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Memory and Spectacle

One of the biggest and most important exhibitions of
the past several decades, documenta in Kassel,
Germany, was initiated in 1955 by Professor Arnold
Bode with a two-fold function: partly as a “regenera-
tion initiative for a small town that had suffered
extensive damage during World War Il and partly as
an attempt to counter the attack on modern art by
the Nazis."" Its conceptual origins are to be found in
the “hope of human renewal, of a revolutionary, or
evolutionary, transformation of mankind to a better
life—in this case the conversion of the German
population, led astray by National Socialism, to
modernist art, seen as an international phenomenon,
and to freedom.”? This way, the envisioned function
of documenta was to become a guide to the people
and lead them back to the path they had lost, or, in
other words, to curate their minds by exposing them
to a new sensory discipline. Germany in the 1950s
introduced the rules for polite behavior:

By means of which a nation that had turned
barbaric in the crimes of the war and the
Holocaust was again to find a way back to
civilization. By being nice and being polite, it was
possible to make the economic miracle all the
better, whereas the “things we don’t understand”
are simply “Picasso.”

Formulated best in a rather problematic state-
ment by Roger M. Buergel, the curator of its twelfth
edition in 2007, the hidden function of documenta was
to serve as an instrument of rebuilding the commu-
nity of a fragmented post-war society:

Not only does the “damaged or endangered
community” make a recovery through the task; it
is through the exhibition medium that this
community actually learns to see, understand,
and develop itself as a community. In spite of its
exclusions, documenta was (and is) a laboratory—
an ontological laboratory in which to create,
display, and emphasize an ethics of coexistence.*

On the level of aesthetics, Walter Grasskamp
underlines the fact that the first editions of documenta
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should be “understood as an answer to the trauma
that resulted from that original antimodernist smear
campaign” of National Socialism.® Further on, this will
allow us to interpret this “One Hundred Day
museum” as an event created on a particularly
traumatic spot of recent German history, or as a part
of post-war cultural memorization. Nevertheless, the
official narrative of documenta becomes destabilized if
we read its repetitive form as a continuous restaging
of the traumatic past in a particular form: in the form
of spectacle. According to Guy Debord, the function
of spectacle is “to use culture to bury all historical
memory.”® On the other hand, spectacle complicates
one of the main functions of this exhibition, since its
dream of collectivity will never be reached:

The spectacle was born from the world’s loss of
unity, and the immense expansion of the modern
spectacle reveals the enormity of this loss. [...]
Spectators are linked solely by their one-way rela-
tionship to the very center that keeps them
isolated from each other. The spectacle thus
reunites the separated, but it reunites them only
in their separateness.”

Taking a step further, this makes curators, the
main agents of documenta, the ones who function not
only as the “masters” of the spectacle, but also as the
“masters” of the traumatic past; their duty is to
construct a synthetic narrative in the form of an
exhibition, to shape this “not-yet” man, and to make
sure he rejoins the collective of other civilized men.

Accidental Images

During the course of my research into the history of
documenta, two particular photographs caught my
attention in the book dedicated to work and life of its
founder, Professor Arnold Bode, in the chapter
featuring the interview with his widow, Mrs. Bode.®
On the right-hand side of page 24 and parallel to the
interview, two black-and-white photographs have
been placed, one below the other. The caption under
the first reads “Protest action during the press confer-
ence at documenta 4, 1968,”° and shows a large
crowd of young people standing around the table
with, presumably, journalists, and holding up a large
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hand-written poster with the message “Prof. Bode!
We, the blind, thank you for this beautiful exhibi-
tion.”'® The second photograph shows five men in
suits in their mid-thirties surrounding an older man
who is giving or taking a book from one of them; the
caption reads “documenta 5, 1972. From the left:
Peter Iden, Prof. Arnold Bode, Harald Szeemann,
Prof. Bazon Brock, Dr. Jean Christophe Armmann,
Dr. Ingolf Bauer.”

