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Series Editor’s Preface

New Interventions in Art History was established to provide a forum for
innovative approaches to, and perspectives on, the study of art history in
all its complexities. Museums After Modernism brings together essays from
some of the most renowned commentators in the field to offer a unique
mix of academic, practitioner, and curators’ statements that expands the
field of critical museum studies.

This volume brings fresh insight to the social and cultural contexts of the
museum and offers an in-depth analysis of the new possibilities offered by
the interaction of museological theory and practice. Indeed, it advances
our understanding of the relationship between critical museological
methods and processes, theories of public engagement, and contemporary
artistic practice. But Museums After Modernism does so in a provocative
and illuminating way, grounding itself in the influential work of
Judith Mastai, and exploring the fate of art and art institutions after
modernism.

The book is not, however, a Festschrift, nor is it a homage. Instead, it
comprises discussions ranging from art-making to curation, exhibition
and display to access, to histories, public reception, and pedagogy.
Together, these issues combine to produce a radically new and productive
rethinking of the museum and its function.

Museums After Modernism is, then, a lively collection that responds to
an increasing interest in critical museum studies by offering new possibil-
ities for the historical, conceptual, and analytical frameworks for study.
This book is a welcome addition to the titles in New Interventions through
its innovative and inventive analysis of a familiar topic. At the same time,
it complements the volumes in the series that address the museum and



xviii ~ Series Editor’s Preface

notions of display, modernity, and criticism, and makes an essential
contribution to the understanding of the museum as site of critical
potentiality for new ways of seeing, thinking, and doing.

Dana Arnold
London, 2006



Preface

While I once described my working environment at the Vancouver Art

Gallery as a laboratory, I now describe it as a performance in the sense

that, every day, in many ways, my colleagues and I are engaged in perform-

ing a continually emerging institutional subjectivity. Change is not an
interlude, but a condition of our work.

Judith Mastai, “Performing the Museum: Education, Negotiation,

Art Galleries and their Publics” (unfinished manuscript)

This book came out of a collaboration between York University in
Toronto, the Ontario Association of Art Galleries, and the AHRC Centre
for Cultural Analysis, Theory and History at the University of Leeds. A
small advisory group of Vera Frenkel, Johanne Lamoureux, Griselda
Pollock, John O’Brien, and Joyce Zemans created the first stage: an
international symposium in Toronto in 2002. This research laboratory
brought together artists, curators, art historians, and cultural analysts to
consider a theoretical and practical agenda that had been posed by the
work and thought of Judith Mastai, whose untimely death in 2001 many
of us not only personally mourned but intellectually and culturally
lamented. A major book upon which she had been working through
her complex practice of “performing a new institutional subjectivity” and
reflecting upon the strategies for engagement remained drafted but
incomplete. It was she who, borrowing the phrase “Museums After
Modernism” from FEileen Hooper-Greenhill, insistently took up the
challenge of questioning the complex and expanded forms of museum
practices and museum encounters, while also forging in concrete
programs new methodologies at both organizational and performative
levels that worked in the firm belief that art is a deeply important form
of thought and provocation to thought.'



xx Preface

The symposium had its own extended cast and still has a virtual
existence with a full audio record that is available on the website:
<www.yorku.ca/mam/>.”> An audio webcast enables scholars and artists
to access the full record of lectures, discussions, and panels whose signifi-
cance lay specifically in the concept of transdisciplinary encounters
between members of the complex art world who are often professionally
divided from each other by role, function, and position. The program for
the symposium reflected a series of points of intervention and strategies of
engagement with the museum in its challenged and expanded present.

The second stage of the collaboration was to commission and collect a
series of essays whose range of voices, interests, and practices would simi-
larly perform an intervention in that space between art history and cultural
studies now called Museum Studies, without conforming to the new genre.
In this book, there are discussions about art-making, curation, exhibition,
display, special projects, access, publics, communities, histories, controver-
sies, public reception, and pedagogy. There are readings of exhibitions and
explorations of exhibitions as readings of contemporary culture. What
marks the core project for the book is our growing appreciation of the
radical, productive, and challenging “teaching” of someone deeply involved
in thinking about the museum, its time, its place, and its function now.

