

tions in addition to "Symposium 

' 9 1 " ; for example: "Resins Ancient 

and Modern," 2 "Polymers in Con­

servation," 3 "Metal ' 9 5 , " 4 and 

"From Marble to Chocolate." 5 

At CCI, the interest in this 

domain has been focused mainly 

on modern organic materials, espe­

cially historic polymers. Hence, 

this essay is concerned with poly­

meric materials and includes plas­

t ics—such as poly (vinyl chloride) 

(PVC) or cellulose nitrate—and 

natural or synthetic rubbers. In the 

years since "Symposium ' 9 1 , " there 

has been more emphasis on the 

problem of identification of com­

position. Ideas about treatment 

also changed as the dangers of sol­

vent use became more evident. 

Degradation 

For the purposes of this discussion, 

the degradation of organic materi­

als is simplified, as the problem is 

so difficult, it is not feasible to do 
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F I G U R E 1 
Deterioration in plastics and rubber (left to right): 
cracking in puppet; loss of flexibility in protective 
mask; secondary deterioration from cellulose 
nitrate in dress; and cracking in doll. 

otherwise. The two most impor­

tant chemical degradation mech­

anisms are acid hydrolysis and 

oxidation. 

In acid hydrolysis, acids are 

formed and released and material 

breakdown is further catalyzed by 

acids as they are released. Examples 

of materials that are susceptible 

to this process are cellulose acetate 

and cellulose nitrate. Because of 

the volatility of the acids, objects 

composed of such polymers may 

threaten sensitive items nearby. 

Stabilization processes involve 

isolation of degrading materials 

coupled with ventilation or absorp­

tion of the acids. 

Polymers that oxidize react 

with oxygen by chemical processes 

called free-radical mechanisms. 

Oxidation is catalyzed by light, 

impurities, and pollutants and is 

accelerated by heat. Polyethylene, 

polystyrene, and natural rubber 

are examples of polymers that 

deteriorate in this way. One simple 

way of slowing down the process 

is to remove oxygen from the envi­

ronment. Some polymers may 

degrade by both acid hydrolysis 

and oxidation simultaneously. 

There are many symptoms 

of degradation, including embrit-

tlement, yellowing, cracking, dis­

tortion, surface accretions (liquid 

or solid), and loss of plasticizer 

( F I G . I ) . These changes are irre­

versible. To illustrate this impor­

tant point, it is worth considering 

one change that is often thought 

to be potentially reversible: the loss 

of plasticizer. 

Some polymers require 

plasticizers to impart toughness 

and flexibility. As polymers age, the 

plasticizer may escape by evapora­

tion or by oozing out. This is often 

accompanied by other symptoms of 

deterioration. But, does plasticizer 

loss cause degradation, or does 

degradation result in plasticizer 

loss? Plasticizer is expelled as 

the polymer's chemical properties 

change with degradation. Thus 

far, attempts to reintroduce plas­

ticizer in order to attempt to 

reverse the effects of aging have 

met with failure. 

Physical changes also occur 

as a plastic ages. These are related 

to the degree of crystallinity 

and can affect rubbers or acrylic 

polymers. Rubbers may stiffen 

with time. Acrylic polymers may 

develop unrelieved stresses. 

Identification 

Identification is the first step in any 

conservation program because 

with unknown plastics or polymers 

one cannot recognize danger, 

judge the importance of taking any 

conservation measures, or decide 

whether to take measures such 

as segregation, refrigeration, or 

removal of oxygen. The practical 

challenge resulting from this is to 
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identify the large number of mate­

rials that form museum collec­

tions. In i Q Q i , the most common 

approach for identification of 

polymeric materials in collections 

was through a series of chemical 

spot tests. Though ingenious, 

they have disadvantages: They 

require samples and are destruc­

tive, time consuming, very unreli­

able, and unsubtle—that is, they 

can only give a clue to identifying 

the major component. 

Fourier-transform infrared 

spectroscopy (FT-IR) has been 

increasingly adopted for polymer 

identification /analysis because of 

its rapidity and accuracy. In 1991, 

the challenge was to bring this 

technique into the museum, as ear­

lier instruments were not readily 

portable and required removal of 

a sample. This meant that objects 

had to be transported, less could 

be analyzed with more risk of 

damage and at considerable 

cost, and analysis was less easily 

included as an integral part of sur­

veys. These problems have been 

solved with the development of a 

fully portable FT-IR, which uses 

radiation reflected from surfaces to 

obtain spectra. CCI has acquired an 

instrument that can easily be taken 

anywhere and that analyzes objects 

in s i t u—on display in the gallery 

or in storage on shelves, drawers, 

or cabinets ( F I G . 2) . A flexible fiber 

optic captures the reflected spec­

trum, and the sampling technique 

is fully nondestructive. 

The CCI instrument uses 

a M ID AC illuminator FT-IR spec­

trometer, a REMSPEC mid-infrared 

fiber optic immersion probe sys­

tem coupled to a laptop computer 

operating GRAMS/38ο software.6 

It fits in a suitcase. It employs 

Kramers-Kronig transformation 

of specular reflection data and 

Kubelka-Munk transformation of 

diffuse reflection data. The device 

has been used at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art, New York; the 

National Museum of Science and 

Technology, Ottawa, Ontario; the 

Canadian Museum of Civilization, 

Hull, Quebec; the Royal Ontario 

Museum, Toronto; the Provincial 

Museum of Alberta, Edmonton; 

and the Glenbow Museum, Cal­

gary, Alberta. Many objects have 

been examined—far more than 

would have been possible had the 

instrument remained on the bench 

in the laboratory. This on-site work 

has interesting and, to some extent, 

unforeseen consequences: 

Interaction with museum staff 

An expert on the spot is able 

to accomplish much besides the 

primary objective. With the spec­

trometer readily available, museum 

staff can learn about and be sensi­

tized to the problems of polymers. 

They can ask questions and sug­

gest interesting new applications 

of the technique. Storage or dis­

play solutions can be discussed 

on the spot. 

Cataloguing collections 

and determining the nature of 

conservation problems 

By evaluating and analyzing 

collections in situ as part of a 

collection survey, a much better 

understanding of the problems 

that beset Canadian museums has 

emerged. In addition, a number 

of mistaken identifications have 

been corrected. 

6. R. Scott Williams, "On-Site 
Non-Destructive Mid-IR 
Spectroscopy of Plastics 
in Museum Objects Using a 
Portable FT-IR Spectrometer 
with Fiber Optic Probe," in 
M a t e r i a l s Research S o c i e t y 

Proceedings, vol. 462 
(Pittsburgh: Materials 
Research Society, 1997), 
25-30. 

F I G U R E 2 

Portable infrared spectrometer used in situ in 

the identification of plastics. 
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Limitations 

Although the technique can 

identify about 80 percent of plastics 

encountered in collections and 

works well when surfaces reflect 

in a specular or diffuse manner, 

there are problems with surfaces 

of certain structures, such as finely 

woven textiles. There are also some 

difficulties with early plastics, in 

which materials have never been 

properly characterized—a problem 

that should gradually be resolved 

as the data bank increases. 

Anoxic Storage 

For polymers that oxidize, storage 

or display in oxygen-free conditions 

is a useful option for controlling 

degradation. Absence of oxygen 

not only limits deterioration, but 

may also gradually reduce the con­

centration of chemical agents or 

species responsible for degradation 

in plastic or rubber. At the time 

of "Symposium 9 1 , " CCI published 

the results of an initial study of 

Ageless oxygen absorber, a com­

mercial system marketed by 

Mitsubishi Gas Chemicals of Japan, 

in which sachets of iron powder 

are used to deoxygenate sealed 

flexible containers. This technique 

has proved to be a simple, inexpen­

sive, and effective means of creat­

ing oxygen-free storage enclosures.7 

A study of a prototype oxygen-

absorbing cell followed the Ageless 

work. 8 The cell, which is powered 

by a low DC voltage, is an even 

more efficient means of deoxy-

genating a large volume such as an 

exhibit case. However, it only oper­

ates with an air stream at very 

high humidity. Our colleagues have 

engaged in discussions on how to 

overcome this difficulty, and there 

are a number of possibilities that 

could address this problem, but 

unfortunately no actual work has 

been done. 

Consolidation with Parylene 

The parylene deposition method 

was initially investigated as a means 

of consolidating delicate organic 

fossils. This unique process, which 

takes place in a vacuum chamber, 

deposits a conformai layer of trans­

parent polymeric consolidant at a 

microscopic level. It has the capa­

bility of saving delicate deterio­

rated artifacts and, since no solvent 

is required, is especially suitable for 

modern materials. Studies of the 

stability of parylene have shown 

that there are real concerns about 

long-term thermal stability, as well 

as the stability to light, although 

there are still some uncertainties 

that need to be investigated.9 The 

advantages of the parylene process 

are that it consolidates the most 

fragile items in the most delicate 

way possible—in a vacuum, one 

molecule at a time; it does not 

employ a solvent; and appearance 

of the object is hardly altered. It has 

proved useful for deteriorated foams 

such as polyurethane or latex. 

Malcolm Bilz of CCI recently 

consolidated a latex foam "sculp­

ture" with parylene. Given the title 

Pnère de Toucher (Please Touch), the 

object represented part of a breast 

and was created by the artist Mar­

cel Duchamp in 1947 for the cover 

of a book titled L e Surréalisme 

en 1947.10 One of several surviving 

editions, the work belongs to the 

Chapin Library of Rare Books at 

Williams College, Williamstown, 

Massachusetts, and the treatment 

was conducted at the request of 

the Williamstown Art Conserva­

tion Center. The sculpture formed 

the center of the rear cover of the 

book and was adhered firmly to the 

cardboard end board ( F I G . 3). 

The portion of the latex 

foam that lay directly above the 

adhesive had yellowed, hardened, 

embrittled, and crumbled. There 

were losses. By contrast, the foam 

rubber in the center of the breast 

form remained flexible and had not 

discolored. The challenge was to 

consolidate just the deteriorated 

area while keeping the cardboard 

cover flat and untreated in the 

application of vacuum during the 

deposition process. Complete 

dehydration was necessary for the 

functioning of the process. Areas 

not intended to receive parylene 

were masked with flexible plastic 

kitchen film. While this was 

straightforward on the cardboard, 

a special former had to be con­

structed to hold the film in place 

in the center of the breast. The 

deteriorated region received 0.54 

micrometers of Parylene Ν fol­

lowed by 2.57 micrometers of Pary­

lene C; no parylene was applied to 

the cardboard. 



F rom ' " 9 1 " to " 4 2 " 71 

The work of art survived 

the treatment process very well 

( F I G . 3). The cardboard, held flat by 

lead weights, did not distort. There 

was no alteration in the appearance 

of the piece, yet the deteriorated 

rubber was greatly strengthened. 

Although the original flexibility of 

the foam disappeared as a result of 

the degradation that had occurred, 

generally, the conservation of this 

rather desperately deteriorated 

piece was a success. 

Replasticization with Epoxidized 

Soybean Oil 

During "Symposium ' 9 1 , " John 

Morgan of the Plastics Historical 

Society advocated the use of epox­

idized soybean oil (ESBO) as both 

a replacement plasticizer and a 

stabilizer for cellulose nitrate. 1 1 

Soybean oil is composed mainly 

of oleic, linoleic, palmitic, and 

linolenic fatty acids. After epoxi-

dization, the unsaturated linkages 

in these acids are converted to 

epoxides, which can react with 

acids to form alcohols. Morgan 

seemed to have obtained some 

interesting results after applying 

ESBO to a deteriorated cellulose 

nitrate mirror. ESBO is used com­

mercially as a plasticizer for PVC. 

It was thought, reasonably, that it 

might also plasticize embrittled 

cellulose nitrate and, at the same 

time, neutralize some of the nitric 

acid produced. At CCI, a short 

study was conducted. A deterio­

rated cellulose nitrate artifact was 

soaked in ESBO and then sectioned 

with a microtome. One-hundred-

micrometer windows in the sec-

tion were examined by FT-IR 

microscopy. These studies indi­

cated that ESBO did not penetrate 

the deteriorated cellulose n i t ra te— 

the phenomenon, i f there is one, 

appears to be superficial only. 

One piece of anecdotal evi­

dence from Julia Fenn, 1 2 conserva­

tor at the Royal Ontario Museum, 

suggests that cellulose nitrate 

F I G U R E 3 

Marcel Duchamp, Prière de Toucher, 1947, on 

the cover of the book Le Surréalisme en 194J. 

Latex foam, foam rubber, and adhesives (probably 
proteinaceous) on cardboard: (left) before 
consolidation with parylene and (below) after 
consolidation with parylene. 
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"Membership and 
Aims of the Plastics 
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C e n t u r y , 43-50. 

12. Julia Fenn, telephone 
conversation with the 
authors, 1991. 
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objects treated with parylene 

seem to deteriorate at a lower rate 

than untreated equivalent pieces. 

This almost certainly does not 

derive from the deposition of pary­

lene but from the removal of 

volatile acids during the vacuum 

process. The loss of absorbed acids 

may well retard further degrada­

tion. It would seem that vacuum 

storage with an acid absorber could 

be an option for storage of cellu­

lose nitrate artifacts. 

Problems of Solvent Usage 

Since 1991, it has become increas­

ingly clear that solvents of any 

kind—including plasticizers such 

as ESBO—can be a threat to the 

surfaces of deteriorated polymers. 

For example, certain materials like 

natural rubber form protective skins 

that can be quite impermeable and 

13. John Loadman, 
"Rubber: Its History, 
Composition, and 
Prospects for 
Conservation," 
in Saving t h e T w e n t i e t h 

Century, 59-72. 
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Repairing Poly(methyl-
methacrylate) Objects and 
Sculpture," in Saving t h e 

T w e n t i e t h Century, 325-36; 

and "Evaluating Adhesives 
for Repairing Poly(methyl-
methacrylate) Objects 
and Sculpture: Changes in 
Tensile Strength and 
Colour after Accelerated 
Aging," in Resins A n c i e n t 

a n d M o d e r n , 17-32. 

15. Julia Fenn, "Labelling 
Plastic Artefacts," in 
Saving t h e T w e n t i e t h 

Century, 341-49. 

protect the material within from 

oxidation. Application of a solvent 

may swell and disrupt the skin, 

which may crack, exposing the 

interior to degradation. At "Sym­

posium ' 9 1 , " John Loadman 1 3 of 

the Malaysia Rubber Producers 

Association's research laboratory 

recommended dry cleaning for 

rubber surfaces or using the 

mildest detergents in water on rub­

ber surfaces. 

Internal stress formation 

is a problem that affects other 

polymers. The acrylics—e.g., poly 

(methylmethacrylate)—develop 

internal stresses through physical 

aging. A solvent that causes any 

swelling—even if applied in a very 

small area such as during applica­

tion of an accession number— 

can release the stresses and seed 

cracks and, in extreme cases, actu­

ally cause immediate disintegra­

tion. Solvents normally thought 

of as mild, such as ethanol or 

methanol, can have this effect. 

Don Sale 1 4 has investigated this 

problem in the context of adhe­

sives and has concluded that cer­

tain acrylic adhesives in petroleum 

solvents or epoxy resins can be 

used for repair. Polystyrene suffers 

from similar problems; Julia Fenn 1 5 

has shown that a polystyrene 

mug formed stress cracks after 

varnish in mineral spirits solvent 

had been applied to the accession 

number. She concluded that there 

were no solvents that could be 

safely applied. 

For the nonspecialist, the 

implication is simple: Avoid 

solvents in contact with all plastics 

and rubbers, whatever the appli­

cation—cleaning, adhesion, or 

consolidation. 

Surveys 

The increase in the number of 

systematic surveys of modern 

materials shows that museums are 

taking the problem of degradation 

seriously. For example, the staff 

of CCI have participated in four sur­

veys of Canadian museums. They 

have identified plastic artifacts and 

detected degradation problems. 

Elsewhere, a number of museum 

surveys of modern materials have 

been reported in the literature 

in North America and Europe. 

A Brief Survey of Progress in 

Modern Materials Conservation 

since 1991 
A brief review of the published 

literature on the conservation 

of modern organic materials 

reveals that coverage has been 

very patchy. Certain plast ics— 

notably cellulose nitrate and cellu­

lose acetate—and, to some extent, 

rubber have received much atten­

tion. Others —including a number 

of historically important plastics 

such as polyethylene terephthalate 

(Mylar-terylene), phenolic resins 

(Bakelite), and polyolefins (polyeth­

ylene, polypropylene)—have been 

almost ignored. 

Biases in the research or study 

are related to usage, perceived 

importance (intrinsic or of infor­

mation contained), and the degree 

to which the material has obvious 

stability problems. Papers show 

a bias toward deterioration and 

historical accounts of the develop­

ment of polymeric plastics. Little 

attention has been paid to the 

development of conservation tech­

niques, undoubtedly reflecting a 

paucity of practical research. 

Clearly, there is a great need 

for more research or analysis of 

existing scientific literature in order 

to provide information about 

the neglected materials. It is also 

important that conservators con­

tinue to be vigilant. While it may 

appear that materials are stable, 

they simply may not have reached 

the point at which problems are 

evident. Given the tendency for 

materials to be produced in eras 

rather than over very long periods 

of time, it may be that whole 

groups of objects wi l l begin to dis­

play problems concurrently. 

Observation 

Observation and condition report­

ing are important. Specific changes 

that occur as a result of degrada­

tion are not well understood for 

many plastics and rubbers. Be on 

the lookout for any changes and 

be prepared for surprises. Docu­

mentation is vital. It is certain that 

all organic polymeric materials— 

unless in anoxic conditions—will 

continue to deteriorate. However, 

this may not be evident until the 

deterioration process is proceed­

ing rapidly and is out of control. 

Signs to watch for include deforma­

tion or shrinkage, cracking, color 

change, obvious change in me­

chanical properties (e.g., hardening 

or softening in rubber), surface 

deposits (e.g., crystalline, liquids), 
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and effects on associated materials 

(e.g., color change, corrosion of 

metals, surface deposits). Smell 

is an indication of decomposition 

and should be noted. 

"42" 
In Canada, we have approached the 

conservation of modern materials 

in a variety of contexts, such as 

items from the Second World War, 

scientific and technology collec­

tions, costume, modern art, and, 

increasingly, modern information 

storage media. The question of 

modern materials conservation as 

it relates to art is only one aspect 

of a broader problem. In summary, 

we are now in a situation where 

there are some answers to prob­

lems, since we have techniques 

of analysis, an understanding of 

deterioration, some effective pre­

ventive measures, and some tech­

niques of conservation. However, 

the nature of the materials com­

posing modern works and their 

inherent complexity present prob­

lems for the conservator because 

they have no precedent. Older 

materials of fabrication have been 

longer lasting and much more sym­

pathetic to intervention. 

This leads to the issue of 

modern art and to the matter of 

" 4 2 . " In Douglas Adams's well-

known novel The Hitchhiker's Guide 

to the G a l a x y , ' 6 a very large com­

puter named Deep Thought is 

programmed to answer the funda­

mental question: What is the 

meaning of life, the universe, and 

everything? After seven-and-a-half 

million years of "thinking," Deep 

Thought answers, " 4 2 . " Because 

the significance of this response is 

not immediately grasped by those 

present, Deep Thought explains, 

"Once you know exactly what 

the question is, you ' l l know what 

the answer means." For the con­

servation of modern materials in 

relation to modern ar t—and the 

incredibly broad range of media 

encountered—we might equally 

ask, "What is the question?" Here 

we are on uncertain ground. 

Implicit in the title of this 

book is the notion that works of 

art have life in that they express 

ideas, feelings, or emotions. In a 

recently published text, Albert 

France-Lanord is quoted as fol­

lows: "Whether it is a matter of 

works of art or simple objects, 

they are important not only 

because they are old or composed 

of matter but also because of all 

they hold that is still alive in 

them." 1 7 Conservation specialists, 

including scientists, must tran­

scend the materialist "scientific" 

outlook and regard works not 

simply as objects composed of 

inanimate materials, but as cre­

ations that have a relationship 

with the viewer and the creator. 

The idea of inanimate and 

unchanging materials has never 

been a useful description for the 

conservator. Al l materials are in a 

perpetual state of change. Organic 

materials oxidize, metals corrode, 

rubbery materials harden, dyes 

fade. In this second sense, materi­

als have another kind of life: They 

are created, then decay, and even­

tually change into something else. 

Works of art, therefore, 

have two kinds of life: that of the 

concept (the meaning) and that 

of the materials. As an object ages, 

it changes; ultimately, the disinte­

gration of the materials brings 

obliteration. But in modern art, 

ideas are often transient and mate­

rials ephemeral. So what, then, 

is then the question being asked 

of the conservator? Is it to pre­

serve the material at all costs? 

To convey the artist's intent? Or, is 

it simply to define the nature of 

the materials and understand the 

degradation? And is the answer 

to the question, "42"? 

In a practical sense, it might 

be possible to preserve works in 

hermetically sealed, oxygen-free 

display cases, apply coatings, or 

merely alter the lighting. However, 

these measures wi l l change the 

ambience and hence the meaning. 

The goal of conservation needs 

to be defined for each piece based 

on the artist's intent, the nature 

of the materials, and many other 

factors, including budget. It may 

be that the most important role 

of the conservator or conserva­

tion scientist is to create an aware­

ness of the state of the object 

and to prevent misguided attempts 

at preservation that may not 

only threaten the object but also 

destroy the intrinsic meaning. 

Nevertheless, underlying all 

such practical advice, as outlined 

in Table 1, is the need to approach 

the conservation of plastic and 

rubber artifacts with caution. 

Even before an object is accessed 

by a museum or gallery, curators 

would be wise to ask the opinion 

or advice of conservators and con­

servation scientists before acces­

sion of artifacts or works of art. 

Conclusion 

Initially, when we wrote this essay, 

we felt that there was very little 

that the conservator could or 

should do for the preservation of 

modern art because of the nature 

of both the degradation and the 

materials. And it must be said 

that many artists, including Marcel 

Duchamp, were—and are—per­

fectly well aware that their art 

can be ephemeral; in fact, this is 

what is often intended. But the 

ephemerality of art creates massive 

problems for the conservator. 

Unfortunately, artists are often 

more ephemeral than their works; 

Marcel Duchamp is no longer 

with us to tell us that we can dis­

pose of or replace Prière de Toucher. 

Without an attempt at preserva­

tion, there would be less for the 

Williams College students to expe­

rience, and the understanding 

of Duchamp and his era would 

be diminished. 

16. Douglas Adams, T h e 

Hitchhikers Guide t o t h e 

G a l a x y (London: Pan 
Books, 1979), 133-38. 

17. Albert France-Lanord, 
"Knowing How to 
'Question' the Object 
Before Restoring It," 
in H i s t o r i c a l a n d 

Philosophical Issues 

in t h e Conservation of 

C u l t u r a l H e r i t a g e , ed. 
N. Stanley Price, M. Kirby 
Talley Jr., and A. Melucco 
Vaccaro (Los Angeles: Getty 
Conservation Institute, 
1996), 245. 
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There are more absolute 

arguments, such as that of John 

Ruskin, who felt that it was better 

to destroy old buildings than to 

restore them. On restoration, he 

said: " I t is a necessity for destruc­

tion. Accept it as such, pull the 

building down, throw its stones 

into neglected corners, make a 

ballast of them, or mortar, i f you 

wil l ; but do it honestly, and do not 

set up a Lie in their place." 1 8 

One might ask: In consoldat-

ing Pnère de T o u c h e r with parylene, 

have we set up a lie? This is a good 

ending line but, to me, an absurdly 

extremist point of view. As in every­

thing else, the important thing is 

to understand the material, accept 

change, and minimize the damage 

without destroying the quality of 

experience. 

It is clear that artists and con­

servation specialists share an inter­

est in materials. Although their 

points of view are different, there 

is great potential for the sharing 

of information. Here is an area that 

could and should be developed. 

Perhaps the conservator could 

be involved more in the creative 

process by advising on materials, 

helping the artist achieve his or her 

goals, and, at the same time, serv­

ing the interests of conservation. 

18. John Ruskin, 
"The Lamp of Memory, II" 
in H i s t o r i c a l a n d 

Philosophical Issues, 

3 2 2 - 2 3 . 

Table 1 Conservation Strategies: A Brief Summary of Pract ical Advice 3 

Phase Activity Advice 

Accession Labeling Correct labeling procedures are very important. Avoid solvents/íacquers/solvenÑbased adhesives 
in applying labels. Fenn b advocates Teflon tie-on tags, or labeling with ink/point combinations. 
Avoid sensitive plastic areas if possible. 

Cataloguing Reviews of history of technology are useful in explaining or understanding the significance, 
appearance, or behavior of the object. Nondestructive analysis by FT-IR is the simplest approach 
to identification—use chemical spot tests as a last resort. 

Storage: Segregation Separate or isolate polymers with volatile acidic decomposition products from sensitive materials. 

Preventative Refrigeration Refrigerate in absence of other measures. Retards (but does not stop) the degradation of 

measures most plastic and rubbers. 

Absorption Removes volatile acids products and is useful for cellulose nitrates, cellulose acetates, 

(or ventilation) PVCs, PVDCs, and ebonites. Such materials should be stored or with absorbers—e.g., 
molecular sieves or activated charcoal. Fenn has developed a useful visual indicator paper 
containing cresolsulphonephthalein for detecting low levels of acids in display cases. 

Anoxia Anoxic conditions produced by Ageless oxygen absorber (or by s imilar commercial products or by 
other means) reduces the rate of oxidation for many plastics and rubbers. This technique is appro­
priate for materials that degrade via oxidation. 

Light levels UV radiation is particularly damaging, but a l l light causes deterioration. Light levels should 
be reduced to prevent photodegradation. In storage, objects should be kept in darkness. 

Atmosphere Some polymers are sensitive to RH—particularly the cellulose esters and nylon. 
Atmospheric pollutants are a concern. Ozone is very harmful—especial ly to rubbers. 
Ozone may originate from photocopiers or electronic air cleaners. 

Treatment Cleaning Avoid wet cleaning—distilled water containing nonionic detergents may be used with 

great discretion. 

Repair Adhesives containing solvents cause problems with plastics or rubbers that swel l or 
exhibit stress cracking. Weak epoxy resins and acrylics in mineral spirits have been used 
as adhesives for poly(methylmethacrylate). 

Consolidation The considerations for adhesives also apply to consolidants. Parylene is a nonsolvent consolidant 

especially useful for stabilizing deteriorating foams. 

Support Support is necessary for a l l fragile pieces—for those that are refrigerated and especially 
for flexible items—and may harden into an inappropriate shape, e.g., rubber. It is essential 
to use appropriate or safe materials for this purpose. 

Replasticization Not recommended. 

Antioxidant Though proposed as a means of retarding the rate of oxidative degradation of aged plastics 

addition and rubbers, it is not recommended because the introduction of antioxidants involves 

use of solvents. 

Surface treatment Surfaces of rubbers are sometimes treated with waxes. 

Display Lighting Light levels must be controlled, and normal museum standards should be applied to displayed 

objects where possible. 

Support See comments under "Treatment." (It is essential to use appropriate or safe materials for 

this purpose.) 

Atmosphere No effective economical technique for anoxic display has been developed. It is important 
to control RH for the cellulosic plastics. Good ventilation is important, and gaseous pollutants 

(especially ozone) can pose problems. See comments under "Storage." 

Post-treatment Observation The changes occurring as a result of degradation are not wel l understood tor many 
and condition plastics and rubbers. Be on the lookout for any changes, and be prepared for surprises. Al l 

reporting organic polymeric materials deteriorate continuously, albeit slowly. Changes may not be 

evident until proceeding rapidly and out of control. 

Documentation Vital to note any changes in appearance on a regular basis. 

Signs Deformation or shrinkage, cracking, color change, obvious change in mechanical properties 
(e.g., hardening or softening in rubber), surface deposits (e.g., crystalline, liquids), 
effects on associated materials (e.g., color change, corrosion of metals, surface 
deposits). Smel l should be noted, as decomposition products are often gaseous. 

a From R. Scott Williams, "Concerns about Plastics during Exhibition and Transport of Textile Objects," in Symposium 97, Fabric of an Exhibition: 

A n I n t e r d i s c i p l i n a r y A p p r o a c h , P r e p r i n t s , S e p t e m b e r 2 2 - 2 5 , 1997 (Ottawa: Canadian Conservation Institute, 1997). 91-96. 
b Fenn, "Labell ing Plastic Artefacts," in Saving the Twentieth Century, 341-49. 
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IMMORTALITY/IMMORALITY 

Joyce J . Scott 

It has been interesting for me to 

consider the issue of mortality/ 

immortality in reference to the 

arts, because, as I thought about 

it, the words "mortality" and 

"immortality" began to change 

to "morality" and "immortality" 

No matter how I wrap my brain 

around the question of morality 

in the preservation of contem­

porary art, I cannot see how our 

approach to the arts wi l l change, 

or how we wi l l make significant 

strides beyond technology, unless 

we ourselves evolve. 

Possibly, our tools wi l l allow 

a higher level of sophistication 

when it comes to salvaging, stor­

ing, and realizing art, regardless of 

medium. However, as long as we 

interact in a patronizing way with 

those who are different or make art 

that looks, sounds, or acts differ­

ent ly—or think of these artists or 

their art as a disease to be inocu­

lated against—the future of pre­

serving freedom of expression and 

its great riches is in jeopardy. Our 

accountability for preserving art 

goes far beyond boxing and label­

ing objects. Art moves; it mirrors, 

sometimes by sleight of hand, the 

grand, even sinister hand marks of 

the maker and of society. 

No matter how I wrap my brain around the question 
of morality in the preservation of contemporary art, 
I cannot see how our approach to the arts will change, 
or how we will make significant strides beyond tech­
nology, unless we ourselves evolve. 

T h i s essay w a s w r i t t e n as a n i n t r o d u c t i o n t o a d r a m a t i c p e r f o r m a n c e p i e c e p r e s e n t e d 

a t t h e " M o r t a l i t y I m m o r t a l i t y ? T h e L e g a c y o f 2 0 t h - c e n t u r y A r t " conference, t h e G e t t y Center, 

L o s A n g e l e s , 26 M a r c h 1998. 
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If art reflects history, and 
contemporary art is a 
monument to our society, 
we had better sleep with 
our mind s eyes wide open. 

How wi l l the future of art 

unfold? The stale tale of garrets is 

gone. Maybe a few romantics want 

canvases conjured with flame-

spitting brushes, dueling X-acto 

knives, and cafés where anise-laced 

lattes are served while discussions 

of sex and existentialism hold sway, 

but artists are now industry. Some 

support themselves solely through 

sales of their work, while others 

are connected to art enterprises 

like the mega-art shows, museum 

superstores, or the cinema. The 

marketplace has expanded our 

view of what may be art, what art 

may become, and how the media 

and consumers maintain it. 

Shower curtains of the M o n a 

L i s a and Goya key chains demon­

strate that art evolves as society 

evolves, because artists are of the 

current society. We grow up with 

plumbers and senators and maids, 

not on an art planet, but here 

together, facing the same concerns. 

Some believe in the dumbing down 

of art; however, I am referring to 

an embrace of art (although Renoir 

coasters and Dalí G-strings may 

weaken my argument), which is 

not always successful, especially in 

this techno-pop culture. So what? 

No pain, no gain. 

The Internet is fostering 

mini-galleries and exhibits, where 

money is made by downloading 

more than Pamela Sue Anderson. 

The interactive possibilities wi l l 

surely extend artists' perceptions 

of what studios and gallery systems 

are and what they do. However, 

this form of viewing and enjoy­

ment is thirdhand. Art is alive; it 

makes your eyes pop and knees 

shimmy New, ultrapowerful digi­

tal technologies are not true sub­

stitutes; art is messy. 

Through nuance or actual 

experience, art teaches lessons, 

defines, advances, and sometimes, 

sadly, basks in the use and abuse 

of stereotypes. It is this abuse of 

stereotypes and their never-ending 

reincarnation, urged on by our 

collusive, arrogant, even hateful 

treatment of each other and, 

by extension, of art, that worries 

me. How's that for immorality/ 

immortality? 

Why would a r t—wh ich is a 

microcosm of the society in which 

we l i ve—be any different from 

the big picture? We are the same 

people with the same roots. It has 

been said that "creativity ebbs and 

flows." Well, maybe it does for 

individuals, but not for society. 

We are talking a round-robin: 

Someone, somewhere, is always 

passing the staff. I f art reflects his­

tory, and contemporary art is a 

monument to our society, we had 

better sleep with our mind's eyes 

wide open. A man on an over­

sized horse surrounded by cheru­

bic women is what I think of 

when I hear the word "monu­

ment." What fabric of our past 

and its objects do such statues 

represent? Maybe monumental 

means huge. If so, then why aren't 

the arts better funded? Where is 

the morality in a Paula Jones or 

Monica Lewinsky sex case eating 

up millions of dollars while the 

National Endowment for the Arts 
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snoozes and loses after Robert 

Mapplethorpe? Wi l l these same 

folks with the same roots be 

immortal? Why do their stories 

deserve preservation? 

Artists' explorations have 

leaped from the palace of the 

mind and the hand's fabrication 

to the implementation of future-

think. Those who believe that art 

heals, that it was and is an authen­

tic teaching too l—long before 

Sesame Street amalgamated its ele­

ments of color, rhythm, and atti­

tude—are able to understand the 

coming shift. The next millennium 

wi l l wreak havoc on the arts. The 

techno-haves wi l l rock, while the 

have-nots—maybe because their 

schools are buying metal detectors 

instead of computers and potter's 

wheels—sl ip and lose the advan­

tage of creation. Stay consumers. 

Some argue that this situation 

impels innovation. Maybe—but it 

may keep folks out of the loop and 

assist in keeping our entrenched 

formulas intact. This reminds me 

of the Reconstruction era after the 

emancipation of African-American 

slaves (yes, I am talking about 

slavery), when people made great 

strides in social discourse only to 

be muscled by guys riding monu­

mental horses and wearing pointy 

hats. Wi l l techno-think help styl­

ized artists into well-intentioned, 

but ultimately flawed, ghettos? 

For example, African-American his­

tory month, February, is the short­

est and, for some, the darkest 

month of the year; performances 

and exhibitions, kente cloth, and 

jamboramas—let 's smash every­

thing into twenty-eight or, i f we are 

leaping, twenty-nine days. I am 

referring to the misrepresentation 

that results from centering the aes­

thetic accomplishments of an eth­

nic group solely around an event or 

date. What wi l l Riverdance preserve? 

Why not debate whether 

mainstreaming (the desirable, zesty, 

worth-preserving components) 

can mean distributing a piece of 

the pie instead of homogenization? 

Affirmative action—going back 

to Reconstruction—means more 

than educating doctors and 

lawyers. It means ensuring that 

those doctors and lawyers support 

museums, symphonies, and lit­

erature and send their children 

to schools to become artists, arts 

administrators, and historians who 

wil l , in turn, not only support but 

also establish new, stellar, hopefully 

more-inclusive institutions. Let 

them become the social anthropol­

ogists of the twenty-third century. 

Preservation goes beyond 

the material forum, giving way to 

the immaterial, emotional, even 

metaphysical: hair styles, interior 

design, love letters, polyester 

shirts. Art is alive, forthcoming. 

I contend that virtual reality wi l l 

rectify the holes in our aesthetic 

slide-sleeves. Wi l l my images be 

there ( F I G S . 1 - 4 ) ? Wi l l future gen­

erations have the honor I have 

had—to ride on the shoulders 

of those who sacrificed for our 

creative liberty? Should I be fright­

ened to address mammies, inter­

racial anything, power because 

they lower our comfort zones? 

Don't get me wrong, I am 

an optimist. But I fear that this era 

F I G U R E 1 
Joyce J . Scott, Detail, Nanny Now, Nigger Later, 
1986. Leather, beads, thread fiber; 17.78 χ 15.24 
χ 15.24 cm (7 χ 6 χ 6 in.). 
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of relative prosperity is lulling 

some of us into a deep compla­

cency that allows us to be barely 

distressed about the loss of support 

for artists and institutions and too 

obsessed with getting tickets to the 

"Jerry Springer Show. " Wi l l ethics 

and morality be in true conflict 

with ethnics and mortality? 

Art can help exploit true 

communication among humanity 

If not, maybe technology wi l l 

help us develop stronger, smarter, 

better-looking snobs, bigots, and 

omniphobes. Then immortality 

would be immoral. 

F I G U R E 2 
Joyce J . Scott, J a r Woman # v n , 1997. Mixed media, 
height: 33.02 cm (13 in.), diameter: 25.4 cm (10 in.). 

F I G U R E 3 
Joyce J . Scott, Caffeine, 1993. Mixed media, 
58.42 χ 25.4 χ 38.1 cm (23 χ 10 χ 15 in.). 

F I G U R E 4 

Joyce J . Scott, The Scarecrow Knows Who Won 
the West, 1988. Beadwork, 33.02 χ 25.4 χ 20.32 cm 
(13 χ 10 χ 8 in.). 
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CONSERVING Ρ Η ^ ^ Μ ^ ν | Τ Α ϋ τ γ Q F 0 U R c u m J R E 

Peter Galassi 

As a curator of photography in an 

art museum—for better or worse, 

that is what I a m — I want to stress 

that mine is a very narrow and 

parochial point of v iew In the past 

century and a half, photographs 

have been made for a truly mind-

boggling diversity of functions 

and have accumulated in truly 

massive numbers. The ones that 

end up in museums, especially art 

museums, are a very tiny sample. 

The superb photography collection 

at the J . Paul Getty Museum in 

Los Angeles, for example, is esti­

mated at around sixty-five thousand 

pictures. The National Archives 

in Washington, D.C., holds more 

than five million photographs, but 

that collection itself represents a 

very tiny fraction of what has actu­

ally been produced. This highlights 

the issue of choice, which I w i l l 

return to later. 

A u t h o r ' s n o t e : T h i s t e x t i s based o n a t a l k I - p r e s e n t e d 26 M a r c h 1998 a t t h e " M o r t a l i t y I m m o r t a l i t y ? T h e L e g a c y o f 

2 0 t h - c e n t u r y A r t " c o n f e r e n c e , s p o n s o r e d by t h e G e t t y C o n s e r v a t i o n I n s t i t u t e i n L o s A n g e l e s . I d i d n o t p r e p a r e a f o r m a l 

p a p e r f o r t h e c o n f e r e n c e , i n p a r t so t h a t I c o u l d be f r e e t o r e s p o n d t o w h a t o t h e r s before m e h a d s a i d . W i t h t h e k i n d h e l p 

o f D i n a h B e r l a n d , I h a v e a t t e m p t e d here t o c l a r i f y t h e t r a n s c r i p t o f t h e a u d i o r e c o r d i n g a n d t o r e s t o r e a f e w i n a d v e r ­

t e n t o m i s s i o n s w i t h o u t d i s g u i s i n g t h e i n f o r m a l i t y o f m y r e m a r k 

A generation ago, there 

really was no such thing as pho­

tography conservation. Now, how­

ever, she exists. She has her driver's 

license, maybe has even graduated 

from college or is about to. And 

this is a big change. Thanks to 

the remarkable efforts of a small 

number of people, this field is 

now growing rapidly. Photography 

conservators and scientists such 

as Debra Hess Norris at the Uni­

versity of Delaware / Winterthur 

Program in Art Conservation, 

James Reilly at the Image Perma­

nence Institute of the Rochester 

Institute of Technology, and Henry 

Wilhelm at Wilhelm Imaging 

Research, Inc., have made great 

strides in identifying the perils 

faced by photographs and what to 

do about them. So, in a simple but 

important sense, the basic outline 

of photography conservation is 

already clear, and I believe it wi l l 

continue to improve. The Mellon 

Foundation is now in the process of 

launching an ambitious program 

to educate photography conserva­

tors. The museum profession has 

figured out how to store photo­

graphs, which for the most part 

means keeping them cold and dry. 

In the expansion we are now plan­

ning at The Museum of Modern 

Art in New York, there wi l l be 
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three different temperature and 

humidity conditions for the storage 

of photographs, going down to 

- 4 °R To a great degree, especially 

in contrast with the situation 

twenty or thirty years ago, we now 

understand what we need to d o — 

although, of course, it wi l l cost 

plenty of time and money to do it. 

There are two developments 

within photography conservation 

that deserve to be mentioned 

specifically, both of which are very 

welcome. One is the emergence of 

the identity of photography conser­

vation as a specialization in its own 

right, not as a subset of paper con­

servation. Obviously, there is a 

close relationship between photog­

raphy and paper conservation— 

since most photographs are still on 

paper—but the emergence of a dis-

l. "De temps en temps, il 
sort d'une grande caisse 
des lettres, des fleurs 
fanées, et surtout 'des 
photographies abîmés 
malgré les précautions, 
comme ces reliques 
qu'à usées las piété même 
des fidèles: ils les 
embrassent trop sou­
vent."' Brassai', M a r c e l 

Proust sous Γ emprise de 

l a p h o t o g r a p h i e (Paris: 
Gallimard, 1997), 23-24. 

tinct photographic specialty has 

helped to focus attention on the 

particular problems that photo­

graphs face in surviving. The other 

trend—which, I am told, applies 

to conservation generally—is that 

people who care for objects are 

putting more and more of their 

energy and effort into managing 

the collection overall; that is to say, 

they are focusing on the prevention 

of potential future damage rather 

than on the treatment of damage 

that has already occurred. 

In the photography world, 

this outlook is particularly wel­

come—even necessary—because 

many of the kinds of photographic 

works that are being produced 

in the age of digital technologies 

fundamentally cannot be repaired 

once they are damaged. The digital 

revolution is, indeed, epochal in 

terms of human culture. Its effect 

on photography is huge but still 

only minor compared to its effect 

on our culture overall. One thing 

of which I am certain is that the 

people who profess to be certain 

they know where the digital revo­

lution is leading are certain to be 

wrong. It is very big, it is happen­

ing very fast, and we cannot know 

where it wi l l lead. 

From the viewpoint of con­

servation, the important difference 

between the advent of digital 

imagery and prior evolutions of 

photographic technology (the 

introduction of color, for example) 

is that the independent scientists 

and conservators closely follow the 

industry as it issues new prod­

ucts—about every minute and a 

half. The independent people are 

in regular dialogue with industry 

scientists, and they are constantly 

testing the longevity of objects 

made with the new products. For 

instance, Henry Wilhelm can tell 

the life expectancy of an ink-jet 

print once he knows just which 

set of dyes was used to produce 

the print. This relationship is a 

new thing, and very positive. 

The biggest lesson we 

have learned since the birth of 

photography conservation as 

a professional field is that there 

is an inherent conflict between 

the desire to display p ictures— 

to see them—and the desire 

to preserve them. In Brassai" s 

recently published book about 

Marcel Proust and photography, 

I came across a passage that I think 

perfectly summarizes our dilemma, 

and that explains not only why 

we should not expect to solve it 

or try to run away from it, but also 

why this dilemma is fundamental 

to our most cherished cultural val­

ues. Brassai quotes from an early 

story by Proust, in which a retired 

captain sits in his room surrounded 

by his old things that he loves 

very much, notably a collection of 

"photographs that were in poor 

shape despite all of his precau­

tions, like those religious relics that 

piety itself has damaged, for the 

devoted kiss them too often." 1 

In other words, we now know 

precisely how we can save all of 

We now know precisely 
how we can save all of 
our photographs forever: 
by sealing and freezing 
them —and never looking 
at them again. 
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our photographs forever: by seal­

ing and freezing t hem—and never 

looking at them again. 

We have no choice but to 

confront this cruel dilemma: 

The very pictures we care most 

about are the ones we wi l l want to 

see and display most often, and we 

have to understand that in doing so 

we may be using part of their lives. 

But the alternative is even more 

troubling: I f we deny the pictures 

to their current audience, we risk 

weakening the ability of our cul­

ture to transmit its values to future 

generations, so the very people for 

whom we are preserving the pic­

tures may have no interest in them. 

This conclusion leads me to two 

thoughts, neither of which I expect 

to be terribly popular. 

The first thought arises from 

the fact that digital technology 

has made it possible for us to make 

facsimiles of photographs—of 

conventional paper photographs— 

that can fool even the best experts. 

I agree with my colleague Robert 

Storr (see "Immortalité Provisoire," 

page 39) that there is something 

wonderful about knowing that 

my gaze is falling directly on the 

same piece of paper that Eugène 

Delacroix held in his hand. But I do 

not think that is the most crucial 

element; I think what the thing 

looks like is more important than 

the knowledge that it is a piece 

of the true cross. And it is now 

already possible for us to make 

reproductions at an astonishingly 

high level of quality. Of course, this 

may never be possible for a Richard 

Serra sculpture or a painting by 

Henri Matisse or many other kinds 

of works of art. But for conven­

tional paper photographs, it is pos­

sible. And it is not only possible; 

we have already done it. The repro­

ductions in some of our books 

are now so good that i f you cut one 

out, frame it, and hang it on the 

wall, it is virtually as good as the 

original. In a recent installation 

in the new Howard Gilman Gallery 

at the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

in New York, such a reproduction 

was, in fact, on display—a facsimile 

of an early photogenic drawing 

that is so fugitive the original can­

not be shown at all. 

But once we consider the 

opportunities offered by facsimiles 

at this level of quality, it is no 

longer necessary to maintain the 

habit of obliging people to come to 

museums to look at them. Again, 

our best books already do an excel­

lent job of making extremely fine 

reproductions available to a broad 

audience at a reasonable price. And 

the owner of the book may return 

to the pictures over and over again 

at his or her convenience in the 

comfort of his or her home. In this 

way, the reproduction—especially a 

reproduction that is virtually indis­

tinguishable from the o r i g ina l— 

expands rather than replaces the 

function of the museum, which 

must continue to make the preser­

vation of its works a high priority. 

I do not pretend to under­

stand the implications of the digital 

revolution, but I do think the ability 

to make and disseminate excellent 

facsimiles—in all due cooperation 

with the artist or rightholder, of 

course—is something we should 

explore more frankly than we have 

to date. In my view, our job is not 

to cultivate the work of art as a 

fetish but to foster the appreciation 

and understanding of photography 

among as broad an audience as 

possible. I f digital technology 

offers us the opportunity to do this 

and, at the same time, enhances 

the longevity of the works in 

our care, then I think we should 

pay attention. 