Protestaktion anléBlich der Pressekonferenz zur documenta 4, 1968

BV

documenta 5, 1972. Von links: Peter Iden, Prof. Arold Bode, Harald Szeemann,
Prof. Bazon Brock, Dr. Jean Christophe Armmann, Dr. Ingolf Bauer

What initially caught my attention were not the
particular elements of those photographs separately;
the “disturbance” stemmed from their juxtaposition.
What triggered my attention was the construction of
the shift that was achieved by editing in the frame-
work of the book, the construction of the change that
apparently happened between those two (cinematic)
moments in history. | became interested in the space
in-between, in the particular cut that shows things
shifting from a highly dramatic, “explosive” and
“noisy” image of an undifferentiated group of men
and women in the first photograph to a calm,
“monumentalized” group of five men in the second.
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Selected from a vast body of archival photographs as
most representative of the “historical reality,” they are
here exhibited as “natural” sequences of events
following each other with no apparent contradiction
or clash.

At first glance, the first photograph seems to
show a crowded press conference where the group of
people present is expressing their gratitude to
Professor Bode. Nevertheless, the caption informs us
that what we are seeing is the “protest action,” which
further complicates the story and opens up the space
to doubt the truthfulness of the written statement,
turning the message into a possibly ironic one. If there
was some disturbance in the photograph of 1968, in
the one from 1972 everything seems to have been
resolved. There are no students, there seems to be no
protest, and there are no ironic messages. What
remains unanswered is the key to how to read the
message in the first photo, as well as what happened
in between. At this point, | became interested in what
in Barthesian terms could be called the subversion of
these photographs, or the possibility of releasing the
“pressure of the unspeakable which wants to be
spoken.”"

Since the text of the interview that frames the
photographs did not give me any further keys to my
initial questions, the next place to look for clues was
in the official visual and textual material left behind
by those two exhibitions in the art library—the
examination of their catalogues. The analysis of the
catalogues becomes even more intriguing since, as
already noted, “The book metaphor runs like a thread
through documenta’s history,” where “the catalogue
becomes a kind of lasting monument to the exhibi-
tion and one of its most important authentic traces.”"

| immediately became aware of the difference
between the two catalogues that showcased a radical
shift that happened in the period between 1968 and
1972. The catalogue from the 1968 was something
that we could characterize today as “old-fashioned”-
it had the same format as the catalogues of two
previous editions of documenta, in hard cover, divided
into two books, with introductory texts by the mayor
of Kassel, Professor Arnold Bode, and several other
art history experts. The texts were followed by a large
section of black-and-white images of artworks and
the artists, all precisely divided into segments based
on the medium in which the works were made.
Nevertheless, the catalogue from 1972 looks like
something of which, at least conceptually, any
exhibition-maker of today could be proud: its loose
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black-and-white pages in A4 format were compiled
into a big orange plastic office folder, the artworks
were presented in more than twenty categories and
sub-categories with images, accompanying texts, and,
in the case of some conceptual works, the artworks
themselves were included in the catalogue. What was
also a novelty was the appearance of advertisements
placed by commercial art galleries and art magazines
in the last part of the catalogue. Going through those
catalogues, | was vaguely introduced to the group of
men from the second picture and concluded that they
were in one way or another related to documenta 5,
mostly being responsible for the execution of its
particular segments. Nevertheless, the first catalogue
did not reveal anything that could help me under-
stand the first photo. What was even more striking
was the contradiction between the images and
catalogues from particular times: the vibrant and
messy image from 1968 in comparison to the rigid
and disciplined catalogue from the same year, and the
stiffness of the men in the second picture juxtaposed
with the “alive” and loose catalogue from 1972.

Not able to find any satisfying answers to my
initial questions about the changes between these
two moments, nor about the identity of the people
from the first picture or the meaning of their message
written to Professor Bode, | decided to continue my
search in other available archives. Among the rare
visual documents of exhibitions from the past, the
works that truly stand out are the documentaries
made by the Belgium filmmaker, Jef Cornelis. At this
point, we will take a closer look into the ideas and
questions posed by his movies about documenta 4
(1968) and documenta 5 (1972).