While much of Museum Studies in recent years has been propelled by
Foucauldian analyses of the institution as discursive formation, of the
museum as site of narratives and ideologies, and of debates about
museums and their publics, few collections address the core idea
of the museum as a place for discursive thinking. It is not a question of
“the museum and its public,” but in what sense the museum can be(come)
a public place, publicly responsible for stimulating and housing critical
thinking in and through art. In the age of increasing privatization, what is
the scope for a public or civic institution to provoke and host public
debate about issues of major relevance that are being attended to through
the prism of art-thought, and art-practice, of cultural intervention? Does
the museum that in the modernist era became either repository, educator,
or entertainment venue have a future as a unique relic of the public sphere
in which the showing, experiencing, and reading of art — meaning the full
range of world aesthetico-symbolic practices — plays a role beyond tour-
ism, the blockbuster, and nationalist pedagogy?

Can we recast the museum as critical site of public debate distinct
from the museum as privileged manager or professionalized administrator
of cultural heritage, authorizing selective stories and formalized pasts?
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Drawing on her profound engagement with conceptual art and artists
such as Terry Atkinson in and beyond Art & Language, and Mary Kelly,
Judith Mastai’s questions about the museum went to the heart of contem-
porary debates about the production, consumption, and distribution of
art: how can we prevent art from being lost in the system of curation, as
inert matter, the material support of museal discourses and institutional
practices? As a serious reader of Arendt and Adorno, Judith Mastai also
realized that we cannot operate outside these highly administered institu-
tions and practices; thus any new museology must be considered as a
working through of institutions that already exercise their hegemony
within the modern system.

This is neither a Festschrift nor a homage. It is the creative extension/
realization of a concept of intellectual performance, performing an inter-
vention — as is the spirit of the series in which it appears — in art history
(a discipline with many sub-divisions working across university and
museum, studio and book, museology and curatorial studies, art practice
and art theory), in art’s histories (plural, diverse, contested, and dispersed),
and in the present history of the modern museum/the museum in modernity
as the privileged locus of their intersection. It registers and extends the
influential legacy of an important but little known thinker about the art
museum, about art, the museum, and the world. The structure of the book
reflects a series of aspects of the legacy we wish to document in engaging with
the racism of art and anthropology, the museum and traumatic histories, the
diversity, inclusiveness, or exclusion of publics, archive, and amnesia.

It also demonstrates specific connections within the larger community
of practices and theories that intersected with and informed the practices
and theories of one particular catalyst to whose singular intervention we
lend our many minds. Gender, difference, otherness, trauma, history,
delivery, learning, exile, encounter, transformation, and archive shape
the book, whose threads are provisionally woven together in the opening
chapter, which argues, above all, for the necessity of a transdisciplinary
“other” space beyond the idealizing art history paradigm or the museolo-
gical critique, or popular images of the museum’s class and cultural
identity. Disembarrassed of vested interests, the space of transdisciplinary
encounter enables each participant to work through their disciplinary
specificity as historian, anthropologist, artist, or programmer, to think
with the trained rigor of an experienced practice, and yet to recognize
that if the borders between such necessary disciplines are too rigidly
policed, we will not be able to meet the challenge of our own unstable,
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transformed, traumatized present: what Zygmunt Bauman diagnoses not
as postmodernity but as “liquid modernity.”

Following Pollock’s opening stage-setting, a chapter by Mieke Bal, a
leading cultural analyst of the museum, offers a feminist reading of the
exhibition Rembrandt’s Women (2001, National Gallery of Scotland and
Royal Academy of Arts, London). She inverts the terms of its title to ask
how we might produce, in a different viewing, a “Women’s Rembrandt” in
contradistinction to the persistent creation of the Old Master-Genius
defended by the current Rembrandt project. In the next chapter, First
Nation artist and curator Gerald McMaster engages with a similar ques-
tion of who reads whom in relation to the subject-viewing as well as
subject-making position of the First Nations and the representation of
their national histories and living cultures in contemporary art and
anthropological museum displays into which First Nation artists intervene
in their own varied strategic practices. Trained as an art historian and
anthropologist, Ruth B. Phillips then examines displays of African art
at major museums such as the British Museum and the Metropolitan
Museum of Art, New York, analyzing the political effects of each positioning
of the viewer’s encounter with various African cultures.