My second thought is that 

some things must perish if others 

are to be preserved. It has been 

estimated that we have lost 70 to 

80 percent of the panel paintings 

that were made in Italy during the 

twelfth and thirteenth centuries.2 

I actually find that a very encourag­

ing figure. What it means is that 

we still have between a quarter and 

a fifth of everything that was made. 

That is a lot. I f between a quarter 

and a fifth of the photographic 

a r t — I am referring just to art, not 

to all the snapshots and medical 

pictures and other images that have 

been created—that has been made 

over the last twenty years is still 

around eight hundred years from 

now, there wi l l be something griev­

ously wrong with human culture. 

That may sound like a per­

verse thing for a curator to say, 

especially a curator in a museum 

devoted in significant part to con­

temporary art. I am passionately 

interested in current photographic 

work, and I spend a good deal of 

my time and energy—and a good 

deal of other people's money— 

collecting and preserving contem­

porary work. But my conviction 

that we cannot preserve everything 

arises directly from my interest in 

new art. I f everything created in 

the past were still around, it would 

2. Edward B. Garrison, 
"Note on the Survival 
of Thirteenth-Century Panel 
Paintings in Italy," B u l l e t i n 

54 (1972), 140; quoted in 
Gary Schwartz, "Ars 
Moriendi: The Mortality of 
Art," A r t in A m e r i c a 84, no. 
11 (1996), 72. 
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As for the notion that preservation is always a 
good thing —that it should always win out over other 
competing values — I am afraid I believe that such 
an obsession is as much a threat to the vitality of our 
culture as is neglect. 

be a monumental burden that 

would stifle contemporary creativ­

ity In short: I f the culture is to live, 

some works of art must die. In a 

recent lecture at The Museum of 

Modern Art, Richard Wollheim 

expressed what I feel is a parallel 

thought: that it would be terribly 

sad if all works of art ended up 

in museums and so ceased to cir­

culate in private ownership. 

My answers to the basic 

questions posed in regard to 

the mortality and/or immortality 

of contemporary art are, first, 

that I think we are doing just fine. 

The number of people who care 

about conservation is an enor­

mously encouraging sign. Second: 

Who decides? Well, as others have 

expressed in the essays included in 

this book, we all decide together. 

Or, still better, many different 

people with different tastes and 

backgrounds and concerns each 

decide independently, so that the 

collective decision represents many 

competing points of view. Behind a 

few of the questions that surround 

this topic, I sense a hope, or even a 

longing, that some sort of Supreme 

Being w i l l hand down the right 

answer so we can all just follow 

that dictum and avoid worrying 

about the question. In fact, i f that 

comes to pass, it wi l l signal the 

death of our culture. The culture 

is the argument, the discussion, the 

debate over what is good and what 

is bad, what should be preserved 

and what should not. The more 

voices, the better. The culture is 

not only the broad consensus about 

great and lasting works, it is also 

the dissenter from the prevailing 

wisdom—the independent nut 

who gets very excited about one 

particular class of objects and 

decides to preserve them, and then, 

a hundred years later, people real­

ize that what he or she saved was, 

in fact, the best stuff. In any case, 

the worst thing for the culture is 

complete agreement on all points. 

As for the notion that preser­

vation is always a good thing—that 

it should always win out over other 

competing v a l ue s— I am afraid I 

believe that such an obsession is as 

much a threat to the vitality of our 

culture as is neglect. 
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PERMANENT IMPERMANENCE 

Bill Viola 

Tzu Ch Ί of Nan-Po was travelling on Shang Mountain when he saw a large tree 

which astonished him very much. A thousand chariot teams could have found shel­

ter under its shade. "What tree is this?" cried Tzu Ch Ί. "Surely it must have unusu­

ally fine timber." Then looking up, he saw that its branches were too crooked for 

rafters; while, as to the trunk, he saw that its irregular grain made it valueless for 

coffins. He tasted a leaf, but it took the skin off his lips, and its odor was so strong 

that it would as it were give a person a headache for three days."Ah" said Tzu Ch Ί. 

"This tree is good for nothing — that's how it has attained this size!" 

— Chuang Tzu 1 

I am an artist who has been work­

ing with video and electronic/ 

digital media for the past twenty-

eight years. The work I do falls 

into two general areas: installa­

tions and videotapes. 

The installation works are 

room environments involving 

architecture, moving images (often 

projected), and sound. They are 

typically shown in museums and 

gallery spaces, although they also 

have been presented in abandoned 

factories, warehouses, churches, 

office lobbies, and empty swim­

ming pools. 

The videotapes are cinematic 

compositions in time that get 

played back on a single screen. 

They are presented in museum/ 

gallery environments, but are also 

shown in theaters, are available 

in video stores, and can be seen at 

home—either on a VCR or as a 

broadcast on public television. Both 

of these forms are collected by 

institutions and private individuals. 

l. Chuang Tzu, Chuang Tzu: 

M y s t i c , M o r a l i s t , a n d 

Social Reformer, Herbert A. 
Giles, trans. (London: 
Bernard Quaritch, 1889); 

quoted in B a r n e t t N e w m a n , 

Joseph Beuys, Cy Twombly, 

Yves Klein, Jasper Johns, 

e x h i b i t i o n c a t a l o g u e 

(London: Anthony d'Offay 
Gallery, 1993). 
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F I G U R E 1 
Bill Viola, The Stopping M i n d , 1991· Video/sound 
installation, 4.72 χ 10 χ 10 m (15 ft., 6 in. χ 32 ft., 
10 in. χ 32 ft., 10 in.). 
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I began working with video 

in 1970. The medium I use today 

bears only a vague resemblance to 

the one I started using at that time. 

Recently, I completed a twenty-five-

year survey exhibition of my work 

consisting of forty works, fifteen 

installations, and twenty-five video­

tapes, which was exhibited from 

February 12 to May 10,1998, at the 

Whitney Museum of American 

Art in New York. In the course 

of putting together the works for 

the show, I realized with horror 

that some of the pieces I produced 

less than twenty years ago were 

no longer playable in their original 

form. The tape on which they 

were recorded had deteriorated 

beyond repair. Most were made 

on formats that are no longer being 

manufactured. 

It soon became apparent 

that the exhibition project was fast 

becoming a restoration project. 

I made it my goal to have all of the 

master videotapes for the exhibi­

tion transferred to state-of-the-art 

digital video, getting them off the 

analog format and into the digital 

domain, which would hopefully 

extend their life for at least another 

decade and, presumably, facilitate 

their continued existence for even 

longer. I also engaged the services 

of the Whitney Museum's architec­

tural consultant to conform and 

standardize the architectural plans 

for all the room installations and 

to create detailed architectural files 

for each piece. These files would 

become part of the loaning institu­

tion's archive once the show ended 

and the works were returned to 

their individual homes. Finally, 

the services of an acoustic engi­

neering firm were contracted to 

take precise measurements of 

the sound levels in each room for 

future archival reference. 

These steps address only 

some of the problems that arise 

in maintaining and ensuring the life 

of multimedia artworks that are 

themselves audio/visual subjective 

experiences for the viewer. As a 

reference point for this discussion, 

T h e Stopping M i n d (1991) ( F I G . I ) is 

a large-scale installation work that 

was inspired by the writings of 

the sixteenth-century Japanese Zen 

master Takuan Soho. In his advice 

to samurai master swordsmen, 

Takuan describes the dangers 

of the stopping mind, the mind 

that seeks to grasp and hold the 

moment, taking one out of the 

continuous flow of the dynamic, 

living present and into a static, 

rigid state of ego-driven clinging 

and delusion, which, in terms 

of swordsmanship, could mean 

instant death.2 The installation is 

a dark room, 32 feet square, with 

black walls and a 15-foot-high ceil­

ing. Four large projection screens 

paralleling the four walls hang sus­

pended from the ceiling. Onto the 

screens are projected four individ­

ual channels of prerecorded images 

consisting of wild movements by 

the camera through various land­

scapes, both natural and fabricated. 

Most of the time, the images 

are motionless, silent, still frames. 

Without warning, they burst into 

motion, accompanied by loud 

roaring sounds that come from 

four loudspeakers mounted at the 

corners of the room. Just as sud­

denly, they freeze and return again 

to silence and stillness. The only 

continuous sound in the space 

is an amplified voice focused into 

an invisible sound beam in the 

center of the space. The voice whis­

pers in a continuous chant and 

describes being in a black space 

while feeling the gradual loss of all 

bodily sensation. The piece pro­

ceeds in this manner in constant 

unending variation. 

Al l playback equipment is 

mounted in a mobile rack cabinet 

and installed in a separate adjoining 

space not accessible to the public. 

The equipment consists of five 

channels of laser-disc playback 

(four for video, one for the voice) 

under computer control for the 

random starting and stopping, as 

well as five channels of audio 

amplification, video monitoring, 

and an AC power conditioner. 

Master videotapes, one set of laser 

discs, architectural plans, the com­

puter code, and a book of instruc­

tions with a certificate make up 

the archival, permanent compo­

nents of the piece. They remain in 

the museum's vault. What viewers 

encounter when they see this work 

is not a unique, original object; 

rather, they experience an exhibi­

tion copy. Generally speaking, 

there can only be exhibition copies 

of my work. I f a disaster occurs 

and all the physical objects are 

destroyed, new materials can sim­

ply be purchased and the piece 

reassembled. 

These are the basic parame­

ters of T h e Stopping M i n d and, by 

extension, of my installation works 

in general. So, what do I see in the 

far future for this particular piece? 

It's hard to say. Some days, I envi­

sion a conscientious curator who 

ensures that the master tapes and 

the equipment remain updated to 

the current format and who dili­

gently reads the archival materials 

to ensure that the work is installed 

according to my original intentions. 

On other days, I see only one of 

the four channels of video being 

played alone on a small digital flat 

panel display with the room lights 

on, a situation akin to seeing a 

2. Takuan Soho, T h e 

U n f e t t e r e d M i n d — W r i t i n g s 

of t h e Z e n M a s t e r t o t h e 

Sword M a s t e r , trans. 
William Scott Wilson 
(Tokyo, New York, San 
Francisco: Kodansha 
International, 1986). 
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single small painting by a late 

medieval artist, such as Duccio di 

Buoninsegna or Giovanni di Paolo, 

on the illuminated white wal l of 

a museum and learning from the 

wall label that it was once part 

of a large multipanel altarpiece in 

a church somewhere—its other 

panels being either lost or scattered 

in various collections. 

We simply do not know the 

fate of all these works we are pro­

ducing or in what way they wi l l be 

used in the future. I recall Walter 

Miller's classic science fiction story 

from the 1960s, ' Ά Canticle for 

Leibowitz," in which a man is walk­

ing to Leibowitz's delicatessen in 

New York with a shopping list in 

hand when the nuclear holocaust 

hits. Only the shopping list remains, 

which is rediscovered hundreds of 

years later by survivors who base a 

new religion on it, chanting the list 

but not knowing what the words 

mean—"one pastrami sandwich on 

rye, half a pound of coleslaw," etc. 

What is certain about the future 

is that (1) it wi l l occur and (2) it wi l l 

always contain a great degree of 

creativity, for better or for worse. 

So, to return to video, what 

is this medium, what are its pros­

pects for the future, and how is it 

different from other media art of 

the past? I first became aware that 

I was dealing with something 

unusual when, during my first large 

museum show, I went around at 

the end of the day turning off the 

video pieces. This is occurring right 

now every evening out there some­

where wherever my works are 

being exhibited. As professionals, 

my colleagues and I have had the 

experience of walking through the 

galleries after hours when the lights 

are off, a truly magical and privi­

leged moment. The familiar paint­

ings and sculptures are there like 

silent beings in the night, asleep 

but physically present. Shut down 

my video installations for the night, 

however, and nothing remains. 

Not only is there no movement or 

sound, there are also no images on 

the wal l s—only empty, cold rooms. 

No works of art are present, even 

in trace amounts. These pieces 

are not sleeping; they are dead. So 

the question becomes: Where did 

they go? 

To answer this, it is helpful to 

have a bit of historical background. 

Something unprecedented hap­

pened in the mid- to late nineteenth 

century: Light was fixed onto a sur­

face, creating images as the eye sees 

them mechanically, relying on a 

source other than the artist's hand 

to produce an image. Soon the 

intervals between taking these 

pictures were drastically reduced, 

allowing sequences of images to 

be taken within fractions of a 

second of each other. When these 

sequences, or filmstrips, were 

played back in the same order and 

at the same rate by a second 

machine, called a projector, which 

also illuminated them with a beam 

of light, the moving image was 

born. For the first time, images 

were given a life beyond the fixed, 

static world of material objects. 

In return for this, they were limited 

to a temporal, and therefore a tem­

porary, existence, with one foot 

always in a parallel world, an under­

side of darkness, stillness, and non­

existence (the place those images 

go to each night in my exhibitions). 

Video or, more appropriately, 

its parent—television—continued 

this development with one impor­

tant addition: The image was now 

"live," coexisting with the present 

moment. Thus, the camera's eye, 

its point of view, could be multi­

plied and extended infinitely and 

simultaneously across space—a 

process called "broadcast," with 

the shape of its extension in space 

dubbed a "network" (both terms 

derive from fishing). This develop­

ment created another kind of par­

allel world still in the process of 

evolving today in the form of the 

Internet and the World Wide Web. 

Furthermore, with the concur­

rent advances in recording tech­

nology, moving images could be 

copied, reproduced, and further 

distributed, culminating in the 

current digital formats in which 

copies are virtually indistinguish­

able from the original and are 

therefore potentially infinite, or 

at least freed from the telltale cor­

rosive marks of time. 

From this brief sketch, sev­

eral observations can be made 

regarding the nature of video and 

its application to artistic practice. 

First is that the essence of the 

medium is time. The images are 

moving and are accessible to inter­

vention and modification while in 

the process. Consequently, they 

have behavior and are volatile and 
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interactive—ail important aspects 

unprecedented in the history of 

visual art. The essential property 

of the medium is a kind of fluidity 

of the image. Its basic underlying 

characteristics are change and 

transformation. 

Second, apart from a stage 

in the early development of the 

field, media artists generally do not 

make the tools they use to create 

and display their work. Machines 

are made by commercial manufac­

turers who control the price, avail­

ability, alterations, innovations, 

and obsolescence of the technol­

ogy. The notion of the unique 

object and the hand-rendered form, 

so fundamental to the history of 

painting and sculpture, must be 

radically revised. As tools of artistic 

craft, the individual components 

of media technology are more like 

musical instruments than imple­

ments. They are predesigned, with 

a deliberately defined set of phys­

ical characteristics and presumed 

uses. They must be mastered by 

the artist, like the piano. And like 

the piano, they must also be kept 

in tune. 

When working with media 

in the context of art, parallels to 

music are inevitable. Exhibition 

becomes like a performance or 

re-creation, an enactment. Active 

components must be assembled 

into a complex system to function 

together according to the artist's 

intentions. In the absence of the 

artist/creator, a person with pre­

vious training or experience with 

the piece and/or a "score," or 

set of instructions, is required. 

Future curators in the field could 

take on the function of the inter­

preter or "conductor" of the work. 

Variations in equipment, its adjust­

ment and placement, the architec­

ture, lighting, and environmental 

conditions directly affect the qual­

ity and appearance of the final 

work. The medium is robust but 

vulnerable. Long-term issues arise 

when specific pieces of equipment 

are no longer made, creating a 

need either to carefully assess and 

adapt new technologies to the 

individual requirements of a work 

or to restore or refabricate old 

technology, the video version of 

those antique original-instrument 

music ensembles. 

Sooner or later, any collect­

ing institution wi l l encounter and 

must deal with these issues. The 

cathode-ray tube (CRT, the glass 

picture tube present in all monitors 

and TV sets) wi l l most likely be the 

first major element to disappear in 

the near future as flat panel displays 

become cheaper, larger in size, and 

higher in qual ity—the first large-

scale multimedia extinction. I can 

envision some historical researchers 

and technicians in the basement 

of some museum one hundred 

years from now relearning the art 

of blowing glass and circuit wiring 

to recreate CRTs from scratch so 

the late-twentieth-century Nam 

June Paik piece in the collection 

can be presented as originally seen. 

Whether it wi l l be the adapted/ 

updated technology approach or 

the purist, original-technology-at-

all-costs approach, preserving the 

hardware, or at least detailed infor­

mation about it, wi l l have to be 

considered an essential element in 

the preservation of these works. 

There is one more important 

aspect to all this. Unlike music, 

which is based on a system of notes 

and scales that dates back to the 

ancient Greeks, visual images—and 

especially their newest manifesta­

tions in video and computers—do 

not have such a precisely defined, 

consistent tradition. In order to 

continue, any tradition, a conven­

tional system of some sort is neces­

sary, something that everyone can 

agree on and that can be codified 

and passed on. Written notation 

is one such system in music; the 

agreement that the A note wil l, in 

scientific terms, be equal to 4 4 0 H z 

(cycles of vibration per second) 

is another. Such conventions 

already exist in video. The Society 

of Motion Picture and Television 

Engineers (SMPTE) has for years 

indicated the technical specifica­

tions and standards in the field 

of electronic sound and images. 

A variety of test patterns exists for 

adjusting and conforming record­

ing and playback equipment to 

established standards, the most 

familiar being the SMPTE color-

bar pattern that often appears at 

the head of videotapes. 

Of interest to conservators 

here is the principle behind the 

system of test patterns. Individual 
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pieces of equipment are not pre­

cise. They are presumed untrust­

worthy to reproduce a given signal 

accurately. The test pattern—color 

bars, for example—represents the 

ideal of how this signal, in this 

case the color reproduction, should 

appear on any given monitor screen 

or, after being recorded, in play­

back. The knowledge of this ideal 

signal is accurately described in 

electrical terms in the SMPTE stan­

dard reference documents and is 

readable on special test instruments 

like waveform monitors, but, prac­

tically speaking, it is in the tester's 

mind, since all equipment lies in 

one way or another. During play­

back or display, then, the circuits in 

the particular piece of equipment 

are "bent" or "stretched" electron­

ically with internal adjustment 

controls so that the acknowledged 

signal standard is reproduced. 

The machines are conformed to 

the ideal, making up for individual 

inconsistencies. Central to this 

system are accurate knowledge 

and experience of the ideal standard 

on the part of the person making 

the adjustments. 

The transmission of the 

more subjective elements and artis­

tic nuances of each installation 

is another story, however, not to 

mention the unique requirements 

for the handling, maintenance, and 

preservation of these technological 

systems as works of art. This is 

where we need the help of muse­

ums and professional registrars and 

conservators. There is an urgent 

need to reconcile all this technical 

information with the systems 

already in place for the care of 

art objects—in other words, to 

bring the role and practice of the 

electronic-computer engineer/ 

media designer into the established 

professional institutions of the fine-

art registrar/conservator. This is 

where there is a huge gap in the 

field and, therefore, a huge window 

of opportunity for the young con­

servators of today. 

My experience over the past 

two decades of mounting shows 

has demonstrated that museums 

are lagging behind and are not 

adequately doing their job when 

it comes to the exhibition and col­

lection of media artworks. When 

I present my work in museums, 

my assistants and I spend a large 

amount of time teaching the basics 

of equipment adjustment and 

maintenance to the responsible 

museum staff members, informa­

tion that already exists, in readily 

available form, and is regularly 

being taught by organized profes­

sional groups. In all my experience, 

until just recently, there have only 

been several occasions where full-

time, dedicated, electronic prepara-

tors have been present (trained 

art handlers as opposed to the 

museum's audio-visual department 

staff). There was only one instance 

I can recall in which museum's reg­

istrars trained in electronic/digital 

technology with a standard set of 

procedures and paperwork were 

present. In the course of showing 

my work over the years, and in the 

absence of any initiative on the part 

of the museums, my studio staff 

and I have devised our own regis­

tration procedures, specified dedi­

cated staff positions and functions, 

initiated training and maintenance 

schedules, and created our own 

condition and damage reports for 

electronic equipment. 

The following story during 

the exhibition of my installation 

T h e S l e e p of R e a s o n (1988) ( F I G . 2) is 

typical. This piece consists of some 

objects in the form of an antique 

wooden cabinet, a vase with flow­

ers, a digital clock, and a table lamp. 

It also consists of a special traveling 

case with laser-disc video players, 

audio amplifiers, a computer con­

troller, and power conditioner and 

monitor, in addition to the video 

projectors and speakers. (The room 

is constructed on-site.) When the 

crates arrived, the museum's regis­

trars and art handlers were there to 

unpack them. Seeing the wooden 

cabinet, the registrars put on their 

white gloves and pored over every 

inch looking for scratches and dam­

age, cleaning and polishing where 

required. In the meantime, the case 

with all the audio and video equip­

ment sat ignored a few feet away. 

No one bothered even so much 

as to turn it on to see if anything 

was working. I chuckled to myself, 

knowing that I had bought the 

wooden cabinet at an antique flea 

market for a couple of hundred 

dollars, while the case and all the 

state-of-the-art equipment was 

worth at least $30,000. Fortunately, 

today this scenario is becoming 

more rare. Things are changing as 

video and media works become not 

only more common in museum col­

lections, but also more ubiquitous 

in the culture at large and, conse­

quently, more familiar as fixtures in 

our daily life. 

In a world where the condi­

tions are constantly changing as 

new systems replace the old (the 
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consumer's nightmare), where 

material recorded on older formats 

may not be able to be played or 

recovered (the conservator's night­

mare), the key to survival seems to 

lie with an endless cycle of repro­

duction—copying as conservation. 

The natural world seems to bear 

this out, where life when viewed 

from the point of view of the indi­

vidual is finite and terminal, but 

when viewed from a social point of 

view is infinite and eternal. Devel­

oping technology also seems to 

bear out this model of preservation 

as we begin to call the process of 

duplicating tapes in the digital for­

mat "cloning" and not "copying." 

There are other, older ex­

amples, too. One of the most 

sacred sites in Japan is the Ise 

Shrine. It has been on a site in the 

ancient cedar forests of the Ise 

peninsula for more than one thou­

sand years—yet it is twenty years 

old. Every twenty years, the Shinto 

shrine is reconstructed a short dis­

tance away from the current o n e — 

a pristine, perfect duplicate, true to 

the original down to the finest 

detail ( if there can even be said to 

be an original other than a concept 

or master plan). The final step is 

to transfer the "kami," the god, 

to the new version, activating 

and empowering it. 3 Then the old 

deconsecrated building is torn 

down and construction started 

anew in a never-ending cycle. In 

this model, one of the greatest 

threats to conservation in the future 

may be gradual mutation rather 

than discrete physical damage. 

F I G U R E 2 

Bill Viola, The Sleep o f Reason, 1988. Video/sound 

installation, 4.27 χ 8.23 χ 9.45 m (14 χ 27 χ 31 ft.). 
Two views. Collection: The Carnegie Museum of 
Art, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. 3. The transfer of the 

spirits to the new 
shrine is marked by the 
"Shikinen Sengu" ritual 
celebration. The sixty-first 
"Shikinen Sengu" took 
place in the fall 
of 1993. 
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The Ise Shrine is both new 

and ancient at the same time, 

but, most importantly, it maintains 

its function within the culture. 

Further, the key to its endurance 

lies with the people who have a 

use for it. The method of its preser­

vation is dependent on and bound 

to a ritual cycle that continues 

beyond a single human life span. 

In my experience, it is people and 

not materials that are the greatest 

threat to the preservation of an 

artwork. Human behavior is the 
key element in conservation. By 

the time I leave a museum after 

installing my work, I have put pro­

cedures in place for the mainte­

nance and upkeep of the individual 

pieces. Gradually, I became aware 

that I was creating a r i t ua l—a pre­

scribed, repetitive cycle of activities 

for people in the space—which 

ensures that the work, an experi­

ence created by changeable, 

flexible components that shift 

over time, wi l l be seen in the way 

it was originally set up. This seems 

completely appropriate for an art 

form that exists only as a duration, 

as a movement in time with no 

fixed material form. 

My first direct encounter 

with the idea of ritual as preserva­

tion came in 1982 when I traveled 

to the Tibetan Buddhist monaster­

ies in the isolated Himalayan com­

munities of Ladakh in northern 

India. There, my wife, Kir a, and 

I visited the monasteries to see 

the extraordinary artworks and 

to witness the prayer services and 

religious rituals with their power­

ful music and chanting. I was 

quite excited to be in the hall of 

the monastery before dawn as the 

prayers began, but I was soon dis­

appointed. Watching the monks, 

I could see that many of them 

were not really concentrating or 

involved. They seemed to be just 

mouthing the words without really 

feeling them. Knowing a little bit 

about the nature of the rituals, 

I sensed a decadence that troubled 

me. I felt there was a real need for 

a reformer or an instigator to 

come in and put the whole thing 

back on track. 

Then I realized that the 

entire monastic system, with its 

daily and seasonal repetition of the 

ancient rituals in the form of chant­

ing, music, and meditational exer­

cises, was like a giant recording 

device. Whether or not the indi­

viduals understood everything in 

depth and regardless of whether 

a certain master was inspirational 

or not, the knowledge was getting 

physically repeated, memorized, 

and thus passed on. It was written 

down in the sutras in the library, 

but it was also being encoded into 

individuals through their actions. 

And reformers do come along reg­

ularly in history to revitalize and 

realize the essence of the original 

teaching and refresh the system. 

It seems to me that i f conservation 

of artworks is to be successful and 

self-maintaining, and particularly 

if media artworks are to be success­

fully shown as well as maintained, 

then this process has to become 

a part of people's regular activity. 

It has to be turned into some form 

of ritual, a pattern of behavior. 

Most important, they have to want 

to do it, even need to do it. People 

wi l l care only for something that 

they love and/or respect. 

In 1996,1 was asked to create 

a new installation for the main 

hall of Durham Cathedral, a nine-

hundred-year-old church in the 

north of England and one of the 

most important cathedrals in the 

country ( F I G . 3). Durham is one 

of the most imposing and extraor­

dinary architectural and religious 

landmarks in Europe. I was over­

whelmed by the interior with its 

stark unadorned walls, massive 

stone columns with unusual pat­

terned carvings, and enormous 

vaulted ceiling. At first, I spent 

most of my time grappling with 

the technical and physical problems 

of the task ahead, the placement, 

mounting, light and sound issues, 

context of the place. It was not 

until much later, after having spent 

considerable time in the space and 

having to constantly turn off the 

piece to make way for the daily 

cycle of prayers, that I gradually 

became aware of a second, imma­

terial structure in the church. This 

was the invisible edifice of worship 

and religious ritual, solidified and 

made real by repetition, a massive 

form that stretched back in time 

through the nine hundred years of 

the existence of the physical build­

ing and beyond. It was the unseen 

body, the reality of the church. 

Without it, all that remained would 

be cold stone walls and empty 

spaces, interesting to admire and 

appreciate but void of life, as I had 

experienced many times in decon­

secrated or abandoned churches 

and temples throughout Europe 

and the Far East. 

The history of art is not nec­

essarily the history of objects. As a 

practicing artist, I look through 

art history for the living sparks, the 

inner life of objects. I can see how 

the priorities of our culture at this 

particular moment in history have 

skewed our perceptions. The art­

ists have always known this other 

dimension, they inhabit it, but their 

voices are not usually heard. His­

torians don't usually tell the story 

from the artist's point of view. 

Facts are far easier to codify than 

feelings and revelations. At other 
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times, in other places, the emphasis 

was different. In Tibetan culture, 

for example, master craftsman 

monks spend seven to ten days in 

a ritual of focused concentration 

creating a mándala out of sand by 

painstakingly pouring individual 

colored grains into an intricately 

prescribed pattern, minutely 

detailed and approximately one 

meter in diameter. In a culminating 

ceremony, the completed mándala 

is scooped up in a pile and cast into 

the river. Closer to home, the well-

known early-sixteenth-century 

I s e n h e i m A l t a r p i e c e , by the German 

artist Matthias Grünewald, was 

created for a hospital monastery, 

where it was used primarily as part 

of a healing ritual. Newly admitted 

patients began their treatment by 

sitting in front of the altarpiece 

for several hours meditating on the 

specific sequence of images, as 

the individual panels were opened 

and unfolded in a prescribed way. 

As Ananda K. Coomara-

swamy the great twentieth-century 

curator of Indian art, has reminded 

us, despite the term "visual" art, 

all works of art are modeled on 

invisible things.4 They are works of 
ar t—that is, made by art. In other 

words, the material objects are not 

the art. A l l too often, as profession­

als, we approach art history as the 

study of things. We examine the 

look of the car, its color, design, 

materials, mode of manufacture; 

or the description and function of 

its mechanical system, the design 

of the engine, the suspension; or 

even the cultural context of the car, 

its history, and social significance. 

F I G U R E 3 
Bill Viola, The Messenger, 1996. Video/sound 
installation at Durham Cathedral, Durham City, 
England, 7.62 χ 9.14 χ 9.75 m (25 χ 30 χ 32 ft.). 
Collection: Edition ι, The Chaplaincy to the Arts 
and Recreation in North East England; Edition 2, 
Collection of The Bohen Foundation, promised 
gift to the Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 
New York; Edition 3, Albright-Knox Art Gallery, 
Buffalo, New York. 

The active element latent in all objects — 
their life through u s e . . . is the most vital 
to preserve. 

4. Ananda K. 
Coomaraswamy, C h r i s t i a n 

a n d O r i e n t a l Philosophy of 

A r t (New York: Dover 
Publications, 1956), 10. 
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But what about the actual act of 

driving? What about the feel of 

moving, of the wind, of traveling 

down the road? And what about 

the desire to go somewhere? This is 

what I sensed in Durham Cathedral 

and what Coomaraswamy is talking 

about. It is something altogether 

different from the way we usually 

approach things, particularly physi­

cal things. It is about the active ele­

ment latent in all objects—their life 

through use. It is precisely this that 

is the most vital to preserve. 

From a conservation per­

spective, the title of this book could 

be P e r m a n e n c e / I m p e r m a n e n c e . 

Looking at these words not as two 

opposing terms but a single unified 

whole, we see that nothing could 

better describe the paradox of a 

human being—the nature of our 

institutions, social, political, and 

religious—and crystallize the very 

essence of the human condition. 

To preserve or not preserve. Here 

is Takuan s "stopping mind," the 

need to hold and cling to life's fleet­

ing moments that becomes the 

cause of much of our suffering, 

as any conservator knows well. 

Yet I am happy that Takuan s 

words are still here on my book­

shelf to continue to inspire. And, 

although it is true that exhibition is 

a form of erosion, I am happy that 

Grunewaldes altarpiece is still with 

us in its original form. And I am 

also happy that more Tibetans have 

become enlightened after dumping 

their sand mándalas into the river. 

It seems to me that the real 

question this book poses is this: 

Do we want to have the pristine, 

untouched hammer under glass, 

the original object straight from 

the hardware store with no nicks or 

scratches from use, or do we want 

the one that lives out of the case, 

dirty and scarred from pulling out 

bent nails, with the handle worn 

down, bearing the material impres­

sion of the user's hand? And, most 

important, do we actually want to 

make something with that hammer 

ourselves? Or, put another way, 

do we want perfect bodies without 

blemishes or deformities, or lived-

in bodies with the marks and scars 

of experience? Maulana Jalal al-Din 

Rumi, the thirteenth-century Per­

sian poet and mystic, called the 

wound "the place where the light 

enters you." 5 Do we want a world 

without death and decay? I don't 

think so. In a culture of high tech­

nology, increasing mastery of the 

material world, unique priceless 

objects, commodities exchanges, 

genetic engineering, and the 

promise of disease-free immortal­

ity, it is easy to forget about the 

true inner life of art objects, the 

private knowledge that artists have 

put into these works—l ike seeds 

that lie dormant in their casing— 

and it is easy to forget that this life 

can become known only through 

the caring hands of the user. 

Permanence/impermanence . . . nothing 
could better describe the paradox of a 
human being —the nature of our institu­
tions, social, political, and religious — 
and crystallize the very essence of the 
human condition. 

5. Maulana Jalal al-Din 
Rumi, T h e Essential Rumi, 

trans. Coleman Barks 
(New York: HarperCollins 
Publishers, 1995), 142. 
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THE MEDIA ARTS AND THE MUSEUM: , ö z o , o r 7 0 

REFLECTIONS ON A HISTORY, 1963-1973 

John G. Hanhardt 

The inclusion today of video-

installation art in major museum 

exhibitions and collections, inter­

national art surveys, galleries, 

and private collections signals the 

continuing and further acceptance 

of film and video as contemporary 

art forms. A new generation of 

artists, brought up within an ever-

expanding media environment, 

taught in art schools by a genera­

tion of conceptual artists who have 

worked in video and film, with 

access to an increasingly flexible 

technology, is being accepted and 

celebrated in the art world. 

This development reflects 

the continuing and increased pres­

ence of video, film, and multime­

dia in all areas of our private and 

public lives. The domestic sphere, 

as well as the workplace, is chang­

ing under the impact of computer-

driven digital technologies that are 

also transforming our visual cul­

t u r e — a culture in which recorded 

as well as processed images are sub­

tly affecting all aspects of how we 

imagine, receive, and create art. 

Since its inception, art critics, his­

torians, and curators have resisted 

the moving image as art. However, 

this resistance is gradually fading 

as artists increasingly turn to these 

very means for creating strong and 

powerful works. Thus, not only is 

a discourse being fashioned out 

of the many forms and genres of 

media-based art, but other disci­

plines, such as photography print-

making, and sculpture, are also 

changing under the influence of 

video and multimedia technologies. 

Artists today increasingly work with 

and respond to a variety of materi­

als, choosing the medium that best 

works to fulfill their creative goals. 

The presence of the moving 

image—whether projected, seen 

on a monitor, or constituting part of 

a CD-ROM or Web site—introduces 

a complex of interpretive and his­

torical questions. An increased 

understanding of the history of the 

moving image can only make more 

sophisticated our interpretation and 

understanding of work we are see­

ing today. The rush to accept the 

exciting and accomplished body of 

work of a new generation occurs 

too often at the expense of earlier 

generations of artists working in 

these same genres and forms. 

The erasure of this history and the 

lack of a sophisticated interpretive 

language that can describe and cod­

ify the work leave today's artists in 

isolation from the other arts and 

curators without the analytic and 

critical tools necessary to reflect 

fully and effectively on the art of 

the late twentieth century. Artists, 

collectors, curators, and critics 

need to know and understand this 

history in order to make the critical 

judgments that wi l l shape the rep­

resentation of the arts in the future 

and determine acquisition and 

preservation priorities today. Thus, 

the material preservation of the 

media arts and the construction 

and dissemination of its history 

must be addressed and attended 

to hand in hand. This curatorial 

work wi l l help us to contextualize 

and understand a constantly shift­

ing new-media culture. 

The history of the moving 

image begins in the late nineteenth 

century with the invention of cin­

ema. The projected cinematic 

image is certainly the single most 

powerful influence on the arts of 

this century. The complex of forms 



96 J o h n G. Hanha rd t 

Artists today increasingly work with 
and respond to a variety of materials, 
choosing the medium that best works 
to fulfill their creative goals. 

that the cinematic arts have taken 

serve as the foundation on which 

video, and later multimedia, has 

been built. The differences and con­

tinuities between these different 

media also provided the foundation 

for fundamental changes in film 

and the media arts—beginning in 

the early 1 9 6 0 s—that affected the 

course of these media as art forms 

over the following decades. In 

focusing on the period from 1963 

to 1973, we can witness the emer­

gence of a range of techniques and 

aesthetic strategies that would 

fundamentally define art practices 

at the close of the millennium. 

The material base for film is 

celluloid, formed into a series of 

discrete frames. When these frames 

ι. Stan Brakhage, "Meta­
phors on Vision," Film 

C u l t u r e 30 (fall 1963), [25]. 

are run through a projector at 24 

frames per second (fps) for sound 

film or 16-18 fps for silent, they 

create the illusion of a continuous 

moving image. The cognitive trans­

action between the viewer and the 

projected film image is the basis 

of that work's existence, not as a 

discrete static object but as a text 

that comes into being when it is 

projected. A film may exist in one 

unique print but most often is 

reprinted through the internegative 

created from the original. In all 

cases, the further one is from the 

original, the more diminished the 

copy is. The constant playing of 

the film through the projector 

causes wear and tear. Proper pro­

jection is necessary to maintain the 

original intention of the artist. 

Focus, uninterrupted projection, 

and proper sound levels are all 

part of the original film expe­

rience. Anyone who has had an 

opportunity to view a 3 5 m m 

nitrate film from the early part 

of this century knows the aston­

ishing impact of the luminous 

image and depth of field of that 

work. The acetate print cannot 

capture the full experience of that 

original; neither can videotape 

copies preserve the quality of an 

acetate original. 

Thus, the very medium that 

exists in copies is predicated on the 

continued existence of an original 

to maintain the intention of the 

artist who created it. The genera­

tion of independent filmmakers 

examined in this essay worked in 

1 6 m m , which became available after 

the Second World War, and later 

8 m m and Super-8mm film stocks. 

The smaller film formats did not 

require the capitalization of the 

entertainment cinema. The flexibil­

ity of small-gauge film, its porta­

bility, and the quality of the sound 

recordings gave artists the opportu­

nity to transform cinematic prac­

tice. To independent filmmakers, 

the very material of film, the dis­

crete frame, was the compositional 

element and building block of the 

cinematic experience. The tactile, 

hands-on approach to film was 

fundamental to the experience of 

the independent filmmaker in 1963, 

a time that saw an extraordinary 

range of styles, forms, and genres 

of filmmaking develop, an "avant-

garde," "independent," "personal" 

filmmaking based on the model of 

the visual artist and poet. 

One of the most powerful fig­

ures in this cinematic avant-garde 

was Stan Brakhage who, in his sem­

inal writings collected in Metaphors 

o n Vision, proclaimed a visionary 

cinema:- "Imagine an eye unruled 

by man-made laws of perspective, 

an eye unprejudiced by composi­

tional logic, an eye which does 

not respond to the name of every­

thing but which must know each 

object encountered in life through 

an adventure of perception." 1 

Brakhage's cinema was fashioned 

out of camera movements and 

articulations of single frames, as 

well as sequences composed of 

abstract and dissolving cascades 

of images. Brakhage's recorded 

footage was made abstract through 

editing, framing, camera move­

ment, camera speed in recording 

the action, the use of filters and 

film stock, focus, and the shaping 

of point of view. A range of tech­

niques, which included treating the 

surface of the film and layering 

and superimposing sequences, 

made for a rich and dense filmic 

vocabulary in such films as Dog 
Star M a n (1963). We can locate 

Brakhage and other artists in this 

period as a vital part of a film cul­

ture, developing and seizing on 

a variety of styles and techniques 

for transforming and breaking 

the codes of a traditional, profes­

sionalized, and seamless entertain­

ment cinema. 
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The filmmaker-as-artist 

set terms that challenged and 

expanded our very definition of 

art practice. Jack Smith, in the role 

he played of artist-as-performer, 

staged a fantastic mise-en-scène 

filmed in improvised sets and land­

scapes that evoked the lures of 

popular culture transformed into 

a sexually ambiguous and highly 

stylized environment. An influence 

to numerous artists, Smith estab­

lished his art as a fluid site for 

installations, performances, slide 

presentations, and filmmaking. 

His evolved and intricate aesthetic 

was demonstrated in a seminal 

body of film art that included 

F l a m i n g C r e a t u r e s (1963), which was 

to influence such artists as Andy 

Warhol. In 1963, Warhol himself 

began work on a powerful body of 

films that were to fundamentally 

reexamine the nature of the pro­

duction and reception of cinematic 

time. Works such as his film por­

traits and EAT (1963), shot at 24 fps 

on one-hundred-foot rolls of film 

edited together and projected at 

silent speed (16 fps), offered a radi­

cal reflection on the nature of the 

cinema and its relationship to the 

spectator. Traditionally ignored in 

art histories, the films are a key 

part of Warhol's output as an 

artist and force the reassessment 

of his career, one that would 

locate the centrality of these films 

in Warhol's full artistic practice. 

Filmmakers also sought to 

break out of the theatrical frame 

and treat the exhibition space as an 

expanded cinematic environment. 

Stan VanDerBeek, for example, 

constructed viewing space into 

which films were projected, creat­

ing a spectacular visual environ­

ment. For his M o v i e D r o m e (1963) in 

Stony Point, New York, he removed 

the projected film from the tradi­

tional theatrical environment and 

created a vast display of overlap­

ping moving images. The joining of 

films in performance, as in Robert 

Whitman's P r u n e F l a t s (1963), intro­

duced the moving image and the 

projection's shifting points of view 

as a means to expand the stage 

and performance space. The use 

of slides and the layering of the 

moving image was explored in a 

variety of new theater and exhibi­

tion spaces during this period, 

including Aldo Tambellini's B l a c k 

Zero (1965) at the artist's Black Gate 

Electromedia Theatre in New York. 

Here was a cinema reinvent­

ing itself, expanding the limits of 

the theatrical cinematic experience, 

as well as the very construction 

of the moving image. The recon­

struction of both the dimensions 

of time and the projector's rela­

tionship to the content of the pro­

jected image evolved a complex 

and diverse set of styles, genres, 

and formal invention. At the same 

time, artists began to turn to the 

mass medium of television. By the 

early 1960s, television was increas­

ingly pervasive, directing its pro­

gramming to the home consumer. 

Artists, nonetheless, viewed it as an 

instrument, and, working within 

the context of avant-garde move­

ments from Happenings to Fluxus, 

transformed television's capacities 

and uses. In 1963, at the Galerie 

Parnass in Wuppertal, Germany, 

Nam June Paik's first solo exhibi­

tion, E x p o s i t i o n of M u s i c — E l e c t r o n i c 

Television, featured his prepared 

pianos and televisions scattered 

about the exhibition space in a vari­

ety of positions. In this way, he 

managed to transform our stance 

toward television, altering the 

received broadcast image and fur­

ther manipulating the inside of 

the television set itself. As Paik 

wrote at the time, "13 sets suffered 

13 sorts of variation in their VIDEO-

HORIZONTAL-VERTICAL units. 

I am proud to be able to say that 

all 13 sets actually changed their 

inner circuits." 2 

At this same time in New 

York, Wolf Vostell staged a one-

artist exhibition titled TVDé-coü/age 

at the Smolin Gallery. Along with 

Paik, Vostell was to develop a con­

cept called "dé-collage," a strategy 

that acknowledged a dynamic 

process of growth and decay—an 

"un-gluing"— as opposed to the 

Modernist strategy of collage, in 

which the image was constructed 

from disparate sources. Vostell's 

disruption of the flow of the broad­

cast image actively engaged the 

content and instrumentality of the 

television set, as his instructions in 

his performance text for the Smolin 

Gallery show attest: "Throw a big 

whipped-cream Cake to the TV. . . 

smudge it on the surface of the 

TV.. . while the programme... is 

going on." 3 In a body of work dat­

ing from the late 1960s and includ­

ing such titles as Videotape S t u d y # 3 

( 1 9 6 7 - 6 9 ) , Paik worked both to 

develop an image out of the prop­

erties of the cathode ray tube 

( C R T ) — M a g n e t TV (1965) — and to 

create early image-processing tech­

niques developed, in part, out 

of the ideas of dé-collage. 

With the introduction of the 

Portapak videotape recorder and 

player into the consumer market 

in 1965, artists realized another 

moving-image medium and tech­

nology. The video image was 

recorded not on a strip of celluloid 

but rather on magnetic tape. One 

of the defining properties of video 

was the ability to see in "real" time 

on the CRT what the camera was 

recording. Artists brought these 

media into their studios and began 

to develop a range of initiatives— 

from the straight recording of per­

formances and actions to directly 

reworking and collaborating with 

engineers to fashion a new means 

of image making. They fashioned 

an image-processing technology 

that invented a new imagery for 

video and television. Artists around 

the country developed plans and 

realized projects that fundamen­

tally altered our notion of the mov­

ing image. The exhibition T V as a 

Creative M e d i u m at the Howard Wise 

2. Everson Museum of Art, 
N a m June Paik: Video ' n' 

Videology, 1 9 5 9 - 1 9 7 3 , 

exhibition catalogue 
(Syracuse, N.Y.: Everson 
Museum of Art, 1974). 

3. Wolf Vostell, TVDé-

coll/age—Morning Glory, 

artist's book (New York: 
Smolin Gallery, 1963). 



98 J o h n G. Hanha rd t 

Gallery in New York in 1969 treated 

the television monitor as a con­

tainer of interactive and trans­

formed imagery with which artists 

created sculptural objects, and a 

kinetic medium, out of this manu­

factured technology Artists in this 

seminal exhibition included Tam-

bellini, Paik, and Eric Siegel. 

Parallel strategies emerged 

in the late 1960s as filmmakers 

explored the single frame of the 

filmstrip to articulate an optical 

aesthetic that removed and chal­

lenged the photographic authority 

of the film image. Paul Sharits's 

T , 0 , U , C , H , I , N , G (1968) was a 

"flicker" film employing the single 

frame to score alternating colors 

and sequences of images into 

an overall composition. James 

Whitney's optically constructed 

abstract images, such as Lapis 

(1966), played out strategies allied 

to the image-processing explora­

tions of artists working in video. 

Thus, this cinema explored an 

expanded abstraction that operated 

on multiple levels of spatial move­

ment and composition. 

Artists attempted a variety 

of ways to bring the viewer directly 

into the set of video images in their 

installations. This was achieved 

by placing closed-circuit cameras 

alongside live television transmis­

sions and prerecorded videotape 

sequences. This mix of points of 

view and temporalities implicated 

the viewer in television and video 

time and space. The technology 

also permitted the artist to retard 

the recorded image so the specta­

tor's image would appear on the 

monitor after the person had stood 

in front of the camera. These dis­

placements were explored by Les 

Levine in his video sculpture M s 

(1968) and in the installation W i p e 

C y c l e (1969) by Ira Schneider and 

Frank Gillette, further identifying 

media culture with other art forms 

that provide a forum for expression 

and the exploration of cognitive 

issues. The complex media culture 

that developed in the late 1960s 

and early 1970s was also made up 

of collectives of art ists—such 

as Raindance, Videofreex, and 

Guerilla T V — t h a t fashioned a 

new television and forms of docu­

mentary. Their publications identi­

fied the medium as potentially 

liberating and empowering within 

social and aesthetic dimensions. 