Filming the Shift: Jef Cornelis’ Documentaries

The rich and impressive body of work of Jef Cornelis
has yet to be evaluated and analyzed. In the period
between 1963 and 1998, he was primarily active as a
director and scriptwriter for the Flemish Broadcasting
Company (VRT) in Belgium. Besides providing
valuable content on various subjects and people, his
work is indispensable in the discussion on the medium
of TV and documentary-making. One of the most
important aspects of Cornelis’ work is that he did not
hide himself behind the camera, or present his films
as objective and essentially “true” to reality. Instead,
inspired by certain developments in filmmaking in the
1960s, he treated the camera as his pen, or camera
stylo, as a way to express his opinions on the events
that he filmed.” Apart from being a television maker,
he was also involved in various art initiatives, and was
an active participant in the international art scene,
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which gave him a unique access to this field. He has
left behind several documentaries in which the art
world is constructed and presented in a particular
way, reflecting his deep dissatisfaction with certain
manifestations of power.* Nevertheless, after filming
documenta 5, Cornelis decided to stop filming the “art
world.”"

documenta 4

For the second broadcast of both documentaries in
the 1990s, Jef Cornelis added short introductory
notes that open the films. These further reveal his
position on the filmed material, and offer a frame-
work in which to watch and interpret it. The opening
line for documenta 4 introduces us to the clashes and
problems that were occurring in the international art
scene at that moment:

When Prof. A. Bode initiated “Documenta 1” in
1955 in Kassel, his first task was to bring West
Germany back to the international scene. When
“Documenta 4” took place in 1968, the interna-
tional art world was in the crisis of authorities.
Kassel of that time did not understand this.

Being aware of his position as a filmmaker who
not only represents events but also gives a voice to
conflicting positions, Cornelis opens the film with a
scene in which the French artists express their protest
against the exhibition-makers, and explain the
withdrawal of their works from the show as a political
act. This black-and-white, fifty-minute film is fast and
dynamic, and we see and hear a multitude of voices:
those of the artists, the organizers, the critics, the
dealers and gallerists, and the interviewer. We also see
the artworks, the public, and the camera(man). Very
soon, we become aware of at least four levels on
which conflicts and tensions are taking place, and the
film leaves us with open questions rather than clearly
formulated answers.

On the first level, the conflict was between the
rebellious artists and the organizers, usually seen as
the part of the 1960s student protests and demands
for institutional change. In this particular case, the
primus inter pares of the organizers, the Dutch Jean
Leering, reduces the political dimension of this
protest to a mere technical problem. We hear him
explaining that the artists were not satisfied with the
room in which they were supposed to exhibit their
works. Having two exhibition spaces at their disposal,
of which one was extremely big and the other quite
small, the organizers had decided to distribute the
artworks according to their size. Nevertheless, the
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rebellious artists explained their withdrawal as a way
of openly disagreeing with the selection process of
the exhibition that, according to them, did not
represent a true and objective overview of the art
scene of that moment. Being the first edition of
documenta to be focused on contemporary art
production, this fact has a specific significance.”

Although being dissatisfied with the organization
and the overloaded nature of the spaces, the Ameri-
can artists decided to participate, and to avoid the
politicization of the act of withdrawal. This point
introduces us to a new level of the conflict: US artists
versus European artists. The decision to exhibit, for
the first time in Europe, the new developments in
American art (minimalism, conceptualism, pop art)
turned this edition of documenta into a historical
moment in which the repositioning of the center of
artistic production officially shifted to the other side
of the Atlantic. According to the voices of the critics
heard in the film, the exhibition shows the strength of
the young American scene and the “sicknesses” of the
old European one. Nevertheless, for their part, the
rebellious French artists express their opinion about
the disproportions in the exhibition, which offered an
overview of mostly American art.