Reesa Greenberg, a historian and theorist of the art exhibition and of
installations in Jewish Historical Museums, next reflects on the creation and
controversies associated with a challenging exhibition at the Jewish
Museum in New York entitled Mirroring Evil (2002) in order to examine
the ethics as well as the politics of the museum’s responsibilities toward art,
on the one hand, and to deeply invested constituencies of its public on the
other. Vera Frenkel, storyteller, art-ethnographer, and video artist, whose
works. .. from the transit bar (1992) and Body Missing (1994) have dealt in
multi-media and web-form with the cultural legacies of fascist criminality
and the traumatic mark of the Holocaust, reflects on the impossibility of
representation and trauma and the models developed in art and education
for engaging with both traumatic legacies and traumatized times. Also
exploring trauma and representability, as well as witnessing, Mary Kelly
writes about her installation using both intaglio-printed lint and a commis-
sioned musical score, The Ballad of Kastriot Rexhepi (2001), which explores
the intersections of subjectivity and history inspired by a news report about
a traumatic incident in the Balkan wars.

Swedish curator Ulla Arnell analyses the history of an innovative project
in Sweden created to take art out from the metropolis and beyond the
museum. This included producing “the exhibition train,” which took a
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range of specially curated exhibitions around the country making the
museum mobile. Janna Graham and Shadya Yasin create a dialogical
history of a project to engage younger people from the diverse commu-
nities of Toronto with the Art Gallery of Ontario — a program created by
Judith Mastai, still operative, and theoretically as well as practically influ-
ential. Judith Mastai is represented in this book by two short chapters, one
on her negation of the concept of the visitor, and a second that documents
her work as a research curator recovering a forgotten archive to recirculate
a critical history of feminism and conceptual art from the early 1970s — a
project that marks her understanding of both collaboration as a practice
and its politics. Juli Carson provides an in-depth theoretically informed
analysis of the New Museum of Contemporary Art, New York, established
within the feminist problematic by Marcia Tucker as an intervention whose
exhibition histories embodied some of the contradictions of feminist cultural
politics in the 1980s that are also recovered and restaged by Carson’s work as
an art historian.

Griselda Pollock’s opening chapter “frames” these case studies and
reflections by analyzing Suzanne Oberhardt’s notion of “framing” and
the museum, and by exploring the many levels of meaning in the phrase
museums after modernism: from the debates in revolutionary France
about the very foundations of museums and their effects on art to
Merleau-Ponty’s critique of Malraux’s “museum without walls” in the
1950s; from the foundation of the Museum of Modern Art in New York
in 1929 to the emergence of a Marxist-feminist critique of that museum as
discourse and ideological text offered by Duncan and Wallach in 1979;
from Adorno’s definition of our horizon as now “after Auschwitz” to
Zygmunt Bauman’s theses on liquid modernity.

“Museums after modernism?” was put on the table by Eileen Hooper-
Greenbhill as a question in 1992. Thinking about the impact of conceptual
art on culture and intensely engaged with the debates about the trauma of
the Holocaust, as well as being alert to issues of feminism and postcolonial
theory, Judith Mastai took up the challenge in her practice in the art
museum which she researched by relentless travel, creating dialogues with
other innovators in museum education and programming, interviewing
artists, convening transdisciplinary seminars, teaching students, organiz-
ing international conferences, curating exhibitions, and directing the
public programming of two very large international museums/art galler-
ies. Intensely aware of the continuing relevance and necessity of the
question, we now take up her reframing of the question to pass it through
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a range of artistic and intellectual visions. The premise is that we are situated
in both history — modernity in its ever-changing and self-transforming
modes — and in the histories of art which act within and upon history. The
museum is paradoxically the product of modernity: of democracy, the
creation of the public sphere, universal education, historical consciousness,
nostalgia, mourning, imperialism, cultural looting, amnesia, and pedagogy.
It is, therefore, a powerful feature of the way we experience art, culture, and
ourselves. What has the museum become? What can the museum be now?
What forces are directing its ever-increasing symbolic capital at the same time
as it becomes less and less a public forum? What are artists telling us about its
possibilities? How should those us of involved in the education of artists, art
historians, curators, and publics be thinking about our work?

We are indebted to all who worked with us to make the book a reality,
including the sterling editorial support of Joanne Heath. It is but a
snapshot of larger projects, continuing art practices, and, above all, com-
mitments to strategies of engagement.

Griselda Pollock and Joyce Zemans

Notes

1 Eileen Hooper-Greenhill, Museums and the Shaping of Knowledge (The Heritage:
Care-Preservation-Management Programme; London: Routledge, 1992).