Dozens of individuals and groups 

shared their videotapes and plans 

for image processors and created 

work for a new public and commu­

nity television. 

Experiments in Art and 

Technology, founded by Billy Klü­

ver in 1966, established alliances 

with the corporate and public sec­

tor, world's fairs, and museums to 

create an expanded stage upon 

which artists could collaborate 

with scientists. Art and technology 

links were forged by putting artists 

together with engineers. Robert 

Rauschenberg was one of the par­

ticipants in Kluver's N i n e Evenings: 

T h e a t r e a n d E n g i n e e n n g (1966), with 

his installation/performance Open 

Score (1966), an elaborate produc­

tion employing live video and inter­

active electronic components to 

replay a virtual tennis match 

through new media. 

Alongside these initiatives, 

video was also appropriated by a 

generation of artists identified with 

such movements as conceptual, 

body, process, and performance art, 

bringing the videotape and closed-

circuit systems into structures that 

reexamined conceptual paradigms 

and space as a perceptual construct. 

During the late 1960s and early 

1970s, Bruce Nauman produced 

such film pieces as D a n c e or Exercise 

o n t h e P e n m e t e r of a S q u a r e (1967-68), 

which consisted of performative 

exercises that explored repetition 

and the temporality of duration. 

These films can be seen as pre­

cursors to his later work, such as 

C o r r i d o r ( 1 9 6 9 - 7 0 ) , in which two 

monitors were set on top of each 

other at the end of a narrow pas­

sageway, one displaying a live, 

closed-circuit image of the end of 

the corridor, the other a videotape 

of the same scene shot from the 

same point of view. Upon entering 

this narrow passage, the viewer dis­

covered an image of himself or her­

self on one monitor but not on the 

other. Thus, the viewer perceived 

the space through his or her own 

point of view, as well as that of the 

camera, creating spatial and tempo­

ral disjunctions. 

In a similar vein, the Austrian 

artist Valie Export created Adjoined 

D i s l o c a t i o n s (1973), an elaborately 

choreographed film installation. 

Here her body became a tripod, 

with two 8 m m cameras strapped 

to her torso—one on her back and 

the other on her chest. The entire 

action was then filmed on another 

1 6 m m camera, and the resulting 

film footage was projected side by 

side, with the two 8 m m and single 

1 6 m m films displayed simultane­

ously. Another related work was 

Joan Jonas's performance piece 

O r g a n i c H o n e y ' s V e r t i c a l R o l l (1972), 

in which she employed video and a 

closed-circuit video camera within 

the performance space, further 

extending the treatment of lan­

guage and narrative through pre­

recorded and live imagery. Thus, 

the movement of ideas through 

interactive and intermedia strate­

gies was explored by artists employ­

ing film and video in different yet 

related historical movements and 

aesthetic discourses. 
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In an untitled print from 

1973, Nam June Paik asked, "How 

soon [wil l the] TV chair... be avail­

able in most museums? How soon 

[wil l ] artists... have their own 

T V channels? How soon [wil l] 

wall-to-wall TV for video art . . . 

be installed in most homes?" Thus, 

Paik positioned his treatment of 

video within a far-reaching strategy 

of empowerment for artists and a 

recognition of video's enormous 

potential as an artist's medium. 

His sculptures transformed video 

into a plastic artist's medium in 

such pieces as R e a l F i s h / L i v e F i s h 

(1974), in which the video camera 

transmitted the live recording of 

fish swimming inside a CRT while 

the other monitors revealed the live 

video image of those fish. Paik's 

TV Eyepiece (1974) placed a live video 

camera inside a television console 

whose CRT had been removed. 

The television set was positioned 

in front of a window so that when 

the viewer looked through the 

screen, he or she also looked into 

the eyepiece of the video camera 

that recorded the view outside the 

window. During this period, Paik's 

G l o b a l G r o o v e (1973) was broadcast 

on television, a celebration of 

an artist's television with infinite 

channels of programs that also 

depicted the globally expanding 

commercialization of television. 

Paik's pieces from this period were 

ironic comments on the roles and 

functions of mass media, as well 

as compelling artworks. 

In the early 1970s, artists cre­

ated a new media landscape out 

of videotapes, films, and film and 

video installations, which expanded 

throughout the decade, enabling a 

new generation of artists to realize 

the potential of the moving image 

as an expressive creative medium. 

Peter Campus, in his installation 

mem (1973), placed a video camera 

in a darkened room illuminated 

by a black light for the camera. 

The viewer's body was projected at 

an angle onto the wall from a video 

projector. The live interaction with 

the space and the viewer's own 

representation explored how we 

compose and perceive ourselves. 

In that same year, Campus created 

his videotape T h r e e T r a n s i t i o n s . 

Using chroma-key effects, he "trans­

formed" his own image in psycho­

logically charged self-portraits, 

appearing to step out of himself; 

erasing himself; and, in the end, 

setting fire to his own image— 

leaving only blackness—in what 

is, finally, an evocative and poetic 

statement about the fragility of 

the media image. In the hands of 

artists, video gave us a new way to 

see ourselves and the world around 

us. And yet, as pervasive and pow­

erful as film and the media arts 

were and still are, they are fragile 

and vulnerable both to the ravages 

of neglect and to the forces that 

codify and separate the arts from 

each other and ignore the complex 

of our visual culture. 

The history of the museum's 

role in the presentation and preser­

vation of this history is critical for 

its survival. The efforts made in the 

late 1930s by Iris Barry, The Museum 

of Modern Art's founding curator 

of film, were critical to the preser­

vation of films by such key figures 

in the history of the cinema as 

D. W. Griffith. The establishment 

of the International Federation of 

Fi lm Archives in 1938 was a neces­

sary step to coordinate and share 

information and resources world­

wide. However, the resources 

for preserving this heritage are 

primarily directed to the history 

of the classical cinema. While 

The Museum of Modern Art and 

Anthology Fi lm Archives in New 

York have raised public awareness 

and devoted considerable resources 

to independent film history, 

this art form remains vulnerable 

and threatened by destruction. 

The complexity of the situation is 

marked by the changes in media 

technology that began in the 1980s 

and that are accelerating today. The 

future of 1 6 m m , 8 m m , and Super-

8 m m film stocks is in doubt. Many 

film projectors, cameras, video 

players and recorders, and formats 

of videotape and film stock with 

which artists originally worked are 

no longer manufactured. The labo­

ratories that process film are few, 

and duplicating these resources is 

prohibitively expensive. The films 

and videotapes themselves, the out-

takes, installation and performance 

plans, and related notes and pri­

mary source materials lie in boxes 

waiting for the archivist. But more 

than likely, as a generation of 

artists pass away, so too wi l l their 

work. In fact, virtually all of the 

work cited in this essay has either 

been partly preserved or stands 

at risk of being lost. We urgently 

need to look at the successes in 

preservation and strategically 

align the resources necessary to 

save this history of the media arts. 

I want to cite a project 

I developed as a means to save 

the films and videotapes of Andy 

Warhol. After his films had been 

withdrawn from distribution in 

the 1970s, Warhol agreed to allow 

me to screen and preserve them. 

I immediately established a collabo­

rative project between the Whitney 
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We urgently need to Look at the successes 
in preservation and strategically align the 
resources necessary to save this history 
of the media arts. 

Museum of American Art and The 

Museum of Modern Art's depart­

ment of film, in which the Whitney 

Museum would provide the leader­

ship and establish the scholarly 

apparatus to catalogue and identify 

Warhol's films and filmmaking 

process and The Museum of Mod­

ern Art 's archive would restore and 

preserve the films. After Warhol's 

death, the project continued with 

the support of the Andy Warhol 

Foundation and has been a great 

success. The result is that films that 

existed largely in people's memo­

ries and were seen only, i f at all, 

in scratched and damaged copies 

or as stills in books can now be 

experienced in their rich tonalities 

and recognized for their complex 

engagement with the visual arts, 

narrative, and treatments of filmic 

construction. It is clear that War­

hol's films are central both to a 

complete understanding of his aes­

thetic and to film and art history. 

The example of the Andy 

Warhol film project demonstrates 

how strategic partnerships can 

develop a means to realize an ambi­

tious and complex goal. However, 

the challenge is enormous, as 

the preservation of video and film 

demands pooling resources to cre­

ate stockpiles of equipment; shar­

ing knowledge between different 

areas of conservation and scien­

tific research; establishing guide­

lines both for maintaining and 

reinstalling installation and per­

formance work with film and video 

components, and for maintaining 

and replacing technology so the 

original intention of the artist can 

be followed; ensuring proper stor­

age conditions and facilities for 

media; and establishing priorities 

and standard procedures for trans­

ferring original media to digital 

formats. The efforts of the Interna­

tional Federation of F i lm Archives 

and the Bay Area Video Coalition 

and their Playback 1996 Video 

Preservation Roundtable indicate 

that, in addition to pooling techni­

cal resources, it is critical that cura­

tors, art historians, and media and 

film scholars share information. 

In conclusion, it is essential 

that museums play a leadership 

role in recognizing the history of 

film and the media arts as art forms 

and in ensuring their conservation 

and preservation. The intertextual 

relationship of these discourses 

to the other arts and the history of 

classical cinema places it outside 

traditional film and art history. 

Thus, it is essential that this history 

not be left at risk in the margins, 

but rather acknowledged and 

placed in a historiographie context 

and model that recognizes the pro­

found and complex impact of film 

and the media arts on our art and 

cultural history. The development 

of critical and interpretive lan­

guages and the establishment of a 

historiography for film and video 

wi l l develop hand in hand with the 

guidelines necessary to determine 

the priorities in preservation and 

the allocation of resources. Such 

decisions can best be made in a 

concerted effort by curators, schol­

ars, and conservation specialists 

working together to develop and 

implement sophisticated historio­

graphie methodologies, along 

with the preservation procedures, 

planning, and technologies, so a 

more complete and complex body 

of film and media is understood, 

appreciated, and saved for current 

and future generations. 
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PRESERVING NOW 

Cliff Einstein 

In terms of art preservation, I have 

always been fascinated with the dif­

ference between what I call "com­

mercial art" and what I call "fine 

art." This is because I do not yet 

know what is commercial and what 

is fine, and I do not think we can 

distinguish between them while 

we are in the middle of living with 

them. So our great task of preserv­

ing begins with somebody telling 

us which objects we are supposed 

to preserve, because we cannot pre­

serve them all. 

In 1990, The Museum of 

Modern Art in New York organized 

an exhibition titled High and L o w — 

M o d e r n A r t a n d P o p u l a r C u l t u r e , 

which dealt with the ever-cycling 

relationship between popular cul­

ture and fine art. The issues of 

whether we should be making art 

today that wi l l last, who should 

worry about preserving it, and 

our obligation to ensure that the 

future has access to it are somewhat 

related to that show—because 

fine art today no longer reflects 

our popular culture; it is our popu­

lar culture. 

Toward the end of this cen­

tury, we have really become what 

I call "creatures of the now." 

Television has emerged as our 

most influential religion. God, it 

turns out, is in the tube. We can­

not avoid that. Each evening, the 

six o'clock news tells us today's 

truths, which become the rules 

we live by until tomorrow, when 

we learn new truths. So we do 

not rebuild the shrine, i f you wil l, 

every twenty years, as Bill Viola 

observed (see "Permanent Imper­

manence," page 91); we rebuild it 

every day, and every day we have 

a new belief system. 

Our artists live in this world. 

Consequently, they are more con­

cerned with impact making than 

with making something that wi l l 

last. They have been driven to a 

point where they want to make a 

big impression right away, as fast 

and with as much power as they 

can. Worrying about whether their 

grandchildren wi l l like it or future 

generations wi l l see it has been 

replaced with an overwhelming 

need—which I do not think existed 

centuries ago—to make some­

thing that has a huge impact imme­

diately. This, then, results in work 

that is truly strange and difficult to 

preserve, because it is not being 

made from materials that are natu­

rally preservable. We do not see, 

necessarily, oil on canvas or bronze. 

We do not see work that is neces­

sarily easy to conserve. 

We could take a walk 

through a collection, which in this 

case is mine and my wife's, and try 

to imagine which artworks may 

still be around in the future. In 

the gallery shown in Figure 1 is 

Cafe M a c e d o n i a (1984), a sculpture 

by John Chamberlain. This piece 

is pretty safe. It is made from car 

parts, painted with automotive 

paints. Cars last a long time, so this 

work ought to be easy to conserve. 

On the wall of the same room is 

C a d i l l a c H o t e l (1984), a painting on 

Our great task of preserving begins 
with somebody telling us which objects 
we are supposed to preserve, because 
we cannot preserve them all. 
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Fine art today no longer 
reflects our popular culture; 
it is our popular culture. 

canvas by John Register made the 

good old-fashioned way with a lit­

tle bit of varnish. I think it wi l l do 

fine as well. In the center is a table 

by Ettore Sottsass. This is a one-

of-a-kind piece that started the 

Memphis Furniture Movement in 

the early 1980s. It was originally 

made as a counterattack on the 

German furniture of other periods 

that was supposed to last forever. 

This work was high-fashion furni­

ture made from whatever material 

was at hand. Now it has become 

collectible, and we do not really 

know how to preserve it or whether 

it w i l l last. A piece I call "Silver 

Shoes" by Yayoi Kusama was made 

twenty years ago with shoes of 

that day painted with some kind 

of silver paint. I have no idea how 

long this wi l l last or what I am sup­

posed to do about it. I do not even 

know how to pick it up and carry it 

or hold it or pack it. I do not know 

what to wrap it in. This issue 

is interesting, because art made 

centuries ago was not meant to 

be sent around to museum shows. 

It did not need to be portable. 

But artists today make work and 

hope it wi l l travel, and when it trav­

els enough it gets ruined. I f it gets 

ruined, we have stopped preserving 

or conserving it. 

In another room, I have a 

drawing by Philip Guston; I sup­

pose i f I keep light off of it and 

I am very careful with it, it wi l l last. 

I have a painting and collage by 

Alfred Leslie with glass over it that 

I keep out of the light, and I hope 

F I G U R E 1 
Author's gallery (clockwise from left): John 
Chamberlain, Cafe Macedonia, 1984, chromium 
steel plate and paint; John Register, Cadillac Hotel, 
1984, oil on canvas; Ettore Sottsass, Park 1981 
(Memphis table), marble, glass, fiberglass, 
chrome steel. 

it lasts, although it looks rather 

fragile. Wi l lem de Kooning's 

F l o a t i n g F i g u r e (1972) is made out 

of bronze, which is good forever. 

Down the hall is a piece by David 

Hammons, an untitled work from 

1994, that shows a lady's or girl's 

silk nightgown, and under it, repre­

senting a pregnant woman, an 

African mask. It is a very telling, 

beautiful, poignant piece. The artist 

recommends putting a large candle 

on the floor and lighting it so that 

smoke wi l l go up the dress while 

you are looking at it. I think that 

may ruin it, but I do what I am told. 

I have no idea what is going to hap­

pen. I keep this one out of the light. 

In a large gallery, shown in 

Figure 2, are a myriad of pieces 

that are nightmares to own. K ik i 

Smith's fabulous sculpture, T r a i n 

(1993), is made from wax. What a 

great material to make something 

out o f — i t is almost impossible. 

How do you pick it up? How do 

you pack it? In 1995, the Centre 

Georges Pompidou in Paris called 

us and said, "We must have it for 

our show Féminimasculin: L e s e x 

de l ' a r t . " 

"We would have no idea 

how to send it to you," we replied. 

"We must have it. We wi l l 

do anything," they wrote back. 

"We are very honored," 

we said. "We just can't imagine 

how to get it to you. It is fragile. 

And—you do not understand— 

to install it, you put steel spikes in 

the ground. There are PVC [plastic] 

tubes we have created that run up 

the legs. We could never explain 

that in another language. You prob­

ably would not have the right tools 

anyway You use metric. We use 

inches. This wi l l never work." 

They wrote us back a third 

letter, saying, "What do you want?" 

I answered, "Two tickets to 

Paris. My wife and I go, we take it 

out, we install it. Stephanie Barron 

from the Los Angeles County 

Museum of Art takes it home." 

They said, "OK." So that 

is what we did. It worked very 

well, and, miraculously, it returned 

unharmed. 
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F I G U R E 2 
Author's large gallery (from lefl to right): Alfred 
Jensen, Magic Square, i 9 6 0 , oil on canvas; Stephen 
De Staebler, Clubwinged Angel, 1987, bronze; 
Richard Prince, D r i n k Canada Dry, 1989, acrylic 
and silkscreen on canvas; Peter Shelton, Iron 
Shoulder, 1988, cast metal; Chris Burden, Medusa's 
Flying Moon, 1992, kinetic sculpture with internal 
motor, plywood, steel, tar, cement, rock, wood, 
plaster, paint, plastic, many model trains and 
track; Sigmar Polke, Untitled, 1975, photograph; 
Saint Clair Cemin, A l m a , 1990, marble and wood; 
Gunther Forg, Untitled, 1990, acrylic on lead; 
Edward Kienholz and Nancy Reddin Kienholz, 
The Shine on Shine, 1987, mixed media; Kiki Smith, 
T r a i n , 1993, wax with glass beads. 

Also, in the large gallery-

is Chris Burden's M e d u s a ' s F l y i n g 

M o o n (1992), a two-thousand-pound 

globe that turns electrically and 

represents the world when the 

world is over. The only things left 

are trains that encircle the g lobe— 

like the snakes around Medusa's 

head—and dump yards of sorts, 

where all our refuse goes. It is a 

magnificent piece that takes sixteen 

men to install. You have to take the 

roof off. It takes a one-hundred-

foot crane to lift it and its frame 

over the house. At one point, while 

it is being lifted over the house, 

you realize that i f it drops, both the 

piece and your house are destroyed 

at the same time. It is electric, 

and it turns for awhile. Then you 

check the warranty, see how many 

miles have gone by, and wonder 

how you wi l l ever fly it i f it breaks. 

There are only two people who 

can fix it: Burden and an assistant. 

They come out. They cut open 

the globe. There is a secret passage 

(I still do not know where it is). 

A guy puts his head in there and 

works on the gears for awhile, then 

closes it up. It is much harder to 

keep than a Jaguar. 

Edward Kienholz knew one 

thing: He knew his work would 

travel, so he put big handholds all 

over the place—places to grip. 

His construct, T h e S h i n e o n S h i n e 

(1987), also shown in Figure 2, 

comes apart easily, because he was 

a builder, and he made it modular 

so it could be put back together. 

But it is made from odd materials. 

It has resin all over it, the magic 

element of the latter half of this 

century. Artists have fallen in love 

with resin. I do not know if resin 

lasts. I have no idea what it does. 

I do know it changes color. The 

piece looks really good now, but 

I have no idea what it wi l l look 

like in two hundred years. I do not 

know what I am supposed to do 

to i t — i f I am supposed to shine 

it, dust it, wash it, spray it. I just 

kind of adore it, and we look at it 

all the time. 

An untitled painting from 

1953 by John McLaughlin is made 

with house paint. Wi l l it last? 

I don't know. We also have a beauti­

ful Alfred Jensen painting, M a g i c 

S q u a r e ( i 9 6 0 ) ( F I G . 2) from the first 

Jensen series, with numbers on it. 

It was shown in 1985 at the Solomon 

R. Guggenheim Museum in New 

York in that wonderful retrospective 

show, P a i n t i n g s a n d W o r k s o n P a p e r . 

This painting was made with oil 

paints squeezed out of a t u b e — 

very pure. It should last for a 

long time. 

Richard Prince made the joke 

painting D n n k C a n a d a D r y (1989), 

also shown in Figure 2 .1 bought 

it, and three months later, noticed 

that the purple had started to fade. 

I thought it was me. I checked 

my light bulbs. I had been careful. 

I called Richard and said, "What's 

going on?" 

"Oh, I hope you like this," 

he said, "but I had this wi ld idea. 

It's kind of an old joke that's fading 

away, so I used disappearing ink." 
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F I G U R E 3 

Nancy Rubins, Einstein's Place and M a r k Thompson's 
A i r p l a n e Parts, 1997. Metal, 7.32 χ 11.58 m (24 χ 38 ft.). 
Collection of the author, Los Angeles. 
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" I 'm going to send you a 

check," I said, "and you' l l notice I 

signed my name in the same stuff." 

Now how could I deal with 

preservation when this painting 

was fading away in front of my 

eyes, and I had not even owned it 

for a year? But it turns out that it is 

kind of marvelous because it is an 

old joke, and it is fading away. Now, 

years later, the type is all white, and 

I think it has stopped fading. I think 

the green starts fading next year, 

but I 'm not sure. 

Charles Ray used Tupper-

ware to make T a b l e (1990), a sculp­

ture that is a table with objects on 

it. We do not see Tupperware in 

ancient Rome. I do not think it lasts 

a long time. His table is fantastic. 

The bowls actually have no bot­

toms because they are sort of sewn 

into the Lucite top. So you think it 

is just a bunch of bowls on a table, 

but as you approach it, you find out 

the bowls and the table are really 

one piece that has been flowed 

together. And this work is now 

traveling around the country, 

I 'm afraid. 

In another room is a sculp­

ture by Magdalena Abakanowicz. 

She made her work of sand and 

burlap and the ever-popular resin. 

I hope the resin keeps the sand on 

the burlap, but I do not have any 

idea if it wil l. 

Our ever-popular Nam June 

Paik work is made with 1948 televi­

sion sets but with 1985 Motorola 

mobile monitors inside; the preser­

vation problem is already solved 

by Paik in this instance, because 

if one of the sets goes on the blink, 

we just take it out and put another 

monitor in. As long as the video­

tape that presents the program 

lasts, we are OK. I suppose I should 

change the tape player to a disc 

player. T ime marches on. 

Outside is Toshikatsu Endo's 

E p i t a p h (1993). We were told we 

could install it outside, but it is 

eroding. Somehow, this seems all 

right. When Endo saw it, he said 

it was all right. I do not know how 

long a life it wi l l have. I suspect it 

wi l l outlive us. 

Nancy Rubins's outdoor 

sculpture, E i n s t e i n ' s P l a c e a n d M a r k 

T h o m p s o n ' s A i r p l a n e P a r t s (1997) 

( F I G . 3), is a towering work of 

crashed airplane parts. I think this 

piece wi l l last because airplanes are 

not allowed to rust. Planes last a 

long time. These have already 

crashed, so I think the worst is 

over. I asked the artist, "What do 

we do if we don't live here any­

more?" She said, " I haven't thought 

that far." 

Finally, James Turrell 's S e c o n d 

M e e t i n g ( 1985-86) is also outside 

( F I G . 4 ) . We have to keep it very 

pristine because we are its caretak­

ers. We replaster it and repaint it 

all the time. Of course, i f it were 

ever destroyed we could always 

build another one. This work can 

last forever, as long as the money 

holds out. 

As a collector, I do not know 

what I am supposed to conserve, 

and I do not think there is any way 

of knowing that. I do not think it is 

my responsibility to solve the prob­

lem of conserving a work i f the 

artist has chosen to make it out 

of something that is inherently 

unstable. About all I can do is take 

it home, lend it, eventually give it 

to a museum, and know that it 

has a life because it really reflects 

the sort of transitional existence 

we have at the end of this century. 

Art reflects us. We are crea­

tures of the now. The work is being 

done for now. What it wi l l be like 

in two hundred years, I really do 

not know. But we can take a pic­

ture of it, transfer that to a digital 

file, send the file on the Internet, 

transfer it to our six-foot gas-plasma 

screen on the wall, and then just 

switch on art all the time by flick­

ing a little button. Various paint­

ings wi l l come up, and they wi l l 

be perfect because they wi l l be digi­

tally preserved forever. 

F I G U R E U 
James Turrell, Second Meeting, 1985-86. Sky space, 
6.1 χ 6.1 χ 6.1 m (20 χ 20 χ 20 ft.). 
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INFINITE COLUMNS AND FINITE SOLUTIONS 

David A. Scott, 

Vladimir Kucera, 

and Bo Rendahl 

F I G U R E 1 
Constantin Brancusi, I n f i n i t e Column, 1937, 
Tîrgu Jiu, Romania. Cast-iron modules thermally 
sprayed with brass coating, 29.33 m χ 90 cm 
(approx. 96 ft., 3 in. χ 3 ft.). The column is com­
posed of fifteen modules, or elements, with half 
an element at the top. Each complete module is 
180 cm (70/8 in.) high. 

There are extrinsic and intrinsic 

properties of matter that have a 

direct bearing on the preservation 

of twentieth-century works of art. 

Some works, one could argue, are 

more immortal than others simply 

because of their intrinsic material 

existence. A six-thousand-year-

old bronze staff from the Nahal 

Mishmar horde, for example, wi l l 

probably continue to survive six 

thousand years from now. That an 

ancient object has achieved that 

kind of immortality through the 

vicissitudes of fate makes one real­

ize the vagaries of time over which 

we have very little control, and the 

interactions of the ever-changing 

environment with materials. 

Some twentieth-century 

works of art w i l l also achieve a 

kind of immortality through 

the materials of which they are 

made; others, such as British artist 

Damien Hirst's cattle heads pre­

served in formaldehyde solutions, 

may not necessarily be so easy to 

maintain, but perhaps the artist 

never intended them to be. 

The subject of this essay is a 

work of art by an artist who surely 

did not intend it to be ephemeral: 

Constantin Brancusi's monumen­

tal sculpture, the I n f i n i t e C o l u m n 

(1937), sometimes called the E n d l e s s 

C o l u m n . Brancusi, one of the most 

influential of twentieth-century 

artists, found his genius in the cre­

ation of simple, elemental forms in 

wood, stone, and bronze. As Henry 

Moore wrote: 

Since the Gothic, European 

sculpture had become over­

grown wi th moss, weeds, all 

sorts of surface excrescences 

which completely concealed 

shape. It was Brancusfs special 
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mission to get rid of this under­

growth and to make us once 

more shape-conscious. 1 

Brancusi made many ver­

sions of the I n f i n i t e C o l u m n in wood 

and plaster, most of which can be 

dated between the years 1918 and 

1937. Each consists of a series of 

repeated modules, threaded like 

beads on a wire. One carved in 

oak, for example, was 2.03 meters 

(6 feet, 8 inches) high. Through the 

construction of various iterations 

of this idea over a period of almost 

two decades, Brancusi arrived at an 

ideal, platonic relationship between 

the dimensions of the rhomboidal 

element that serves as the repeating 

unit of these columns. 

Brancusi had always wished 

to find a venue for the ultimate 

version of the Infinite C o l u m n . 
His opportunity finally came in 

1937, when a group of mothers 

of Tîrgu J iu, Romania, not far 

from Brancusi's own birthplace, 

approached the artist to build a 

monument to their children and 

young men, killed defending a 

1. O x f o r d Concise 

Encyclopedia of A r t 

a n d A r t i s t s , 1994 ed., 
s.v. "Moore, Henry." 

2. Sidney Geist, Brancusi: 

A S t u d y of t h e S c u l p t u r e 

(London: Studio Vista, 
1968), 125,126-27. 

bridge from the German army 

during the First World War. Accept­

ing no money for the commission, 

Brancusi conceived of an ambitious 

assemblage of three related sculp­

tures that would extend through 

the city. These became T a b l e o f 

S i l e n c e (1937) and G a t e o f t h e K i s s 

(1937), both in stone, leading to a 

towering I n f i n i t e C o l u m n , a slender 

concertina of repeating elements. 

Erected at a height of 29.33 meters 

(96 feet, 3 inches), the I n f i n i t e C o l ­

umn has come to symbolize one 

of the outstanding achievements 

of Brancusi's oeuvre ( F I G . I ) . 

The engineering of the col­

umn is really quite extraordinary, 

and it is very difficult to appreciate 

the power of the sculpture unless 

one makes the pilgrimage to Tîrgu 

Jiu. As Sidney Geist wrote: 

[T]he C o l u m n while appre­

hended immediately, offers 

a surprising variety of aspect; 

its great size is not easily 

enveloped by the mind 

T h e C o l u m n , its repeated ele­

ments towering to the sky, cre­

ates a sensation of pulsation, 

regular breathing, upward 

flight, infinite ascension. 

A n image of mounting prayer 

and aspiration, it alternatively 

suggests a connection between 

the upper regions and the 

earth Brancusi told a friend 

that to understand it he should 

lay his hand on it . 2 

The Romanian engineer 

Stefan Georgescu-Gorjan worked 

with Brancusi on the engineering 

of the column, which was skillfully 

constructed of cast-iron panels 

erected over an interior framework 

of carbon-steel girders and carbon-

steel jacket ( F I G . 2) . The technicali­

ties of the work are, however, part 

of the problem of its restoration 

and conservation for the future. 

The structure is sunk 4.6 meters 

(15 feet) into the ground in concrete 

and consists of a steel framework 

with cast-iron modules threaded 

onto it to like large beads, which 

are then thermally sprayed with 

brass. The thermal-spraying tech-

F I G U R E 2 
Photograph, 1936 or 1937, showing the I n f i n i t e 
Column under construction. Brancusi is shown 
in the center, walking toward the column. 
Source unknown. 
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F I G U R E 3 
Detail, Brancusi's I n f i n i t e Column, showing 
areas of deterioration, including blistering of 
the sprayed brass coating and rusting of the 
underlying cast iron. 

nology, sometimes referred to 

as metallization, was developed in 

Switzerland at the beginning of 

this century. In this process, a metal 

powder is forced through a com­

pressor, heated over a flame, and 

the molten particles used to coat a 

variety of substrates. 

Unlike a traditional bronze 

sculpture, the problem here is in 

dealing with a complicated assem­

blage of materials. Obviously, 

Brancusi's intent was not to have 

a sculpture that would tarnish like 

an ordinary bronze but one that 

would continue to reflect light, like 

the polished surfaces of his indoor 

figures. The thermally sprayed 

coating is somewhat porous and 

must be smoothed and polished 

to create anything like the golden 

surfaces that Brancusi had used 

on his small sculptures, such as his 

Bird in Space series, which he began 

in 1923. The efforts of the original 

engineers in the construction of 

this sculpture were really extraor­

dinarily praiseworthy. But what 

they did not realize was that, with 

time, the hand-finished, hand-

polished brass surfaces that Bran­

cusi desired would not be able 

to last long outdoors. 

Preserving a polished brass 

surface to a golden finish in the 

outdoor environment is essentially 

a non sequitur. Bronze sculptures 

are left to naturally weather and, 

although corroded and turned 

green, are rarely in a perilous con­

dition. The same cannot be said 

for the I n f i n i t e C o l u m n ; i f the artist's 

intent was to preserve a golden 

surface, he clearly did not realize 

how difficult a task the preser­

vation of his masterpiece would 

prove to be. Today, the column is 

a heavily tarnished, tawny brown. 

The outer brass skin is clearly 

blistering in places and becoming 

detached from the cast iron, which 

itself has begun to suffer from 

corrosion; plumes of rust can be 

seen descending from damaged 

regions of the surface as the cast 

iron corrodes away ( F I G . 3). From 

the carbon-steel interior of the 

column, large handfuls of rust can 

be grasped from an inspection hole 

near the ground. 

Other problems are obvious 

at the base of the sculpture. People 

have a tendency not only to touch 

the surface, but also to scratch 

graffiti onto it. It is clear that the 

preservation of the column and 

the artistic integrity of its message 

has been neglected and that there 

has been no routine maintenance 

of the structure so essential for its 

continued survival. 

The sculpture has suffered 

political abuse as well. The Com­

munists so hated Brancusi that, 

in the 1950s, the mayor of Tîrgu 

Jiu ordered the demolition of 
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There is no path of minimum interven-
tion for this work. Either an attempt at 
restoration is made, or the work decays. 

3. The authors would like 
to thank their Romanian 
colleagues for several 
helpful discussions over 
the years, particularly 
Radu Varia, president of 
the International Brancusi 
Foundation. Special thanks 
are due to Maria Boeru, 
chemist at the Agentia de 
Protectie a Mediului, who 
carried out essential liai­
son work in Tîrgu Jiu, regu­
larly replacing passive 
monitors and sending 
them to Sweden for evalu­
ation. Maria Boeru also 
provided data for the ele­
mental composition of 
rainfall in the Tîrgu Jiu 
area, where one atmos­
pheric testing station is 
quite close to the I n f i n i t e 

Column. The interest in 
and initial work carried 
out on this project by 
Neville Agnew, group 
director, Information and 
Communication, and 
Dusan Stulik, senior 
scientist, both of the Getty 
Conservation Institute, are 
gratefully acknowledged. 

the Infinite Column. Attempts were 

made to pull the structure down 

with horses and ropes—or trac­

tors, according to one account— 

which failed after days of futile 

toil. Accounts also vary as to how 

much damage was occasioned to 

the sculpture by the demolition 

effort. There is also some debate as 

to whether the column is leaning 

7 degrees to the vertical, suggesting 

that the attempt at demolition may 

have created some slight move­

ment of the column. Cracking of 

the concrete foundations is visible 

at the base of the sculpture, but 

without an investigation of the 

structural integrity of this part of 

the sculpture, it is difficult to assess 

the extent of damage to the foun­

dations. The structural problems 

cannot really be studied until the 

column is dismantled. 

Most of us would not be 

happy to allow this work to rust 

away in a Ruskin-like acceptance 

of the death of the artwork, leaving 

us only with its legend. Most con­

servation professionals would agree 

that preservation or restoration of 

the column is viable, though it is 

not conservable in the same sense 

that an outdoor bronze normally 

would be. There is no path 

of minimum intervention for the 

Infinite Column. Either an attempt 

at restoration is made, or the work 

decays. Eventually, it would have to 

be pulled down as an architectural 

folly, a hazard of corroded iron and 

rusted surfaces. 

Some have proposed remov­

ing the original sculpture to an 

indoor location and replacing it 

with a replica. This is hardly prac­

tical; a work of such great height 

is not amenable to replacement. 

The cost of preparing a convincing 

replica and of removing the origi­

nal to a presently nonexistent 

indoor location would be prohibi­

tively expensive. 

Another option, that of dis­

mantling and restoring the sculp­

ture to an appearance in keeping 

with the aesthetic of the artist 

( F I G . 4) was ultimately advocated by 

the International Brancusi Founda­

tion, led by the Romanian art 

historian Radu Varia, who origi­

nally approached the Getty Con­

servation Institute in Los Angeles 

for advice. The GCI began work­

ing with the Swedish Corrosion 

Institute in March 1994, studying 

the rusting of the internal steel 

framework of the piece, the corro­

sion of the iron modules, and the 

deterioration of the sprayed metal­

lic coating. The team then devel­

oped a series of recommendations, 

bearing in mind that all conserva­

tion and engineering work would 

need to be carried out by the 

Romanian professionals. The final 

restoration of the I n f i n i t e C o l u m n 

is, therefore, in the hands of the 

Romanians and the International 

Brancusi Foundation.3 

Two attempts at restoration 

of the column had already been 

made by the Romanians, one 

in 1964 and the other in 1976, in 

which a sprayed coating was reap­

plied to the outer surface. After 

twenty years outdoors, the pre­

vious surface had laminated, 

cracked and degraded and no 

longer provided any protection to 

the sculpture. In pursuing another 

restoration, the conservators 

were not, therefore, destroying 

the original coating but rather 

a failed restoration of our own 

t ime—as any restoration of this 

work may prove to fail in time 

unless properly maintained. 

In present-day conservation 

practice, we seek to preserve 

all vestiges of original material, 

especially since the brutal restora­

tions of art in the past have often 

resulted in the obliteration of the 

original hand and eye of the ere-
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ator. However, in the case of the 

Infinite Column, Brancusi's original 

intention wi l l not be destroyed i f 

an attempt is made to preserve the 

form and appearance of the sculp­

ture; the essence of the work of 

art is contained in the shape and 

dimensions of the cast-iron 

modules (which must, of course, 

be preserved). 

With regard to the surface of 

the work, the original aesthetic has 

been lost as the result of previous 

recoating efforts. The decision as 

to what color should be attempted 

is complicated, given that the origi­

nal coating no doubt underwent a 

change in color after a short period 

of exposure to the outdoors. 

The GCI and the Swedish Corro­

sion Institute have successfully 

found a brassy-colored a l l o y — 

based on a Swedish coinage alloy 

of copper, aluminum, zinc, and 

t i n — t o replace the copper-zinc 

alloy, which has tarnished badly, 

and have recommended the alloy 

to the International Brancusi Foun­

dation. The team has also recom­

mended that, in order to preserve 

the appearance of this new, ther­

mally sprayed coating, additional 

protection be provided with an 

acrylic lacquer and a wax outer 

coat, which, with regular mainte­

nance, should ensure that the 

sculpture retains a golden hue for 

several years. 

There is room for discussion 

about what happens with the 

carbon-steel armature of the sculp­

ture. Should this interior element 

be replaced when the column is dis-

F I G U R E ι* 

View of I n f i n i t e Column from the 
north side after dismantling the 
top two elements, to be stored in 
the temporary buildings below. 

In present-day conservation practice, 
we seek to preserve all vestiges of 
original material, especially since the 
brutal restorations of art in the past 
have often resulted in the obliteration of 
the original hand and eye of the creator. 
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mantled, or can it be salvaged by 

scraping away the rust, reconstitut­

ing it, and reusing it in the recon­

struction? Neither option is easy, 

any more than is the protection of 

the outer surface of the sculpture. 

The problems of restoration 

are not infinite, but they are formi­

dable. The most mundane is simply 

the cost. About two tons of metal 

are required for the exterior coat­

ing, liters of organic coatings, hun­

dreds of kilograms of wax outer 

coating, hundreds of hours of 

work to move everything safely, 

several metric tons of stainless steel 

for a new armature, half a ton of 

zinc or aluminum, thousands of 

kilograms of new cement to set 

the foundations, not to mention 

the costs of scaffolding, crane, and 

building workers, along with the 

technicians, scientists, and princi­

pal organizers. The cost is clearly 

much greater than that envisaged 

for the restoration of a typical out­

door bronze sculpture. 

Perhaps the most difficult 

issue in regard to the Infinite Column 

is the need for maintenance. Unfor­

tunately, in our society of dispos­

able materials, maintenance is not 

something we are particularly good 

at; in the Romanian context, there 

has been little incentive to repair 

and rebuild the vestiges of the past. 

It is for this reason that the estab­

lishment and agreement of a pro­

scribed maintenance regime is such 

an important part of the future of 

the work. 

The case of the I n f i n i t e C o l u m n 

bears witness to an evolution of 

materials: from materials known 

for thousands of years as suitable 

for external use; to those of the 

early twentieth century, a century 

that rashly believed it could do bet­

ter; to our own time at the end of 

the century, with its ever-evolving 

scientifically "approved" materials. 

We hope these new materials 

wi l l be an improvement on those 

Brancusi used without distorting 

the artistic message of the Infinite 

Column, its assemblage with its 

related works, Gate of the Kiss and 

T a b l e of S i l e n c e , and its purpose as 

a work of art. 



PART 4 
% 

The Ecosystem



This page intentionally left blank 



115 

PROJECTILES 

Tony Cragg 

There are still only three basic 

themes or subjects for making a r t — 

as academically classified, these 

are figure, landscape, and still 

life. Nevertheless, over the last 

hundred years, the definition 

of each of these three groups has 

changed radically. 

Although the human figure 

a hundred years ago appeared from 

the outside very similar to our 

own, we know a lot more about it 

now. We know a lot more about its 

chemistry, its structure, its psychia­

try, its psychology. We know a lot 

more about its history. It is much 

more complicated today to build 

an accurate picture of the figure, as 

such, leading one to consider that 

a Rubens painting, a voluptuous 

pink thing, is not really adequate 

to represent the figure at this point 

in time. 

The same has happened to 

the landscape. The landscape of a 

century ago was perhaps a pastoral, 

pleasant thing, but nowadays 

we have many different landscapes 

and landscape structures. We now 

know about the landscapes at the 

bottom of oceans, on other plan­

ets, at the bottom of the sea. We 

know about landscapes that are of 

a molecular nature and those that 

go inside the fabric of every mate­

rial that has been invented. We have 

many very different structures. 

This applies to the figure 

as well. The figure is not just the 

human figure isolated unto itself; 

it is a much-extended figure. 

Not only does our knowledge of 

the figure extend back to our 

ancestors, right back down through 

many millions of years to the 

smallest organism, it also extends 

laterally into a kindredship, a rela­

tionship with all other living beings 

on this planet with which we are, 

in some sense, intricately related. 

This gives us a much bigger, 

extended idea of what the figure 

can be, living in many newly 

defined frameworks. 

The third category—still 

l i fe—can be looked at, in a sense, 

as being all of the things the organ­

ism or figure needs to exist in its 

given framework, all of the things 

that facilitate our survival: things 

that make us happy, make us com­

fortable, make life more livable or 

even possible. This third group has 
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Now, at the end of this century, we 
literally have everything —from excre­
ment to gold —to make art with and 
to give the work its own metaphor, 
its own meaning, its own life, filling 
up the work with meaning and poetry. 

also expanded enormously over 

the last hundred years. There is a 

description from Vincent van Gogh 

in which he walks over a rubbish 

pit in his village and describes a fan­

tastic world of colors and forms 

and shapes. Although van Gogh 

was not prepared to actually use 

these materials in his work, he was 

at least aware of them. And this 

was, perhaps, a sign of the fruits of 

the Industrial Revolution imping­

ing more and more on the lives of 

human beings. 

One very central thrust dur­

ing the course of the last hundred 

years of making art—perhaps the 

predicate of art in the twentieth 

century—is that artists have rushed 

through the world looking for dif­

ferent kinds of materials to use in 

making their art. At the turn of the 

last century, a very big non-art 

world still existed. An artist's strat­

egy would be to go and look at 

this non-art world, find things, 

and bring them into the art world. 

During that period, a certain shock 

effect was associated with this 

activity, because it was a new 

strategy for looking at the objects 

that we make ourselves. For the 

first time, these fabricated objects 

escaped from their banal existence 

and started to have a different 

kind of existence; they became 

carriers of important messages, of 

emotions, of meanings, of ideas. 

This process, starting tradi­

tionally with Marcel Duchamp's 

p i s s o i r , continues very clearly with 

Dada, through Fluxus and pop art, 

up to the present day. Now, at the 

end of this century, it has started 

to slow down, as we realize that the 

artist's prime motivation for mak­

ing art is not to rush through the 

world to find another new mate­

rial. Whereas in the nineteenth 

century, there were not really that 

many materials to make art with, 

now we literally have everything— 

from excrement to gold—to make 

art with and to give the work its 

own metaphor, its own meaning, 

its own life, filling up the work 

with meaning and poetry. Perhaps 

at this point artists have stopped 

nominating new materials. Now 

we can begin looking for differ­

ent kinds of meaning, different 

approaches, and different possi­

bilities that are not just of a formal 

nature. With every material, a 

new technique is needed, with 

new tools, new forms, and so on. 

Finally, in a finite world, everything 

gets nominated. Our process of 

nominating materials wi l l continue, 

but it has certainly slowed down. 

We need objects as a visual 

language in the way we have words 

and letters; they make up an alpha­

bet. For every object, we have a 

balloon of meaning—a balloon 

around the object, a balloon we 

give to it by grace of our own intel­

lectual energy. This balloon is full 

of poetry, of metaphor, of the 

object's history, its science, and all 

the qualities we ascribe to objects. 

These balloons of meaning are 

obvious in natural objects or mate­

rials that have been with us for a 

very long time. It is not the thing's 

physical existence but rather its 

"metaphysical existence," i f one 

wants to risk the term, that is very, 

very large. Words like m o u n t a i n , 

river, s t o n e , f i r e are very strong, rich 
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F I G U R E 1 

Tony Cragg, Forminifera, 1997. Plaster, steel; 5.84 χ 12.45 
χ 11.68 m (230 χ 490 χ 460 in.). 

metaphors for us to be using in our 

language, our poetry, our thoughts, 

and our history 

In our quest to actually 

expand our visual vocabulary, our 

visual language, we continue to 

look for sense and meaning in our 

own products, the products of our 

own time. This is very exciting for 

sculptors today because it offers us 

a whole new perspective ( F I G S . 1-4). 

With so many more materials avail­

able to be used for making art, this 

could be the beginning of a new 

generation of sculpture making. 

Sculpture making is quite 

difficult. When you are a child, 

your mother does not like you to 

make it in the living room, and it 

is not really very well supported 

at school. The problem with sculp­

ture is that you need a real space, 

real energy, real material, and this 

makes a great deal of mess. The 

collision of the artist's intention 

and vision with the material is 

noisy and dirty, so sculpture mak­

ing becomes a human activity that 

is actually quite rare. In a large 

city, billions of tons of material are 

being made into something every 

day, but very little of it is being 

turned into sculpture. 

On the other hand, this 

means that within the class of fabri­

cated objects, sculpture is a very 

small category within categories. 

The reason for this is that most 

human production is very utilitar­

ian; we make things to facilitate 

our survival. To accomplish this, 

we continually make the most 

expedient thing, using the political 

and economic systems available. 

This, unfortunately results in very 

inferior production, because laws 

are usually generated and domi­

nated by the lowest common 

denominator, and utilitarianism 

takes over. 

Currently, there is much 

debate about the relationship 

between art and design, and one of 

the fundamentals for me is that art 

i s—thank God—useless. It is not 

utilitarian. Artists are just private 

people with their own fantasies 

who work with materials; they do 

not have in mind a purpose or a 

F I G U R E 2 
Tony Cragg, Early Form, 1997. Bronze, 86.4 χ 121.9 
χ 182.9 cm (34 χ 48 χ 72 in.). 
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F I G U R E 3 

Tony Cragg, Envelope, 1998. Bronze, 
136.5 χ 177.2 χ 132.1 cm (53}Ä χ 6 9 % χ 52 in.). 

F I G U R E U 
Tony Cragg, Flotsam, 1998. Fiberglass, polystyrene; 

304.8 χ 134-6 χ 142.2 cm (120 χ 53 χ 56 in.). 

function for these objects while 

they are making them. 