As a consequence, the appearance of the new
forms of art initiated several shifts on the third level
on which this confrontation took place—between the
new art production and the rigid museum structures.
Art dealers inform us about the necessary shifts that
would have to happen in the galleries, and the need
for collectors to change their attitude towards what is
considered art. We hear that New York-based Pace
Gallery had sold several works by Old Masters in
order to finance the new artistic production and the
ambitious works exhibited in Kassel. At this edition of
documenta, the debate was still ongoing about what
was to be considered art, and what the criteria should
be by which this was to be judged. Since the main title
of the show was “Art is what artists make,” this was
the criteria followed in the selection process.

The last level of confrontation seems to have
been taking place between the potential of art as a
tool of political change and the threat of its com-
modification. At that point in history, new genres of
American art were considered to be critical of the
market system and, in the case of minimalism, as a
way of escaping its grasp. Nevertheless, several
decades later it became clear that this was not the
case, and Cornelis gives us his lucid insights via the
soundtrack, following particular artworks: twice we
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see Robert Indiana’s artwork, during the first few
minutes of the film and again at the end. The image is
followed by a particular noise: initially it is a sound
similar to a typewriter, and at the end it becomes
clear that what we are hearing is a cash register. The
final sequence of the film provides us with Cornelis’
ironic conclusion, through Louis Armstrong’s version
of “What a Wonderful World”: a song made as an
antidote to the more and more racially and politically
charged climate in the US, which the American art
completely fails to portray.

documenta 5

Four years later, Jef Cornelis filmed the next edition
of documenta, which now opens with the following
introductory text:

..."Documenta 5” in 1972 is known in history as a
first example of an exhibition as a spectacle.
Under the leadership of a Swiss Harald Sze-
emann, the art is brought back to the museum.
The main point of this event in Kassel became
the economical, political and media importance.
The avant-garde was definitely buried. The new
hero is the exhibition maker Szeemann...

The first impression of this fifty-five-minute,
mainly black-and-white film is one of order and the
immaculate organization of the exhibition. Artworks
are organized under bigger themes and categories,
there is no sign of chaos, and everything seems under
control.” Following the didactic character of the
exhibition, the film imitates this and presents itself as
an educational piece with voiceover narration. In
comparison to the previous film, with its multiple
actors and voices, in the film about documenta 5 we
are left with only three of them: we see and hear the
artists, curators, and gallerists.

The main organizer of documenta 5, the Secretary
General Harald Szeemann, talks about the impor-
tance of audience attendance, his acceptance of
power and responsibility, and his view that subversive
artists can only work in the context of a museum.'
Daniel Buren, one of the participating artists, openly
reflects on the new position of Szeemann and calls it
“the exhibition of the exhibition,” or the construction
of the show as a curator’s artwork. Alongside the
works usually considered to be art, Szeemann had
included numerous objects of mass culture usually
referred to as “kitsch.” There is also no longer any
doubt about what should be considered art: from this
moment, art is not what artists make, but rather what
the curator defines as art. There are no contradictory
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voices from the artists who had previously opposed
the “invasion” of American art, which was fully
institutionalized within the contemporary art system
during this short four-year span.

When it comes to questions about the commer-
cialization of art, the artist Lawrence Weiner still
believes in the possibility of conceptual art to escape
the market. Nevertheless, Cornelis allows us to hear
the position of one of the art dealers, Leo Castellj,
who erases all possible illusions and says that even the
conceptualists have to live from something. According
to Cornelis himself, this edition of documenta was an
important historical moment, after which the things
developed in a particular direction: “For me, the fifth
documenta was the decisive moment. The marketing
and the spectacle of art hit its first peak there.”"” One
of the main contributions of documenta 5 in develop-
ments within the international art system is usually
ascribed to the institutionalization of one person
responsible for the conceptual and organizational
aspects of an exhibition. Harald Szeemann introduced
the new type of curatorship: documenta 5 marked his
institutionalization as an exhibition-maker. Before this
event, “the exhibitions were simply ‘hung’ or
‘mounted.” Much was spontaneous or born of
necessity.”?° This would not be the case anymore. The
centralization of power was presented as a progres-
sive development in the situation following incidents
at documenta 4, where the show was endangered by
major conflicts in the discussion of what was to be
regarded as (modern) art, and was officially run by 23
members of a “comprehensive council.”*'