2 The conference was co-sponsored by York University, the Centre for Cultural
Analysis, Theory and History at Leeds University, and the Ontario Association
of Art Galleries. Its principal sponsors were the Canada Council for the Arts,
the Social Science and Humanities Research Council of Canada, the Museums
Assistance Program in the Department of Canadian Heritage, the Laidlaw
Foundation, the Walter and Duncan Gordon Foundation, the Samuel and
Saidye Bronfman Family Foundation, and the UK Arts and Humanities
Research Council.

3 Zygmunt Bauman, Liquid Modernity (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2000).

4 Judith Mastai organized a seminar on “Museums after Modernism” at the
University of Leeds on December 16—17, 2003, with Terry Atkinson, Sandy
Nairne, Sunil Gupta, Jon Bird, Adrian Rifkin, Rita Keegan, Richard Gagola,
and Griselda Pollock. A typescript was prepared and may soon be available as
an occasional paper. In Mastai’s files is also a very long interview with Toby
Jackson, the innovative public programmer at the Tate Liverpool.



Un-Framing the Modern:
Critical Space/Public
Possibility

Griselda Pollock

Framing the Frames

In Frames within Frames: The Art Museum as Cultural Artifact, Suzanne
Oberhardt argues that, from the inside, the museum effaces itself to
become an invisible frame for the art or artifacts it appears merely to
house, conserve, and exhibit.! To recognize that the institution itself
produces meaning, we need to widen our focus to see its active framing
of its contents and our experience. Pulling back even further, we can
identify larger cultural frames within which the museum itself figures in
popular discourses and representations about culture and society. Beyond
even these supplementary cultural frames, Oberhardt proposes an open,
other, critical space through which we can critically engage with the
histories and possibilities of that distinctive product of modernity: the
museum.

Creating a four-framed model on an axis running diagonally from
profane to sacred, Oberhardt identifies the first, close-in Frame 1 as the
adoring art-historical model, in which the museum positions art both on
the side of the sacred, set apart from ordinary life, and as a source of moral
authority. Its direct counter-frame is New Museology, a political critique
of the museum as institution and ideology, situated in the colonial and
imperial histories of modernity’s constructions of nations, races, and
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genders.” Emerging in the early 1980s, this new discipline (often called
Museum Studies) shifted the focus from the canonizing model of art-
historical adoration of the painting (Oberhardt’s term for all valued objects
of the art-historical paradigm) to a postmodernist critique of institutions
and representations in which the programming of display and the discip-
lining of the spectator create a pedagogic text: what Tony Bennett calls
“the exhibitionary complex.”® The third frame “scrutinizes the discourses
of the art museum not through texts displayed by the art museum but
rather through how the museum itself is represented and talked about in
contemporary society.”* Here the academic voice and its self- or counter-
representations fade into a larger picture in which neither is central.
Beyond lies yet another space in which no frame has dominance. Ober-
hardt concludes:

What we can strive for, though, is the continued deconstruction of prevail-
ing frames for the purpose of creating new ones: each attempt resisting
odious and dominant world views and creating fresh meanings, identities,
and fairer ways of life. In a shift from a relatively static culture to a global,
corporate and electronic culture that constantly invents and reinvents itself,
we can come to know the art museum differently.

It is this knowing the art museum differently that goes beyond the
opposing forces of Frames 1 (adoring art-historical) and 2 (new museo-
logical). Deconstruction accepts that there is neither an outside, utopic
other place, nor a simple resolution of Manichean good and bad.® But our
work on all frames alerts us to our capture by existing modes of knowledge
and practice from which dystopia we cannot step outside into a utopian
space. We inherit histories which position us; but we can think about
them, deconstruct their terms, and displace the boundaries in a constant
work that neither idolizes nor decries but reworks the inherent possibil-
ities of the museum as public space.

In this book, some authors are artists, others are curators. Yet others are
art historians or cultural analysts. All are committed to the significance of
art-making as more than the production of luxury goods, entertainment,
moral education, or ideological heritage. Art and our engagements with it
are engagements with thought, with challenging questions posed ever
more starkly in what Oberhardt calls the shift from static culture to the
more fluid, rapidly changing, and electronically, digitally virtualized
worlds that increasingly set the terms for global modes of living, dying,
thinking, and making.