This does not apply just to 

materials; it also applies to lan­

guage. Language itself has become 

very humdrum, flattened out. 

It is very difficult to find poetry, to 

find new terms, new words, and 

new combinations of words that 

give us new meanings. One forgets 

that the Greek word for poetry 

simply means "creation." One for­

gets, too, that within the materials 

themselves is a very simple devel­

opment. It starts with a big bang, 

as we know, and it goes through 

very simple atomic particles to 

atoms to big atoms to molecules 

to living molecules to great big 

molecules. This is a very beautiful 

idea for sculpture, the idea of 

organic chemistry before l i f e — 

where enormous, great big lolling 

molecules are sitting around in 

some puddle on this planet just 

waiting to turn into some other 

complicated chemical, with every 

change of shape actually signifying 

a change of meaning and function 

until, eventually, one of these 

molecules gets to the point when 

it reproduces itself, which is one 

definition of life. Then living mole­

cules become thinking molecules 

and that very fine distillate that 

comes from thought, which is actu­

ally a projection of intellect into 

the material. 

Materialism is a dirty word. 

We seem to forget sometimes 

that "matter" comes from m a t e r , 

"mother" in Latin—something 

we should treat with great love 

and reverence. Not only is there a 

development in the material, there 

is also a development in the mean­

ing of the material. Human beings 

are continually fighting with very 

big pictures and very small pictures 

of themselves. To help in com­

promising these two pictures, we 

look for meaning in most things. 

When someone says, Somewhere 

out there I think I found this cer­

tain piece of material in the uni­

verse where there's a little bit of 

fizzing going on, for the first time, 

some generation of a piece of 

material starts to get a very small 

balloon of meaning around it. 

And as it gets nearer and nearer, it 

becomes more and more meaning­

ful, until eventually it ends up very 

close to us and we can look at it and 

start to work with it. We touch it 

and it gets even more meaningful. 

This happens not just with 

pieces of material that come from 

the cosmos; it also happens i f 

you take a spade and go into a field 

and dig up a dun piece of lump 
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clay. You take it into the studio, and 

you start to work with it. You 

move, and it moves. You look at it, 

and you think. You move, and it 

moves, and you think about it. 

And this process goes on and takes 

you beyond yourself, and you learn 

things. This dun piece of clay even­

tually becomes autonomous, in a 

sense, actually making suggestions, 

giving you ideas, and telling you 

what it should be. Most of us do 

not make sculpture, but I hope 

most of us write; and it is just the 

same for someone who writes. 

You write the sentence down, you 

know what you want to say, and 

eventually you actually write the 

sentence and think, Oh, this would 

be a better word, or, Maybe Γ11 

move the back of the sentence to 

the front of the sentence. Eventu­

ally, you have a sentence, and you 

say, Well, that's exactly what I want 

to say, or even better. And this is 

poetry, the moment you have actu­

ally used material exterior to your­

s e l f — a bit of flattened paper, a 

piece of tree that has been pulped 

up, a bit of blue mineral mixed up 

in wa te r—and used it as an exten­

sion of yourself to come to some 

sort of knowledge or experience 

that you would not have had by 

just sitting in your armchair. 

Every object is known, in 

conservators' terms, as a little time 

capsule that leaves us, but only the 

present is truly material. The past 

was material but is no longer. And 

the future is conditionally material; 

it could materialize. We are like 

the stylus just feeling the present. 

That is why the face and the sensa­

tions at the front of the body feel 

more, have the most presence. 

We prepare these capsules, these 

little messages we send off into 

the future, and in the process of 

doing so—embalming the object, 

looking after it, sending it off on its 

voyage—we engage in a ritualistic 

process that is only for the present, 

not for the future. 

The Egyptians may have 

known this. Their civilization lasted 

for many thousands of years, and 

they certainly succeeded in taking 

their power and their message and 

projecting them into the future. 

Yet, I do not think they intended 

to deliver their time capsules into 

our present. I ask: Wi l l the archi­

tects of our own museums resort 

to building booby traps and put­

ting curses on the buildings to stop 

anyone from getting into them in 

the future? 

Every object is known, in conservators' 
terms, as a little time capsule that leaves 
us, but only the present is truly material. 
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THE ART ECOSSE¡fe | T E X | S T S VVITHIN A PRIVATE COLLECTION 

Agnes Gund 

After thirty years of collecting, my will-
ingness to lend has changed: I am more 
generous but more reluctant when it 
comes to conservation considerations. 

F I G U R E 1 
Dining room of the author's residence. On walls 
( l e f t t o right): Arshile Gorky, A p p l e O r c h a r d , 

1943-46, pastel on paper; Alexander Calder, The 
Eye i n the Black, 1963, painted sheet metal; Wayne 
Thiebaud, C a k e W i n d o w (Seven C a k e s ) , 1970-76, 

oil on canvas. On mantelpiece (left to right): Tom 
Emerson, Ballerina, 1993, mixed media, assembled 
from found objects; Tom Emerson, Deer Dancer, 
1994, mixed media, assembled from found objects. 

T h e r e are differences a n d s i m i l a r i ­

ties b e t w e e n the co l lec t ing prac­

tices o f a pr ivate p e r s o n a n d those 

o f a m u s e u m . I n d i v i d u a l s are n o t 

b o u n d b y responsibi l i t ies to a v i e w ­

i n g p u b l i c , a g o v e r n i n g ent i ty s u c h 

as trustees, o r a n established collec­

t i o n m a n d a t e . I feel, t h o u g h , that 

w e are equal ly responsible to the 

a r t w o r k itself. A l t h o u g h as collec­

tors w e have m o r e lat i tude w i t h 

w h a t w o r k s w e c a n buy, h a n g , a n d 

s h o w to others , w e m u s t take care 

o f t h e m , since they w i l l eventual ly 

b e l o n g to the p u b l i c . T h i s m e a n s 

w e m u s t m a n a g e the co l lec t ion 

properly, i n s t a l l the w o r k as the 

art ist i n t e n d e d , m a i n t a i n a clear 

inventory, a n d consider the m a n y 

issues o f c o n s e r v a t i o n . C o n s e r v a ­

t i o n is especial ly t r i c k y w h e n 

deal ing w i t h the w i d e v a r i e t y o f 

m a t e r i a l s a n d m e d i a u s e d i n con­

t e m p o r a r y art . 

A s col lectors , m y h u s b a n d 

a n d I feel that w e have a n obliga­

t i o n to b o t h the publ ic a n d the 

c o m m u n i t y o f art professionals to 

prov ide as m u c h access to the col­

l e c t i o n as possible. O u r h o m e is n o t 

a m u s e u m a n d lacks the inst i tu­

t i o n a l s t ructures necessary for the 

c o n t i n u o u s display o f w o r k s o f ar t 

to a b r o a d publ ic , b u t I have f o u n d 

that there are n u m e r o u s w a y s i n 

w h i c h w e c a n share o u r col lect ions 

( m y h u s b a n d col lects A f r i c a n t e r r a ­

cottas a n d C h i n e s e a r t ) . 

Perhaps the m o s t effective 

m e a n s at o u r disposal is o u r abi l i ty 

to l e n d to exhibi t ions . E v e r y year, 

w e receive a large n u m b e r o f l o a n 

requests that w e t r y to a c c o m m o ­

date. O f t e n the requests c o m e f r o m 

large m u s e u m s w i t h except ional 

facil it ies, to w h i c h w e are h a p p y to 

l e n d . Occasional ly , t h o u g h , there 

is a request f r o m a s m a l l e r inst i tu­

t i o n that is unable to provide a n 

adequate p h y s i c a l e n v i r o n m e n t . 

I n these cases, w e w i l l opt n o t to 

l e n d r a t h e r t h a n expose a w o r k 

o f ar t to the potent ia l danger o f 

damage o r e n v i r o n m e n t a l degra­

dat ion. S o m e recent loans have 

i n c l u d e d J a s p e r J o h n s ' s M a p (1963) 

to the retrospective at T h e M u s e u m 

o f M o d e r n A r t i n N e w Y o r k , 

L o u i s e Bourgeois ' s F e m m e M a i s o n 

(ca . 1945-47) to the retrospective 

at the Y o k o h a m a M u s e u m o f A r t 

i n J a p a n , a n d M a r t i n P u r y e a r ' s 

A l i e n H u d d l e (1993-95) to his retro­

spective at the M u s e u de l a C i e n c i a 

de l a F u n d a c i ó n " l a C a i x a " i n 

B a r c e l o n a . R i c h a r d T u t t l e ' s Wafer-

b o a r d n o . 1 (1996) w e n t to a n exhi­

b i t i o n at the Y o r k U n i v e r s i t y 

A r t G a l l e r y i n T o r o n t o , a n d R o y 

L i c h t e n s t e i n ' s M a s t e r p i e c e (1962) 

w e n t to the the W e x n e r C e n t e r 

for the A r t s i n C o l u m b u s , O h i o , 

i n 1995 a n d later to the C l e v e l a n d 

M u s e u m o f A r t . A C h u c k C l o s e 

piece w a s recent ly i n the retrospec­

tive at T h e M u s e u m o f M o d e r n 

A r t , a n d w e have agreed to con­

tr ibute w o r k s b y J a c k s o n P o l l o c k 
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F I G U R E 2 
Living room of the author's residence, New York 
City. On walls (lefi to right): Cy Twombly, Untitled 
(Rome), 1961, oil, crayon, and graphite on canvas; 
Franz Kline, P a i n t i n g Number One, 1954, oil on 
canvas; Willem de Kooning, The Time of the Fire, 
1956, oil and enamel on canvas; Robert Rauschen­
berg, Rhyme, 1956, combine painting, mixed media 
on canvas. On floor (lefi to right): Nancy Graves, 
Over-Under, 1985, bronze and steel with polyure-
thane paint and polychrome patina; Louise 
Bourgeois, Eye to Eye, 1968-70, white marble; Joel 
Shapiro, U n t i t l e d , 1 9 8 9 - 9 0 , cast bronze; Garnett 
Puett, M a n #3, 1986, beeswax, wood, glass, wire. 
On small table near couch (right): Christo, Wrapped 
Newspaper, 1985, newspaper, plastic, and twine. On 
mantelpiece (left to right): Two bowls, Mimbres cul­
ture, ca. 1100 CE., painted earthenware; Louise 
Bourgeois, Black Torso, 1963, bronze; Louise 
Bourgeois, House, ca. 1983, white marble; Louise 
Bourgeois, W h i t e Torso, 1968, white marble; Fred 
Wilson, The Conversation, 1995, two found objects 
(figurines), one of glazed earthenware and the 
other of unglazed porcelain. On coffee table (left to 
right): Jasper Johns, Flashlight I I I , 1958 (cast in 1987), 
bronze, glass, and aluminum paint; Tony Smith, 
Cigarette, 1962-68, vapor-blasted stainless steel. 

and Tony Smith to retrospectives 

there as well. After thirty years of 

collecting, my willingness to lend 

has changed: I am more generous 

but more reluctant when it comes 

to conservation considerations. 

However, lending major 

works is a complicated affair. When 

I lent Johns's Map, we had no alter­

native but to contract riggers, who 

craned it out of our window. To fill 

the blank space that was left, we 

craned in another large painting, 

Mark Tansey's C o n v e r s a t i o n (1986). 

Needless to say, craning is not the 

best method for moving a painting, 

since there are increased risks. 

Throughout the years, I have 

also been privileged to develop 

very close and long-standing rela­

tionships with such institutions as 

The Museum of Modern Art and 

the Hirshhorn Museum and Sculp­

ture Garden in Washington, D.C., 

to which I have given works of art 

in all media, and with the Cleve­

land Museum of Art, to which I 

have both given outright and lent a 

large number of works on a long-

term basis. Such arrangements are 

mutually beneficial, as I am con­

fident that these institutions pro­

vide these works with a degree of 

care that cannot be matched in 

my home. We are pleased that 

both institutions and individuals 

are will ing to display objects from 

our collection that might other­

wise remain in storage, inaccessible 

to public view. 

In addition, we open our 

home ( F I G S , I , 2) to tour groups 

whenever we can safely do so, and 

every year we honor many such 

requests from museums, colleges, 

and various other arts organiza­

tions. A typical group might consist 

of students (from Sotheby's Edu­

cational Studies Department, for 

example), young people just start­

ing careers in the arts (interns from 

The Museum of Modern Art), art 

professionals (a docents' associa­

tion), or contributing members and 

trustees (from such museums as 

the Davis Museum and Cultural 

Center at Wellesley College; the 

Neuberger Museum, State Univer­

sity of New York at Purchase; the 

Cincinnati Art Museum; the Dallas 

Museum of Art; the Sterling and 

Francine Clark Art Institute in 

Williamstown, Massachusetts; and 

the Los Angeles County Museum 

of Art). Our home has also been 

open to curators and scholars who 

wish to view individual works of 

art for the purpose of study. When 

appropriate, I provide information 
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and transparencies they may need 

to complete exhibition catalogue 

entries, monographs, or articles. 

Finally, when I buy a work 

of art, I often have in mind an 

institution that I believe would 

benefit from receiving it as a 

gift. Sometimes the new piece is 

offered immediately; other times 

we donate only a percentage 

of the picture so that we can still 

enjoy it a proportionate amount 

of time in our apartment. 

As the collection has grown 

and broadened, we have increas­

ingly faced some of the very same 

challenges as museums. One of 

these is keeping close track of the 

location of works of art. In a 

museum, the registrar, collection 

manager, or (in a small museum) 

perhaps even the curator w i l l 

catalogue the works of art and 

routinely conduct inventories to 

ascertain their locations. Every 

museum has some system of cata­

loguing (most of which are now 

computerized) and a staff to keep 

it up-to-date. Although we do not 

have such broad support staff, 

we have had the assistance of Sonia 

Lopez and, presently, of Arabella 

Ogilvie-Makari. They have worked 

to catalogue, organize, and care for 

the collection and have heightened 

my awareness of the issues sur­

rounding collection management. 

In the context of a private 

home, works of art may be mis­

placed. It happens that members 

of a household may be ignorant of 

an object's true nature and value. 

The collector may know the value 

of the art object, but children or 

staff may not. When this occurs, 

it is quite common for objects 

to become damaged or lost alto­

gether. This can be the cause of 

amusing incidents, as well as more 

serious ones. I am reminded of 

the time Alice, my cleaning lady, 

unpacked Christo's Nine Packed 

B o t t l e s (1965) and tossed out the 

cardboard carton. Fortunately, 

we were able to retrieve it with no 

harm done. 

When it comes to the display 

of works, I have had to make 

more compromises than a museum 

might. As much as possible, I try 

to follow the artist's instructions 

regarding installation. For example, 

I purchased Tony Cragg's Adminis­

t e r e d L a n d s c a p e (1994), a piece that 

is small in scale and fairly easy to 

install. It consists of several pieces 

of glass, and Tony provides very 

specific instructions as to how 

to place the pieces in relation to 

one another. Betty Woodman's 

B a l u s t r a d e Vase 953 (1988) is a wall 

piece that came with a drawn 

template. It was installed by profes­

sional art handlers, who followed 

the drawing meticulously. Jacque­

line Winsor's I n s e t W a l l P i e c e w i t h 

S t e p p e d I n t e r i o r ( 1 9 8 8 - 8 9 ) must be 

sunk into the wall. To accommo­

date the requirements of the sculp­

ture, a hole was cut into the wall. A 

work by Dorothea Rockburne also 

required special modifications to 

our home—when preparing the 

wall, we had to remove a piece of 

molding, per the artist's instruc­

tions. A work by Mary Frank, 

Woman (1975) ( F I G . 3), posed a very 

amusing challenge in this regard. 

This ceramic sculpture was sup­

posed to sit on a platform contain­

ing sand. Our cats thought this was 

just the perfect litter box, and the 

sand had to be removed. 

In some instances, I have not 

been able to display a work of art 

as the artist intended. For example, 

David Hammons's mixed-media 

wall piece Cigarette Chandelier 

( 1 9 9 5 - 9 6 ) includes cigarettes 

mounted on wires. According to 

the artist, one should light the ciga­

rettes and let the ash fall on the 

floor, where it would remain. 

When we hung the piece in our 

bedroom, this step was omitted, 

since displaying the ash would have 

been uncomfortable for us. 

Another example is Stephen Anton-

akos's G o l d e n E i k o n o s t a s i o (1996), a 

piece that includes neon light and a 

long cord. The artist installed it 

himself, but we agreed to leave the 

electrical cord visible rather than 

concealing it completely within the 

wall. Our living room walls are 

solid and load-bearing—not the 

dry-wall type of construction 

typical of art galleries or museum 

installations—and they do not 

allow for this type of modification. 

F I G U R E 3 

Mary Frank, Woman, 1975. Stoneware, 12 pieces; 
264.16 χ 81.28 χ 22.86 cm (104 χ 32 χ 9 in.). 
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Conservation poses 
particular challenges to 
the collector, who does 
not benefit from an in-
house conservation staff 
and internal structures 
designed to ensure the 
preservation of works 
of art. 

The display of an untitled 

piece by Robert I rwin from 1969 

proved particularly problematic. 

It is designed to cast shadows when 

illuminated in a manner deter­

mined by the artist. Unfortunately, 

my living room lacks the space 

that would allow us to illuminate 

the piece as specified, so we had 

to do an approximation. More 

seriously, the piece is white and 

has an ethereal quality that almost 

proved its undoing. A window 

washer failed to notice it and dam­

aged it considerably. 

This discussion brings to 

mind the case of two site-specific 

works that were installed on adja­

cent walls in our library and dam­

aged by a bursting steam pipe. One 

of these works, Sol Le Witt 's Circle 

(1977), had been drawn directly on 

the wall. This chalk drawing was 

literally washed off the wall by 

the water. Fortunately, like similar 

works by Le Witt, the piece is based 

on an "idea" described in a certifi­

cate provided by the artist and 

can be re-created at wi l l . On the 

wal l adjacent to the Le Witt was 

Richard Long's River Avon Mud 

Circle (1983), which was painted 

over when the room was restored. 

This work can also be re-created 

in a similar setting. 

These two examples illus­

trate the complicated subject of 

conservation. Conservation poses 

particular challenges to the collec­

tor, who does not benefit from 

an in-house conservation staff and 

internal structures designed to 

ensure the preservation of works 

of art. In a museum, works are 

routinely checked for condition by 

trained professionals. Potential 

problems are anticipated, and dam­

age is averted or minimized. In a 

private home, there is little to pre­

vent conservation problems from 

becoming serious. By the time the 

fading of a watercolor or a pastel 

is noticed, the image has been dras­

tically and permanently altered. 

The damage done by acidic mats 

or improper framing wi l l go unde­

tected until the paper is badly dis­

colored. Many paintings suffer from 

what conservators call "intrinsic 

vice." These are problems that 

result simply from the way in which 

the paintings were made. Artists 

may select to use unstable materi­

als, such as the old types of Scotch 

tape or paint that is "stretched" 

with media, which wi l l change 

over time. 

As collectors, we have 

t r i ed—w i th the expert help of 

The Museum of Modern Art's very 

fine conservation department— 

to anticipate problems before they 

happen. For example, a painting 

by Yayoi Kusama, No. T.W. 3 (1961), 

was loosely stretched on a flimsy 

stretcher originally made by the 

artist herself. In addition, since 

Kusama experimented with differ­

ent media and, in this case, mixed 

marble dust and wax into her paint, 

the surface was extremely brittle. 

Batting was, therefore, inserted 

behind the canvas to absorb vibra­

tions and prevent future cracking, 

and a rigid backboard was attached 

to the stretcher to stabilize the 

whole structure. The backboard 

also wi l l protect the canvas from 

any pressure that is applied to the 

back of the painting, which could 

cause cracking. Finally, the work 

wi l l be handled only in a traveling 

frame so that art handlers wi l l not 

have to touch the work itself when 

it is transported. 

There are other works in the 

collection suffering from "intrin­

sic v ice" that are routinely moni­

tored by conservators. In Robert 

Rauschenberg's R h y m e (1956), 

the paper adhered to the surface 

had deteriorated and required 

specialized treatment (provided 

by Antoinette King, a noted paper 

conservator). We keep on file a 

letter from the conservator clearly 

stating that this picture cannot 

travel and therefore cannot be 

loaned. In Hans Hofmann's Cathe­

dral (1959), the canvas is covered 

with a heavy impasto, which is lift­

ing off the surface. In addition, 

the weight of the paint is causing 

the canvas to sag. This painting is 

monitored for further cracking and 

is checked periodically against the 

condition reports we have on file. 

Wil lem de Kooning's The Time of 
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t h e F i r e (1956) ( F I G . 2) suffers from 

the conservation problems that 

have typically developed in many 

of his works—that is, cracking and 

cleavage of paint and an unstable 

support. We hope to carefully mon­

itor this work so it wi l l never need 

to be relined, a method that could 

take the life out of de Kooning's 

vibrant paint. 

A museum has access to 

conservators who are familiar 

with the best treatments and are 

highly sensitive to the ethical and 

aesthetic issues surrounding the 

restoration of works of art. A col­

lector, though, is left to select his 

or her own conservator. The result 

may be a conservator who is not 

familiar with the best methods 

of care. Works of art can easily 

be damaged by amateurish res­

torations. A Robert Ryman piece, 

U n t i t l e d (1961), was recently restored 

with a great deal of thought by 

sophisticated museum conserva­

tors who knew how to respect the 

integrity of the work. The artist 

had created both the painting and 

the frame. The glazing on the 

frame was secured by a long strip 

of masking tape that had become 

brittle, leaving the glass in danger 

of falling off. Conservators had to 

replace the tape, but before doing 

so, they felt they should consult 

with the artist himself. A very expe­

rienced conservator wi l l know 

which problems typically affect 

works by specific artists. The con­

servators we used were very famil­

iar with the tape often employed 

by Ryman on his frames and knew 

the importance he attaches to its 

appearance as an integral part of 

his work. 

In a museum, conservators 

create the right physical environ­

ment for works of art. Exhibition 

galleries and storage spaces are 

monitored for humidity and tem­

perature. Light is measured and 

kept at levels appropriate for the 

type of object on display. In a home, 

it is often hard to reconcile the 

needs of the human inhabitants 

with those of the artistic, but a car­

ing collector tries to effect a work­

able compromise. He or she might 

use solar shades or various types 

of ultraviolet glazing on the win­

dows. A conservator might be 

hired to assess the entire environ­

ment surrounding the col lection— 

for example, to measure light and 

humidity levels throughout the col­

lector's home. Sensitive works of 

art can be rotated within the collec­

tion to minimize exposure to light. 

We have hung Mark Rothko's 

T w o G r e e n s w i t h R e d S t r i p e (1964) 

only where the light levels are very 

low, since a Rothko wi l l completely 

change color in direct sunlight. 

A Bourgeois marble sculpture, on 

the other hand, can be placed near 

the window. Even works of art 

designed to be displayed outdoors 

can suffer damage, though, such 

as the weather-induced changes 

in Claes Oldenburg's S t a n d i n g M i t t 
w i t h Ball (1973) ( F I G . 4 ) , currently 

on loan to the Storm King Art 

Center in Mountainville, New 

York, which restored the piece and 

ensures its routine maintenance. 

Although private collec­

tors often contract the same 

art-handling and art-transport com­

panies as museums to ship work, 

museums have the advantage of 

trained personnel on-site to handle 

the work once it arrives. Collectors 

are not as fortunate and frequently 

resort to moving objects (especially 

the smaller works) on their own or 

with the help of family and friends. 

Untrained handlers may not be as 

informed about stress points and 

can cause an item to break. Also, 

they may not protect the objects 

from the natural oils on their hands 

by using gloves or other protective 

materials. For example, Markus 

Baenziger's C o m f o r t e r (1997), made 

of very brittle synthetic resin, 

chipped when we underestimated 

its fragility and tried to move it 

ourselves. Fortunately, the artist 

has agreed to repair the piece him­

self and wi l l vouch for its integrity 

once it is restored. 

With regard to housekeep­

ing, maintenance personnel in art 

institutions are trained to clean 

around the art, but the same train­

ing is not always available in the 

home environment. In a museum, 

the physical plant is often set up to 

minimize the amount of dust that 

enters into the rooms, but in a 

home it is not easy to maintain the 

same kind of standards. Windows 

and doors are opened and closed 

F I G U R E U 
Claes Oldenburg, Standing M i t t w i t h Ball, 1973. 
Steel and lead mitt, cypress wood ball. Mitt: 
3.66 χ 2.33 χ 1.52 m (12 χ 8 χ 5 ft.) overall; ball: 
91.44 cm (3 ft.) diameter. 
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frequently. Cleaning personnel 

must be informed of how to handle 

the works themselves. One can­

not approach a framed print or 

photograph with a rag in one hand 

and a spray bottle of window 

cleaner in the other, as the liquid 

could easily seep between the 

frame and the glass and start caus­

ing trouble. Even a marble piece 

that might seem to be imperme­

able to damage should not be 

wiped down with a spray cleanser. 

One work that is a particular chal­

lenge is an intricate LeWitt sculp­

ture, 2 1 A (1989), which always 

seems dusty. It is taken down and 

cleaned by a conservator with a 

puttylike substance that is used like 

an eraser. 

For the most part, artworks 

that are housed in a private setting 

have people moving around them 

without regular supervision. People 

are not always on their "best behav­

ior," that is, " in museum mode." 

One resulting accident involved 

my daughter Anna, who had 

an unfortunate "run-in" with 

Ellsworth Kelly's W h i t e and Grey 

Panels (1977). Fortunately, Kelly 

himself restored this work. Other 

pieces that have been damaged 

inadvertently are a large Frank 

sculpture and Bourgeois's P i l l a r 

( 1 9 4 9 - 5 0 ) , which was chipped by 

construction workmen who were 

remodeling our house. As a result, 

I am always a little nervous when 

I see workmen with long ladders 

near Alexander Calder's The Glass 

F i s h (ca. 1955). 

I should say that sometimes 

museums themselves are not 

immune from accidents— an 

example is David Salle's Hamlet's 

M i n d ( 1990-91) , which is on display 

at a major institution and suffered 

minor damage at the hands of 

an overly enthusiastic child on an 

educational gallery visit (the child 

was supposed to draw on his own 

project but decided instead to 

scribble on the painting). This dam­

age was easily reversed through 

the fine effort of the museum's 

paintings conservator. 

Institutions and private col­

lectors alike can commiserate on 

the problem of not having enough 

space to display all the works of 

art collected. Since all the works 

owned by either an institution or 

a collector cannot always be on 

view, storing them becomes a 

necessity. Finding adequate space, 

storing the works in a clean, dust-

free setting, and using materials 

that are archivally safe are some 

of the problems that both groups 

need to address. Sometimes, to our 

chagrin, our home does not pro­

vide enough space to display cer­

tain works in our collection. I find 

that, in these cases, the best course 

of action is to lend these pieces to 

institutions that are large enough 

to accommodate them. I recently 

purchased a piece by Puryear that 

could not be brought in either 

through the window, the elevators, 

or the staircases of our home. 

I was fortunate that The Museum 

of Modern Art arranged for its 

display as a promised gift in its 

entrance lobby. For similar reasons, 

I also gave to the museum Winsor's 

B u r n t P i e c e ( 1 9 8 8 - 8 9 ) , which, at 

the time of this writing, is in a 

show of her sculpture at P.S. 1 

Contemporary Art Center in 

Queens, New York. Robert Smith-

son's C o r n e r M i r r o r w i t h C o r a l (1991), 

which also presents problems in a 

home setting, was another sculp­

ture given to the museum. At least 

a dozen large works are on loan to 

the Cleveland Museum of Art for 

the same reason. 

Finally, although I 'm per­

sonally fond of artists, I am often 

happy when someone like Arshile 

Gorky cannot pass judgment on 

how I display his art ( F I G . Ι ) . I worry 

that works of art wi l l not appear 

as prominently as the artist would 

wish, or wi l l hang near an artist 

that he or she does not admire, 

or, worst of all, wi l l be nowhere to 

be seen. In so many cases, we 

derive great pleasure not only from 

the works themselves, but also 

from subsequent thoughts of the 

artists who made them. For 

instance, it's a real comfort to have 

Lichtenstein's Masterpiece back 

from its travels, as it makes me 

remember him so fondly and with 

a smile. 
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THE ARCHIVE OF T E C H N . Q ^ N ^ g R ^ ^ M ' A k ï l S T S 

Erich Gantzert-Castri l lo 

T r a n s l a t e d by J e r e m y G a i n e s , F r a n k f u r t a m M a i n 

This essay introduces the Archive 

of Techniques and Working 

Materials Used by Contemporary 

Artists 1 and describes how it came 

about, its goals, and its methods. 

As chief conservator of 

the Museum für Moderne Kunst, 

Frankfurt am Main, I have been 

in charge of the archive, which is 

an artists5 archive, since the 1970s. 

Although the archive functions 

independently of the museum, the 

daily routines are very similar, 

and the two institutions continually 

benefit from each other. 

In 1968,1 started work as 

an art conservator at the Museum 

Wiesbaden. The museum's col­

lection included artwork from all 

e ras—up to and including contem­

porary a r t—but there were large 

gaps of information regarding 

techniques and materials used by 

contemporary artists. Filling these 

gaps was fundamental to my work. 

I therefore devised various ques­

tionnaires—on painting, sculpture, 

objects, drawings, and prints, as 

Restorers have gradually 
come to realize the need 
for primary data and 
to recognize how valuable 
this data can be in finding 
solutions to the specific 
problems encountered in 
conserving and restoring 
contemporary art. 

well as on art in public spaces— 

and sent them to artists from 

German-speaking countries. The 

140 questionnaires that were com­

pleted were compiled and published 

in 1979 as the first volume of A r c h i v 

für T e c h n i k e n u n d A r b e i t s m a t e r i a l i e n 

zeitgenössischer Künstler (Archive of 

Techniques and Working Materials 

Used by Contemporary Artists). 2 

The costs of publishing the 

book were covered by a Wiesbaden 

art collector,3 and the book went 

out of print in a relatively short 

time. To my great surprise, it was 

of predominant interest to artists, 

collectors, technical staff in related 

fields, art teachers, art historians, 

and nonprofessionals—although it 

had been intended primarily for 

conservators. With very few excep­

tions, interest among conservators 

was restrained; no doubt the rea­

son was that, in 1979, museums and 

collectors had only just become 

interested in contemporary art, 

and a large number of restorers 

were not yet particularly affected 

by the problems posed by restoring 

such works. This has subsequently 

changed completely, given the 

increased volume of contemporary 

art collected by various museums, 

private collectors, and—of equal 

importance—large corporations. 

The number of exhibitions is also 

rising, bringing with it the grow­

ing potential for damage during 

transport. Restorers have gradually 

come to realize the need for pri­

mary data and to recognize how 

valuable this data can be in finding 

solutions to the specific problems 

encountered in conserving and 

restoring contemporary art. 

In subsequent years, I contin­

ued to collect information for a 

second volume but was not able 

to pursue the matter intensively 

due to my involvement with the 

Museum für Moderne Kunst. 

In 1996, the first volume was 

reprinted.4 Since then I have contin­

ued to expand the archive with 

the assistance of my wife, Elisabeth 

Bushart, whose work as a con­

servator for private collections 

of contemporary art, such as 

the Deutsche Bank collection, is 

a meaningful supplement to the 

substance of my work. 

1. The archive is run by 
Elisabeth Bushart, a free­
lance conservator based in 
Frankfurt am Main, and by 
the author. It is housed in 
Offenbach am Main. 

2. E. Gantzert-Castrillo, 
ed., Archiv für Techniken 

und A r b e i t s m a t e r i a l i e n 

zeitgenössischer Künstler, 

vol. 1 (Wiesbaden: 
Harlekin Art, 1979). 

3. Michael Berger, of Wies­
baden, Germany, is an art 
collector and art editor. 

4. E. Gantzert-Castrillo, 
ed., Archiv für Techniken 

und A r b e i t s m a t e r i a l i e n 

zeitgenössischer Künstler, 

vol. 1 (1979; reprint, 
Stuttgart: Ferdinand Enke 
Verlag, 1996). 



128 E r i ch Gantzer t-Cast r i l lo 

F I G U R E 1 

Heiner Blum, U n t i t l e d , B l o w e r # 5 , 1955. Glass, steel 

fixture; 15 χ 80 χ i i cm (57» χ 33/2 χ 4 % in.). 

F I G U R E 2 

Helmut Dorner, J a p a n , 1997. Enamel, oil on Plexiglas, 

49 χ 92 χ 7 cm (19/4 χ 36/4 χ 23/4 in.). 

We run the archive in our 

free time and, thus far, at our own 

expense. We have received outside 

financial support from an art col­

lector and, most recently, from the 

Cultural Foundation of the State 

of Hessen (Kulturstiftung Hessen), 

whose funding has enabled us to 

expand our range of computer 

5. For more information, 
see: >http://www. 
frankfurt-business. 
de/mmk<. 

6. FileMakerPro 3.0 is pro­
duced by Claris. We use 
Claris FileMakerPro 
Version 4.0 on a Power 
Macintosh G3 (FileMaker-
Pro 4.0 is also available for 
Windows). See also E. 
Gantzert-Castrillo, 
"Development of a 
Registration System in 
the Museum of Modern Art 
in Frankfurt," paper pre­
sented at the symposium 
"Modern Art: Who Cares?" 
Amsterdam, 8-10 
September 1997, and 
forthcoming in M o d e r n 

A r t : W h o Cares? 

(Amsterdam: Netherlands 
Institute of Cultural 
Heritage and the 
Foundation for the Con­
servation of Modern Art). 

equipment. We have opted, when 

recording information on tech­

niques and materials, to confine 

ourselves to a small number of 

artists; however, we attempt to 

record the full range of their artis­

tic activity. 

These artists all occupy a 

special position in terms of their 

respective artistic approach and 

their choice of techniques and 

materials. They include sculptors 

and other artists who work in 

three-dimensional media, painters, 

photographers, video, and installa­

tion artists. They make use of 

materials and media such as wood, 

paper, paint, milk, rice, pollen, wax, 

plaster, stone, glass, metal, plastics, 

photos, slides, videos, and com­

puters. Figures 1-5 illustrate pieces 

by various artists whose works we 

have included in the archive, show­

ing the materials and techniques 

they employ. 

Unlike the Museum für Mod-

erne Kunst's approach to gathering 

data on artists and their individual 

works from the collection,5 the 

archive's intent is to compile infor­

mation on the entire oeuvre of 

an artist and to constantly expand 

and update the data. We have devel­

oped a program using FileMaker-

Pro 3.0 6 that manages and updates 

the data; a data record is set up for 

each artwork or work group the 

artist has produced and is accessed 

by several masks (or fields or dia­

logue boxes). The following data 

are contained in each field: first and 

foremost, basic information on the 

genre (paintings, drawings or 

prints, photographs, sculptures or 

other three-dimensional or relief 

objects, installations, computer-

generated works of art); artist, 

title, and (whenever applicable) the 

respective work group or part of a 

work group, as well as the date and 

measurements; number of parts, 

edition, publishers, location, and 

collection; references (catalogue, 

etc.); illustrations; information on 

techniques and materials; questions 

regarding materials, techniques, 

products, firms, craft workshops; 

and, finally, substantive questions. 

Some of these questions are of a 

general nature. We do, however, 

adapt them so that they are rele­

vant to the individual artists insofar 

as materials, techniques, and artis­

tic concepts are concerned. 

Examples of general ques­

tions are: 

• Describe any particularly negative 

or positive experiences you have 

had to date with the materials and 

techniques you employ. 

• To what extent do you work with 

specialists and other workshops/ 

businesses? What is the nature of 

the collaboration? 

• Describe any particularly negative 

or favorable experiences you have 

had to date with specialists and 

other workshops/businesses. 

• To what extent do you employ 

assistants? What is the nature of 

the collaboration? 

Examples of questions of an 

individual nature are: 

• Do you accept copies being 

made of your work for exhibition 

purposes and, if so, what is the 

procedure insofar as these copies 

are concerned at the end of the 

exhibition? 

• Would you allow your works or 

parts of them to be reproduced in 

the event they are totally destroyed? 

• Would you accept mechanical 

or electronic replacements if your 

equipment were to fail completely 

and, i f so, what should the proce­

dure be? 

http://www.frankfurt-business.de/mmk
http://www.frankfurt-business.de/mmk
http://www.frankfurt-business.de/mmk
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F I G U R E 3 

Asta Gröting, A f f e n t a n z I I (Ape Dance), 1992. Seven leather jackets, 

steel fixture; 65 χ 50 χ 340 cm (25'/«, χ ΐ9ιΑ χ ΐ337/« in.). 

F I G U R E U 

Asta Gröting, Löcher m i t Löchern s t o p f e n (Melding Holes with Holes), 

1992. Seven ceramic plates, platinum; diameter: 103 cm (40/2 in.), 

height: 72 cm (28% in.). 

F I G U R E 5 

Tobias Rehberger, Detail, S m o k i n g , l i s t e n i n g , f o r h i m s e l f — 

I care a b o u t y o u because y o u d o , 1996. Five pieces, rubber, 

foam, wood, MDF laminate with plastic, two loud­

speakers; 260 χ 390 cm (102/1 χ 153/2 in.). 

• What are your views on possible 

changes to the quality of a video 

as a result of using new visual stor­

age media or new types of data 

carrier, or switching from analog 

to digital technology? What do 

you feel about the changes that 

are bound to occur when you use 

newer projectors and monitors? 

Do you see this as beneficial or 

detrimental to your work? 

• How would you define the term 

"original" in relation to a video? 

• How would you define the term 

"original" in relation to a video 

installation?7 

• To what extent can you accept 

the aging processes inherent in the 

materials you use—e.g., the fact 

that varnish, paint, paper, fabric, 

wax, etc., wi l l start to fade, yellow, 

or become brittle over time? What 

are your views on the fact that 

paintings may start to rip under 

tension, that paint or varnish may 

develop cracks, or that the materi­

als themselves wi l l start to shrink 

or fade? 

• What is your definition of 

damage? 

• What is your definition of soiled? 

• What is your definition of patina? 

• In your opinion, how far should 

conservation work be taken? 

• In your opinion, how far should 

restoration work be taken? 

• Do you wish to be informed 

should damage occur? 

• Do you wish to be provided 

with details concerning restoration 

concepts? 

• Would you like to become 

involved in devising a conservation 

or restoration concept? 

• Do you wish to be informed on 

the conservation and restoration 

work performed? 

The latter series of questions is 

particularly important in that, in 

the domain of art, our society has 

great difficulties in accepting soiled 

work, patina, and any changes to 

a work's original appearance. 

In additional fields, we 

indicate, among other things, the 

forms the aging takes and types 

of damage, a list of illustrations 

of the work in question, and film 

and video documentation. We list 

photographic documentation using 

different categories — such as work 

process, studio setting, and trans­

port situation. 

The last field enumerates lit­

erature: books and essays on the 

topic or artwork in question that 

contain hints on specific conserva­

tion or exhibition issues; manufac­

turers' information on materials; 

and, above all, statements by the 

artist, his or her assistants, gallery 

owners, and collectors, along with 

quotations by family members, 

friends, curators, and conservators. 

We have known the artists 

represented in our archive for many 

years now. The major prerequisite 

for fruitful collaboration is mutual 

trust. In the eyes of many artists, 

the conservator is a critic when it 

comes to technical issues, and this 

can prompt rejection. Moreover, 

artists are sometimes afraid of 

revealing information on their work 

to fellow artists. It is sometimes 

difficult to overcome such hurdles. 

The sets of questions we ask 

are the product of our work with 

the art itself. Together with artists 

and with the assistance of existing 

catalogues and artists' archives, we 

develop the specific questions and 

compile the data records on the 

respective works. These files are 

then sent to the respective artist, 

who is then free to change them 

as he or she sees fit. The way the 

questions are answered can differ. 

There are artists who prefer an 

interview format; others wish to 

7. E. Gantzert-Castrillo, 
"On the Gradual 
Disappearance of the 
Original: How Durable 
Is Video Art? Contributions 
to Preservation and 
Restoration of the Audio­
visual Works of Art" in 
"Wie haltbar ist Video­
kunst?/ How Durable Is 
Video Art?" symposium at 
the Kunstmuseum 
Wolfsburg, 25 November 
1995 (Wolfsburg, Germany: 
Kunstmuseum Wolfsburg, 
1997). 4 9 - 6 0 . 
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take their time and prefer to answer 

in writing. Whatever the case, it 

is a highly time-intensive process. 

Different artists' views on 

this subject can be widely diver­

gent. Reiner Ruthenbeck, for ex­

ample, offered fundamental 

views on restoring or renovating 

his objects: 

I n most of m y creations, the 

underlying idea is the most 

important aspect of the object 

(with a number of exceptions, 

in particular m y less recent 

sculptures dating from around 

1970, and of course m y drawings 

and collages). Because their 

structure is simple, most of m y 

objects can be restored without 

any major problems occurring. 

However, for this very reason 

a high degree of accuracy 

is required, since any small 

changes to the basic structure 

of the w o r k could possibly 

falsify it. Treatment of surfaces: 

painted wood and metal parts; 

be sure to apply a neutral 

paint(!), either w i t h a roller or 

use spray paint. Semi-matte or 

matte silk finish. Never use gloss 

paint! D o not use paint that 

8. Archive o f Techniques 

a n d W o r k i n g M a t e r i a l s 

Used by C o n t e m p o r a r y 

A r t i s t s , Reiner Ruthen beck 
entry, unnumbered. 
Reprinted by permission 
of the artist. 

9. Archive o f Techniques 

a n d W o r k i n g M a t e r i a l s 

Used by C o n t e m p o r a r y 

A r t i s t s , Katharina Fritsch 
entry, unnumbered. 
Reprinted by permission 
of the artist. 

leaves a texture! T h e surface 

must be completely smooth! 

A n y soiling or damage should 

be treated immediately, or 

the w o r k should be repainted. 

I wish the occurrence of any 

patina to be avoided, since this 

produces the kind of artistic 

effects I wish to avoid! ( I am 

a sculptor, not a painter.) 8 

The material used for 

Ruthenbeck's V e r s p a n n u n g II (1969), 

consisting of two loose iron plates 

and a ring of fabric dyed red, had 

become very yellowed. Ruthenbeck 

said that he could not accept this 

state of affairs and that he wanted 

a new fabric ring to be made. 

We complied with his request and 

produced a new piece of material. 

It was not easy to find a material 

that matched the old one in color 

and texture. The "o r i g i na l "— 

that is, the first ring of mater i a l— 

is now in storage. 

In another example, 

Katharina Fritsch used a bleached, 

printed cotton tablecloth in her 

C o m p a n y at T a b l e (1998), which is 

made of polyester, wood, cotton, 

and paint. These are Fritsch's 

comments regarding whether the 

tablecloth should be, or could be, 

replaced should disturbing signs 

of aging become visible: 

O f course things are beautiful 

when they are brand new; and 

of course I want the w o r k to 

look new, radiating newness. 

I am torn on this issue, but I 

must accept the aging process, 

just as people must accept that 

they grow old. I really do not 

know how the tablecloth could 

be renewed, or what impact 

that would have on the overall 

appearance of the work. We 

cannot continually conduct cos­

metic surgery to ensure that it 

looks like a w o m a n after count­

less facelifts. We cannot deny 

that things age. W h a t is impor­

tant is how they are treated, 

[ i f ] . . . there [has] been due care 

and diligence: the atmospheric 

conditions must be guaranteed 

in which the artwork does not 

sustain damage.9 

The artists with whom we 

have established links are in great 

demand in the art world, and 

we sometimes have a difficult time 

fighting our way up the list of pri­

orities. The attitude of an artist can 

initially be one of distance; yet 

again, on occasion we are greeted 

with open arms. In general, it is 

fair to say that today's artists are 

more open-minded when it comes 

to issues of conservation and 

restoration. There may be various 

reasons for this. For them, con­

tact with conservators can be 

a source of invaluable assistance 

in their work. They may have 

had difficulties using one or 

another material or technique. 

They know how annoying trans­

portation- and exhibition-related 

damage is, and they are acquainted 

with the problems that may 

arise among museums, collectors, 

and conservators. 

In the 1970s, when I started 

collecting information for the ar­

chive, I encountered stiff resistance 

and strong reservations, particu­

larly among younger artists, regard­

ing archiving the information. This 

mood was influenced by the ideo­

logical divisions of the late 1960s 

and also by a rejection of the 

notion of society preserving spe­

cific values for posterity, of the idea 

that artworks were immortal and 

should be housed in museums. I 

came across such reservations less 

among older artists. Artists have 

tended, meanwhile, to become 

more open-minded with reference 

to such archives. And the role of 

the artist as a producer within the 

current consumer society has also 

changed. Artists are now fielding an 

increasing number of questions on 

the durability of artworks and they 

are expected to provide answers 

to them. 

In the course of time, we 

have ascertained that, alongside 

compiling information on materi­

als and techniques, the section 

of our archival work devoted to 

authentic statements by the artists 

on substantive issues is becoming 

increasingly important. These 

statements are of inestimable value 

for our daily work and are a key 

factor in continuing with our work. 

Published in book format, they 

potentially reach a wider circle of 

interested persons. And this circle, 

it bears mentioning, is of key 

impor- tance in forming opinions 

and in expanding an awareness of 

the specific problems of conserva­

tion and restoration work involving 

Modern and contemporary art. 



131 

THE S U R V . V A ^ g p N » « A T | 0 N PROFESSIONAL IN TH.S DELICATE ECOSYSTEM 

Debra Hess Norris 

The primary objective of all con­

servation professionals is the 

preservation of cultural property. 

Our actions must be dictated by 

an informed respect for the unique 

significance of the cultural prop­

erty entrusted to our care. At all 

times, we must serve as advocates 

of these materials, working to 

ensure within a complex and deli­

cate ecosystem—as illustrated in 

Figure ι—their long-term preser­

vation and appropriate use. 

These challenges of preser­

vation and advocacy are especially 

difficult for those conservators 

faced with the conservation of con­

temporary art. These individuals 

are often responsible for the care 

of and access to highly ephemeral 

and nontraditional materials that 

may be inherently unstable. They 

must, therefore, focus their activi­

ties on understanding the physical, 

chemical, and ethical factors—the 

ecological niche—that an object 

of contemporary art may require 

to survive. 