Following this, the spectacle of the exhibition as
(re)invented by Szeemann as his medium can be read
as his solitary narrativization of modern art, which
seems to echo another moment of German history
when the avant-garde was buried for the first time:
the traumatic moment of “degenerate art” when the
exhibition was used as a spectacular medium by the
“artists” of the Nazi party. As noted by Gerd
Gemunden, embracing Westernization in the 1960s,
and specifically US popular culture, was offered as an
alternative to the Nazi past, or as a way of erasing
one’s own past through this “remembering” of other
people’s memories.?? This is precisely what appears to
have happened between those two editions of
documenta: all contradictions were resolved and
pacified through the construction of one master
narrative that embraced the spectacularization of art
as a way of avoiding confrontation with one’s own
fractured identity. Nevertheless, the exhibition as a
spectacle seems to have been there from the first
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edition of documenta; hence the remaining question
will be for us to try to define what the real novelty
was at documenta 5.

Back to the Photographs: Where is the punctum?
After this endeavor of researching the official and
alternative visual material on documenta 4 and 5, |
return to the photographs in order to summarize the
conclusions that | have reached in the meantime.
Indeed, | developed a further understanding of the
shift that happened between those two editions, and
definitively confirmed that the message addressed to
Professor Bode was an ironic one. Nevertheless,
following Roland Barthes’ advice on how to gain
access to pictures, we should look for the counter-
narrative, defined by Rosalind Krauss as “a seemingly
aimless set of details that throws the forward drive of
diegesis into reverse.””* Looking back at the photo-
graphs, | asked myself if there was something that still
escaped the narrativization, something that still
struck me, or in Barthesian terms, what was the
punctum that “rises from the scene, shoots out of it
like an arrow” and “breaks my studium”?**

In the first photograph, amidst the noisy scene
and the students, | spotted one detail on the table, an
object without an owner, without a master, and
seemingly out of context: a female purse. In the
second photo, my attention was caught by an object
of exchange, of communication, that seemingly
initiated the movement between the two men in the
picture: a book for which we cannot define who the
sender is and who the receiver is.

What both of those details, or punctums, open up
are two different cracks, two different “black holes” in
the history of documenta. The female purse undoubt-
edly brings us to someone who is missing, who is
absent from this perfect picture-a woman. It opens
up questions of the total absence or invisibility of
women from the narrative of documenta. From the
other side, the book opens up questions about
tradition and continuity, or the means by which the
same things are transferred from one generation to
the next, while presented as novel. The answers or
further complications of those questions, | propose,
might be better formulated if we posed them in the
framework of one of the recent editions of this
manifestation, documenta 12, which took place in
2007. As the discussion has already brought us to the
question of what the real changes were at documenta
5, I suggest here that we take a look at the punctum in
the second photograph.
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Generation Change at documenta 5

The discussion about documenta 5 seems to encapsu-
late the conclusion that Hans Belting offered regard-
ing the history of art and modernism, underlining two
major events we should bear in mind when examining
modernism in the present:

Two events, however, separate early modernism
from the present, and they permanently affected
both the fate of art and the image of written art
history. [...] The cultural policies of National
Socialism represented the first event, and the
new cultural hegemony of the United States in or
over Europe was the second event to be dis-
cussed in any retrospective on twentieth-century
art. [...] The debate that raged about “degenerate
art” was only the high point of an already
long-simmering controversy on modern art. [...]
Modern art, in Germany the victim of politics,
became the hero of international culture. [...]
Modern art occupied a sacred space in which
only veneration was possible and where critical
analysis was out of place.”