Ethical Code 

While there are no universally 

accepted methods and criteria that 

exist for the conservators of non-

traditional or contemporary art, 

all conservators adhere to an ethi­

cal code and set of standards. 

Conservation ethics are not cultur­

ally or historically based—they are 

universal; therefore, ethics devel­

oped for the care and preservation 

of the traditional arts should 

and must apply to Modern and 

contemporary art as well. In the 

United States, the tenets of our 

profession are defined by the 

Code o f Ethics a n d Guidelines f o r 

Practice of the American Institute 

for Conservation of Historic 

and Artistic Works (AIC). 1 Similar 

codes guide conservation profes­

sionals internationally. 

The AIC's ethical code is a 

commitment in policy that guides 

daily decisions and actions of con­

servation professionals to foster 

F I G U R E 1 

Diagram of a cultural property ecosystem. 

ι. A copy of this document 
is available from the 
American Institute for 
Conservation of Historic 
and Artistic Works, 1717 Κ 
Street, N.W., Suite 301, 
Washington, D.C. 20006. 
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Everything is connected and 
intermingled with everything else; 
we are all in it together. 

2. For an in-depth discus­
sion of the importance of 
dialogue between the con­
servator and curator, see 
Albert Albano, "Art in 
Transition" in H i s t o r i c a l a n d 

Philosphical Issues in t h e 

Conservation of C u l t u r a l 

H e r i t a g e , ed. Nicholas 
Stanley Price, M. Kirby 
Talley Jr., and Alessandra 
Melucco Vaccaro (Los 
Angeles: Getty Conservation 
Institute, 1996), 176-84; 

Sue Murphy, "The Dilemma 
of the Dialogue: Joint 
Decision-making by 
Curators and Conservators" 
in " M o d e r n Works, M o d e r n 

Problems?" Conference 

Papers (London: The 
Institute of Paper 
Conservation, 1994); and 
Marina Raymakers and Jaap 
Mosk, eds., Project 

Conservation of M o d e r n A r t : 

Proceedings o f t h e 

P r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e Project 

on 12 M a y 1 9 9 6 

(Amsterdam: Foundation for 
the Conservation of Modern 
Art, 1996). 

3. For additional reading, 
see John P. McElhone, 
"Determining Responsible 
Display Conditions for Pho­
tographs" in T h e I m p e r f e c t 

I m a g e : Photographs—Their 

P a s t , Present, a n d F u t u r e , 

ed. Ian and Angela Moor 
(London: Centre for 
Photographic Conservation, 
1992), 193-201; and Henry 
Wilhelm, T h e P r e s e r v a t i o n 

a n d Care of Color 

Photographs (Grinnell, 
Iowa: Preservation 
Publishing, 1993). 

excellence and public confidence. 

The principles set forth in this doc­

ument ensure that conservators 

assume specific obligations to cul­

tural property, to its owners and 

custodians and creators, to the con­

servation profession, and to society 

as a whole. The code requires con­

servation professionals to practice 

within the limits of personal com­

petence and education and to rec­

ognize the specialized knowledge 

of others. It also repeatedly pro­

motes the value and importance 

of shared decision making and 

realistic expectations. 

In addressing the challenges 

of contemporary art, a practical 

approach with achievable goals is 

paramount. In a desire to preserve 

what may, indeed, be ephemeral, 

conservation professionals must 

ensure that they do not foster or 

promote expectations that cannot 

be met. Likewise, conservators 

must work to form professional 

and public partnerships; our 

ethical charge must be universal. 

Museum professionals, dealers, 

collectors, and the public must also 

be accountable. 

Collaboration and Communication 

Continued collaboration between 

artists, curators, archivists, scien­

tists, manufacturers, and collec­

tors—the living community of this 

precarious ecosystem—is essential. 

In doing so, we must actively and 

productively share the methodolo­

gies, strategies, philosophies, and 

ethical constructs that guide our 

work and the responsibility to 

create, interpret, document, and 

preserve the often inherently 

ephemeral media used by contem­

porary artists. 

A delicate balance may exist 

between object preservation and 

access. Conservators, curators, col­

lectors, and artists must confer to 

determine the unique needs for 

each object. Some access, such as 

excessive exhibition practices, is 

destructive. Access must, therefore, 

be respectful and well informed. 2 

For example, there are 

many serious concerns associated 

with the exhibition of contempo­

rary photographic print materials.3 

The risks of temperature extremes, 

cycling relative humidity levels, 

poor handling practices, potential 

accidents, exposure to environ­

mental pollutants, and vandalism 

must always be carefully controlled 

and mitigated. In discussing 

exhibition-related damage, we 

must recognize that continued 

exposure to both visible and ultravi­

olet light wi l l irreversibly damage 

photographic materials. This dam­

age is cumulative. With contem­

porary color works, the absorption 

of visible light and ultraviolet radi­

ation by image-forming dye mole­

cules causes them to break down 

into colorless compounds and/or 

stained products that are yellow in 

color. This formation of low-level 

staining is most visible in the high­

lights. The rate of light fading is 

specific to each type of color print 

and is a direct function of the 

spectral distribution and intensity 

of the illumination, as well as the 

duration of exposure. For any 

given product, the cyan, magenta, 

and yellow image-forming dyes 

each have different fading charac­

teristics, and this results in pro­

gressive changes in color balance. 

For example, dye diffusion and 

dye-diffusion-transfer processes 

(referred to as instant color pho­

tography) have relatively poor 

light stability. Likewise, thermal 

dye-transfer processes made from 

digital desktop thermal printers 

often have very poor light stability 
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Irreplaceable photographic 

materials must be exhibited 

under carefully specified and con­

trolled environmental conditions 

and densitometrically monitored, 

wherever possible. A l l photo­

graphs are affected by exhibition. 

The question is not if changes are 

occurring, but rather at what rate 

and how much. 

In the care and preservation 

of contemporary art, an inter­

disciplinary approach is essential. 

Strong interpersonal and com­

munication skills, honesty, mutual 

trust, and respect—a spirit of 

teamwork—may ensure that 

shared decision making prospers. 

Clearly delineated policies and pro­

cedures wi l l encourage efficient 

and productive dialogue. We can­

not practice in secrecy. If, indeed, 

this is an ecosystem, then perhaps 

the second law of ecology—the 

law of interdependence—applies 

here: Everything is connected and 

intermingled with everything else; 

we are all in it together.4 

The Artist's Intent 

The determination and identifica­

tion of an artist's aesthetic choice 

and intent is a difficult but impor­

tant task for the curators and 

conservators entrusted with the 

interpretation and preservation 

of contemporary works of art. 

Artists' intentions must be repre­

sented to the best of the conser­

vation professional's knowledge. 

Many contemporary artists have 

developed a personal view toward 

change and aging in their work, 

preferring them to long-term 

stability What constitutes "accept­

able" change may differ greatly. In 

some cases, tape stains, adhesive 

residues, faded images, oil halos, 

and other physical evidence of 

working technique are acceptable 

to artists, whereas structural 

changes and problems that directly 

affect presentation may be consid­

ered troublesome. 

While some artists may con­

sider change to be a part of their 

work, others have simply learned 

to accept the eventual change and 

deterioration that occurs. Not all 

contemporary art wi l l survive, nor 

is it intended to. 

Artists' Rights Laws 

Conservation professionals must 

be cognizant of ethical and moral 

issues and those laws and regu­

lations concerning the rights of 

artists and their estates. 

Documentation 

Unfortunately, in many cases, 

we lack basic but highly relevant 

information concerning an artist's 

working methods and materials. 

To ensure the long-term preserva­

tion of contemporary and Modern 

art, accurate documentation is 

vital. Wherever possible, this infor­

mation must be gathered by speak­

ing with the artist. It may be best 

collected at the point of acquisi­

tion and should include a record 

of the artist's vision for the work 

over the next fifty years. Installa­

tion pieces, for example, require 

complete notes (often using pho­

tography and, at times, video) that 

carefully record materials, instal­

lation procedures, spatial relation­

ships, and intent. Without this, 

intent would be lost and the piece 

would change dramatically from 

installation to installation. 

The conservation profes­

sional must work to ensure that 

this information is recorded in as 

permanent a manner as possible. 

Issues relating to the instability of 

digital works, xerography, color 

photography, and video must be 

considered and accounted for. In 

doing so, provisions for cool or cold 

storage and processes for digital 

migration may be recommended. 

This information must be 

also shared with the profession. 

Efforts must be made, for example, 

to ensure that exhibition catalogues 

include substantive information 

on an artist's working techniques, 

methods, and intent. In doing 

so, this information may be most 

appropriately placed within a 

context of time and environment. 

Methods and Materials 

Scientific analyses and sophisti­

cated examination techniques may 

be utilized to assist in the identifi­

cation and characterization of 

deteriorated cultural artifacts. 

These techniques are often essen­

tial to ensure a clear and accurate 

understanding of artists' materials 

and methods. Unfortunately, 

there is a lack of information per­

taining to the nature and extent of 

use of many modern materials. 

The identification and characteri­

zation of synthetic materials is 

often particularly difficult. Indus­

trial information on technology 

and degradation process may be 

proclaimed proprietary and, as a 

result, not disseminated or shared. 

While artists are often very willing 

Not all contemporary art will survive, 
nor is it intended to. 

4. G. Tyler Miller, Environ­

m e n t a l Science Sustaining 

t h e E a r t h (Belmont, Calif.: 
Wadsworth Publishing, 
1991), frontispiece. 
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to provide details about the materi­

als they may have used, they have 

often been given secondhand 

information that may be lacking 

in detail or accuracy 

In safeguarding future works 

of art, conservation professionals 

must continue to work with prac­

ticing artists to ensure that they are 

aware of stability and permanence 

issues and make informed choices 

about the materials they use. 

Conservation Treatment 

In prescribing conservation treat­

ment and developing preventive 

care measures for Modern and con­

temporary art, conservation profes­

sionals must proceed with utmost 

caution. Conservators must never 

isolate the artists from their work 

and must always proceed with a 

strong foundation of information 

and knowledge. Collaborative 

efforts wi l l often strengthen all 

decisions. Active dialogue among 

conservator, curator, and artist is 

essential to expand technical knowl­

edge and to better articulate intent. 

Treatments, as required 

(and there are many times when 

such intervention is appropriate 

and necessary), must be judged 

suitable to the preservation of the 

aesthetic, conceptual, and physical 

characteristics of the work of art. 

Conservation-treatment decisions 

must be made in context of a thor-

5. Miller, E n v i r o n m e n t a l 

Science, frontispiece. 

ough understanding of the work 

of art. These treatments are most 

typically noninvasive and remedial 

in nature. In the case of contem­

porary art, they often represent 

the first time an object has been 

touched by a conservator. These 

decisions and interventions taken 

wi l l have long-term consequences. 

Conservation professionals readily 

recognize and appreciate the first 

law of ecology, or the principle of 

ecological backlash: In nature we 

can never do just one thing; every­

thing we do creates effects that are 

often unpredictable.5 

Preventive Conservation 

Within a traditional ecosystem, 

there is typically one single or limit­

ing factor—temperature, salinity, 

or atmospheric condition—that 

wi l l directly influence survival. 

With contemporary art, these fac­

tors are limitless. The conservation 

professional must endeavor to limit 

danger or deterioration to contem­

porary work by providing guide­

lines for appropriate environmental 

conditions for storage; encouraging 

proper procedures for handling, 

packing, and transport; and ensur­

ing careful exhibition practices. 

As with traditional ecosys­

tems, we must ascertain the r a n g e 

of tolerance—that is, the optimum 

range of values within which con­

temporary art can survive most 

efficiently. We must also acknowl­

edge and accept that, in some cases, 

contemporary art wi l l not last, 

no matter how these factors are 

controlled or manipulated. 

Conclusion 

There are many issues involved 

in the preservation of contempo­

rary works of art that merit 

our careful attention: the artist's 

integrity and rights, suitability for 

treatment, preventive-care alter­

natives, interdisciplinary and col­

laborative approach, preservation 

versus access, and availability of 

documented information pertain­

ing to methods and materials. 

While we cannot expect 

to reduce the dangers to contem­

porary art completely, dialogue 

between artists, collectors, cura­

tors, scientists, manufacturers, 

administrators, lawyers, conserva­

tors, politicians, the press, and the 

public wi l l greatly and significantly 

reduce these risks. Active, honest, 

persistent, and open communica­

t i o n — n o t dictation—is essential, 

for it is precisely this interdepen­

dence that defines the ecosystem 

and ensures its long-term viability. 

Finally, we must work to 

ensure the continuity of this 

ecosystem. It is our collective 

responsibility to supervise, teach, 

mentor, encourage, and inspire 

current and future students of con­

servation, studio art, art history, 

museum studies, science, law, and 

business, to practice within our 

respective professions and, in doing 

so, to create, interpret, collect, and 

preserve this contemporary legacy. 

In sharing our passion and 

love for these materials, we may 

ensure the preservation of this con­

temporary material culture and its 

memory for future generations. 
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INTENTIONALITY AND PERFORMANCE-BASED ART 

Paul Sch immel Today, more than during any other 

period of art, the individuals 

responsible for preserving and 

conserving art should show great 

initiative in the preservation, 

remaking, and safe storage of con­

temporary artworks, for it seems 

that their remarkable histories 

are often lost within years of 

their making. This is particularly 

true for works by artists who cre­

ate environments, installations, 

and performances—and whose 

contributions to the history of art 

should be fully documented. 

The exhibition O u t of 

A c t i o n s : B e t w e e n P e r f o r m a n c e a n d 

t h e O b j e c t , 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 7 9 at The Geffen 

Contemporary at The Museum of 

Contemporary Art in Los Angeles, 

February 8-May 10,1998, brought 

together artists of the 1950s, 1960s, 

and 1970s whose works were influ­

enced by performance actions. 

An international survey repre­

senting action-based art from the 

United States, South America, 

Europe, and Japan, the exhibition 

explored the activity of postwar 

artists who directly related process 

and performance to the subject 

of their work. Paintings, sculptures, 

objects, installations, and docu­

mentation resulted from the per­

formance work of these artists, 

who made indistinguishable the 

line between action, performance, 

and a work of art. In many cases, 

the objects themselves were 

imbued with the performances that 

made them, as the goal of making 

art shifted from the production of 

objects to the process of creation. 

As an art historian and the 

curator of this exhibition, I knew 

I was entering into questionable 

territory involving remaking the 

works and bringing back the ele­

ments—or parts and pieces of 

larger assemblages—in order to 

recapture the artists' intent. Once 

the exhibition was installed, I real­

ized that it looked somewhat dif­

ferent than I had imagined—that, 

in fact, it was an exploration, to 

use an "ethnographic" term, into 

the material culture of the contem­

porary performative society. 

The term "material culture" 

is appropriate because, like the 

collectibles in old curio cabinets, 

things made by people still have 

great power. As much as we may 

record artists' actions through 

digitization and photography and 

other forms of documentation, 

I think we are compelled primarily 
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As curators and conservators, we 
are in the business of preserving not 
only the works of art, but also their 
legends. We have a responsibility not 
only to fix the works, but also to capture 
the personalities that created them. 

ι. The Gutai Art 
Association ( G u t a i Bijutsu 

Kyokai, also called "the 
Gutai") was founded in 
Ashiya, Japan, near Osaka, 
in 1954. For more on this 
subject, see Shinichiro 
Osaki, "Body and Place: 
Action in Postwar Art in 
Japan," trans. Tomoko 
Matsutani, in O u t o f 

Actions: B e t w e e n 

P e r f o r m a n c e a n d t h e 

Object, 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 7 9 , ed. 
Paul Schimmel (Los 
Angeles: The Museum 
of Contemporary Art/ 
New York and London: 
Thames and Hudson, 
1998), 121-57. 

by a love of the object itself and its 

power to express the emotion and 

thinking of its maker—whether the 

object is only a trace of the action 

that produced it, a remnant of the 

work it once was, or a kind of cul­

tural relic. I preferred, when plan­

ning the exhibition, to see a piece 

of the true cross than nothing at all. 

It is important to capture, 

take hold of, try to fix, and some­

how preserve the intentionality of 

the artist. It is not just a question 

of the artist making something and 

the curator or the collector inter­

preting it. Artists have a tendency 

to change their opinions about 

a work; they want to redo things. 

This is something that requires a 

shared responsibility. It is absolutely 

essential that we respect the origi­

nal intentions of the artist but 

that we do not let those intentions 

cause us to dismiss work that is 

not one hundred percent complete. 

In this sense, a fragment that con­

tains some essence of the artist's 

intent is important. As curators and 

conservators, we are in the busi­

ness of preserving not only the 

works of art, but also their legends. 

We have a responsibility not only 

to fix the works, but also to capture 

the personalities that created them. 

In 1956, Saburo Murakami 

made Breaking through Many Screens 

o f Paper, one of a series of perform­

ance-based works in which the 

artist hurled himself through pic­

ture planes and environments, 

dramatically rupturing them. 

Associated with the Gutai, a group 

of artists in postwar Japan who 

explored the relationship between 

artist and action, 1 Murakami 

divided his creative efforts between 

such performative activities and 

his paintings, the latter earning him 

the reputation as an artist equal 

to Jackson Pollock and Wil lem 

de Kooning. Murakami never sold 

one of these actions; instead, he 

chose opportunities to remake 

these works for each exhibition. 

In 1995,1 visited Murakami 

to ask him to participate in the Out 
o f Actions exhibition. I thought that 

his Entrance, an action he had done 

for the First Gutai A r t Exhibition 

in October 1955 in Tokyo, would 

be an important vehicle for the 

viewer upon entering the exhibi­

tion. For this action, which draws 

on the traditions of Japanese 

screens and martial arts, the artist 

jumps through a gold-coated piece 

of heavy craftlike paper in one 

violent action. With Entrance, visi­

tors to the exhibition would also 

break through the picture plane 

and, I felt, experience the essence 

of performance-based art and the 

relationship between the maker 

and the work of a r t—that is, 

that the work of art was just the 

moment that the artist's action 

captured. Murakami agreed to my 

request, but an important problem 

developed—the artist, unfortu­

nately, passed away. Although the 

specifications for his actions were 

so precise that others could per­

form them, I was very concerned, 

given the importance of this work 

to the exhibition, that it could not 

be remade. After many discussions, 

Murakami's widow chose to allow 

the work to be remade with the 

same materials by someone who 

had worked with Murakami in 

the past. I found this troubling, yet 

I accepted because I felt that it was 

the artist's wish that this action 

would live beyond the object; that, 

in his life, Murakami had chosen 

never to make this work a fixed 

object; and that it was important 

to honor his intentions always to 
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have the work made afresh in new 

situations. What wi l l happen, how­

ever, when his widow dies? Who 

wi l l make these decisions in the 

future? Wi l l she decide to sell it as 

an action to an institution and 

allow this institution the choice of 

remaking such pieces in the future? 

Another work by Murakami 

featured in the exhibition was W o r k 

(during the 1950s in Japan, the Gutai 

artists called their art "works"), 

also informally known as P e e l i n g O f f 

Painting (1957) ( F I G . I ) , which seems 

to be a very apt description. There 

are fewer than five works of this ilk 

by Murakami. Figure 1 illustrates 

the largest example of the Peeling 
Off paintings. Although I had 

requested this piece for the exhibi­

tion, I imagined it would be very 

difficult to get, as it is very delicate. 

When it arrived in Los Angeles, the 

conservator who had traveled with 

it was anxiously awaiting the open­

ing of the crate to see i f the very 

large pieces on the left side of the 

painting had actually fallen off; they 

were still there. I asked her, "Why 

did you lend it? It's such an incred­

ibly fragile piece." She replied, " I t is 

called P e e l i n g O f f P a i n t i n g . And 

that was [Murakami's] intention." 

I thought that was a remarkable 

statement for a conservator to 

make and was amazed that she 

would allow the wishes of the 

artist to supersede her knowledge 

that eventual destruction would 

occur to this work of art. 

Another Gutai artist, Atsuko 

Tanaka, made her first E l e c t r i c D r e s s 

in 1956. Under her supervision, 

it was remade for an exhibition in 

1985. She changed some aspects 

of the piece. Most important, 

she no longer wears it. Yet, she felt 

that the remade work, with its new 

bulbs and computer-controlled 

light system, was more important 

as a representation of what she 

had in mind than just representing 

the work through photographs. 

Tanaka has followed this work 

around the world in many exhibi­

tions and has taken great satisfac­

tion in how it anticipated the great 

interest in the body as a subject in 

the art of the 1980s and 1990s. 

The installation/perform­

ance of Allan Kaprow's E i g h t e e n 

H a p p e n i n g s i n S i x P a r t s (1959) at the 

Mark Reuben Gallery in New York 

was the first time the word "Hap­

pening" was associated with an 

exhibition. Happenings were per­

formances that followed unconven­

tional narratives, typically invited 

audience participation, and were 

characterized by a strong visual 

dimension. Kaprow is someone 

who believes very strongly that you 

cannot redo things, you cannot 

make them again. So I found it very 

interesting, even ironic, that he 

saved all the panels that were used 

in this installation and sold them 

to a collector with instructions on 

F I G U R E 1 

Saburo Murakami, Peeling Off Painting, 1957. Mixed 
media on board, 93 χ 184.5 cm (367» χ j i V * in.). 
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F I G U R E 2 

Allan Kaprow, Yard, 1961/1998 (above l e f t ) . 

Installation view of re-creation at The Geffen 
Contemporary at The Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Los Angeles, in the exhibition Out of Actions. 
Used automobile tires and other media; dimen­
sions variable. Collection Feelisch, Remscheid, 
Germany 

F I G U R E 3 

Ben Vautier, Ben's W i n d o w , 1962/1998 (above n g h t ) . 

Installation view of re-creation at The Geffen 
Contemporary at The Museum of Contemporary 
Art, Los Angeles, in the exhibition Out of Actions. 
Mixed media, 318.77 χ 453.39 χ 274.32 cm (125/2 

χ 178/ χ 108 in.). Collection Walker Art Center, 
Minneapolis, T. B. Walker Acquisition Fund 
with additional funds from Lila and Gilbert 
Silverman, 1993. 

2. Owen F. Smith, "Fluxus: 
A Brief History" in I n t h e 

S p i r i t of Fluxus, exhibition 
catalogue (Minneapolis: 
Walker Art Center, 1993), 
24; quoted in Paul 
Schimmel, "Leap into the 
Void: Performance and 
the Object," in O u t of 

A c t i o n s , 75. 

how to maintain them—for ex­

ample, one would reuse asphalt 

and leaves for the panels on the 

work's left-hand side. 

I discussed with Kaprow 

his participation in the exhibition; 

it was his work Y a r d (1961), origi­

nally made for the Martha Jackson 

Gallery in New York, that I most 

wanted to re-create. When the 

piece was first done, stacks of tires 

covered some beautiful bronze 

sculptures in the back of the 

gallery. Over the years, Kaprow has 

done many different versions of 

this piece. The one made prior to 

the Los Angeles exhibition—which 

he made in Italy—looked like a car 

repair shop. It had jacks and tires 

all lined up on the wall and a car 

in the middle and seemed to have 

very little to do with Kaprow's 

original intention. With much 

discussion and a great deal of 

struggle, I convinced him to make 

a piece that I think also has only a 

passing resemblance to his original 

intention. Instead of duplicating 

the Martha Jackson Gallery instal­

lation in some other artificial form, 

Kaprow divided the center of a 

caged area, rather than the back­

yard of a townhouse, with walls 

of tires that one would have to 

climb over ( F I G . 2) . 

B e n ' s W i n d o w ( F I G . 3) is a 

remake of an original installation 

by Ben Vautier, who had been 

invited by the artist Daniel Spoerri 

to produce an exhibition as part 

of the Festival of Misfits held at 

Gallery One in London in 1962. 

An artist associated with the Fluxus 

movement (coined from the word 

"flux," defined as a continuous 

shifting process),2 Vau tier's response 

was to live in the gallery, installing 

himself as a fixture in the window 

With very few of the original 

objects, the Walker Art Center in 

Minneapolis made a bold move 

to remake this work as part of its 

Fluxus exhibition in 1993. Despite 

incorporating very few of the 

original elements, I feel that the 

remake carries much of the artist's 

original intentions, and I see both 

the pleasure and understanding 

that viewers get from this piece. 

Remaking the work brought it back 

to life, despite the questions raised 

in regard to the original work's 

viability. 

Gustav Metzger was well 

known for his writings on the 

beauty and creativity of destruc­

tion. For his actions, he sprayed 

acid onto nylon, which resulted in 



Intentionality and Pe r fo rmance-Based Art 139 

the creation of abstract patterns 

as the nylon dissolved. For The 

Museum of Contemporary Art's 

exhibition, Metzger remade South 

Bank Demo for the first time since 

its installation in 1961. When he 

came to Los Angeles, he re-created 

the piece in a manner that was con­

sistent with the materials he had 

formerly used, although the acid 

was not as strong as the type he 

had employed previously ( F I G . 4 ) . 

There is an irony in an artist 

producing art for destruction that 

we endeavor to save some thirty 

years later. For example, Raphael 

Montañez Ortiz, who cultivated 

the idea of destruction as a creative 

psychological and physical process, 

re-created his P i a n o D e s t r u c t i o n C o n ­

cert (1966) for the exhibition. When 

he makes these ritual destructions 

today, as Metzger explained to me, 

it sounds less like Beethoven and 

more like Mozart. In other words, 

Ortiz has become a little more 

refined. He, too, would like to have 

his work preserved and is helping 

it to enter into The Museum of 

Contemporary Art 's collection. 

John Latham, whose sculp­

tures, assemblages, and actions are 

produced from books—or skoobs 

("books" spelled backward)—has 

been re-creating his Skoob Towers 

since 1964. He arrives at a partic­

ular location, sets up skyscraper­

like towers of new books that are 

appropriate to the site, burns them, 

and then chooses a remnant to 

represent the action in future 

exhibitions. 

In the case of Fluxus artist 

Nam June Paik's remaking of Zen 

f o r H e a d (1962), the conservator 

from the Museum Wiesbaden who 

accompanied the piece to Los 

Angeles was at a loss as to how to 

install it. Based on a i 9 6 0 composi­

tion by La Monte Young, Paik's 

interpretation of the score "Draw a 

straight line and follow it " involved 

"inking the top of his head and 

using it to brush a line onto a piece 

of scroll-like paper."3 It took sev­

eral days of discussion before the 

conservator knew how to mount 

and handle the piece. We were not 

certain whether the piece should 

be seen on the floor or on the wall. 

Often, just the simplest of instruc­

tions are necessary. 

Joseph Beuys's Ausfegen (1972) 

did not enter an exhibition case 

until 1985. It contains all the sweep­

ings from a performance he had 

done in Berlin, which his dealer, 

René Block, had kept. It was not 

until later, when Beuys was having 

a series of cases made for an exhi­

bition in London, that he partici­

pated in putting these objects into 

a case. This presented a particularly 

thorny issue, because when, in the 

late 1960s, Beuys elected to make 

his first cases holding objects, there 

was a backlash among a number 

of artists because of the commer­

cial implications of such a move. 

Instead of widely dispersing 

the work, he elected to sell much 

F I G U R E 4 

Gustav Metzger, S o u t h B a n k D e m o , 1961/1998. 

Installation view of re-creation at The 
Geffen Contemporary at The Museum of 
Contemporary Art, Los Angeles, in the 
exhibition Out of Actions. Metal, nylon, and 
acid; approx. 1.52 χ 2.44 m (5 χ 8 ft.). 

3. Paul Schimmel, O u t 

of A c t i o n s : B e t w e e n 

P e r f o r m a n c e a n d t h e 

O b j e c t , 1 9 4 9 - 1 9 7 9 , (Los 
Angeles: The Museum of 
Contemporary Art), 71. 
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of the material to a collector-

institution in Darmstadt, Germany, 

where the vast majority of his per­

formative objects are held today 

In some ways, Beuys's concern 

about how the art world would 

perceive the sale of these objects 

made it very difficult for future 

curators, such as myself, to borrow 

these works because they are all 

held in a single institution that wi l l 

never let the works travel. 

Some works, including those 

by Brazilian artist Hélio Oiticica, 

are meant to be worn and used; 

this is central to how the artist per­

ceives the work entering into the 

public domain. Each example in 

Oiticica's series of capes, such 

as Parangolé P22 (Cape 18) Nirvana 

(1968), had a different character 

and structure that was veiled and 

unveiled during the action. In cer­

tain exhibitions where there have 

been great demands for Oiticica's 

work because of its popularity, the 

pieces have not been allowed to be 

used in a manner consistent with 

the artist's wishes. This is also true 

for another Brazilian artist, Lygia 

Clark, whose sensorial masks func­

tion only when you put them on, 

allowing you to smell, hear, and 

see differently. 

It has been estimated that 

70 to 80 percent of the Italian 

paintings made five to seven hun­

dred years ago have disappeared.4 

I find it extraordinary that so many 

of them are still here. I think, 

however, that the vast majority 

of works made today are lost in the 

first ten years, and that we may 

do too much for far too few pieces. 

The problem of a neglected or 

overlooked artist is far more signifi­

cant than the material breakdown 

of an object. There are vast num­

bers of important works that never 

enter into collections, never go to 

museums, are never handled by 

dealers, and are lost in a manner 

that makes it impossible to recon­

struct an accurate history of art. In 

some matters, conservators should 

focus more on stabilization and 

conservation, at least for the first 

decade or so. We, as curators and 

conservators, should be activists 

and try to put all of our resources 

into saving not one or two great 

masterpieces but, instead, the 

history of artists and their works 

of art. 

4. Edward B. Garrison, 
"Note on the Survival 
of Thirteenth-Century 
Panel Paintings in Italy," 
A r t B u l l e t i n 54 (1972), 

140; quoted in Gary 
Schwartz, "Ars Moriendi: 
The Mortality of Art," A r t 

in A m e r i c a 84, no. 11 

(1996), 72. 

The problem of a neglected 
or overlooked artist is far more 
significant than the material 
breakdown of an object. 
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LINEN LONGEVITY 

Sheila Hicks 

ι. The eighth international 
biennial of tapestry was 
held at the Musée 
Cantonal des Beaux-Arts, 
Lausanne, Switzerland, 
4 June-25 September 
1997. 

I am honored when people con­

sider me an artist. I am surprised 

sometimes because I really do my 

best not to fall into the category 

of artist. This sounds contradic­

tory, but it is not. I am satisfied 

just to make, do, see, live, think, 

be here and now—searching for 

meaning, quality, sincerity, commit­

ment, authenticity. My raw mate­

rials are cloth, space, light, ideas, 

and allusions. 

The examination of how to 

preserve fragments of our culture 

and the mortality and immortality 

issues surrounding art have opened 

up questions for me, leading me to 

review my way of thinking. Living 

and moving about, I tend to draw 

away from the art world and veer 

more toward the design world. 

Maybe that is the Bauhaus training 

I received at Yale when I studied 

with Josef Albers and, by exten­

sion, Anni Albers, his wife. I also 

had the privilege of working under 

the guidance of the brilliant art his­

torian George Kubier, who inspired 

me to want to look at, think about, 

feel, and penetrate the mystery 

of all of human artifact making 

since the beginning of history, to 

connect with material culture of all 

kinds and from all periods, regard­

less of size or utility. I feel inspired 

to walk into the world and discover 

it, discover form and color with 

my eyes, personality, and my sensi­

b i l i ty—not an "artist's" sensibility, 

just with my particular way of 

looking, my perceptions. 

What causes a person to cre­

ate something, to make something, 

to have the desire to want to make 

something? What are the materials 

that person chooses or the way 

he or she chooses to create some­

thing, and then what is the method 

of showing or communicating it to 

others? Continuing along that path, 

what are the strategies used for 

psychologically engineering ways 

to communicate? How can this be 

done without becoming frustrated, 

F I G U R E 1 

Sheila Hicks, Le Démêloir, 1978. Installation in 
Montreuil, France. Unfolded nurses' blouses 
strung up and safety-pinned on cables; 
13 χ 28 m (42 ft., 7/4 in. χ 91 ft., ί ο / in.). 

angry limited, cynical, sarcastic, 

thwarted? What causes a person to 

want to continue down a path and 

to pursue as far as possible a vision 

or journey of self-discovery? 

My own journey has taken 

me many places. One of these was 

the Lausanne Cantonal Hospital 

in Switzerland, where I checked 

out nurses' uniforms for a few 

months in 1977 to make an instal­

lation of 1,300 nurses' blouses for 

the 8e b i e n n a l e i n t e r n a t i o n a l e de l a 

t a p i s s e n e in Lausanne.1 The blouses 

were piled up and displayed as 

sculpture in the exhibition, then 
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F I G U R E 2 
Sheila Hicks, Baby Bands, 1980. Installation at a 
private gallery, Kyoto, Japan. Sculpture environ­
ment with cotton baby garments from 
a Swedish hospital. 

washed and returned to the hos­

pital and put back to normal use. 

They were art for three months. 

The following year, I dis­

played the same blouses in Mon-

treuil, a suburb of Paris. This time 

I hung them in rows attached 

with diaper pins ( F I G . I ) . Again 

they were returned to their "real 

l ife" after a brief interlude in an 

art manifestation. 

On a more intimate scale, in 

Kyoto, Japan, I used small Swedish 

baby bands that are placed over 

newborn infants to compress their 

belly buttons. Many, many babies' 

little belly buttons were compressed 

with those small white linen bands. 

I thought it would be a lyrical 

touch to put them in an envelope 

and send them to Kyoto when a 

new art gallery was about to be 

born ( F I G . 2) . They were displayed 

and returned to me, and I then sent 

them back to the hospital in Lund, 

Sweden, from which they were 

borrowed. 

In 1980, Wi l l Sandberg, for­

mer director of the Stedelijk 

Museum of Amsterdam, invited 

me to Israel. He explained that the 

Israel Museum in Jerusalem, where 

he was chief advisor, was reluctant 

to pay for crates, transportation, 

and insurance for art. The museum 

was more interested in paying the 

plane fare for artists to come and 

create something in that new coun­

try. That made a lot of sense to me. 

I flew there and spent time look­

ing around Israel. I saw soldiers' 

khaki uniforms, washed and blow­

ing on the clotheslines in all of the 

yards and on all of the balconies. 

Soldiers' mothers and wives were 

washing their uniforms for them 

to return to duty, as almost every­

one does military service in Israel. 

I thought I could say something 

about what I felt and saw in that 

particular time, place, and instance 

to those who lived with this kind of 

daily involvement. I borrowed mili­

tary uniforms from the army 

stocks. Some of these uniforms 

had name tags inside them. I was 

told that, although these uniforms 

had been laundered, not ironed, 

that they belonged to, and had 

been worn by, soldiers who died 

in that war. And that brought 

me to the realization that with 

this extremely modest material, 

immensely important things might 

be said. I hung masses of uniforms 

around a concrete pillar in the art 

museum and strung them out the 

windows bursting into the court­

yard ( F I G . 3). Where those uniforms 

are today, I have no idea. They may 

have been shredded and recycled 

into newsprint or gone back to war. 

Eventually, people began 

mailing me their laundry as contri­

butions to art making. When they 

were about to put their materials 

into rag dealers' hands, sometimes 

they would ask me if I would like 

to have them first, an intermediary 

stop on the itinerary of decay. They 

even offered to sell their abandoned 

cloth to me by the pound or the 

kilo. But I decided that this was not 

the way to go, as I did not want to 

be drawn into commercial discus­

sions of this kind. I was open to 

anyone who wanted to contribute 

materials to me and who wanted 

me to do something with them. 

I was willing to examine the goods, 

learn about their history, and per­

haps include them in an exhibition 

or presentation. My studio soon 

became crowded, so I rented an 

additional one. 

I live in a courtyard in Paris, 

and I dye bundles of cloth in the 

washing machine in my kitchen, 

in small clumps and loads, replac­

ing the washing machine every 

so often. Al l of the irregularities, 

shades, and unexpected things that 

happen to the cloth in this kind of 

do-it-yourself situation—not under 

high-tech scientific laboratory con­

t ro l—are very interesting to me. 

, Andrea Rothe, paintings 

conservator at the J . Paul Getty 

Museum, told me about an Arshile 

Gorky painting he had worked 
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on that was painted on a bedsheet 

with very heavy impasto, irregu­

larly applied in varying thickness. 

He said that paint had flaked off 

of the bedsheet in sections. After 

hearing this, I continued thinking 

about that painting and how much 

I would have liked to have seen 

the back of that bedsheet painting. 

It must have been beautiful, with 

traces of paint soaked through the 

woven linen. 

Linen plays a significant role 

in our lives. I would venture to 

guess that most of us spend six to 

eight hours sleeping in linen, or 

at least cotton, every night. That 

means that most of our lives, we 

are in contact with a reassuring, 

soft material. We are lucky to have 

bedsheets at all, as this is not the 

case in many parts of the world. 

In our culture, we probably spend 

2,500 hours a year enveloped in 

linen, or linen-cotton, or cotton 

with polyester. Most paintings in 

the nineteenth and twentieth cen­

turies were painted on linen or 

linen substitutes. Now, considering 

linen and its longevity, I cannot 

help wonder what new materials 

w i l l encompass our lives and 

accompany our nights. We have 

a lot of negative feelings about 

polyester, but polyester and plastic 

are fast becoming pervasive in our 

l ives—and in our art. 

In 1 9 9 6 - 9 7 ,1 produced a 

monumental application for poly­

ester: a stage curtain designed 

for the Cultural Center of Kiryu, 

Japan, woven on jacquard looms 

with polyester yarn and fiberglass 

printed with a hologram. I induced 

A thread is a Line that can move and 
develop in space. Many threads can be 
assembled, twisted together, and thick­
ened in diameter. Entire environments 
come into being. 

the looms to try new ideas. The 

flame-retardant curtain is intended 

to have a life span of approximately 

thirty years (not hundreds of years 

like the famous Unicorn Tapestries 

of the Middle Ages). 

Wandering into the design 

field has brought me in closer 

contact with architects and urban 

planners on public works, but I 

must confess that my heart and 

soul remain in an intimate domain, 

a sort of mind's inner eye. I feel 

that we are here on this planet to 

serve a few more and other things 

than ourselves, so I attempt to 

apply my playful intelligence and 

energy to collaborating with archi­

tects on their large-scale projects. 

That means I have the pleasure of 

working on building sites, in facto­

ries, with engineers and designers, 

and with fine craftspeople in devel­

oping countries. My assignments 

have taken me to India, Chile, 

Saudi Arabia, Morocco, Mexico, 

and many countries in Europe. 

F I G U R E 3 
Sheila Hicks, Back from the Front, 1980. Installation 
at the Israel Museum, Jerusalem. Sculpture envi­
ronment with khaki military uniforms, 6 x 6 x 9 m 
(19 ft., 8 / in. χ 19 ft., 8 / in. χ 29 ft., 6'λ in.). 



U 4 S h e i l a H i c k s 

Recently, I have begun to work 

in Cape Town, South Africa, help­

ing to organize a new design 

school in the city's old Customs 

House. Slowly, I have formulated 

a vocabulary and a way of speak­

ing with cloth—soft, pliable mate­

rials that are new or recuperated, 

recycled, rethought, restated. 

My research tends to follow a logi­

cal progression. 

A thread is a line that can 

move and develop in space. Many 

threads can be assembled, twisted 

together, and thickened in diame­

ter. Wrapped around a core, it 

becomes a cord or massing of 

pliable planes moving in space. 

Entire environments come into 

being. I have narrowed in, focus­

ing and specializing in communi­

cating with the help of cloth or 

fibers, and I accept all sorts of mis­

sions related to that. Positioning 

myself as a perpetual outsider 

enables me to distance myself and 

seek hidden truths. 

For instance, I found an 

immense fishnet in an open market 

in Seoul, South Korea—and she 

who looks finds. As Ibn Khaldun, 

the fourteenth-century Arab 

author and scholar once wrote: 

2. Ibn Khaldun, T h e 

M u q u a d d i m a h : A n 

I n t r o d u c t i o n t o H i s t o r y 

(14th c ; reprint, New York: 
The Bollingen Foundation, 
!997) . 3!5 (page citation is 
to the reprint edition). This 
text was considered by 
Arnold Toynbee to be "the 
most comprehensive and 
illuminating analysis of 
how human affairs work 
that has been made any­
where" (cited from the fly­
leaf of the 1997 edition). 

T h e [susceptibility] of the crafts 

to refinement, and the quality of 

[the purposes] they are to serve 

in v iew of the demands made by 

luxury and wealth, then corre­

spond to the civilization of a 

given country. W h e n civilization 

flourishes and the luxuries are in 

demand, it includes the refine­

ment and development of the 

crafts. Consequently, these are 

perfected w i t h every finesse, 

and a number of other crafts, 

in addition to them, are added 

as a luxury, as customs and 

conditions demand. 2 

Al l kinds of things currently 

exist in our art playground that 

are provocative and thought-

provoking. We have stitched-up 

dried fruit, moth-eaten felt, 

crushed cans. It makes one think, 

What are the demands and stan­

dards dictated for someone who 

makes a fishnet? They are pretty 

exigent. They are pretty stringent. 

On the floor of the Seoul Art Cen­

ter in South Korea, I placed a circu­

lar fishnet with tiny weights 

attached around the edge ( F I G . 4 ) . 

What is it doing in an art exhibi­

tion? Why this magical presence? 

In 1991,1 was assigned seven 

very large rooms in the art center 

in which to make an exhibition. 

In the adjoining seven rooms, 

North Korea was to present an 

exhibition. While installing my 

show, the director of the art center 

came to me in a very agitated state 

and said, "Because of difficulties 

you may be aware of between 

North and South Korea, a cultural 

event we had scheduled is now on 

the rocks, and North Korea has 

canceled. The opening date was to 

be the day after tomorrow. Can 

you please annex the next seven 

rooms and expand your show?" 

They were very big rooms, 

but it was pretty easy. My Korean 

fishnets opened up and spread like 

a river flowing through one room 

after another. What remains from 

this exhibition besides the memory 

of it? Just the encounter of one 

artist with one visitor at a time. 

Many people came to that exhibi­

tion, including hundreds of school 

children who filed through each 

day. Since lighting was so much a 

part of the wo rk—and the shadow 

of the fishnet cast onto the walls 

at the entrance was so beaut i fu l— 

I invited the children and the adults 

to draw the shadow of the net 

directly onto the wall. When we 

took the show down and removed 

the net, the drawing remained 

for quite a long time. It left a trace, 

the trace of a thread. It was the 

memory of an object, the trace 

of a language, a reminder of a 

common experience. 

I have said that linen has 

been very much a part of our lives, 

and that now polyester has become 

very much a part of our lives. 

If I pull apart 50 yards of polyester 

textile, crushed and dyed, you can 

hear the sound as it unfurls. It is 

a rather ugly and repellent mate­

rial that we are going to live with 

a lot, and maybe even learn to love. 

Some people say the same thing 

about art these days, but that is the 

way it is. We are living our times, 

so let's live it up. 

F I G U R E 4 
Sheila Hicks, F l o w R i v e r F l o w , 1991-92, Installation 

at the Seoul Art Center, Seoul, South Korea. 
Korean fishnet sculpture with lead weights. 
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Judy Chicago 

ι. Gerda Lerner, T h e 

C r e a t i o n of Feminist 

Consciousness (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 
1993), 19· 

2. Giancarlo Mantegna, 
"Christo and Jeanne-
Claude," Journal of 

C o n t e m p o r a r y A r t 7, no. 2 

(1995). 32-52. 

Men develop ideas and systems 

of explanation by absorbing 

past knowledge and critiquing 

and superseding it. Women, 

ignorant of their own history 

[do] not know what women 

before t h e m . . . thought and 

taught. So, generation after 

generation, they struggle for 

insights others had already 

had before t h e m . . . a "cruel 

repetitiousness" that forces 

women to continually repeat 

efforts made a number of 

times by other w o m e n 

[This cruel repetition is] not 

only a s y m b o l o f w o m e n ' s oppres­

s i o n but its a c t u a l manifestation 

[author's emphasis]. 1 

— Gerda Lerner 

These words by Gerda Lerner, who 

is generally recognized as the pio­

neering founder of the discipline 

of women's history, seem to have 

particular relevance to visual art, a 

relevance that I hope to illuminate. 

This essay discusses several issues 

related to the conservation and 

preservation of contemporary art 

through the prism of my own 

experience as a woman, one who 

became intent on introducing 

aspects of the female experience 

into the mainstream cultural 

dialogue. This goal brought me 

face to face with a number of 

problems involving both conser­

vation and preservation, since it 

is through carefully wrought aes­

thetic objects that my intentions 

are primarily expressed. 

In an article in the Journal of 

Contemporary A r t , the artist Christo 

asserted, regarding the immortality 

of art, that " it probably takes 

greater courage to go away than 

to stay" 2 a comment I interpret as 

being related to the ephemeral 

nature of his work. But despite its 

transitory nature, Christofs work 

does not seem in any danger of 

"going away" 

This is not the case for most 

women's art, be it temporal or 

tangible in nature. Whereas men 

experience themselves as present 

in the art that is preserved in our 

museums, women experience a 

deafening absence in terms of images 

that position the female experience 

as equally central to culture. One 

important way in which the cen-

trality of the male experience is 

acknowledged is through those 

many works of art by men that 

have been considered sufficiently 

valuable to preserve. 

The absence of women 

artists was not evident to me dur­

ing my childhood visits to the Art 

Institute of Chicago, where I began 

attending classes when I was five 

years old. From the time I was 

young, nothing was more impor­

tant to me than making art. At that 

time, I knew little about the work 

of Mary Cassatt, Berthe Morisot, 

or, in fact, of any of the women 

artists I would later discover. Every 

week after class, I would walk 

through the airy upstairs galleries 

to study the millions of colored 

dots that together form Georges 

Seurat's S u n d a y A f t e r n o o n o n t h e 

I s l a n d of L a G r a n d e J a t t e ( 1 8 8 4 - 8 6 ) 

or to stand in front of Edgar 

Degas's sensuous female figures 

or the ribald images by Henri de 

Toulouse-Lautrec, sometimes 

tracing Toulouse-Lautrec's use of 

reds and noticing how the viewer's 

eye was made to move around the 

entire canvas by the repetition of 

reddish tones. However, I must 

admit to some confusion, brought 

on by my identification with the 

male artists rather than their female 

models, to whose depictions I could 

not relate because my own aspira­

tions did not involve becoming an 

object of the male gaze but, 

rather, doing both the gazing and 

the painting. 
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This dilemma followed me 

throughout my childhood and 

into college, where I first began 

to struggle with the outrageous 

sexism that characterized the 

Los Angeles art scene of the 1960s. 