In that sense, the first edition of documenta was
created as a “retrospective of modern art as it had
survived the period of persecution and destruction
and that was now celebrated as a new classicism.”
Nevertheless, the main problem with this representa-
tion of modernism was its selective nature and
interpretation that was made “safe” for the German
audience, in whose eyes this type of art had been
demonized just a few years earlier: “Technical media
(photography) and dada, with their social satire,
remained largely in the background,””” and there were
neither German-Jewish artists nor politically engaged
art from the Weimar Republic.?®

After twelve years and three editions of docu-
menta, whose task was the revival of modernist art
and a remodeling of German citizens, a moment came
when the old paradigms were to be questioned. The
time had come to take this manifestation into a new
era. Hence, we should not be surprised by the “chaos”
displayed at documenta 4, when the politics of
exhibiting shifted from an overview of the old to
showing the new, or the most recent art production,
as it opened amid the student revolts and political
turmoil of the Cold War:

Visitors on the opening day had to brave
chanting demonstrators and a red flag, or they
got embroiled in discussions on the portico steps.
[..] And yet Arnold Bode as director of the show
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seemed a bit lost amid all the color and diversity.
[..] Art was no longer at home in his rooms, but
was straining to break out of the museum into
social space, to where Fluxus, happening and
actionism were already forming up—young,
rebellious art whose proponents once again were
waiting outside the doors.?

At that time, the generational change was also
manifested in the resignation of Werner Haftmann,
the spiritual father of documenta, as well as of two
important council members, Fritz Winter and Werner
Schmalenbach, who believed documenta would
“degenerate into a trendy show of novelties.”*° In the
organizational structure, this was reflected in the
replacement of Arnold Bode’s “circle of friends [...] by
a council of twenty-six with democratic powers to
decide who to admit to the illustrious ranks of
documenta exhibitors.”*"

As we have seen, the process of democratization
was not perceived as the right model to make an
exhibition, which is why four years later, in 1972,
everything was very different: “Swiss exhibition maker
Harald Szeemann led the corporate venture out of
the chaos of its pseudo-democratized selection
procedure to a curatorial model.”** What is even more
striking, if we place this event in a historical context, is
the fact that those were the days of the Baader-Mein-
hof-Gruppe, Vietnam, napalm bombs, and the attack
at the Olympic village in Munich; the world was on
fire, but this was nowhere to be seen in Szeemann’s
calm and reflective new child:

In the context of the social transformations after
1968, the institution of the exhibition was also
called into question. In the late 1960s, art
institutions were being occupied everywhere.
Alternatives to the art market were created, and
collective campaigns were undertaken. Not only
society was to be conceived anew-art too once
again turned to utopias.®

In his letter sent to Szeemann, Robert Morris
withdrew all his works, and forbid any to be shown, as
he was not interested in illustrating “misguided
sociological principles or outmoded art historical
categories.” He also refused to participate in an
exhibition that did not consult with him about what
work to show, “but instead dictate to me what will be
shown.”** On May 12, 1972, the Frankfurter Allgemeine
Zeitung published a letter signed by Carl Andre, Hans
Haacke, Donald Judd, Barry Le Va, Sol Le Witt,
Robert Morris, Dorothea Rockburne, Fred Sandback,

Issue 33 / June 2017



Ghostly Women, Faithful Sons

Richard Serra, and Robert Smithson. In this letter,
they requested that the artist should be the one with
the right to choose the way his/her work is exhibited
in a space, the right to agree on or to reject the
proposed thematic classification, and the right to
decide what will be written in the catalogue, while the
transportation costs should be paid by the inviting
institution.3