The first decade of my career was 

spent fighting to make a place for 

myself, the price for which was 

having to excise all aspects of my 

identity as a woman from my art. 

Art is beyond gender, I was told, 

and I tried to uphold this dictum. 

Unfortunately, this same attitude 

was not in evidence among those 

members of the L.A. art commu­

nity who then controlled the fate 

of an artist's career. To them my 

gender loomed far larger than 

my talent. 

Since that time, there have 

been many changes; certainly, 

many more women are exhibiting 

than when I was a young woman 

artist. However, there have been 

other periods in history when 

women artists flourished. Unfor­

tunately, their achievements were 

obscured rather than honored 

by history. 

I came to understand this as 

a result of my intensive research 

for T h e D i n n e r P a r t y (1979) ( F I G . I ) , 

my most well-known project, 

a symbolic history of women in 

Western civilization or, as I some­

times describe it, a reinterpretation 

of the Last Supper from the point 

of view of those who have done 

the cooking throughout history 

As is clear from my journal entry 

of 1 9 7 5—when I was deeply im­

mersed in The D i n n e r P a r t y — m y 

intention from the start was to 

counter women's repeated erasure 

from history: 

M y dream is that I w i l l make 

a piece so far beyond judgment 

that it w i l l enter the cultural 

pool and never be erased from 

history, as women's w o r k has 

been erased before. 

For centuries, women were 

deterred from full intellectual and 

artistic expression due to assump­

tions about female inferiority; nar­

row definitions of female role 

along with overriding family duties; 

lack of access to education or train­

ing; an absence of economic inde­

pendence; and, of course, outright 

discrimination. As we approach the 

millennium, we stand at a new 

moment in human history Women 

everywhere are beginning to take 

their rightful place in the world, 

and female artists are expressing 

themselves through a r t—not as 

I did when I began, by disguising 

their true nature, but openly— 

which is to be celebrated. 

However, if this new artistic 

expression is to effectively counter 

the absence in our museums that 

preceded it, my own experience 

seems to offer some guidance, 

particularly in relation to some 

of the questions being raised in 

this book—that is: Which works 

by contemporary artists wi l l be 

around for future generations to 

understand and appreciate? Do we 

have an obligation to provide a 

comprehensive record of twentieth-

century art? And, most significant, 

Who decides what art is to be val­

ued and preserved and according to 

what criteria? These are the very 

issues with which I have collided in 

my effort to break the cycle of 

history described by Lerner, a cycle 

that threatens to condemn The D i n ­

ner Party to the very same erasure it 

was intended to end. 

Perhaps because of my acute 

awareness of the fragility of our 

cultural memory of women's 

achievements, I could not adopt 

F I G U R E 1 
Judy Chicago, The Dinner Party, 1979. 
Installation view (from the end of Wing Three), 
featuring the Virginia Woolf and Georgia 
O'Keeffe place settings. 
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a cavalier attitude toward perma­

nence in art. In fact, permanence 

has been uppermost in my mind 

throughout my career, the result 

being that I always take care to con­

sider and research the long-term 

consequences of materials and 

have great concern for the ultimate 

disposition of my work. However, 

like most artists, I assumed that if 

I created art that was considered 

important, the result would be the 

exhibition and preservation of 

that work by the art community. 

Boy was I in for an education! 

Toward the end of The D i n ­

ner Party project, I began to make 

plans for permanent housing of 

the piece, envisioning a porcelain 

room that would extend the 

imagery of the plates into an archi­

tectural space, thereby replacing 

the absence of female experience 

in the public arena with an ineradi­

cable presence. 

T h e D i n n e r P a r t y premiered 

at the San Francisco Museum of 

Modern Art in early 1979, attracting 

one hundred thousand visitors and 

bringing in so much revenue that 

it helped to balance the museum's 

annual budget. There was such a 

media frenzy, both nationally and 

locally, that the museum's press 

person commented that one would 

have to have been living in a cave 

not to know about The D i n n e r 

Party. As a result of my exhibit, the 

museum bookshop generated so 

much income that they bought 

a new, computerized cash register, 

which they named "Judy." 

Everywhere I went I was 

congratulated on my great success. 

But this impression belied the fact 

that, from the start, the art com­

munity would evidence disdain not 

only for the work but also for its 

audience, which would eventually 

grow to more than one million 

viewers. Several museums had 

been scheduled to exhibit the piece, 

but they canceled without explana­

tion. At the end of its first showing, 

The D i n n e r Party went into storage, 

and I went into shock. 

After The D i n n e r Party closed, 

my ambitious plan for permanent 

housing seemed like an impossible 

fantasy And in terms of my life 

and career as an artist, I lost every­

th ing—my marriage, my studio, 

my staff. Worst of all, no opportu­

nities were offered to me, and I was 

deeply in debt from loans I had 

taken out to finish the piece. I basi­

cally had to start all over again. 

Eventually, a ten-year, worldwide 

exhibition tour to fifteen venues in 

six countries was accomplished as 

the result of grassroots organizing 

by communities around the world. 

But as the piece traveled, both the 

artist and her art were met with 

ever-intensifying critical hostility. 

It would be many years 

before there would be any real 

scholarship on the significant 

impact of The Dinner Party. During 

that time, given the critical and 

institutional resistance I was 

encountering, I had to accept that 

if I wished to protect The Dinner 

Party and the history it symbolized 

from invisibility, I would have to 

personally take responsibility for 

its exhibition and its care. 

Unfortunately, I could not 

prevent damage to the piece, 

one result of being shown in alter­

native spaces, where it was exhib­

ited about half the time. The 

mildew that attacked a number of 

the runners was a painful reminder 

of how easily art can disintegrate 

if not properly handled, conserved, 

and preserved. 

Whenever T h e D i n n e r P a r t y 

was exhibited, I would receive 

countless communications from 

people stating that seeing the 

work had changed their lives. These 

letters often included requests 

to participate in any subsequent 

art-making projects I might under­

take. A year after The D i n n e r Party 

closed in San Francisco, I began 

to build a network of support 

from volunteers around the coun­

try for my next body of work, the 

B i r t h P r o j e c t ( 1 9 8 0 - 8 5 ) . I was first 

drawn to the subject of birth 

while working on The Dinner Party, 

specifically the runner back for 

Mary Wollstonecraft ( F I G . 2) , the 

eighteenth-century writer and 

feminist theorist, who died from 

complications of childbirth. 

At that time, it occurred to 

me that even though birth seems 

to qualify as one experience that 

is un iversa l—in that everyone 

is born and half the population 

is capable of giving b i r th—unt i l 

quite recently there was a surpris­

ing absence of images in Western 

Like most artists, I assumed that if I created 
art that was considered important, the result 
would be the exhibition and preservation of 
that work by the art community. Boy, was I in 
for an education! 
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art on this subject, at least from 

a female perspective. As I would 

sometimes quip, I f men had babies, 

there would be thousands of 

images of the crowning—the impli­

cation being that this was another 

example of a pervasive absence. 

The iconographie silence 

surrounding the subject of birth 

meant that I would have to fashion 

images out of raw experience 

rather than being able to draw 

upon the history of art, as is cus­

tomary. Therefore, my foray into 

the subject of birth began in the 

library and proceeded to the gath­

ering of personal testimony and 

the witnessing of births, culminat­

ing in a focused research project. 

Some of my earliest works were 

based on a recasting of Genesis, 

with a female rather than a male 

god as the creator of life. 

I spent five years working on 

the subject of birth and creation. 

However, I organized this project 

quite differently from T h e D i n n e r 

P a r t y . Instead of a single monu­

mental work, the B i r t h Project con­

sisted of eighty-five exhibition units 

of varying sizes, which were con­

ceived to be shown in a variety of 

institutions, in museums and gal­

leries as well as in universities, hos­

pitals, birthing centers, and other 

alternative spaces. 

As part of a strategy to avoid 

some of the problems I had faced 

with T h e D i n n e r P a r t y , the B i r t h 

Project was organized from the start 

within the framework of Through 

the Flower, a nonprofit organiza­

tion originally formed to complete 

T h e D i n n e r P a r t y . The B i r t h P r o j e c t 

was formatted to be easily exhib­

ited. In addition to the art, each 

exhibition unit included a schematic 

drawing, instructions, and materi­

als for installation. Every piece was 

contextualized by a series of lami­

nated panels, which provided infor­

mation about the subject matter; 

women s feelings about their per­

sonal birth experiences; something 

about how the work was done 

and about the needlewomen; and 

insights into the nature of the vari­

ous fiber techniques. The didactic 

component helped make the work 

accessible to a diverse audience, 

which eventually included more 

than two hundred fifty thousand 

viewers during the initial exhibi­

tion tour. 

The B i r t h P r o j e c t involved 

a wide range of needle techniques, 

along with a variety of images 

exploring the birth experience— 

the intimate, the painful, the cele­

bratory, and the mythic. In addition 

to wanting the work to be visually 

accessible and easy to install, I was 

determined to find a way to intro­

duce contemporary images of birth 

into the art dialogue so they might 

become a permanent part of our 

cultural legacy. 

Over the years, selected exhi­

bition units have been permanently 

placed by Through the Flower in 

numerous institutions. The core 

collection of fourteen representa­

tive works was recently gifted to 

the Albuquerque Museum with the 

requirement (and the museum's 

agreement) that it would assume 

responsibility for conservation. 

But despite the success of 

Through the Flower in placing 

the B i r t h P r o j e c t and its efforts to 

bind institutions contractually 

to exhibit and preserve the work, 

I cannot help but be concerned 

about whether the question 

Who decides? wi l l not also affect 

the future of this work in terms of 

allocation of resources for its care. 

For if the placement policy ends up 

with B i r t h Project pieces consigned 

to museum basements rather than 

on public view, I wi l l have failed 

to realize my goal of countering 

the absence of female iconography 

about this subject, which the gift­

ing strategy was aimed at helping 

to achieve. Moreover, I cannot help 

but ask, Should artists be expected 

to anticipate and participate in 

the problems of conservation and 

preservation of their work? 

After completing the B i r t h 

Project, I moved back into private 

studio work for several years. 

Then, in 1985,1 became interested 

in the subject of the Holocaust. 

After two years of extensive 

research and travel, I designed 

T h e F a l l (1993), the second in a 

cycle of three monumental picto-

F I G U R E 2 

Judy Chicago, Mary Wollstonecraft runner back 
(from The Dinner Party), 1979. Stumpwork, cro­
chet, needlepoint, petit point, appliqué, embroi­
dery, and china-painted porcelain on silk; 33.02 
χ 76.2 cm (13 χ 30 in.). 
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F I G U R E 3 

Judy Chicago, The Creation tapestry, 1984. Modified 
Aubusson Tapestry technique, 106.68 χ 426.72 cm 
(42 χ 168 in.). Woven by Audrey Cowan. 
Collection: Bob and Audrey Cowan, Los Angeles. 

rial weavings that began with 

T h e C r e a t i o n tapestry (1984) ( F I G . 3). 

Like T h e C r e a t i o n , T h e F a l l is a 

visual narrative, in this instance 

setting forth the Holocaust as 

rooted in the "fabric" of Western 

civilization; hence the use of weav­

ing, as I generally select a specific 

medium for its particular aesthetic 

and expressive qualities. 

The H o l o c a u s t P r o j e c t 

( 1 9 8 5 - 9 3 )—done in collaboration 

with my husband, photographer 

Donald Woodman, along with a 

small number of skilled art isans— 

is structured as a journey into the 

darkness of the Holocaust and out 

into the light of hope. The bulk of 

the exhibit combines painting and 

photography, which are fused in a 

singular method. In the Flolocaust 

Project, as in many of my projects, 

I employed multiple media, which 

wi l l inevitably produce numerous 

conservation problems; with 

these, questions regarding author­

ity over decision making, along 

with issues of responsibility, wi l l 

surely reappear. 

In terms of my lifelong goals 

as an artist, the H o l o c a u s t P r o j e c t 

continues my effort to introduce 

unfamiliar aspects of the human 

experience into the art dialogue— 

in this instance, the Jewish experi­

ence of and perspective on the 

Holocaust. The H o l o c a u s t P r o j e c t 

enlarges this perspective to 

examine other historic tragedies, 

l inking—though not comparing 

t h e m — i n order to explore the 

human capacity for denial, cruelty, 

and evil, as in A r b e i t M a c h t Frei / 

W o r k M a k e s W h o Free? (1992) ( F I G . 4 ) , 

which explores the slave-labor 

aspect of the Holocaust in relation 

to our own egregious history of 

slavery. The H o l o c a u s t Project con­

cludes with R a i n b o w S h a b b a t (1992) 

( F I G . 5), a large, stained-glass trip­

tych that presents the Friday night 

Jewish Sabbath meal as an image 

of international sharing, a work 

that unites my feminism with the 

humanistic values of Judaism to 

which I adhere. 

By the time the H o l o c a u s t 

Project premiered in 1993,1 knew, 

based on my earlier experiences, 

that I would probably have to be 

largely responsible for its presenta­

tion, exhibition tour, and care. By 

then, however, The D i n n e r Party was 

being studied all over the world; 

the B i r t h Project was being accepted 

into many museum collections; 

and my art and writings had been 

incorporated into women s studies 

and art history curricula world­

wide. Consequently, I made the 

erroneous assumption that my 

newest major project might be met 

with greater art-critical understand­

ing and acceptance than had some 

of my earlier works. Again, I was 

in for an unpleasant surprise. 

As to the subject of the 

Holocaust, despite the fact that 

in many disciplines it figures as 

one of the central philosophical 

dilemmas of the twentieth century, 

if one were to judge by most con-

temporary art museums—where 

there is a significant iconographie 

void—one might conclude that it 

never even occurred. Moreover, 

there are not-yet-agreed-upon stan­

dards for the evaluation of Holo­

caust art, with some Holocaust 

scholars arguing that the subject 

cannot even be dealt with through 

art, even as an increasing number 

of artists of varying degrees of 

knowledge or talent turn their 

attention to this subject. 

In terms of T h e D i n n e r P a r t y , 

although happily it seems to have 

entered the art-historical record, 

it is once again in storage, and its 

fate remains uncertain. Recently, 

Through the Flower was awarded 

a Conservation Survey Grant by 

the Getty Grant Program in Los 

Angeles, an important step toward 

T h e D i n n e r P a r t y ' s conservation. 
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F I G U R E U 
Judy Chicago, Arbeit Macht Frei / Work Makes 
Who Free? (from the Holocaust Project), 1992. 
Sprayed acrylic, oil, welded metal, wood, 
and photography on photo linen and canvas, 
170.18 χ 363.22 cm (67 χ 143 in.). 

However, if T h e D i n n e r P a r t y is not 

permanently housed and, instead, 

becomes only a faded memory in 

out-of-print art books, not only wi l l 

a work involving countless thou­

sands of hours of human effort be 

lost, but the historical information 

that the art embodies wi l l be 

allowed to slip back into the murky 

darkness from which it was labori­

ously wrested. 

These unanswered ques­

tions in my own story bring me 

inevitably back to some of the 

themes explored in this book. In 

regard to which work by contem­

porary artists wi l l be around for 

future generations, I would like to 

suggest that we have an opportunity 

to contribute to a momentous 

change, one that wi l l ensure that 

young women are no longer con­

demned to the profound cultural 

and personal consequences of a con­

tinued absence of female-centered 

iconography, consequences that 

disfigure their self-esteem and 

thwart their ambitions. 

Regarding the obligation 

of providing a comprehensive 

view of twentieth-century art, i f 

it is agreed that this is a desirable 

goal, my opinion is that this can be 

accomplished only if the question 

I keep citing as most c r u c i a l — 

Who has the authority or right 

to make these decisions?—is hon­

estly and thoroughly addressed. 

As to my own struggle as an 

artist and the level of responsibility 

I have been compelled to assume, 

I must conclude by asking, Is this 

the artist's role or only the female 

artist's burden? 

F I G U R E 5 

Judy Chicago, Rainbow Shabbat (from the 
Holocaust Project), 1992. Stained glass, 137.16 
χ 487.68 cm (54 χ 192 in.). Fabricated by Bob 
Gomez, hand-painted by Dorothy Maddy from 
Judy Chicago's cartoon. 
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NOTES ON THE PRESERVATION OF AMERICAN MURALS 

Francis V. O'Connor 

Any discussion of the immortality 

of murals depends on the shelf life 

of the structures to which they are 

attached and on the responsibility 

of those who control the struc­

tures. Consequently, in any mural 

preservation effort it is necessary 

to recall two things. First, a mural, 

unlike portable works of art, is 

an environmental artifact that was 

conceived in relation to its natural 

and / or architectural setting; the 

original site is an intimate part of 

its formal attributes. Second, take 

M o s t o f t h e i n f o r m a t i o n c o n t a i n e d i n t h i s essay i s based o n t h e a u t h o r ' s m a n u s c r i p t 
" T h e M u r a l i n A m e r i c a : A H i s t o r y o f W a l l P a i n t i n g i n t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s from 
N a t i v e A m e r i c a n T i m e s t o P o s t m o d e r n i s m , " 1990. 

that setting away and you destroy 

the intention and integrity of the 

mural's defining function. Al l that 

is left, i f anything, is isolated picto­

rial panels that can never be com­

pletely understood, either formally 

or iconically, absent the environ­

ment they were intended to both 

embellish and explicate. 

The environment of a mural 

consists of three interrelated 

factors. First is the mural's relation­

ship to its architectural sett ing— 

which means the articulation of 

the walls and the sources of light. 

Second is the relationship of the 

iconography and the architecture 

to the cardinal points of the com­

pass, which most muralists take 

into careful consideration, just as 

architects do when designing a 

traditional church or even the expo­

sures of a residence. The third fac­

tor is the sight lines of the viewer 

when passing through the mural 

environment: How is the environ­

ment approached? What is seen 

first, and what is a matter of periph­

eral vision? What is the overall 

impact intended by the complete 

pictorial definition of purpose 

within the architectural scheme? 

To take all that away is 

to destroy the mural. Yet one 

must face, these realities: that build­

ings are usually more fragile than 

murals; owners of murals are, for 

the most part, careless, i f not irre­

sponsible; and when you are sav­

ing murals, you often have to fight 

for the least damaging alternative. 

In consequence, while 

absolute preservation of the 

untouched original is the ideal, 

and restoration of what may 

remain in situ the next best thing, 

other alternatives—relocation, 

replication, reconstruction, and 

documentation—must often 

be resorted to when the ideals of 

preservation and in situ restoration 

cannot be fulfilled. Each of these 

six approaches is illustrated in 

the following case histories, after 

which I offer a proposal that 

would activate them all in preserv­

ing our heritage of wall paintings. 

Preservation 

The first principle of mural preser­

vation is to keep it where it is, since 

it wi l l never again be the same 

work of art if moved from its origi­

nal site. The splendid murals by 

Gottardo Piazzoni (1931-45) ( F I G . I ) 

in the old public library building in 

San Francisco, California, are a case 

in point and a matter of current 

controversy. 

When the city moved its 

library into a new building, it gave 

the old Beaux Arts building to 

the Asian Art Museum, presently 
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housed at the M.H. de Young 

Memorial Museum in Golden Gate 

Park. The director of the Asian Art 

Museum immediately vowed to 

remove the Piazzoni murals from 

her new walls on the grounds of 

inappropriateness and political cor­

rectness. While apparently content 

with the Beaux Arts splendor of the 

rest of the building, she has made a 

violent political issue of the murals. 1 

These murals form a con­

tinuous landscape and seascape 

across the architectural elements, 

opening up the cloistered world of 

the library to the natural world 

outside.2 Given the nature of these 

murals, set in the entrance hall of 

the museum within an elaborate 

architectural context, it is clear that 

removing the ten major panels and 

the four at the end of the gallery 

would destroy them completely as 

works of art. 

I know of no more egregious 

case of professional irresponsibility 

than this one, in which the director 

of a museum wishes to destroy a 

work of art rather than preserve 

1. D. Bonetti, "Keep 
Library's Magnificent 
Murals in Place," S a n 

Francisco E x a m i n e r , 21 
January 1996; and 
"Trashing the Murals: The 
Asian Art Commission Is 
Poised to Destroy a Work 
of Art," S a n Francisco 

E x a m i n e r , 23 March 1997. 

2. F. V. O'Connor, 
"The Murals of Gottardo 
Piazzoni for the San 
Francisco Public Library: 
1929 to 1945," paper pre­
sented at the symposium 
"The Italian Presence in 
American Art: 1920-1990," 
Fordham University, 22 
November 1991. 

it. As of this writing, this drama is 

still being played out, and one just 

hopes for the best. 

Another ongoing preserva­

tion battle is over Hugo Geliert's 

last surviving murals (ca. i 9 6 0 ) at 

the Seward Park Housing project 

in New York City. Geliert was a 

prominent social activist artist of 

the 1930s who was commissioned 

to paint murals at Radio City's 

Center Theatre and for the 1939-40 

World's Fair. These last surviving 

murals, painted for a labor union's 

co-op housing venture in lower 

Manhattan, also represent a late 

survival of 1930s subject matter: 

the usable past, personified by 

Thomas Jefferson and Abraham 

Lincoln, and the creative present 

looking forward, as it were, to a 

usable future, personified by 

Franklin Delano Roosevelt and 

Albert Einstein. In style, they pre­

sent the spare, linear imaging and 

coloration of a skillful artist who 

had devoted most of his life to the 

graphic arts. Seward Park Housing 

is now torn with generational dis­

sension among the tenants, but an 

educational process has been 

launched about the murals' history 

and the honorable artistic inten­

tions that went into their creation. 

Restoration 

A subset of preservation is restora­

t ion—that is, restoring the walls 

to as close to their original appear­

ance as possible. I know of no 

more triumphal example of this 

than the walls of the United States 

Capito l—by Constantino Brumidi 

( 1 8 5 5 - 8 0 ) —and the Library of 

F I G U R E 1 

Gottardo Piazzoni. T h e Sea, 1931 ( l e f t ) and T h e 

F o r e s t , 1945 ( r i g h t ) , oil on canvas, various dimen­

sions. View of murals in gallery of old San 

Francisco Public Library. Collection of the City 

and County of San Francisco. 

The first principle of mural 
preservation is to keep 
it where it is, since it will 
never again be the same 
work of art if moved from 
its original site. 
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Congress ( 1895-97) under the direc­

tion of their intrepid curator, 

Barbara Wolanin, who has super­

vised, over the last fifteen years, 

the complete restoration of their 

murals. The rotunda was restored 

by Bernie Rabin, and, for the first 

time in this century, we can see 

Brumidi's splendid walls scrubbed 

clean of the exhalations of candles, 

gas lamps, and politicians.3 

While here the Congress 

and its curator have been emi­

nently responsible, one finds that 

restorers often are not. A sad 

example of how not to restore a 

mural is one of the two surviving 

panels from Arshile Gorky's WPA 

Federal Art Project suite of ten 

murals (1936-37) for the Newark 

Airport in New Jersey. Originally, it 

had a chink cut out of the lower 

right corner to accommodate a 

step in the staircase. The restora­

tion process carefully filled in the 

chink, turning the mural into an 

easel painting that is now hanging 

in the Newark Museum. I mention 

this to make an important point: 

When a mural panel displays in its 

outline how it was related to its 

original architectural setting, that 

diversion from absolute rectilinear-

ity ought to be preserved.4 

A sobering example of how 

to ruin murals through repeated 

attempts at restoration can be 

found in a suite of New Deal-era 

murals by Ben Shahn in the Bronx 

Central Post Office in New York 

City ( F I G . 2). The murals, done 

in egg tempera on plaster, were 

commissioned by the New Deal's 

Treasury Section of Painting and 

F I G U R E 2 

Diagram of Ben Shahn's Resources o f A m e r i c a , 

1938-39, Bronx Central Post Office lobby, New 
York, showing the location and relative size of 
the thirteen tempera-on-plaster mural panels. 
Lobby not drawn to scale. 

Sculpture and painted under con­

tract in 1938-39. Shahn was assisted 

by his wife, Bernarda Bryson 

Shahn, who helped with the com­

petition sketches, now in the 

collection of the University of 

Maryland.5 

These competition sketches 

are the best remaining historical 

evidence of Shahn's artistic inten­

tions and help us to imagine these 

murals in their original state. 

The sketches reveal that the mural 

panels were meant to look bright 

and colorful, their palette, for the 

most part, balancing tones of 

white, blue, yellow, and various 

browns, with some strong reds in 

the industrial scenes. Overall, the 

light colors were intended to har­

monize with the elegant gray 

granite of the lobby's architectural 

setting. This is clearly indicated in 

the sketches and remains today in 

stark contrast to the dark, shiny, 

yellowed aspect of the "restored" 

murals. 

These murals have been 

restored three times. The first 

restorer repaired damage by exten­

sive overpainting. The second 

restoration, by Rabin, mandated 

after a government "upgrading" 

of the lobby had screwed bulletin 

boards and telephones into the sur­

face of several of the panels ( F I G . 3), 

removed the overpainting but left 

the murals in a darkened, although 

decent, state. A recent third restora­

tion has cleaned them up and 

heavily varnished what were once 

lightly colored matte surfaces. 

Happily, the Getty Conservation 

Institute in Los Angeles is investi­

gating this entire situation, and 

there is hope that the murals can 

soon be restored to the tonality and 

intentions of the original sketches, 

if possible.6 

While this essay was being 

written, one of our most important 

and unique suites of Early Ameri­

can murals was seriously damaged 

by fire at the Old Talbott Tavern 

in Bardstown, Kentucky. Com­

memorating the 1797 stay of the 

future King Louis-Philippe of 

France while he was fleeing the 

French Revolution, they were most 

probably painted around 1835, early 

in the king's reign. These murals, 

among the first public murals in the 

3. B. A. B. Wolanin, 
"Constantino Brumidi's 
Frescoes in the United 
States Capitol," in T h e 

I t a l i a n Presence i n A m e r ­

i c a n A r t : 1 7 6 0 - 1 8 6 0 , ed. 
I. B. Jaffe (New York: Ford-
ham University Press/ 
Istituto della Enciclopedia 
Italiana, 1989), 150-64, 
color plates 14-21. 

4. Newark Museum, M u r a l s 

w i t h o u t W a l l s : A r s h i l e 

Gorky's A v i a t i o n M u r a l s 

Rediscovered, exhibition 
catalogue (New Jersey: 
Newark Museum, 1980), 
65, color plate 1. 

5. V. Mecklenburg, T h e 

Public as P a t r o n : A H i s t o r y 

of t h e T r e a s u r y D e p a r t m e n t 

M u r a l P r o g r a m I l l u s t r a t e d 

w i t h P a i n t i n g s f r o m t h e 

C o l l e c t i o n of t h e U n i v e r s i t y 

of M a r y l a n d A r t Gallery, 

collection catalogue 
(College Park: University of 
Maryland, Department of 
Art, 1979), 107, nos. 106 
and 107, and reproduced 
on covers. 

6. L H. Rainer, "The Ben 
Shahn Murals, Central 
Annex Post Office, Bronx, 
New York: A Preliminary 
Inspection" (Getty Conser­
vation Institute, Los 
Angeles, 2 June 1995, type­
script); and F. V. O'Connor, 
"Resources of A m e r i c a 

M u r a l s by Ben Shahn 
Created under the Treasury 
Department's Section of 
Painting and Sculpture in 
the Bronx Central Post 
Office, New York City, in 
1938-39" (Getty 
Conservation Institute, Los 
Angeles, 15 October 1997), 
typescript. 
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F I G U R E 3 

View of Bronx Central Post Office lobby during 
1977 "upgrading," looking northwest. Note tele­
phones and electric wire attached to the surface of 
the Textile Mills panel at left and, at center, to 
right of ladder, the large glass display case covering 
the entire bottom of the Harvester panel. 

7. F. V. O'Connor, 
"Speculations Concerning 
. . . the Mysterious Murals 
in the Talbot Tavern . . . " 
(excerpt from "The Mural 
in America," 1990), 
photocopy. 

United States, have a fascinating 

and complex history that opens up 

an almost entirely unknown area 

of American regional culture. 

On March 7 ,1998, a fire burned off 

the roof of the tavern. The murals 

themselves are still intact, although 

blackened, and have been covered 

with plastic to protect them against 

the elements. One wall collapsed, 

and the pieces have been preserved. 

The owner wants to restore them, 

and steps are being taken through 

the regional conservation center 

to do so.7 

Having discussed the preser­

vation and restoration of murals, 

I wi l l turn to four inadequate, but 

sometimes necessary, alternatives. 

Relocation 

I f you cannot keep the murals 

in situ, or i f the owners feel 

no responsibility to do so, and /or 

i f the building is doomed, then 

they have to be relocated to where 

their essential qualities as murals 

are the least violated. Here are 

two brief case histories of success­

ful relocations. 

In 1915, Sir Frank Brangwyn 

painted a series of eight mural pan­

els for the Panama Pacific Interna­

tional Exposition in San Francisco. 

Representing the four elements— 

earth, air, fire, and water—they 

were situated in pairs at the corners 

of the Court of Abundance. When 

the Exposition came down, they 

were transferred to the auditorium 

of the Veterans' Building at the San 

Francisco War Memorial ( F I G . 4 ) . 

In the early 1930s, Cincinnati 

erected a splendid Union Terminal 

in the Art Deco style, with mosaic 

murals by Winold Reiss in its 

sweeping rotunda and industrial 

scenes crafted in mosaic and 

colored cement at the gates to 

the tracks. In the 1970s, the termi­

nal was located in a slum and vir­

tually abandoned by the railroads. 

A heroic preservation effort by 

the city's art lovers resulted in the 

rotunda's being turned into a com­

munity center, which saved the 

murals in situ. The industrial 

scenes were successfully relocated 

to Cincinnati's new airport, where 

one can see them today mounted 

in lounge areas throughout the 

main terminal. 

Replication 

When a mural is destroyed, either 

intentionally or by force majeure, 

then the next best thing, i f the 

original artist is still available, is 

to make a replica of the work. 

This, of course, loses the environ­

mental context but at least ensures 

that the artist's hand and inten­

tions are in play 

It is of some interest that 

Native American murals, especially 

those on the walls of Pueblo kivas 

and on the tipis of the Plains tribes, 

were almost always replications. 

The kiva's murals were renewed at 

the death of the resident shaman; 

the tipis' were renewed each year, 

because the buffalo hides from 

which they were made lasted only 

that long. This also provided the 

residents of the tipi an opportunity 

to upgrade their heraldry, indicat­

ing, for instance, the exact number 

of blue coats a warrior had scalped 

or that a healer lived there. Today, 

all we have left of the nineteenth-

century Plains tipis are miniature 

replications made by native artists 

under the direction of anthropolo­

gists. But one might ponder Native 
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American attitudes toward the per­

manency of works of art as one 

ponders the quest for immortality 8 

Probably the most famous 

replication in the art of the Ameri­

cas is that of Diego Rivera's mural 

M a n , C o n t r o l l e r of t h e U n i v e r s e (1934) 

in Mexico City 's Palace of Fine 

Arts, a re-creation of his Rocke­

feller Center mural M a n at the 

Crossroads (1933) that was destroyed 

by the Rockefellers because it con­

tained a head of Lenin. 9 Another 

interesting example of replication 

is Ilya Bolotowsky's re-creation 

in 1980 of two abstract murals: 

his 1936 Williamsburg Housing 

Project mural for the WPA Federal 

Art Project and his 1939-40 

World's Fair mural for its Hal l of 

Medical Sciences.10 

Reconstruction 

The least satisfactory method of 

saving a mural is to reconstruct its 

environment conjecturally from 

documentation and internal evi­

dence in the surviving pictorial 

panels. The following examples are 

two of the attempts I have made at 

this in the course of writ ing 

my history of the mural in the 

United States. 

The first ( F I G . 5) reconstructs 

the mural arrangement in the 

Clark-Franklin House in Boston 

(1712-42) on the basis of a detailed 

verbal description of the room 

they decorated.11 This eighteenth-

century drawing room would seem 

to be the first pictorial environment 

in New England. The wall panels 

defined the purpose of the space by 

the explicit iconography of their 

escutcheons proclaiming the conse­

quence of the Hubbard, Saltonstall, 

Whittingham, and Clark families. 

Based on the fenestration of the 

house as depicted in the overman­

tel and the verbal account, the 

twelve panels were probably dis­

tributed in something of the man­

ner of the plan shown in Figure 5. 

One can well imagine the 

effect of such a room illuminated 

by light through a window or by 

candlelight: its elegantly gilded 

classical order; the burnished sur­

faces of the brown, blue, and green 

landscapes accented with buildings 

and figures; the colorful details 

F I G U R E 5 

Diagram of Clark-Franklin House, Boston, 

ca. 1712, showing reconstruction of parlor with 

mural panels. 

F I G U R E I* 

Sir Frank Brangwyn, F i r e , W a t e r , E a r t h a n d 

A i r , 1915. Oil on canvas, Herbst Theatre, San 

Francisco War Memorial. Collection of the City 

and County of San Francisco. 

8. F. V. O'Connor, "The 
Hoop of History: Native 
American Murals and 
the Historical Present," 
in H i s t o r y P a i n t i n g i n 

A m e r i c a : A Reassessment, 

ed. P. Burnham and L H. 
Giese (New York: 
Cambridge University 
Press, 1995), 17-36 
passim. 

9. L. P. Hurlburt, T h e 

M e x i c a n M u r a l i s t s i n 

t h e U n i t e d S t a t e s : T h e i r 

W o r k a n d I n f l u e n c e 

(Albuquerque: University 
of New Mexico Press, 
1 9 8 9 ) , !59-74. color plate 
12; and I. Herna de Larrea, 
D i e g o R i v e r a ' s M u r a l s a t 

t h e R o c k e f e l l e r C e n t e r 

(Mexico City: Edicupes, 
1990) , text passim, color 
plates 2-22. 

10. Washburn Gallery, I l y a 

B o l o t o w s k y : WPA M u r a l s , 

exhibition catalogue (New 
York: Washburn Gallery, 
1980). 

11. E. B. Allen, E a r l y 

A m e r i c a n Wall P a i n t i n g : 

1 7 1 0 - 1 8 5 0 (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 
1926), 4-7, figs. 2-5. 
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F I G U R E 6 

Diagram of one wall of Edward J . Steichen's 

I n E x a l t a t i o n o f F l o w e r s , 1910-14, showing recon­

struction of two mural panels, according to corre­

spondences in the design of door frames. Mural 

panels are ( l e f t ) "Golden Banded Lily Violets with 

Caryatid" and ( r i g h t ) "Petunia Caladium Budleya 

with Marion Beckett." 

12. Β. A. B. Wolanin, 
"Steichen, 291, and the 
Magic Garden" in From 

T o n a l i s m t o M o d e r n i s m : 

T h e P a i n t i n g s of E d w a r d 

S t e i c h e n , exhibition cata­
logue (Washington, D.C.: 
Board of Governors of the 
Federal Reserve System, 
1988), 27-40 passim. 

13. A. W. Barnett, 
C o m m u n i t y M u r a l s : T h e 

People's A r t (Philadelphia: 
Art Alliance Press/ 
New York: Cornwall Books, 
1984), passim. 

of the escutcheons. Indeed, these 

extraordinary Jacobean conceits 

facing the windows for the benefit 

of anyone inclined to stare in were 

similar in intent to those heraldic 

devices our Native Americans con­

temporaneously emblazoned on 

their tipis. The only difference, of 

course, was that these were seri­

ously meant to ensure immortality. 

It may come as a surprise 

that the famous photographer, 

Edward Steichen, painted a suite 

of murals titled In Exaltation of 

F l o w e r s (1910-14), which is now in 

storage at The Museum of Modern 

Art in New York. Created in the 

Art Nouveau style, these seven 

panels were painted for the town-

house of his friends, Eugene and 

Agnes Meyer. Steichen maintained 

a summer home in the French vi l ­

lage of Voulangis, where the Mey­

ers and the American Modernist, 

Arthur B. Carles, often visited. His 

walled garden there became 

famous for its exotic, oversized 

flowers. In 1910, when the Meyers 

commissioned the mural to deco­

rate the lobby, Steichen chose to 

incorporate portraits of his circle 

into elaborate floral designs. Unfor­

tunately, by the time the panels 

were finished, the Meyers had 

moved out of the house. Aside 

from several exhibitions before the 

First World War, they remain 

unexhibited as a group.12 

A tentative reconstruction 

of Steichen s work ( F I G . 6) can be 

made by carefully matching the 

door frames found along the edges 

of the panels, which add up to 

both a symmetrical design and 

a sequence of figures that make 

sense as a whole. It is a guess, 

but I think one worth making as 

a heuristic device for the future. 

Documentation 

Finally, when all else is lost and all 

hope gone, one might still fight for 

some sort of visual or verbal docu­

mentation of a mura l—as with 

that on which the Clark House 

could be reconstructed or deduced 

from the internal evidence of the 

Steichen panels. Today, with our 

increasingly sophisticated elec­

tronic technologies for digital doc­

umentation, it seems that one of 

the duties of every artist who cre­

ates a mural environment, and 

every owner of such an environ­

ment, ought to be to make as com­

prehensive a record of the mural 

as possible—as the Community 

Muralists did so realistically when 

they saw the fate of The Wall of 

Respect (ca. 1967) in Chicago in the 

late 1960s, or of so many New York 

and California ghetto walls from 

about the same time. 1 3 

Who is responsible? The a r t i s t— 

to do it right in the first place and 

record what was done for the 

future. The owner—to maintain 

the mural as he or she would the 

structure to which it is attached 

and, i f the structure is sold, to con­

tract with the buyer to continue 

such maintenance. The restorer— 

to do the job right the first time 

and thereafter as necessary. The art 

historian—to make the documen­

tation available as necessary and 

to urge the others mentioned here 

to act responsibly. 

Finally, a proposal: that the 

preservation and documentation 

of our heritage of murals might be 

supplemented in the future, when 

all else fails at keeping a wall paint­

ing in situ, by the establishment 

of a "cooperative museum of the 

American mural" that would relo­

cate the many now wall-less murals 

in storage around the country— 

such as the Steichens—to a central 

facility. Such a museum of the 

mural would replicate the original 

or intended sites of the works 

rather than leave them as easel 

paintings without context—as are 

the Arshile Gorky WPA murals at 

the Newark Museum—and would 

also serve to relocate the mural 

as an important art form that has 

played a vital role in the history 

of our visual culture. 
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ART MUSEUM CRITERIA 

Thomas M. Messer 

This book addresses a concern with 

the preservation of contemporary 

events, objects, and artifacts for 

future generations to ensure the 

survival of fragments of our exis­

tence. The central questions that 

are before us are: How do we go 

about this? Who is to decide what 

is to be preserved and according 

to what criteria? 

Few of us would argue 

with Arthur Danto's assertion that 

the question of what we ought 

to conserve is unanswerable (see 

"Looking at the Future Looking at 

the Present as Past," pages 3 - 1 2 ) . 

While this does not end the dis­

cussion, a methodical determina­

tion of contemporary values, as 

reflected in works of art, is difficult 

to imagine. It would presuppose 

the ability to determine, in our 

time, what a work of art is and 

how to separate its essential attrib­

utes from objects and artifacts in 

general. But even objects and arti­

facts with some artistic coloring 

(not to mention events) are very 

different from one another and are 

not easily brought under a com­

mon denominator. 

As an article of faith, I am 

convinced that artists today are 

contributing their share of "time­

less art." Why shouldn't they? 

Why should we doubt the capacity 

of contemporary artists to create 

meaningfully—a capacity that runs 

through the ages? But if we were 

to try, systematically, to decide 

what is worth preserving, we must 

be aware that, prior to a purposeful 

selection, the range of reference 

is vast. It would include the most 

haphazard creations, results of 

mere self-expressive urges; artisti­

cally meaningless academic exer­

cises; talented and untalented 

efforts by children and Sunday 

painters; fashionable and meretri­

cious potboilers; pretentious non­

sense; and legitimate work of 

limited range before we may finally 

zero in on creations of "lasting 

value"—provided we can recog­

nize these as such. Yet all of these, 

the acknowledged art as well as 

the subculture from which it ema­

nates, are witnesses to our being 

and bespeak the moment of our 

lives. However, what in the end 

survives as art with some claim to 

permanence is never more than a 

tiny fraction of a massive output. 

It stands to reason, therefore, that 

before we arrive at decisions as to 

what to preserve, we wi l l have to 

reach some consensus about what 

art is. And this, to me at least, is a 

thankless, precarious, pretentious, 

and fallible task from which, except 

in a wholly pragmatic and intuitive 

sense, I beg to be excused. 

Let me, therefore, move 

away from theoretical aesthetics 

to more ordinary and tangible con­

cerns and express myself within 

a perspective much more con­

densed—a perspective of one 

who, for many decades, has been 

involved in directing a modern art 

museum and in curating Modern 

and contemporary art exhibitions. 

In this capacity, I accept the neces­

sity of establishing, alone and with 

others, qualitative preferences that 

lead to acquisitions and, thereby, 

to an obligation to care for, protect, 

and preserve, to the best of our 

I would say that what is in 
my museum is, by defini­
tion, art and, furthermore, 
that I am responsible for 
it and for its preservation. 
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ability, what we have assumed 

responsibility for. In a somewhat 

shortened version, I would say that 

what is in my museum is, by defi­

nition, art and, furthermore, that 

I am responsible for it and for its 

preservation. This leaves aside likes 

or dislikes as well as assessments 

of artistic value. It leaves aside, for 

purposes of categorical definition, 

the issue of artistic or nonartistic 

materials, for, ever since Marcel 

Duchamp, we know that art can 

be made of anything (which is 

not to say that things made of 

anything are necessarily art). But 

while a museum object of lesser 

quality may be relegated to more 

or less perpetual storage or even 

de-accessioned as surplus within 

the context of a collection, it is not, 

to my mind, permissible to destroy 

it or to preside over its destruction. 

Legally and morally, institutions 

that have assumed responsibility 

for the preservation of their art 

objects cannot, without very good 

reasons, free themselves from it. 

As a next step, by adhering to such 

responsibilities, each museum is 

necessarily and inevitably taking its 

place in the collective decision 

about what is to be preserved. 

But should the undivided 

responsibility for contemporary art 

preservation be left to art muse­

ums? N o — i f only because no bind­

ing mandate is being extended. 

I would simply argue that, almost 

by default, the museum profes­

s ion—and particularly the segment 

that has made contemporary art 

part of its program—is destined 

to exert major influence on what is 

seen as a preservation priority. 

This is true despite certain 

vulnerabilities that weaken the 

museum's authority. In general, 

museums and institutions function 

as the sum total of individuals con­

cerned with it. Worthwhile results 

in the central area of acquisitions 

(the prerequisite for preservation) 

depend upon a sensible distribu­

tion of power that ensures the 

necessary freedom of action for 

those best qualified. We all know 

that this is achieved only in vary­

ing degrees, from case to case, 

and is always threatened by inter­

nal changes that reflect political 

or financial predominance rather 

than professional qualification. 

Furthermore, art museums, 

while assuming among other 

obligations that of the protection 

and preservation of artworks, are 

not merely conservation institutes. 

They have other legitimate pur­

poses, some opposed, i f not in 

principle then surely in practice, 

to those that are the raisons d'être 

of conservation departments. 

Many public relations people wi l l 

never understand the fuss about 

putting paintings in front of tele­

vision lights, since to do so is so 

obviously in the interest of the 

museum, as they understand it. 

Another difficult contradiction 

of legitimate interests is presented 

by loan policies. Most of us wi l l 

agree that the understanding of 

Modern and contemporary art is 

greatly aided by the organization 

of responsible temporary exhibi­

tions, which depend upon contri­

butions from many sources. Yet 

nobody wi l l deny that almost any 

movement of artworks has inher­

ent risks that one should not enter 

on lightly. Curators (and directors 

in curatorial capacities), when pas­

sionately involved in the shaping 

of exhibitions, wi l l find themselves 

less able to exercise dispassionate 

conservation judgment. Some 

of the most rigorous defenders of 

restrictive loan policies have shown 

less compunction when they put on 

their borrower's hat to obtain loans 

for their own projects. 

Al l this is very trying, partic­

ularly for museum directors, whose 

work involves the resolution of 

such contradictions. Even more 

so is the sense of constant burden 

that responsibility for the collection 

and for works in the museum's cus­

tody exerts. The years of political 

unrest during the Vietnam War and 

the invasion of Cambodia, when 

protesters jumped the turnstiles to 

hold works of art as hostages, are 

not easily forgotten. Equally bur­

densome is the realization that full 

protection of museum contents 

is not feasible without paying an 

unacceptable price. Once, in my 

experience at the Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum in New 

York, we were shocked to realize 

that a number of canvases had 

been damaged by a vandal guard. 

The incident brought very strong 

demands for the glassing of all 

canvases. Much worried, I never­

theless rejected the demand, 

explaining to my conservation and 

curatorial friends that there are 

many ways to destroy a painting, 

one of them by rendering it invis­

ible, another by depriving it of the 

radiance that only the unfiltered 

surface can exert. Works of art, 

like human beings, are fated to 

live dangerously to fulfill them­

selves. While recklessness must 

be avoided, foolproof protection 

is not a feasible alternative. 

In the end, there is no alter­

native to our acceptance of mortal­

i t y— fo r individuals, generations, 

and the objects that represent 

them. Perhaps we may distinguish 

a little more between physical 

deterioration on the one hand 

and, on the other, expiration of 

relevance in a work of a r t—the 

process by which something that 

communicated meaning once 

is no longer capable of doing so. 

In this latter, more prevalent mode 

of fatality, there is very little that 

conservators can do. 
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PRESERVING WHOSE MORTALITY OR IMMORTALITY? 

Keith Morrison 

ι. By this I mean interna­
tional museums in the 
class of the Metropolitan 
Museum of Art in 
New York, the National 
Gallery of Art in Washing­
ton, D.C., the Tate Gallery 
in London, and the Centre 
Georges Pompidou in 
Paris. 

2. Though what I think is 
too unspoken and too 
largely unchallenged. 

3. There are people of 
European descent repre­
senting (a few) Latin 
American museums, a 
racial situation that typi­
cally distresses Latin 
Americans of color. 

Preserving art of the twentieth 

century is a goal I share as an artist. 

My own work as a painter has 

gained some success and is repre­

sented in several major museums. 

Although I show examples of it 

here ( F I G S . 1-4), I am not speaking 

about my own lack of success. 

Instead, I am considering some 

of the factors necessary to realize 

the goal of preserving the best 

art of all people for mortality 

or immortality. 

It seems to me that our 

major museums 1 do not have suffi­

cient assets to achieve this goal. 

Significant among these is the 

cultural diversity that is needed 

among museum officials. Better 

diversity would help museum col­

lections to reflect a comprehensive 

understanding and appreciation of 

the varied issues in art of our time. 

In some ways, our major museums 

have not changed much during 

the twentieth century. There is no 

question that there are many more 

women employed in every echelon 

of the best museums today and 

that more professionals of color are 

appointed by museums now than 

a decade ago. Nevertheless, it is 

also clear that our major museums 

continue to be dominated by the 

face and agenda of the male Euro­

pean and Euro-American para­

digm, a paradigm that perpetuates 

an agenda—whether by omission 

or commission, it matters n o t — 

of and for the preservation of 

Western civilization as defined by 

Europeans and Euro-Americans. 

I do not intend to be hostile, 

merely to point out what is obvi­

ous.2 It is true that many curators 

and museum officials study and 

promote a wide range of art that 

cuts across cultural and national 

boundaries. Yet, what is exhibited 

and collected is, overwhelmingly, 

art by and about European and 

Euro-American people that is 

chosen by those of European and 

F I G U R E 1 

Keith Morrison, Posse, 1994. Oil on canvas, 137.16 

χ 152.4 cm (54 χ 60 in.). Collection of Michèle and 

Roger Eastman. 

Euro-American heritage. In many 

symposiums sponsored by major 

art institutions, one finds arts pro­

fessionals from Canada, England, 

France, Germany, Mexico, and the 

United States. But where are those 

from Africa, India, Asia, Latin 

America, 3 and other non-European 

or non-Euro-American countries? 

There are more than one hundred 

African-American museums in 

the United States, for example, but 

few of them are represented at 

such gatherings. 

Lest one think this is merely 

a personal attack, let me shift from 

acknowledgment of the reality to 

an examination of the pr inciple— 
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F I G U R E 2 

Keith Morrison, W a l k l i k e a n E g y p t i a n , 1989. 

Oil on canvas. 162.56 χ 182.82 cm (64 χ 72 in.). 

Private collection. 

4.1 give African-American 
artists as examples 
because they are the peo­
ple of color I know best. 
My experience as a black 
person from Jamaica living 
in the United States for 
many years and subject to 
the same treatment as 
African-Americans has 
given me cultural insight 
into the plight of African-
American artists. 

5. The art historian (who 
should remain nameless) 
was addressing this com­
ment to artists Nelson 
Stevens, Jeff Donaldson, 
and David Stevens at a 
College Arts Association 
meeting in 1971. 

6. Mere preservation of 
Native American traditional 
or ancestral arts doesn't 
cut it. 

F I G U R E 3 

Keith Morrison, Z o m b i e J a m b o r e e , 1998. Oil on 

canvas, 157.48 χ 175.26 cm (62 χ 69 in.). Collection 

of the National Museum of American Art, 

Washington, D.C. 

that is, the question of who decides 

which art should or should not be 

collected and preserved. Why is it 

important who makes the decision? 

And how does that affect what may 

or may not be preserved for mor­

tality or immortality? My thesis is 

that there needs to be more people 

of color in the art world who wi l l 

bring a cultural perspective to the 

understanding of art, which, based 

on the evidence, most major cul­

tural institutions have not achieved. 

Does this mean that I think 

that museum management and 

staff are inherently white racists? 

No; they are no more so than any 

other segment of society. Further, 

there is no evidence that any other 

cultural group would or could 

be more objective i f they were 

the ones with the power to decide 

what was art and what was not. 

However, I think that Europeans 

and Euro-Americans continue to 

live with obsolete cultural assump­

tions that do not serve them well. 

An art agenda that is decided by 

only one segment of a multicul­

tural society, a multinational civi­

lization, is inherently flawed. 

What is the missing perspec­

tive of some people of color? 

A few examples may be found in 

the recent experiences of African-

American artists.4 Over the years, 

many African-American artists 

have identified issues in art that 

Euro-Americans have dismissed, 

believing them to be second-rate 

or naive, or even crediting them to 

other people. A Euro-American 

art historian, for example, told 

some African-American artists that 

painting on velvet would never 

amount to art.5 Boston-based artist 

Napoleon Jones-Henderson was 

criticized for mixing textiles with 

broken ceramics because, as one 

critic said, that was a fatal visual 

confusion. An instructor at the Art 

Institute of Chicago told African-

American students that they 

should give up "pattern painting" 

because, he said, patterns appeal 

only to the senses, whereas paint­

ing needs to appeal to the emo­

tions. However, as we know, by the 

end of the 1970s, Julian Schnabel 

had made pigment on velvet as 

famous as he did mixing ceramics 

into paintings. As we also know, 

about that time women artists 

were credited with creating pat­

tern painting. But there was not 

one prominent African-American 

among them. Most of the African-

Americans who pioneered these 

and other methods gave up art 

in discouragement. In too many 

cases their work has been lost 

or destroyed. 

This story rings true, at 

least in the United States, for other 

people of color as well. Block­

buster exhibitions that span about 

five hundred years of Chinese art 

or that cover the history of Islamic 

art are wonderful, but they hardly 

serve to elucidate contemporary 

issues in the art of China or the 

Middle East. Where is the preser­

vation of the art of Native Ameri­

cans that characterize their view 

of the twentieth century?6 The 

same question can be asked of the 

art of contemporary Egypt or art 

by twentieth-century Japanese 

Americans. The presence of more 

museum professionals of color wi l l 
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redress some of these issues, wi l l 

serve to put a fairer spin on history, 

and might help to preserve a more 

accurate balance of art made all 

over the world. 

There is no question that 

major artists of color have emerged 

in the art mainstream during the 

last fifty years, practically all of 

them, ironically, chosen by Euro­

peans or Euro-Americans in the 

museum world, commercial gal­

leries, or the press. Artists such as 

Horace Pippin, Rufino Tamayo, 

Isamu Noguchi, Romare Bearden, 

Martin Puryear, Nam June Paik, 

Robert Colescott, Frida Kahlo, and 

Ana Mendietta are some that come 

to mind. 7 However, for each name 

mentioned, there are many more 

that, by scholarly consensus, have 

been ignored by art professionals. 

True, the same argument could be 

made for many European or Euro-

American artists, but the difference 

is that their representation in the 

museum world is markedly dis­

proportionate to their numbers in 

the worldwide population of art­

ists. By any statistical measure or 

standard of deviation, the under-

representation of artists of color 

in museums and major collections 

is conspicuously clear. 

Many people of color believe 

that unless an artist has the 

approval and support of the Euro­

pean or Euro-American museum/ 

gallery/press structure, he or she 

stands practically no chance for 

success. The point is that most 

people of color have neither the 

position nor the power in the art 

world to effectively promote artists 

of their choosing or to rewrite art 

history. Of course, private collec­

tors or commercial galleries do not 

have an obligation to collect or sell 

art they do not like, regardless of 

the color of the artist. They are 

investing their own money, and 

their choices may fairly be gov­

erned by that. However, i f muse­

ums wish to claim that they 

represent the entire scope of our 

culture for its preservation for 

the future, then they need to recog­

nize their shortcomings, which 

are major. 

Most people of color feel 

that museums perpetuate and 

maintain a history and culture 

of the world that does not repre­

sent them. "When are you going 

to stop writing about black art?" 

a friend of mine was asked not 

long ago. "When you stop writing 

about white art," was his reply. 

Our Euro-American friends tend 

to think that people of color are 

out to "Balkanize" the art world. 

This attitude suggests that the art 

world is together and it is we who 

are pulling it apart. But the art 

world is not now, nor has ever 

been, "together." It has always 

been dominated—in its collections 

and exhibitions—by Europeans 

and Euro-Americans representing 

their own worldview, history, and 

dreams. The rest of us are occa­

sional guests. 

There is no question that the 

museum world is populated with 

some wonderful people of all 

races who are dedicated to cultural 

change and expansion. But there 

are not enough of them. And per­

haps they do not have sufficient 

power to make the major changes 

that need to occur. Even so, it 

seems to me that no one, no 

matter how dedicated or well 

meaning, can have purely objective 

or culture-free taste, unless we 

believe that education is sufficient 

to provide for a cross-cultural 

aesthetic. Is it possible for well-

schooled eyes and artistically 

educated minds to make objec­

tive culturally diverse choices? 

Of course. But making culturally 

diverse choices is not all that is 

necessary to elucidate cultural 

values. Educated choices can go 

only so far. Education allows me 

to use my own base of knowledge 

to interpret that of other people; 

it does not necessarily allow me 

to interpret their culture as they 

would themselves. Cultural under­

standing that derives from experi­

ence within a culture goes further 

than education from without 

such experience. 

Education is not sufficient 

to attain cross-cultural objectivity. 

Museum professionals, with their 

coterie of scholars and educators, 

appear too comfortable with the 

assumption that an educated visual 

taste cuts across cultures. They 

believe not only that education is 

the bridge to cross-cultural under­

standing but also that it is sufficient 

to create cross-cultural objectivity. 

They justify the appointment of 

Euro-American museum officiais in 

the absence of ones of color. Well, 

the proof of the pudding is in the 

eating, as they say. I f cross-cultural 

objectivity is possible, why do so 

many arts professionals who are 

people of color disagree with so 

many of the choices for exhibition 

and acquisition made by Euro-

American museum curators and 

directors? Is it just sour grapes? 

I f so, then why do so many Euro-

American museum officials use 

people of color as advisors, rather 

than trust their own education or 

perception in making cross-cultural 

decisions themselves?8 It is not that 

we are not asked our opinions; it is 

that our choices are not taken suffi­

ciently. Were we in positions of 

greater responsibility, our choices 

would count more, and the face 

of art exhibitions would change. 

Many people of color may 

have studied more about Western 

art and civilization than many 

European or Euro-American arts 

professionals, but few of us would 

have the temerity to believe we 

understand the soul of Western 

culture. My admiration for the 

worldview of Western twentieth-

century a r t— f rom Pablo Picasso, 

7. In spite of their great 
significance, Mexican 
muralists Diego Rivera, 
José Clémente Orozco, 
and David Alfaro Siqueiros 
for years have been pre­
sented to American art 
students as examples of 
how politics can destroy 
the artist. The recent 
romance with Kahlo's 
work serves as an opiate 
for the women's move­
ment, romanticizing her 
relationship with Rivera, 
while downplaying his 
enormous achievements. 

8.1 am not sure whether 
this relationship is prac­
ticed in Europe. 
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F I G U R E u 

Keith Morrison, A N i g h t i n T u n i s i a , 1991. Oil on 

canvas, 152.4 χ 172.72 cm (60 χ 68 in.). Collection 

of the artist. 

9. As it was people of 
color who "lowered 
standards," collecting 
detritus in the name 
of art that most museums 
would love to 
de-accession from 
their basements. 

10. The exhibition was 
largely curated by Charles 
Merewether (who is 
Scottish and Australian), 
who showed, by example, 
how a curator can work 
collaboratively with others 
who have alternate cultur­
al points of view, when a 
museum is receptive to 
such dialogue. 

Constantin Brancusi, and Marcel 

Duchamp to Jackson Pollock, 

Joseph Beuys, and Anselm K i e f e r— 

is enormous. However, I know I 

can never understand the center of 

their cultural ethos nor experience 

nor fully appreciate what their 

place in the world is like. Yet, Euro-

Americans (perhaps more than 

Europeans) seem to profess that 

they have seen all and understand 

all about the arts of others. This is 

what people of color call the hubris 

of Euro-Americans. 

Culture, by implication, is a 

form of prejudice: prejudice of 

habit, history, environment, and 

dreams. How can one culture be 

objective toward another? Some 

people, by their own definition, are 

"universal"—"international" 

people whose ideas are global, 

objective, and transcend culture. 

I, myself, have never met such a 

person. A l l people I have met 

carry some significant amount 

of cultural baggage with them. 

The world's great international art 

is too largely about the monopoly 

and baggage of a European and 

Euro-American culture. It is Euro­

pean and Euro-American people 

who "Balkanize" the art world. Is 

there room at the table for the cul­

tural perspectives of others? 

I am not arguing for a demo­

cratic museum, with equal repre­

sentation for all, or for art to be 

selected by some kind of patronage 

system. Nor am I calling for "Balka­

nization" of the art world, which is 

a Euro-American euphemism for 

the values of people of color.9 

What I am positing is that until 

most major museums are governed 

by people who fully represent the 

entire spectrum of our society, 

museums' efforts to mirror world 

culture of the twentieth century 

wi l l remain incomplete. 

We do have examples of 

alternative cultural perspectives. 

A1 9 9 8 exhibition of American art, 

held as the inaugural exhibition of 

the Museum of Modern Art in 

Monterrey, Mexico,10 provided a 

refreshing way to think about 

the Americas. It included art from 

Chile to Canada, making intra-

continental associations, recontex-

tualizing much recent art, and 

demystifying imagery that is often 

obscured. How different that exhi­

bition was from the litany of so-

called American art exhibitions that 

annually parade across the United 

States and do little, i f anything, to 

challenge predictable assumptions 

of the cultural basis of art. 

I believe that this kind of 

wider cultural inclusion is a neces­

sary first step as we consider the 

possibilities of mortality or immor­

tality. I urge us all to work toward 

this preliminary goal. In their 

essays, Judy Chicago and Joyce J . 

Scott summarize the issue of mor­

tality / immortality as a political 

one (see "Hope Springs Eternal" 

and"Immortality/ Immorality," 

pages 147-152 and 75-78, respec­

tively). I agree. This is not necessar­

ily a bad thing. The art world has 

always made political choices— 

for mostly Euro-American artists. 

How about more intracultural 

inclusion among the political 

choices? Think of it as the art 

world's answer to being "politically 

correct." I f we cannot change our 

cultural values sufficiently, we 

can augment our shortcomings 

with a constructive political wil l. 

No quotas are necessary. What 

is necessary is better inclusion 

of non-Europeans and non-

Euro-Americans who are given 

positions of authority, not just 

used as advisors. The principle of 

the políticos should be to create an 

agenda of conscious inclusion to 

allow other people to choose the 

art they believe represents them. 

Politics, rather than culture-free 

assumptions, may be our best com­

mon mediator. I urge us to recon­

sider our political choices, to form 

common alliances, and to make the 

world of art a better place for all. 
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A DEALER'S RESPONSIBILITY 

Donald Young 

As an art dealer, I am focusing my 

attention in this essay on the 

aspects of art conservation that 

specifically affect my profession. 

It is an occupation that is not 

always known for its professional­

ism. A dealer can be merchant, 

representative, promoter, advisor, 

provider, protector, friend, or 

father figure—all, some, or none 

of these things. Luckily, there are 

some of us who take enormous 

satisfaction in preserving the life 

of what we believe is the great art 

of our time and, in this way, fulfill 

a critical role in a larger fabric that 

must include artists, dealers, collec­

tors, and museums. 

What sets the best profes­

sional dealers apart from other 

players in the art world is their 

long-term commitment to pro­

tecting artists' interests. This role 

is distinctly different from the auc­

tion house, whose responsibility 

is to the buyer and not to the artist 

in a world in which conflict is 

resolved according to the rules of 

the marketplace. 

The role of collectors varies 

enormously. In some cases, collec­

tors are justly praised for their 

unselfish support of contempo­

rary artists and institutions. Their 

interest, however, is often market 

driven, which leads them to avoid 

works that are more difficult to 

deal with, whether due to physical 

properties (scale, weight, fragility, 

medium, etc.) or content. Such 

factors affect the work's marketabil­

ity and its investment value. 

As the most probable future 

custodians of the art of our times, 

museums and art institutions 

should logically be the most loyal 

supporters of artists' interests. 

However, when looking at instal­

lations in museums around the 

world, it is clear that this issue 

is not always a priority. Museum 

acquisitions are often controlled 

by collectors with a specific market-

oriented agenda. Additionally, 

through ignorance or arrogance, 

work is presented without respect 

for the artist's wishes or the 

integrity of the piece. The ques­

tion must then be asked: How can 

this be changed and what is the 

dealer's role? 

The dealer's responsibilities 

are determined by both the nature 

of a particular artist's work and the 

dealer's relationship with the artist. 

A primary relationship with an 

artist who is using nontraditional 

materials is the most demanding 

and also the one most relevant to 

the subject at hand. My position 

regarding these responsibilities is 

based on a lifetime involvement in 

the art world. I started in London 

in 1963 at the age of twenty-one 

and then spent ten years in Paris. In 

1976,1 opened a gallery in Chicago, 
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which led to my close involvement 

with contemporary artists. My 

experience with certain artists has 

been of particular importance in 

formulating what I feel is my area 

of responsibility. Those artists are 

Bruce Nauman (outdoor projects 

and fabrication of video, neon, and 

iron pieces, as well as the repair of 

neon and plaster work) ( F I G S , I , 2) ; 

Gary Hi l l (fabricating complex 

video installations and dealing with 

questions of installation, mainte­

nance, and replacement) ( F I G . 3); 

Richard Serra and Martin Puryear 

(outdoor projects, including fabri­

cation and installation); and Donald 

Judd and Dan Flavin (fabrication 

and repair). 

The responsibilities of the 

dealer are many. First, the dealer 

should help artists draw up docu­

ments that are necessary to pro­

tect them and their work. These 

include installation instructions and 

F I G U R E 1 

Bruce Nauman, H u m a n N a t u r e / L i f e Death, 1983. 
Installation at State Street, Chicago, Illinois. 
Collection City of Chicago, Chicago International 
Sculpture Purchase Prize. 

diagrams, instructions regarding 

maintenance, and legal documents. 

Installation instructions 

and diagrams define precisely the 

parameters of what is essential 

to the work, including the position 

of different elements, the size and 

height of rooms, the size of projec­

tions, and levels of sound and light. 

Maintenance documents should 

describe the general physical aspect, 

as well as give precise details per­

taining to the repair, exchange, and 

updating of hardware and software 

in media installations. 

As technology changes, the 

replacement of hardware is in 

many cases beneficial, resulting in 

a longer life and lower mainte­

nance. There are cases, however, 

in which the artist considers spe­

cific hardware to be an essential 

physical part of the installation; in 

these cases, change becomes prob­

lematic. Such documents should 

F I G U R E 2 

Bruce Nauman, House Divided, 1983. Collection 
Nathan Manilow Sculpture Park, Governors State 
University, University Park, Illinois. 

also make specific references to 

repainting or maintaining the 

surfaces of indoor and outdoor 

sculpture. Painted metal sculpture 

outdoors is a continual problem, 

but so is the finish on bronze, 

steel, and aluminum sculpture. 

Questions regarding indoor sculp­

ture should also be addressed. 

For example: Should Alexander 

Calder mobiles or Sol LeWitt cubes 

be repainted? Should a scratched 

Judd be reanodized or a damaged 

Flavin fixture replaced? At what 

point should a Flavin fluorescent 

tube be replaced, and what if that 

color is no longer fabricated—is it 

then permissible to put a colored 

sleeve around a white bulb? If so, 

which white (because there are 

three types of white)? Flavin and 

Judd are no longer living, so we 

can only hope that someone who 

truly knows the artist's intent in 

each case wi l l have the authority 

Image Not Available for Publication Image Not Available for Publication
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F I G U R E 3 
Gary Hill, Wither shins, 1995. Interactive video/ 
sound installation with aluminum structure. 
Installation at the 1995 Venice Biennale, Leone 
d'Oro Prize for Sculpture. Collection of the artist. 

to answer these questions. Even if 

the artist leaves clear instructions, 

the collectors and institutions that 

own the work must be willing to 

abide by them. 

Legal documents regarding 

copyright and reproduction rights 

must be drawn up to protect the 

artist and the work now and in 

the future; questions of liability, 

responsibility for maintenance, 

repair, and change of site are partic­

ularly significant. Such documents 

should be clear and not impossibly 

onerous to the owner of the work. 

An overly long legal document can 

be counterproductive, but a work­

able document that clearly states 

the seriousness of the issues wi l l be 

given more credibility by collectors 

and museums. 

Second, the dealer should 

transmit these requirements to 

the buyer and have the buyer sign 

a letter of agreement. At this point, 

it is important that the dealer be 

completely honest and open regard­

ing the buyer's responsibility. It 

is not uncommon for a dealer 

to avoid these issues in order to 

facilitate a sale. 

Third, the dealer should 

help the artist enforce theserequire-

ments. This is not always easy, since 

a dealer may be in the position of 

having to persuade valuable clients, 

museums, or collectors to do some­

thing they do not want to do. It 

may be even harder with an auction 

house that has no responsibility to 

the artist and only a temporary 

market interest in the work. Cases 

of ignorance can be avoided by 

careful transmittal of the docu­

ments mentioned above. Simple 

measures, such as affixing installa­

tion instructions to the inside of the 

shipping crate, can help a great deal. 

Finally, the dealer s respon­

sibility should extend to working 

with material and equipment spe­

cialists and conservation profes­

sionals to find ways to protect the 

integrity of the work, as well as 

with art lawyers and responsible 

museums and collectors to find 

ways to enforce the above-men­

tioned requirements. I say "respon­

sible" museums and institutions 

because, although there is an 

assumption that the museum is the 

ultimate protector of the artist and 

the work of art, I know from expe­

rience that this is often not the case. 
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Many times, I have received pur­

chase agreements from institutions 

that attempt to weaken the artist's 

basic rights. Prepared by museum 

bureaucrats and dictated by ideas of 

ownership and control, these docu­

ments are usually accompanied by 

letters of apology from a curator 

or director and demand many 

hours of work to correct. It would 

seem that priorities are skewed 

when questions of ownership and 

control take precedence over the 

more worthy role of custodian. 

This would seem to be another 

indication of the controlling influ­

ence of certain important collec­

tors whose sense of ownership may 

be considerably greater than any 

concept of custodial or civic 

responsibility. 

The fact is that many institu­

tions and collectors do not respect 

the needs of the works in their pos­

session. This may be due to care­

lessness, lack of funds, laziness, 

ignorance, professional ineptitude, 

arrogance, or malicious intent. 

Luckily, there is very rarely mali­

cious intent, but I see evidence 

of all the others even in the most 

respected institutions and homes 

around the world. Judd spent an 

enormous amount of time policing 

the installations of his own work, 

which are often installed incor­

rectly (either at the wrong height 

or with the wrong spacing between 

the different elements); sometimes 

damaged (dented or scratched); 

and nearly always covered in fin­

gerprints. In one case I remember 

well, a piece had been badly fabri­

cated, without the artist's super­

vision, from a certificate. The fab­

rication was so inept as to be 

almost a parody of the artist's 

work; yet it was still shown, against 

the artist's wishes. I have seen 

Flavin's work in an eminent institu­

tion hung not only incorrectly 

(above the baseboard when it was 

clearly stated in the certificate 

that it must be on the floor) but 

also with fluorescent tubes of the 

wrong color. The work of both 

these artists requires an impec­

cable finish, yet I have seen a sloppy 

refabrication of Flavin's work 

because this was simpler than ship­

ping the original fixture or because 

it was more convenient to use 

European rather than American 

fixtures. How many times wi l l we 

see contemporary sculpture placed 

on a base when one of the major 

tenets of contemporary sculpture 

is the elimination of the base? 

What happens when these works 

end up in museums and are given 

the sanction of official presenta­

tion? In how many cases wi l l there 

be someone who knows enough 

or cares enough? 

These problems are not lim­

ited to contemporary sculpture. 

Recently, I saw paintings by Robert 

Ryman installed on a curved wall 

so there was a curved gap on the 

top and bottom of the painting. 

Was there no director or curator 

aware of one of the fundamental 

ideas expressed in Ryman's work, 

which is the way in which the 

painted surface relates to the wall? 

Are questions of housekeeping 

more important than the integrity 

of the work? In a major exhibition 

of one artist's video installations, 

another artist's video work with 

very loud sound, installed only 

50 feet away, interfered with the 

exhibition. The curators were insen­

sitive to this situation, and it was 

only on the artist's insistence that 

sound baffles were installed. 

In the home of a major Euro­

pean collector, I saw a work by 

Jannis Kounellis hung on its side to 

fit into an available space and close 

to a video projection that was invisi­

ble because it was projected onto a 

gray slate floor. Outside was an 

indoor steel sculpture that was var­

nished, thus completely changing 

the color and texture of the piece. It 

made my hair stand on end, but in 

this particular case I could not fault 
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F I G U R E U 
Charles Ray, F a s h i o n s , 1996. 1 6 m m color film 
installation. Collection Donald Young, Chicago. 

the enthusiasm of the collector, 

and I continue to ask myself 

whether we can expect a collector 

who lacks the correct ceiling height 

or the correct floor to behave as 

responsibly as a museum. 

In view of these problems, 

what is the role of the dealer? 

One would hope that the artists' 

words, either in the form of origi­

nal certificates, agreements, or 

simply phone calls to the curators 

involved, would be sufficient to 

safeguard the integrity of the works 

even when they may sometimes 

conflict with the interests or per­

ceptions of museums or collectors. 

In 1997, a European museum 

organized a large exhibition of 

Bruce Nauman's work that was 

beautifully and sensitively installed. 

A few months later, the same 

museum installed an exhibition of 

contemporary California art using 

strong designer colors as the back­

drop for paintings and sculpture. 

Despite complaints from many of 

the artists present for the installa­

tion, the museum cited its curator­

ial prerogative and would not 

change the installation. Although 

these situations are rare, every 

large group show ends up compro­

mising the work of some of the 

participants, just as traditional 

paintings are sometimes badly 

framed and poorly hung. Fortu­

nately, the dealer usually travels a 

great deal more than the artist 

and can often correct errors of 

installation, either directly or by 

informing the artist of the prob­

lem. Most responsible institutions 

and collectors wi l l turn to the 

dealer for clarification of issues 

affecting everything from installa­

tion to restoration. 

The varying levels of profes­

sionalism and commitment to 

the integrity of the artist's work 

become clear when large touring 

exhibitions are installed by different 

institutions. I was particularly close 

to a recent touring exhibition of 

Gary Hill 's work, organized by 

the Henry Art Gallery of Seattle. 

Although the commitment 

of curator Nancy Spector at the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum 

in New York was exceptional, 

I encountered a level of disrespect 

elsewhere that was insulting to 

both the artist and his work. 

Many who saw the Nauman exhi­

bition at the Städtische Galerie 

in Frankfurt eight years ago won­

dered how it was possible to so 

totally misunderstand an artist's 

work. It is sad that an artist should 

have to police his or her work, and 

many refuse to do so. Although 

dealers, curators, writers, collec­

tors, and friends care enough, they 

are not always able to influence 

these situations. 

In my role as a dealer, I have 

been fortunate to work with many 

of the great artists of our time and 

to advise many younger artists and 

dealers. It has been enormously 

satisfying for me to work with insti­

tutions and collectors who have 

made a serious commitment to 

these issues. Strangely, it is not usu­

ally the younger Modern or con­

temporary art museums that are 

leading the way but the older insti­

tutions that demonstrate their long 

tradition of custodial responsibility. 

I must particularly mention the 

Tate Gallery in London, which, in 

my experience, is one of only two 

institutions worldwide that have 

dealt seriously with the long-term 
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No one is more aware of the demands of 
an artist s work than the dealer, who is 
often the only one overseeing its initial 
installation. 
problems of protecting contempo­

rary works of art comprised of 

such materials as video and film 

( F I G . 4) that are so radically different 

from those traditionally used in 

painting and sculpture. 

I have laid a lot of blame 

on institutions and collectors, but 

one could say that artists and deal­

ers are at the root of the problem. 

Many collectors and institutions 

wi l l rightly complain that either 

there is no information supplied 

to them or that the instructions 

are confusing and ambiguous or 

impractical and unrealistic. They 

may also complain that the dealer 

becomes disinterested once the deal 

is made and makes only a half­

hearted attempt to obtain informa­

tion from artists that would apply 

to the work's preservation. In the 

meantime, the artist has moved 

on to new work and new ideas 

and tries to avoid the tedious 

task of preparing diagrams and 

instructions for older work. It is 

clear that the commitment of all 

those involved is necessary for 

the survival of contemporary art 

into the twenty-first and twenty-

second centuries. 

Clearly, a dealer's job with 

regard to the immortality of the 

art he or she represents is not an 

easy one. Not only do dealers 

have to sell the work, but they also 

have to police it. The buyer not 

only has to pay for the work but 

also needs to be made aware of the 

responsibilities to it. Perhaps a 

buyer can even be convinced that 

he or she is a custodian of our cul­

t u r e — a commitment that goes 

beyond that of ownership. 

No one is more aware of 

the demands of an artist's work 

than the dealer, who is often 

the only one overseeing its initial 

installation. Frequently, this person 

wi l l also have been responsible for 

the work's fabrication and, there­

fore, wi l l be aware—perhaps even 

more than the a r t i s t—of any 

inherent weakness or other prob­

lems that could arise in the future. 

A dealer can write all this down 

and effectively convey it to the 

buyer, but the recipient of this 

information has to care enough to 

understand and accept the long-

term commitment and responsibil­

ity to the artist's original intention. 

In one hundred years' time, wi l l 

the institution have looked after 

the work properly? When the cura­

tor decides to show it, wi l l he or 

she take the trouble to find those 

instructions that have been filed 

away somewhere? And i f so, 

wi l l the demands be such that 

the institution wi l l be incapable 

or unwilling to follow them? 

Finally, when the work is exhibited 

incorrectly, wi l l anybody notice? 

I certainly hope so because, i f not, 

we in the art world wi l l not have 

done our job. 
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THE CONSERVATION OF C O N T ^ O ^ A j ^ S T R A T E G | E S ? 

Ysbrand Hummelen 

For large numbers of twentieth-

century artists, the durability of 

their art is entirely subordinate to 

its power of expression. This devel­

opment is vastly different from 

the original meaning of the term 

"craft," whereby the artist as he or 

she worked was able to "conquer" 

a material that was extremely 

durable and thereby often difficult 

to mold. The reward was an 

image—in the Platonic sense of 

the w o r d — i n which this "struggle" 

with the material was supposed to 

remain largely invisible. Until well 

into the nineteenth century, the 

concept of durability as a criterion 

of quality had, for centuries, played 

an important role in Western art. 

The durability of an artwork, as 

well as providing a certain guaran­

tee for the buyer's investment, also 

guaranteed the art i s t—and thereby 

the artwork—immortal ity. The 

responsibility for preserving the 

work lay, in the first instance, with 

the artist, who was expected to use 

the correct materials and tech­

niques. In the second instance, it 

l a y—and still does—with the 

owner or curator of the artwork. 

For many contemporary 

artists, however, durability—both 

in a technical and an ideological 

sense—has become irrelevant. 

During the twentieth century, the 

materials used have increasingly 

had a personal iconological sig­

nificance imposed on them by the 

artists themselves. For example, 

Michelangelo Pistoletto, in his 

work Venere d e g l i S t r a c c i (1967-82) , 

sets the vulnerability of the fabric 

(as a metaphor for the fleetingness 

of our contemporary culture) 

against the illusion of the durability 

of the marble sculpture within it. 

The explosion of diversity of 

materials used by artists in the sec­

ond half of the twentieth century 

cannot be explained by any corre­

sponding increase in the need felt 

among artists to extend the durable 

means for establishing mimesis. 

Quite the opposite. The concern is 

increasingly with the material itself 

and its ability to convey an experi­

ence in "real time." It is precisely 

on this level of experience that 

artists are ascribing completely 

new meanings. In his Mercury's 

Lamp (1965), Pistoletto used a club-

shaped mercury lamp of the kind 

found suspended above crossroads. 

In 1992, the German restorer 

Christian Scheidemann was asked 

to seek a replica of the vulnerable 

twenty-five-year-old lamp. Although 

the light, color, and form of the 

new lamp were the same as the 

original, Pistoletto deemed it 

unsuitable because it was a sodium 
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lamp and did not have the same 

iconological meaning as the mer­

cury in the original lamp.1 

Pistoletto's mercury, the lead 

in Anselm Kiefer's work, the arsenic 

in Sigmar Polke's, the plastics in 

Eva Hesse's, or the beeswax in 

the works of Mario Merz, Joseph 

Beuys, or Wolfgang Leib are all 

materials that were chosen not for 

their durability but for the very 

personal and different iconological 

meanings bestowed on them by 

the artists. 

Moreover, concern is not 

only with the use of materials but 

also with "things"; devices such as 

sound, film, computer and video 

equipment or machines, furniture, 

and consumer goods are all used 

as materials for expression and are 

given new and unexpected mean­

ings by every artist who works 

with them. For it is also one of 

the features of contemporary art 

that accepted aesthetic categories 

are constantly being brought into 

question. A chair in day-to-day 

living has a totally different func­

tion and meaning than a chair 

in Bruce Nauman's work and still 

another meaning in an installation 

by Ilya Kabakov. 

Another major problem is 

that these artworks, which were 

originally created as an offensive 

against accepted aesthetic stan­

dards, were quickly approached in 

a defensive manner within the con­

text of museums' rapidly acquired, 

newly historical, museological 

function, in which the conserva­

tion of authenticity plays such an 

important role. 

This process is evident with 

Jean Tinguely's Gismo ( i 9 6 0 ) from 

the Stedelijk Museum in Amster­

dam, which, due to its construction 

from waste materials, is gradually 

self-destructing and which may 

be seen as an offensive against 

the primacy of the durability of 

art. Now we have decided, how­

ever, that this same work, from the 

standpoint of preserving a historic 

document, should be "protected" 

against the wear and tear of use. In 

this way, the original trailblazing, 

revolutionary, or radical power of 

many artworks is undermined 

by approaching them as historical 

documents. 

In 1996-97, the Foundation 

for the Conservation of Modern 

Art was established in the Nether-

lands for the purpose of studying 

these issues. This group—con­

sisting of curators, conservators, 

conservation scientists, and cultural 

scientists appointed by the various 

Modern and contemporary art 

museums in the Netherlands—has 

analyzed the considerations that 

play a role in the decision-making 

process for determining the ways 

in which Modern and contem­

porary art should be conserved. 

Various options have been dis­

cussed, such as different methods 

of conservation or restoration, 

reinstallation, or even a replace­

ment, a replica, or a method 

for recording a performance. It 

became quickly evident that infor­

mation on the significance artists 

give to their materials and methods 

F I G U R E 1 
Decision-making model for the conservation and 

restoration of Modern and contemporary art. 
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of working is essential when mak­

ing these decisions. 

The establishment of such a 

foundation and working group 

was due to the desire on the part of 

the Dutch minister of culture to 

gain an insight into the future 

efforts required to conserve Mod­

ern and contemporary art collec­

tions in Dutch museums. The 

cultural minister's questions may 

be briefly summed up as: Do you 

have conservation problems? I f so, 

what and how great are these prob­

lems? How do you propose to 

resolve them? Until now, the Dutch 

government has always been con­

sidered responsible for the conser­

vation of public collections of art. 

Views on the nature of 

conservation problems, however, 

inevitably have differed among 

the various museum professionals. 

Whereas one person felt that a 

work could easily be executed again 

or replicated, another thought that 

the same object should be metic­

ulously restored. To gain more 

insight into the situation, the 

group drew up a decision-making 

model ( F I G . I ) to study the decision­

making process with regard to the 

conservation of ten pilot objects. 

It was apparent that for the 

debate to remain sharply focused, 

it was essential to first define the 

problem of conservation in exact 

terms. At the same time, we had 

to determine the discrepancy that 

existed between the condition of 

a work and its original meaning. 

As can be seen in Figure i , this is 

the first step in the decision-making 

process when choosing a method 

of conservation, whereby— in 

order to reach a decision—the 

importance of various factors that 

may be interpreted as "fields of 

force" need to be weighed.2 Thus, 

a crucial precondition when decid­

ing on appropriate methods and 

strategies for conservation is to 

determine the meaning ascribed 

to works and objects and, as previ­

ously mentioned, the significance 

of the materials used, the tech­

niques, and working processes. 

One of the chief conclusions 

of our study, however, was the 

inadequacy of available informa­

tion and documentation on an 

artist's intention when using vari­

ous materials and techniques 

during the process of making an 

artwork. Certain reasons may 

account for this. First, art criticism 

and art history studies have not 

been particularly concerned with 

the meaning inherent in the mate­

rials and in their application and, 

following naturally from this, the 

actual processes used in the making 

of Modern and contemporary art. 

In the sometimes exhaustive litera­

ture available on the artists who 

made the objects that were studied 

for our project, this aspect was 

barely touched upon for the most 

part. It was necessary to embark 

on a kind of visual anthropology, 

in which those artists still living 

could be interviewed and thus lend 

us generous assistance in shedding 

light on these specific issues. 

Knowledge of the widest 

possible range of aspects related to 

the information contained in art 

objects is an essential precondition 

for the quality of conservation. 

Theoretical knowledge is guaran­

teed by a variety of studies and 

research programs. For this reason, 

art history, archaeology, ethnogra­

phy, and other related studies are 

taught at practically all major uni­

versities. However, in each of these 

studies the meaning of the mate­

r ia l—the material culture—has 

a different place and function. 

In archaeology it is, of course, a 

condition sine qua non. In ethno­

graphic studies in Europe, the 

importance of the material culture 

has greatly diminished, unlike in 

other non-European countries. 

But within art history studies, the 

significance of the material used, 

the artist's working processes, 

and material culture is a contro­

versial area. 

Another aspect that plays a 

role when deciding on strategies 

for conserving contemporary art 

is that it is no longer represented 

by autonomous objects. Moreover, 

performances, installations, com­

puter simulations, and ongoing art 

processes are not always finished 

products but temporary demon­

strations from an open studio, 

2. M. Bosma, 
Y. Hummelen, D. Sillé, 
R. van der Vail, and 
R. Wegen, "Decision-
Making Model for the 
Conservation of Modern 
Art," paper presented 
at the symposium 
"Modern Art: Who Cares?" 
Amsterdam, 8-10 

September 1997, and 
forthcoming in M o d e r n 

A r t : W h o Cares? 
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For many contemporary artists, 
durability is less important than and 
plays a secondary role to the power of 
expression in an artwork. 

in which a record is shown of the 

projects and changing processes. 

These are creative expressions that 

cannot be included in a collection 

in any physical form or are so tran­

sitory that, as the curator Piet 

de Jonge of Rotterdam's Museum 

Boymans van Beunigen put it dur­

ing our study, "You're happy and 

grateful when you've been in pos­

session of an object." 

Thus, the problems in the 

preservation of contemporary 

art are defined by the following 

developments: 

• For many contemporary artists, 

durability is less important than 

and plays a secondary role to the 

power of expression in an artwork. 

• The iconological meaning of the 

material itself and the working 

processes are very specifically and 

individually determined by every 

artist. There is a lack of informa­

tion on these meanings in most 

artists' works. 

• Contemporary art is no longer 

represented just by autonomous 

objects but increasingly by tempo­

rary works such as installations, 

performances, and ongoing art 

processes. 

• The explosion of diversity of 

materials and objects used in art­

works makes it virtually impossible 

to know the composition and aging 

characteristics of every material 

used. Moreover, it is impossible to 

trace information on the composi­

tion of many of the materials used 

(the weakest materials are mainly 

the plastics, and the most vulner­

able objects are those involving 

electronic equipment). 

Due to these developments, con­

servation methods used for more 

traditional Western art are no 

longer appropriate for conserving 

Modern and contemporary art. It is 

evident that other conservation 

methods wi l l be necessary. 

In conclusion, documentation of 

and a study into data on the mate­

rial used and the meaning ascribed 

to it by the artist should be a struc­

tural component for the conserva­

tion of Modern and contemporary 

works of art. Moreover, proper 

methods should be developed 

for documenting temporary and 

immaterial art. 

Additionally, as the responsi­

bility for conservation shifts increas­

ingly from the artists to the owners 

or curators, who are already aware 

of the limited life span of many 

contemporary artworks when they 

are purchased or acquired—muse­

ums of Modern and contemporary 

art wi l l clearly have to choose as 

one of their international, national, 

or regional functions the con­

servation and handing down of 

twentieth-century visual art. 

To accomplish this, they wi l l have 

to invest heavily in gathering, mak­

ing accessible, researching, and 

exchanging data (for instance by 

artists' interviews). 

The methods for collecting 

and making accessible this informa­

tion should meet with high stan­

dards. For this, more research and 

more international and interdisci­

plinary collaboration in research is 

needed. At the same time, all the 

data available until now should be 

catalogued and tested according 

to these standards. An international 

network, created by museums of 

Modern and contemporary art, 

should be constructed whereby 

this data can be exchanged for 

the benefit of the conservation of 

these artworks. In recent years, the 

Netherlands Institute for Cultural 

Heritage has supported the Con­

servation of Modern and Contem­

porary Art, a joint initiative by 

Dutch museums with Modern and 

contemporary collections, and wi l l 

continue to do so in the coming 

years. Without international coop­

eration and effort, however, the 

problems of conserving contempo­

rary art cannot be mastered; the 

museums need to cooperate more 

internationally i f they are to hand 

down twentieth-century art to the 

new millennium. 
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A LIFE IN ITS OWN TIMES 

Laurel Reuter 

As a small child, I grew up on the 

Fort Totton Sioux Indian Reser­

vation in Tokio, North Dakota. 

One day a young woman appeared 

in our two-room school—Betty 

Cutting, of Boston, was brought 

to our remote world by the nearby 

St. Michael's Indian Mission. I do 

not remember how she looked, 

only how she felt in the r o o m — 

cool, clean, gentle, otherworldly. 

She was so beautiful, and I fell in 

love with her. 

She arrived with a trunk 

crammed with the stuff of magic: 

books for reading out loud, ballet 

costumes, oil paints, pastels and 

charcoals for drawing, records and 

a record player, songbooks, and 

scripts for making plays. And I fell 

in love with art. 

Probably because of her, 

I became who I am: one who has 

spent a lifetime carrying out the 

democratization of cultural life that 

began in the United States with 

the establishment of the National 

Endowment for the Arts in 1965; 

one who has extended the aesthetic 

dialogue to those on the edges, to 

people who live outside the normal 

highways that art traffics; and, in 

the process, one who has placed a 

great deal of art in harm's way. 

I keep expecting that a coali­

tion the likes of the American 

Association of Museums, the Asso­

ciation of Art Museum Directors, 

and the Getty Conservation Insti­

tute wi l l pass a resolution con­

demning the likes of me. To make 

the journey from that childhood 

village to the pages of this book, 

I have traversed a minefield, my 

shoulders laden with vulnerable 

works of art. 

The Dakota, that famous 

apartment building on Central 

Park West in New York City, 

was named the Dakota because, 

when it was built, it seemed as far 

north and west of civilization as 

Dakota itself. In the same spirit, 

I took it upon myself to build 

North Dakota's first art museum 

in Grand Forks. 

The museum began as a tem­

porary exhibition space on the top 

floor of the University of North 

Dakota's student union. Then, in 

the mid-1980s, I convinced the 

university to give me a vacant 1907 

gymnasium. I could not afford a 

famous architect, but I wanted 

one who cared deeply about art. 

My only candidate was Harvey 

Hoshour, a friend from New Mex­

ico; he had grown up around the 

Arensberg Collection (now at 

the Philadelphia Museum of Art). 

Hoshour's mother and Walter 

Arensberg had a twenty-year love 

affair after their respective spouses 

died, thus baptizing the child in 

the seminal art of the twentieth 

century. Hoshour graduated first 

in his class in architecture from 

the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology in 1955, worked for 

Mies van der Rohe and later I. M. 

Pei, and then established his own 

firm in Albuquerque. 

Like his mother before him, 

Hoshour was splendid company. 

I remember a time in the late 1980s 

when we were wandering around 

the Chicago Art Fair. Gleefully, 

he called me over to see Marcel 

Duchamp's birdcage. "When I was 

a child I ate all the sugar cubes out 

of the nest. Can you imagine how 

much they paid a conservator to 
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put them back?" Clearly, I had 

found a man steeped in twentieth-

century art. Even though he 

was aware of both my meager 

resources and the North Dakota 

law stipulating that a local archi­

tect would be credited with our 

state-owned building, Hoshour 

agreed to become my personal con­

sulting architect. 

We knowingly made the 

choice for light—beloved by our 

people, despised by conservators. 

Thus, I schedule my most fragile 

exhibitions in our light-filled gal­

leries during the dead of winter, 

when our days are less than eight 

hours long and the sun hangs 

low on the horizon. The museum 

opened in 1989. For the first four 

years, we did not even know that 

our tile roof was riddled with 

holes, as North Dakota was in the 

middle of a long drought. 

I was never properly edu­

cated in the ways of the art world, 

so at the time I began the museum, 

I did not know that high art was 

defined by painting and sculpture. 

I had spent a lot of time looking at 

Asian art. The Northern Sioux cul­

ture in which I had grown up was 

rooted in transportable, soft mate­

rials: dyed porcupine quills, trade 

beads, hides, and ledgers. Our art 

was made from whatever material 

lay at hand. Dance costumes, for 

example, were embellished with 

tin-can bangles and plastic substi­

tutes for bones. Indeed, from the 

beginning I exhibited all materials 

in every medium, but I was always 

looking for art that my intelligent 

audiences could relate to, even if 

they did not know much about art. 

An example is the gigantic 

series of nests, reaching 30 feet 

from floor to ceiling, that Patrick 

Dougherty built after spending 

a week cutting swamp willow. 

David Finn created an installation 

of newspaper children surrounded 

by a comprehensive collection of 

twenty-year-old Tonka trucks. Both 

exhibitions were destroyed when 

they ended. Made of modest mate­

rials well known to our people, 

they delighted and amazed visitors 

for brief moments before passing 

into oblivion like much of the art 

of the last years of our century. 

Privately, I have always been 

drawn to art that speaks from 

the human soul, and I have found 

my audience willing to accom­

pany me. It was by accident that 

I stumbled across the work of the 

South African Géorgie Papa­

george. Of Dutch and English 

descent, Papageorge lives outside 

of Pretoria. She came to art in her 

full maturity, four children already 

at her skirts. In a country at war 

with itself, private lives become 

laced with tragedy, just as, in a 

country like South Africa, the lives 

of both the rich and the poor are 

interwoven with the source of 

wealth—gold mines. 

Papageorge's oldest brother, 

Jonathan van der Merwe, worked 

on the Elandsrand Gold Mine; 

his wife worked on the nearby 

Blyvooruitzicht Gold Mine. 

Together with the Western Deep 

Levels Gold Mine, they formed 

the triangle that became the play­

ground of the van der Merwe chil­

dren. On a fateful afternoon, on 

December 12,1978, Papageorge's 

nephew Owen went off to the gold 

dumps to trap guinea fowl. A black 

friend was to meet him. That day, 

the child disappeared. 

A riot had occurred earlier 

that morning when some forty 

miners were discharged and sent 

back to the homelands. It was 

never known whether Owen's 

friend ever joined him or even who 

he was. During the agonizing 

months that followed, Papageorge 

spent long hours with her brother 

and sister-in-law combing the gray 

and yellow sands that make up the 

sedimented layers of a mine dump. 

As part of the search, and because 

she was an artist, Papageorge 

planted painted poles on top of 

the Western Deep Levels Gold 

Mine dump, poles that contrasted 

sharply with the working slimes 

pipes and uprights already there 

( F I G . I ) . The gleaming standards 

became a silent prayer, a visual 

reaching out to a child. In the late 

afternoon, the skies would darken 

as storms moved through, and 

the poles, which remained there 

permanently, would radiate off the 

dump, visible from far away. "See 

me, come to this glistening light, 

allow me to find you "—the prayer 

went unanswered, and gradually 

the paint was worn away by the 

blistering sun and the endlessly 

shifting sands. 

Thus, Papageorge became a 

political artist for all time. Art, born 

of its own time, finds its life in that 

very moment. The moment goes 

by and the work of art passes into 

history, to be judged and valued 

by other terms and new mean­

ings. Géorgie Papageorge went 

on to perform rituals 8,000 feet 

underground in working mine 

shafts. A decade passed, and she 

shifted to collaborations in the 

squatter camps. 

In August 1993,1 traveled to 

South Africa, to the Stanza Bopape 

Squatter Camp near Pretoria, to 

cover one of Georgie's collabora­

tions, Ηοήζοη ( i993) , for H i g h Perfor­

mance magazine. The work's top 

section, protected by brown paper, 

had been painted by the artist at 

an earlier date. The bottom and the 
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F I G U R E 1 
Géorgie Papageorge, Site I n s t a l l a t i o n : Western Deep 
Levels Gold M i n e , 1980-83 (above lefi), in western 
Transvaal, South Africa. 

F I G U R E 2 
Géorgie Papageorge, Suspension, 1990 (above right). 
Installation on the Simmer and Jack Gold Mine 
dump south of Johannesburg, 31 October 1990. 

back were painted collectively by 

the crowd attending the daylong 

celebratory event—a gathering 

to which few white people came, 

forestalled by fear. This particular 

work may not be recorded in his­

tory as a great work of art; how­

ever, the process of making it was 

intertwined with a momentous 

time in the history of South Africa. 

Within less than a year—that is, 

after the elections—many artists 

embarked upon such collabora­

tions. Papageorge, however, was 

among the very first, and the 

seeds for this collaboration are 

embedded in her earlier master­

piece, S u s p e n s i o n (1990) ( F I G . 2) . 

Created as the altarpiece for 

the 1993 Native American Thanks­

giving service at the Cathedral of 

St. John the Divine, Suspension is 

based on the concept of a suspen­

sion bridge that spans vast gaps— 

both sociological and physical. It is 

twin-sided—the front symbolic of 

wealth, the back of poverty. Con­

ceptually, the whole work is an 

extension of the human body, cli­

maxing in a central transcendent 

ladder that is, in itself, a Tree of 

Life. Wealth and power are symbol­

ized by gold reef conglomerate; 

Zu lu Nguni cattle hide; the South 

African flag—which is also the 

banner of the Dutch East India 

Company; gold leaf; painted bison 

hide—contributed by young Native 

American artists from North 

Dakota; and the American flag, 

originally designed by Betsy Ross. 

Poverty and loss are sym­

bolized by corrugated iron sheeting 

from black townships in South 

Afr ica—the building material of 

the poor the world over; burnt 

sand from the mine dumps; goat­

skins; hundred-year-old rusted 

food tins from the Anglo-Boer 

War; press clippings document­

ing years of South African civil 

strife; and, from my own poverty-

stricken North Dakota Indian reser­

vation, flattened tins and boxes 

from U.S. Government surplus 

food commodities. 

Who is responsible for seeing 

that this work of art is preserved 

for the future? Somehow, because 

I felt the power of the work and 

there was no South African entity 
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to step forward, I became respon­

sible. S u s p e n s i o n , along with twenty 

other large Papageorge works, 

remains in storage in the North 

Dakota Museum of Art, too costly 

to ship back to South Africa where 

it eventually must go. But it is safe 

for a t i m e — o r at least as long as 

I am around. 

In 1989,1 was forced to choose 

between art as a living force and art 

as an object to be preserved for 

future generations. Under the spon­

sorship of the United States Infor­

mation Agency ( U S I A ) , I was 

charged with organizing and tour­

ing an exhibition of contemporary 

fiber art to the Pacific Rim. I invited 

my longtime colleague, Mildred 

Constantine, to join me as co-

curator. Halfway through the tour, 

the U S I A staff asked i f we would 

take the show to Beijing, China, as 

part of the celebration of the tenth 

anniversary of the reopening of 

relations between the two countries, 

a decade after President Richard 

Nixon s historic visit. In the inter­

vening years, the three preceding 

exhibitions all had run into trouble. 

Most recently, the National Portrait 

Gallery in Washington, D.C., had 

withdrawn its proposed exhibition 

when Chinese officials demanded 

the removal of portraits of General 

Douglas MacArthur and Golda Meir. 

I went to China to negotiate 

and found that whatever venue 

I settled on, China's museum stan­

dards would not meet those 

required of us at home. The show 

opened in Guangzhou in a climate-

controlled museum where the 

power was out most of the time, 

Who is responsible for seeing that this 
work of art is preserved for the future? 
Somehow, because I felt the power of 
the work . . . I became responsible. 

thus guaranteeing low light levels 

but also heat and high humidity. 

I was in and out of China often as 

I prepared to move the show to 

the Beijing Art Gallery. It was 

May 1 9 8 9 — a heady time. Already, 

Chinese students had taken up resi­

dence in Tiananmen Square, chal­

lenging the government with calls 

for democratic reform. 

I returned to the States for a 

couple of weeks, but a few days 

before I was to go back to China, I 

received a call from the cultural 

affairs officer in Beijing. Things had 

become unstable. The Chinese gov­

ernment wanted me to come, and 

for the show to go on, but I had 

to make my own decision. I con­

sulted with my crew; we decided 

to proceed but to leave behind any­

one who was apprehensive. 

The American cultural staff 

met our plane in China on a late 

Saturday evening bearing unset­

tling news. To protect the Chinese 

art community, my lecture had 

been moved from a public forum 

to a less visible, private bookstore. 

Also, one work in the exhibition, 

Arturo Sandoval's portrayal of the 

United States flag, might draw 

trouble. The students at the Cen­

tral Academy of Art had raised 

their plaster Statue of Liberty in the 

square. Were not the Americans to 

blame for the student unrest? 

Written across the face of 

the Sandoval's flag were the words: 

"A New Chance. The reasons 

people uproot themselves from the 

lands of their birth are as various 

as the people themselves. Every 

tale is different. But there is one 

constant refrain that immigrants 

to the United States have always 

sounded: freedom." I f the flag 

went up, the whole exhibition 

might be in jeopardy. The Ameri­

can Embassy staff in Washington 

did not want to make the decision; 

I was to decide. 

On Sunday, my crew and I 

wandered around Tiananmen 

Square, visiting and shooting pic­

tures. It was barely summer. 
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Optimism was still high. The next 

morning, we began the installation. 

I stood on the loading dock of the 

Beijing Art Gallery and watched 

the crates being delivered, sick to 

my stomach as one came off the 

truck smashed. The exhibition had 

been scheduled to move from the 

south of China by rail, but the stu­

dents, in an effort to block the mass 

movement of troops into Beijing, 

had lain down in front of the 

train. Abruptly, the exhibition was 

transferred to trucks. When we 

opened the compressed crate, 

I was relieved to find that Nancy 

Hemenway's T i p i Waterfall (1982) 

was unharmed. 

The week moved on, and 

we worked, watched, and waited. 

Would I hang the Sandavol flag? 

Nothing was clear to me. A Chi­

nese installation crew had joined 

us, working days in the museum 

and sitting out their nights in the 

square. By Saturday the tension 

was thick. It was hot. Thunder­

storms threatened. The show was 

out of its crates, and the ceiling 

pieces were installed. Sometime 

in the midafternoon, a young 

Chinese man was summoned 

to take a phone call. Visibly shaken, 

he reported the news: The troops 

had fired tear gas at the students. 

Disbelief. In a state of quiet depres­

sion, we finished the work day, 

ate a bad supper at our Chinese 

hotel, and went off to our separate 

rooms. I slept restlessly. My Chinese 

host had been kidding with me 

the day before, suggesting that 

the gallery's skylight leaked—my 

nightmare. Sometime in the night, 

I was awakened by thunder. I got 

up and opened the curtains. There 

was no rain, no clouds even. I went 

back to bed and fell into a fitful 

sleep. Thunder. Again I went to the 

window, and again, the sky seemed 

clear. Gradually, I came to under­

stand that guns, not thunder, 

had reached into my sleep. I stood 

alone at that seventeenth-floor 

window in the cold hours of 

dawn and watched war break over 

the city. 

We had been invited to the 

cultural attache's apartment in the 

American Embassy Compound 

the next morning for breakfast. 

Assuming that all invitations were 

called off, I telephoned. " I f you can 

get here, come! We all have to eat," 

was the response. One hundred 

dollars later, having traversed inter­

sections strewn with burned-out 

buses, battalions of armored 

vehicles, and armed and unarmed 

masses, we sat down to cold, burnt 

eggs and old toast. 

What would I do about the 

exhibition? What would I do about 

the flag? By the time we left the 

compound to join a million others 

silently moving toward the square, 

I knew. I f the exhibition went 

up, the flag would go up as well. 

We were on the students' side. 

I also knew that my insurance 

on the exhibition was probably 

invalidated by an act of war. 

Once again, I had chosen the liv­

ing existence of works of art over 

their preservation. 

One week later, I bought 

black-market airplane tickets 

on the street and left with my staff 

on a Chinese airline for Hong 

Kong. Days later, my Chinese crew 

patched and repacked the crates. In 

August, they were finally returned 

to the United States Embassy and 

shipped to Hong Kong, where the 

show was put in storage. 

But there were other deci­

sions to be made. Indonesia wanted 

the exhibition—badly. I said no. 

How could I take a fragile textile 

exhibition to its National Museum, 

a museum with a wonderful collec­

tion, but an open-air museum if 

there ever was one? The USIA staff 

in Washington continued to push. 

Relenting, I went to Jakarta for 

another visit. Again, I was left 

alone to make my decision. Here 

was one of the richest living textile 

traditions in the world. Here was 

an audience who would be fasci­

nated to see what American artists 

were doing. They would marvel 

and they would understand. Reluc­

tantly, I capitulated, placing only 

one condition: The show must be 

scheduled during the dry season. 

One year after the crates 

were released from Beijing, I 

arrived in Jakarta to news that 

the crate housing the Hemenway 

tipi, originally smashed on the 

Chinese troop train, had taken 

water when left on the tarmac 

at the Jakarta airport. Yes, it was 

dry season, but it rained inces­

santly. Fortunately, the conserva­

tors at the National Museum were 

able to arrest the mildew. 

I began to lay out the exhibi­

tion, centering one gallery with 

Hemenway's monumental tipi. 

When I came into that gallery 

the next morning, I realized that 

the Javanese installation crew must 

have worked all night long building 

a huge—and, to my eyes, u g l y— 

platform for the tipi. I objected 

and, as the "illustrious" visiting 

curator, got my way: The platform 

was removed, and the tipi was 

placed on the floor. Months later, 

when the work was back in the 

United States, we discovered that 

rats had eaten all around the bot­

tom of the tipi. The Indonesians, 

probably the politest people in the 

world, could not tell me why I had 
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needed the platform. 1 Once again, 

I had inadvertently brought harm 

to a work of art. 

The ramifications of my 

work in China have continued to 

the present day. In 1991,1 received a 

call from a friend on the East Coast 

who urged me to contact a Chinese 

artist living in a nearby state whose 

work, she was sure, I would love. It 

seems that Xu Bing, the celebrated 

leader of China's New Wave move­

ment of the late 1980s and a profes­

sor of printmaking at Beijing's 

Central Academy of Art, had been 

vilified by the cultural ministry 

during the week of the Tiananmen 

Square rebellion, in which hun­

dreds of protesters were killed 

by government troops. Only four 

months earlier, Xu Bing's seminal 

B o o k from S k y (1987-91) had received 

great acclaim when shown at the 

Beijing Art Gallery. Made up of 

four thousand imagined characters, 

the equivalent of what it takes to 

communicate in ordinary Chinese, 

1.1 did, however, convince 
my charming Javanese 
installation designer to 
tell me why the rains had 
continued during the dry 
season. It seemed that an 
international motorcar 
race was scheduled to 
take place in Sumatra dur­
ing the rainy season. The 
local shamans were not 
powerful enough to stop 
the rains, but they suc­
ceeded in moving them 
to Java for two weeks. 
Two weeks later, the rains 
stopped. Try telling that 
to your insurance agent 
back home. 

the work had taken him three years 

to execute. Of the four thousand 

characters, only ten were legible to 

the Chinese reader, the ten num­

bers used in local elections. The 

underlying text of the work was 

that all of the great knowledge that 

constitutes Chinese culture means 

nothing i f citizens cannot vote. 

At the time of the Tiananmen 

Square rebellion, however, officials 

were charging that Xu Bing was 

like a blind man wandering lost in 

the dark, akin to ghosts pounding 

on the wall and unable to find 

their way—h i s celebrated work 

meaningless. 

In response, the artist cre­

ated a gigantic work about the 

most meaningless endeavor ever 

embarked upon by the human 

race: the Great Wall of China. 

Assisted by eight students and thir­

teen peasants, he spent thirty days 

during the summer of 1990 making 

a rubbing of the Wall. Even the 

idea of rubbing an object that was 

not refined, or precious even, was 

ludicrous to Chinese people. 

Shortly afterward, he left for 

the United States on a student visa 

to spend a year as a visiting artist 

at the University of Wisconsin, 

where he mounted the hundreds 

of paper rubbings on traditional 

scrolls to create his monumental 

installation of the Great Wall, 

which he aptly named G h o s t s 

P o u n d i n g o n t h e W a l l ( 1 9 9 0 - 9 2 ) . 

It is another seminal work in the 

history of contemporary Chinese 

art. The central walkway panels 

measure 100 feet long, and the side 

panels are 40 feet high. An enor­

mous burial mound of dirt anchors 

the installation. Because of its size, 

it has been exhibited only t w i c e — 

in Madison, Wisconsin, and at the 

North Dakota Museum of Art. 

After a year in Madison, 

Xu Bing applied to the University 

of South Dakota to keep his visa 

active. It was there that I found 

him. Friendship grew between us, 

along with my admiration of his 

work. Somehow, it has fallen into 

my hands to take care of G h o s t s 

P o u n d i n g on the Wall until such time 

as it can go home to China, where 

it belongs. 

During all those years of 

traveling back and forth to Asia and 

suffering chronic jet lag and exhaus­

tion, I would stop in Japan to rest. 

There, I began to notice artists 

whose art echoed the serenity of 

the museum building I was con­

structing back in North Dakota. 

I decided to invite thirteen of 

them to come and install work in 

a yearlong, three-part exhibition, 

L i g h t a n d S h a d o w : J a p a n e s e A r t i s t s 

i n S p a c e ( F I G . 3). 

Again, the exhibition raised 

larger questions for me, all relevant 

to the issues addressed in this book. 

Was such magnificent art wasted 

on a remote venue where only 

ten thousand people saw it? Was 

Betty Cutting's work, among only 

a handful of children in North 

Dakota all those years ago, wasted? 

I answer my own question. I also 

ask, Is the light of the exhibition 

space in the museum destructive to 

the work, even though the artists 

created these works with light as a 

formal component? 

L i g h t and S h a d o w gave voice 

to an unfashionable but important 

strain in contemporary Japanese 

art: repetition, the presence of for­

mal beauty, the age-old reliance 

on fibrous materials in the making 

of art, the innate "object-ness" of 

much of Japanese art. Also, given 

the restraints of working in a small 

museum with minuscule budgets, 

I ran out of money before I was 

able to produce the catalogue. 

This is work I still must do if I am 

to meet my responsibilities to these 

artists and to this art. At the least, 

I owe them a small book, expanded 

with further research and addi­

tional artists. 

Building a museum in 

North Dakota meant working with 

little money, terrific transporta­

tion problems, and even bowing 

to the weather. An exhibition by 

Ignacio Iturria, Uruguay's most 
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important living artist, was sched­

uled to open on November 17,1997, 

and was installed. However, the 

opening was canceled, signaling 

the beginning of a horrendous 

year in my life and making me face, 

once again, the perils to which I 

subject art. 

I had gone to Montevideo 

to select the exhibition earlier 

that fall after being visited by an 

emissary from the artist's gallery 

in Buenos Aires. Based on the visit, 

they wanted to go ahead. As usual, 

my budget was small; we agreed 

that the gallery would pay the inter­

national shipping costs, I would pay 

for the domestic. 

Back in Montevideo, the can­

vases were taken off the stretchers, 

rolled, and brought into the United 

States as checked baggage. I f one 

is checking a million dollars worth 

of paintings, it is best they look 

like t rash—and they did. When 

the two couriers cleared customs 

at Kennedy Airport in New York, 

some wrappings had come loose. 

Gathering garbage bags in the 

terminal, they bound them back 

together. When I met the plane, 

we joked that the two of them, 

sleepless and without showers for 

twenty-four hours, looked like 

"wetbacks," that disparaging word 

for Mexican laborers who swim the 

Rio Grande with everything they 

own tied on their backs. Even as 

we laughed, I inwardly shuddered. 

Oh, the risks we take as works of 

art enter the mainstream, before 

fame dictates expensive crating, 

fastidious handling, and every pre­

caution in shipping. 

Iturria's work already sells 

at auction for as much as $80,000 

a painting. Soon his work wi l l 

demand what New York artist Don 

Dudley observed—referring to the 

crates housing Robert Rauschen­

berg s artworks for a traveling exhi­

bit ion—as structures that cost 

more than the houses in many of 

the places where the works would 

be seen (see Robert Storr, "Immor­

talité Provisoire," page 56). Work­

ing in North Dakota, I have come 

to accept that almost always the art 

that I show is at the beginning of 

its journey into history. 

Early on in the public lives 

of artists, people such as myself 

working in out-of-the way places 

are key to these artists' careers as 

we open the doors for their work 

to enter into the international dia­

logue. It is while under our care, 

in those early stages, that so much 

irreparable damage is done. Often 

without a lot of money, we take 

risks that, in turn, put the artworks 

themselves at risk. 

That November day of 

Iturria's canceled opening marked 

the first of eight snowstorms that 

dumped more than 140 inches 

of snow on our flat, semi-arid land. 

By late winter I sensed that, once 

again, we were in serious trouble. 

The whole vast Northern Plains 

was under 20-foot snow banks. 

The bridges to Grand Forks, which 

is at the fork of two great muddy 

rivers, were jammed with ice that 

F I G U R E 3 

Naomi and Masakazu Kobayashi, Sound from the 
Cosmos, 1990-91 . Collaborative installation at the 
North Dakota Museum of Art, 1993. 
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impeded the flow of water north 

into the Hudson Bay and, finally, 

the Arctic Ocean. Then, in the 

second week in April, an ice storm 

took out all of North Dakota's 

power system. As the winter snow 

began to melt off, officials pre­

dicted that the river would crest 

at 49 feet. Although the museum 

is at 55 feet, collection storage 

is 4 feet below that in the half-

underground, lower level. 

Late in the evening of April 

i6,1 drove into the dark country­

side to say goodbye to the Hale-

Bopp comet. The skies could not 

hold my attention. Every time I 

stopped my car, I heard running 

wate r—water moving in across 

the prairies, draining from the 

fields into the ditches and then into 

the Red River. I knew we were in 

huge trouble. 

Official predictions changed: 

The water would go to 51 feet. 

I did not believe the officials. There 

was just too much water. Fargo, 

80 miles upstream, was saved by a 

sudden cold snap. It took the water 

in two hits instead of one; first the 

river crested, and then the water in 

the fields thawed and flowed in for 

a second crest. 

There was to be no such sal­

vation for Grand Forks. On Friday 

afternoon, against all official pre­

dictions, I made my move: I gath­

ered my nephews and their friends. 

First we moved two hundred works 

of art from the lower level of 

my home to the top floor of the 

museum. Then the kids built a 

temporary dike around my house, 

which was lower than the museum 

but not by much. Finally, we moved 

the museum collection to the top 

floor. We worked all night long. 

At dawn, exhausted, we abandoned 

the museum to the river. The sirens 

had rung throughout the night 

as dikes broke and neighborhood 

after neighborhood was evacuated. 

The city was empty. The museum's 

lower-level of f ices—with all 

the collection records—were left 

to the forces of the water, the 

backup computer disks safe in our 

bank vault. 

I drove away from Grand 

Forks to the floodless west, feeling 

as I had in Beijing all those years 

before, when I stood in the cold 

hours of dawn and watched a war 

move over a city Once again, 

an uncontrollable force, this time 

a river, was sweeping over civiliza­

tion. No human could stop it. 

Before it was over, a fire born 

of the icy waters burned much 

of the downtown. The whole city 

was evacuated. Two days later, the 

river crested at 55 feet—the level 

at which the museum was slated 

to take water. This was the most 

concentrated per capita disaster 

in United States history, and the 

largest evacuation since the Civi l 

War. A thousand homes in a popu­

lation of only sixty thousand peo­

ple were ultimately lost. Our lives 

would never be the same ( F I G . 4 ) . 

There was one small miracle 

allowed the people of Grand Forks: 

The museum remained dry—saved 

by a couple of inches. When I 

returned and saw the devastation 

to the city, and that the museum 

had been spared, I opened it up to 

the community for religious and 

ceremonial uses. For a year, I have 

continued to hang difficult con­

temporary art on the walls where 

weddings and memorial services 

take place, where fundamentalist 

Baptist church services are held, 

where the North Dakota Ballet 

Company practices. I filled the 

museum with free concerts and 

potluck community suppers and 

meetings of every kind. And I 

found that art, more than ever, is 

essential to our lives. 

The backup disks for the col­

lection flooded and then burned. 

The Museum's financial base was 

destroyed. Yet, somehow, we wi l l 

survive, and even flourish. 

Who is responsible for the 

keeping of art? What does it mean 

to be responsible? Sometimes I am 

responsible. But I have no illusions. 

I know how little control we 

humans really have, how little dif­

ference I can make. Ultimately, we 

can care only for the present—and 

pray for guardian angels to keep 

an eye on the future. Most impor­

tant of all, a work of art must live 

out its life in its own time. To see 

to that is my responsibility. 

F I G U R E U 
Photo of flooded downtown Grand Forks, 
North Dakota, 20 April 1997. 
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w i t h a H a t , 23 

P i l l a r ( B o u r g e o i s ) , 126 

P i s t o l e t t o , M i c h e l a n g e l o : M e r c u r y ' s L a m p , 

171-72; V e n e r e d e g l i S t r a c c i , 171 

P l a y b a c k 1996 V i d e o P r e s e r v a t i o n R o u n d -

t a b l e , 100 

p o l i t i c s a n d a r t , 1 6 3 η . 7; o f P a p a g e o r g e , 

G é o r g i e , 1 7 6 - 7 8 , 1 7 7 ; a n d p e o p l e o f c o l o r 

i n a r t w o r l d , 1 6 1 - 6 4 , i 6 2 n n . 4 , 5, 6 , 1 6 4 η . 9 ; 

a n d r e m o v a l o r d e s t r u c t i o n o f w o r k s , 

1 0 9 - 1 0 , 1 2 9 - 3 0 , 1 5 3 - 5 4 , 1 7 8 ; t o u r t o C h i n a , 

1 7 8 - 7 9 , 1 8 0 ; t o u r t o I n d o n e s i a , 179, 180n 

P o l k e , S i g m a r , U n t i t l e d , 103 

P o l l o c k , J a c k s o n , 1 2 1 - 2 2 ; F u l l F a t h o m F i v e , 

1 8 ; i n t a c t n e s s o f w o r k by, 5 7 - 5 8 , 6 1 - 6 2 ; 

s t y l e o f p a i n t i n g by, 2 0 , 5 9 - 6 0 

P o r t e r , F a i r f i e l d , 36 

P o r z n e r , H e l m u t , 6 0 

P o s s e ( M o r r i s o n ) , 161 

p r e s e r v a t i o n , 12, 3 6 - 3 7 , 6 1 ; c o m p r o m i s e s i n , 

xv, 2 0 - 2 1 , 8 3 - 8 4 , 1 0 1 ; a n d i n t e n t i o n o f 

a r t i s t , 19, 2 0 - 2 4 ; o f m u r a l s , 153-54,154; 

p r o b l e m s f o r o w n e r s , 1 0 1 - 5 , 1 0 2 , 1 0 3 , 1 0 4 , 

t o y , r i t u a l s i n , 9 1 - 9 3 , 9 1 η , 93,119. See also 

c o n s e r v a t i o n ; d o c u m e n t a t i o n 

Prière d e T o u c h e r ( D u c h a m p ) , 7 0 - 7 1 , 71, 73, 

74 

P r i n c e , R i c h a r d , 9 ; D r i n k C a n a d a D r y , 103, 

1 0 3 , 105 

p r o p e r t y , r i g h t of, 6 4 , 6 4 η . See a b o c o p y r i g h t 

P r o u s t , M a r c e l , 9 ,15 , 8 2 

P r o v i n c i a l M u s e u m o f A l b e r t a ( E d m o n t o n ) , 

6 9 

P r u n e F f o t s ( W h i t m a n ) , 9 7 

P u e t t , G a r n e t t , M a n # 3 , 1 2 2 

P u r p l e B o x ( R o s s b a c h ) , x i i 

P u r y e a r , M a r t i n , 1 2 6 , 1 6 6 ; A l i e n H u d d l e , 121 

P y t h a g o r a s , x v i i 

R a b i n , B e r n i e , 155 

R a i n b o w S h a b b a t ( C h i c a g o ) , 151,152 

R a i n e r , L e s l i e , 3 1 η . i 9 

R a u s c h e n b e r g , R o b e r t , 3 6 , 54, 9 8 ; B e d , x ; 

R h y m e , 122,124 

R a u s c h e n b e r g O v e r s e a s C u l t u r a l 

I n t e r c h a n g e p r o j e c t ( R O C I ) , 36 

Ray , C h a r l e s : F a s h i o n s , 1 6 9 ; T a b l e , 105 

R e a l F i s h / L i v e F i s h ( P a i k ) , 9 9 

r e c o n s t r u c t i o n , 43; o f m u r a l s , 157-58,157 , 

1 5 8 . See a b o r e p r o d u c t i o n 

R e g i s t e r , J o h n , C a d i l l a c H o t e l , 1 0 1 - 2 , 1 0 2 

R e h b e r g e r , T o b i a s , S m o k i n g , l i s t e n i n g , f o r 

h i m s e l f — I c a r e a b o u t y o u b e c a u s e y o u 

d o , 1 2 9 

Re i l l y , J a m e s , 81 

R e i n h a r d t , A d , 22 

R e i s s , W i n o l d , 156 

r e l o c a t i o n o f m u r a l s , 156 

r e p r o d u c t i o n , x i , x i i , 124 ,167; a n d c o p y i n g as 

c o n s e r v a t i o n , 6 6 , 83, 9 1 ; o f m e d i a a r t , 87, 

8 8 , 8 9 , 9 0 - 9 1 ; o f m u r a l s , 1 5 6 - 5 7 ; r e s t o r a ­

t i o n vs . , 2 2 - 2 3 ; t e c h n i c a l s u p e r i o r i t y of, 

6 0 - 6 1 . See a b o r e c o n s t r u c t i o n 

R e s o u r c e s o f A m e r i c a ( S h a h n ) , 155,155,156 

r e s t o r a t i o n , 37, 74; c o m p r o m i s e s i n , 2 0 - 2 1 ; o f 

I n f i n i t e C o l u m n , 1 1 0 - 1 2 , 1 1 1 ; o f m u r a l s , 

1 5 4 - 5 6 ; o v e r z e a l o u s , 2 0 , 2 2 , n o - 1 1 , 1 5 5 ; 

r e p r o d u c t i o n vs . , 2 2 - 2 3 , 87; a n d v a l u e o f 

t h e w o r k , 2 1 - 2 3 

R e y n o l d s , S i r J o s h u a , 1 9 - 2 0 

R h y m e ( R a u s c h e n b e r g ) , 122,124 

R i e g l , A l o i s , " T h e M o d e r n C u l t o f M o n u ­

m e n t s " , 21 

r i g h t s . See l a w 

r i t u a l s , 139; o f p r e s e r v a t i o n , 9 1 - 9 3 , 9 1 η , 93, 

119 

R i v e r a , D i e g o , 163 η. 7; M a n , C o n t r o l l e r o f 

t h e U n i v e r s e , 157; M a n a t t h e C r o s s r o a d s , 

157 

R i v e r A v o n M u d C i r c l e ( L o n g ) , 124 

R o c k b u r n e , D o r o t h e a , 123 

R o d i a , S i m o n , W a t t s T o w e r s , x v i i 

R o i se m e u r t , L e ( I o n e s c o ) , 4 0 

R o s e , B a r b a r a , 59 

R o s e n b e r g , H a r o l d , 35, 59 

R o s s b a c h , E d , P u r p l e B o x , x i i 

R o t , D i e t e r , 47 

R o t h e , A n d r e a , 1 4 2 - 4 3 

R o t h k o , M a r k , 2 2 - 2 3 ; T w o G r e e n s w i t h R e d 

Stñpe, 125 

R o y a l O n t a r i o M u s e u m ( T o r o n t o ) , 6 9 

R u b i n s , N a n c y , E i n s t e i n ' s P l a c e a n d M a r k 

T h o m p s o n ' s A i r p l a n e P a r t s , 104,105 

R u b i n , W i l l i a m , 58 

r u i n s , 2 5 - 2 7 ; G o l d s w o r t h y ' s n e w , 25, 2 6 , 

28-34,30-33 

R u m i , M a u l a n a J a l a l a l - D i n , 94 

R u s k i n , J o h n , 2 0 , 74 

R u t h e n b e c k , R e i n e r , V e r s p a n n u n g I I , 130 

R y d e r , A l b e r t P i n k h a m , 13,17 

R y m a n , R o b e r t , 3 6 , 1 2 5 , 1 6 8 

S a l e , D o n , 72 

S a l l e , D a v i d , H a m l e t ' s M i n d , 126 

S a n d b e r g , W i l l , 142 

S a n d o v a l , A r t u r o , 178,179 

S a n F r a n c i s c o M u s e u m o f M o d e r n A r t , 9, 

149 

S a n F r a n c i s c o W a r M e m o r i a l m u r a l s , 156, 

156,157 

S a n J o s e M u s e u m o f A r t , 2 8 , 3 2 

S a y r e , E l i z a b e t h , 39 
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S c a r e c r o w K n o w s W h o W o n , T h e ( S c o t t ) , 

7 8 

S c h e i d e m a n n , C h r i s t i a n , 4 7 

S c h e m a ( H e s s e ) , 4 9 

S c h i m m e l , P a u l , O u t o f A c t i o n s , 38 

S c h n e i d e r , I r a , W i p e C y c l e , 9 8 

S c h w a r t z , G a r y , ' A r s M o r i e n d i : T h e M o r t a l ­

i t y o f A r t " , 53 

S c o t t , J o y c e J . : C a f f e i n e , β; f a r W o m a n # V I I , 

y 8; N a n n y N o w , N i g g e r L a t e r , yy; T h e 

S c a r e c r o w K n o w s W h o W o n , y8 

S e r r a , R i c h a r d , 4 7 , 1 6 6 ; T i t l e d A r c , 12 

Se t t i s , S a l v a t o r e , 2 8 

S e u r a t , G e o r g e s , S u n d a y A f t e r n o o n o n t h e 

I s l a n d o f L a G r a n d e J a t t e , 147 

S e w a r d P a r k H o u s i n g p r o j e c t ( N e w Y o r k ) , 

154 

S h a h n , B e n , R e s o u r c e s o f A m e r i c a , 155, 

156 

S h a h n , B e r n a r d a B r y s o n , 155 

S h a p i r o , J o e l , U n t i t l e d , 122 

S h a r i t s , P a u l , T, O, U, C, H , I, N , G ( f i l m ) , 9 8 

S h e e p f o l d s ( G o l d s w o r t h y ) , 25, 27 

S h e l t o n , P e t e r , I r o n S h o u l d e r , 103 

S h i n e o n S h i n e , T h e ( K i e n h o l z a n d K i e n ­

h o l z ) , 1 0 3 , 1 0 3 

S i e g e l , E r i c , 9 8 

" S i l v e r S h o e s " ( K u s a m a ) , 102 

S i q u e i r o s , D a v i d A l f a r o , 2 0 , 5 8 , 1 6 3 η . γ; 

América T r o p i c a l , x v i i 

S i t e I n s t a l l a t i o n ( P a p a g e o r g e ) , 176,177 

s i t e - s p e c i f i c a r t , 54 , 5 5 - 5 6 , # , 5 6 , 1 2 4 

S k o o b T o w e r s ( L a t h a m ) , 139 

S l e e p o f R e a s o n , T h e ( V i o l a ) , 9 0 , 91 

S m i t h , J a c k , F l a m i n g C r e a t u r e s ( f i l m ) , 9 6 

S m i t h , K i k i , T r a i n , 1 0 2 , 1 0 3 

S m i t h s o n , R o b e r t , x v i i i , 2 6 ; C o r n e r M i r r o r 

w i t h C o r a l , 126 

S m i t h , T o n y , 1 2 1 - 2 2 ; C i g a r e t t e , 1 2 2 

S m o k i n g , l i s t e n i n g , f o r h i m s e l f — I c a r e 

a b o u t y o u b e c a u s e y o u d o ( R e h b e r g e r ) , 

1 2 9 

S o c i e t y o f M o t i o n P i c t u r e a n d T e l e v i s i o n 

E n g i n e e r s (SMPTE), 8 9 - 9 0 

s o c i e t y a n d s o c i a l i s s ue s , x i x , 4 9 , 7 6 , 1 3 0 . See 

AO c u l t u r e ; h e r i t a g e 

S o h o , T a k u a n , 87, 94 

S o l o m o n R. G u g g e n h e i m M u s e u m ( N e w 

Y o r k ) , 1 0 3 , 1 6 0 , 1 6 9 

s o l v e n t s , h a z a r d s of, 67, 72 

So t t s a s s , E t t o r e , P a r k , 1 0 2 , 1 0 2 

S o u n d f r o m t h e C o s m o s ( K o b a y a s h i a n d 

K o b a y a s h i ) , 181 

S o u t h B a n k D e m o ( M e t z g e r ) , 1 3 8 - 3 9 , 1 3 9 

S p e c t o r , N a n c y , 169 

s p i r a l s c u l p t u r e , b y G o l d s w o r t h y ( G e t t y 

C e n t e r ) , x v i , 25, 26 , 2 8 - 3 4 , 3 0 - 3 3 

S p o e r r i , D a n i e l , 138 

S t ä d t i s c h e G a l e r i e ( F r a n k f u r t ) , 169 

S t a n d i n g M i t t w i t h B a l l ( O l d e n b u r g ) , 1 2 5 , 1 2 5 

S t a n f o r d U n i v e r s i t y , C o n s e r v a t i o n O n L i n e 

( C o O L ) , 2 4 

S t e d e l i j k M u s e u m ( A m s t e r d a m ) , 172 

S t e i c h e n , E d w a r d J . , I n E x a l t a t i o n o f F l o w ­

e r s , 158,158 

S t e i n , G e r t r u d e , x i x 

S t e v e n s , D a v i d , 1 6 2 η . 5 

S t e v e n s , N e l s o n , 1 6 2 η . 5 

S t i e g l i t z , A l f r e d , 9 , 1 0 , 1 2 

S t o p p i n g M i n d , T h e ( V i o l a ) , 8 6 , 87 

s t o r a g e , 126; a n o x i c , 6 8 , 7 0 , 74; d a n g e r s a n d 

r i s k s of, 1 8 1 - 8 2 , 1 8 2 

S t o r m K i n g A r t C e n t e r ( M o u n t a i n v i l l e ) , 27, 

125 

S t r a n g e F r u i t ( f o r D a v i d ) ( L e o n a r d ) , 4 5 - 4 7 , 

4 5 , 4 6 , 4 8 - 5 0 

S u n d a y A f t e r n o o n o n t h e I s l a n d o f L a 

G r a n d e J a t t e ( S e u r a t ) , 147 

S u s p e n s i o n ( P a p a g e o r g e ) , 1 7 7 - 7 8 , 1 7 7 

S w e d i s h C o r r o s i o n I n s t i t u t e , n o , i n 

S y l v e s t e r , D a v i d , 21 

S y l v e s t e r π ( p o p e ) , x v i i 

s y n t h e t i c m a t e r i a l s . See m o d e r n m a t e r i a l s 

T a b l e ( R a y ) , 105 

T a b l e o f S i l e n c e ( B r a n c u s i ) , 108,112 

T a m b e l l i n i , A l d o , 9 8 ; B l a c k Z e r o ( f i l m ) , 9 7 

T a n a k a , A t s u k o , E l e c t r i c D r e s s , 137 

T a n s e y , M a r k , C o n v e r s a t i o n , 122 

T a t e G a l l e r y ( L o n d o n ) , 2 4 , 3 7 , 1 6 9 - 7 0 

T a t e G a l l e r y o f M o d e r n A r t ( L o n d o n ) , 

4 1 - 4 4 

t e c h n o l o g y , 7 7 - 7 8 , 1 6 6 ; A r c h i v e o f T e c h ­

n i q u e s a n d W o r k i n g M a t e r i a l s U s e d b y 

C o n t e m p o r a r y A r t i s t s , 1 2 7 - 3 0 , 1 2 8 , 1 2 9 ; 

FT-IR f o r m a t e r i a l i d e n t i f i c a t i o n , 6 9 , 69; 

a n d l o s s o f a u r a , 5 4 - 5 5 ; p h o t o g r a p h i c , 

8 1 - 8 4 ; p r o g r e s s i n , x v i i , 12, 2 4 , 43, 6 0 - 6 1 , 

76. See AO e x p e r i m e n t a l m a t e r i a l s ; 

m e d i a a r t 

t e l e v i s i o n , 9 7 - 1 0 0 , 1 0 1 . See AO m e d i a a r t 

T e n M o s t W a n t e d ( W a r h o l ) , 9 

T h i e b a u d , W a y n e , C a k e W i n d o w ( S e v e n 

C a k e s ) , 120 

T h o m a s A q u i n a s , St., x v i i i 

T h o r e a u , H e n r y D a v i d , 17 

T h r e e T r a n s i t i o n s ( C a m p u s ) , 9 9 

T h u s S p a k e Z a r a t h u s t r a ( N i e t z s c h e ) , 11 

t i m e a n d a r t , x , x v i , x v i i , 25, 2 6 

T i m e o f t h e F i r e , T h e ( d e K o o n i n g ) , 122, 

1 2 4 - 2 5 

T i n g u e l y , J e a n , 12, 6 0 ; G i s m o , 172 

T i p i W a t e r f a l l ( H e m e n w a y ) , 179 

T i t l e d A r c ( S e r r a ) , 12 

Ton ( n i n e u n i t s ) ( H e s s e ) , 4 9 

T, O, U, C, H , I, N , G ( S h a r i t s ) , 9 8 

T o u l o u s e - L a u t r e c , H e n r i de , 147 

T r a i n ( K . S m i t h ) , 1 0 2 , 1 0 3 

t r a n s i e n c e o f w o r k s , 1 9 - 2 4 , 6 2 , 73 

t r a n s p o r t a t i o n o f a r t , 36 , 4 1 ; d a n g e r s a n d 

r i s k s i n , 54, 6 1 , 8 7 , 1 6 0 , 1 7 5 - 8 2 ; f o r i d e n t i f i ­

c a t i o n o f m a t e r i a l s , 6 9 , 69; a n d i n s t a l l a t i o n 

o f e x p e r i m e n t a l m a t e r i a l s , 1 0 1 - 5 , 1 0 2 , 1 0 3 , 

1 0 4 , 1 0 5 

T u r n e r , W i l l i a m , 2 0 

T u r r e l l , J a m e s , 2 8 ; S e c o n d M e e t i n g , 1 0 5 , 1 0 5 

T u t t l e , R i c h a r d , W a f e r b o a r d n o . 1,121 

T V E y e p i e c e ( P a i k ) , 9 9 

2 1 A ( L e W i t t ) , 126 

T w o G r e e n s w i t h R e d S t u p e ( R o t h k o ) , 125 

T w o m b l y , Cy , U n t i t l e d , 122 

2 0 0 1 : A S p a c e O d y s s e y ( f i l m ) , 8 

U.S. C a p i t o l , 154-55 

U.S. I n f o r m a t i o n A g e n c y (USIA), 178,179 

U.S. L i b r a r y o f C o n g r e s s , 154-55 

U.S. N a t i o n a l A r c h i v e s , 81 

U.S. N a t i o n a l E n d o w m e n t f o r t h e A r t s , 12, 

76-77,175 

U.S. N a t i o n a l M u s e u m o f A m e r i c a n H i s t o r y , 

X V 

U.S. N a t i o n a l P o r t r a i t G a l l e r y , 178 

U n t i t l e d , B l o w e r #5 ( B l u m ) , 128 

U n t i t l e d ( P o r t r a i t o f D a d ) ( G o n z a l e z -

T o r r e s ) , 4 7 - 4 8 , 4 7 

v a l u e s o f w o r k s o f a r t , 2 1 , 57,159 

V a n D e r B e e k , S t a n , M o v i e D r o m e ( f i l m ) , 9 7 

V a r i a , R a d u , n o 

V a s a r i , G i o r g i o , T h e L i v e s o f t h e A r t i s t s , 19 

V a u t i e r , B e n , B e n ' s W i n d o w , 1 3 8 , 1 3 8 

V e n e r e d e g l i S t r a c c i ( P i s t o l e t t o ) , 171 

V e r s p a n n u n g I I ( R u t h e n b e c k ) , 130 

v i d e o a r t . See m e d i a a r t 

V i d e o t a p e S t u d y # 3 ( P a i k ) , 9 7 

v i e w e r s : a p p r e c i a t i o n by, 37, 6 0 , 83; r e l a t i o n ­

s h i p b e t w e e n o b j e c t a n d , 4 7 - 4 8 , 4 7 , 5 0 , 

144 

V i o l a , B i l l : T h e M e s s e n g e r , 9 2 , 93, 94; T h e 

S l e e p o f R e a s o n , 9 0 , 91; T h e S t o p p i n g 

M i n d , 8 6 , 87 

V i s u a l A r t i s t s R i g h t s A c t (VARA), 65, 6 5 η . 3 

V o s t e l l , W o l f , 9 7 

W a f e r b o a r d n o . 1 ( T u t t l e ) , 121 

W a l k e r A r t C e n t e r ( M i n n e a p o l i s ) , 138 

W a l k l i k e a n E g y p t i a n ( M o r r i s o n ) , 1 6 2 

W a l l D r a w i n g # 6 9 6 ( L e W i t t ) , v i i i , x i - x i i 

W a l l o f R e s p e c t , T h e ( C o m m u n i t y M u r a l -

i s t s ) , 158 

W a r h o l , A n d y , 11, 54, 9 9 - 1 0 0 ; Bnllo B o x , 10; 

E a t ( f i l m ) , 97; T e n M o s t W a n t e d , 9; " T i m e 

C a p s u l e s " a r c h i v e , 8 

W a t t s T o w e r s ( R o d i a ) , x v i i 

W e i n e r , L a r r y , 6 0 

W e x n e r C e n t e r f o r t h e A r t s ( C o l u m b u s ) , 121 

W h i t e a n d G r e y P a n e h ( K e l l y ) , 126 

W h i t e T o r s o ( B o u r g e o i s ) , 1 2 2 

W h i t m a n , R o b e r t , P r u n e F l a t s ( f i l m ) , 97 

W h i t n e y , J a m e s , L a p i s ( f i l m ) , 9 8 

W h i t n e y M u s e u m o f A m e r i c a n A r t ( N e w 

Y o r k ) , 87, 9 9 - 1 0 0 

W i l h e l m , H e n r y , 8 1 , 82 

W i l l i a m s t o w n A r t C o n s e r v a t i o n C e n t e r , 

7 0 , 7 3 

W i l s o n , F r e d , T h e C o n v e r s a t i o n , 122 

W i n g s o f t h e D o v e , T h e ( J a m e s ) , 4 

W i n s o r , J a c q u e l i n e : B u r n t P i e c e , 126; I n s e t 

W a l l P i e c e w i t h S t e p p e d I n t e r i o r , 123 

W i p e C y c l e ( S c h n e i d e r a n d G i l l e t t e ) , 9 8 
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