Harald Szeemann’s beginnings were in the
theater, hence we should not be surprised to notice
that his curatorial practice reflects the method of
stressing the theatricality of exhibitions. Nevertheless,
it is important to notice that this approach was
already anticipated and integrated in previous
documenta editions. The decision to have the first
edition held in the bombed-out museum created a
particular kind of a stage for the art to be exhibited,
bringing in a particular atmosphere as well. On this
particular stage, Arnold Bode “deployed compelling
spatial situations to elicit an emotional response from
the audience—a method popularly applied in Baroque
theater.”3¢ Therefore, we can even conclude that the
novelty of documenta as a spectacle was not instituted
by Szeemann. Nevertheless, the shift did happen on
another level: from 1972 onwards, the spectacle of
modernism was replaced by the spectacle of (liberal)
capitalism.

At the time, this shift was perceived as the
“Americanization” of arts and culture in Europe. In
today’s globally “Americanized” world, it becomes
almost impossible to imagine a different kind of a
society. Nevertheless, the late 1960s and early 1970s
mark a period in which resistance was felt not only in
the socialist countries. The struggle for the public
domain in West Germany becomes even more
significant when one bears in mind the opposition to
its Eastern, communist section. In the context of
documenta, 1977 was the “first and only occasion that
East Germany was represented.”*” Harald Szeemann
did invite artists from the East to participate, but this
was rejected due to his approach of exhibiting “social
realism as part of a cabinet of curiosities.”*® Addition-
ally, the two countries “not only assigned conflicting
functions to art—in the West the expression of
freedom, in the East social responsibility—but also
developed different habits of seeing it.”** The
selectors of documenta did not consider that the
official painting from the East had any artistic quality
whatsoever, while “in the West, individualism was
celebrated; in the East, it was condemned as “bour-
geois and decadent””: “If, in the East, art was required
to legitimate itself by its social mission, in the West
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the development of modern art was seen to reside
precisely in liberation from missions of any kind.”® In
the meantime, the “liberal” in liberal arts began to
mean the liberal market, and it was precisely this shift
that was staged at documenta 5. Having no problem
with the corporate influence and funding, Harald
Szeemann simply applied the same logic to all future
exhibitions he produced. If the documenta of 1968
“highlighted New York as the new art metropolis,”’
its next edition confirmed a new canon, “indisputably
a canon oriented toward America, one fixated on the
media and compatible with discourses.” As it seems,
the faithful sons had learned their lesson.

The Woman Without a Shadow

The question of the obscured history of women in
documenta’s past is one that demands its own space
for analysis, and at this point | would like to focus only
on the editions that are significant for this discussion—
documenta 4, 5, and 12.* In Jef Cornelis’ documenta-
ries, there is only one short moment when we
encounter a female face, that of the art dealer Denise
René in documenta 4. The absence of women in the
documentaries can be seen as a consequence of their
absence from the exhibitions, their organization, and
from the public discussion on art. This becomes even
more tragic seen in the perspective of the surround-
ing rise of feminism in the 1960s and 1970s, which
had yet not been allowed to penetrate documenta’s
rigid system of male dominance.

Nevertheless, in the recent documentary made
by the TV station ARTE about documenta 12, we are
confronted with an abundance of female characters.
Most of the artists whom the director Julia Benkert
focuses on are women.** We are informed that,
contrary to all public announcements, this particular
edition of documenta was the “child” of a curatorial
couple—Roger M. Buergel and his wife, Ruth Noack. In
the period preceding the exhibition, it was publicly
stated that the exhibition would take place under the
artistic leadership of Mr. Buergel alone, and this
documentary explains that the statute of documenta
“technically” does not allow the appointment of two
persons as its leaders. Therefore, Mrs. Noack had to
be presented in the position of a curator.*

One of the first differences one can notice when
comparing this documentary to the ones made by Jef
Cornelis is the incredible focus on curators. Neverthe-
less, we are not presented with their conceptual
framework or aesthetic or political questions; rather,
the camera has a sensationalistic approach, and is
used as a way to intrude into their private lives
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“behind the scenes.” We hear that Mrs. Noack does
not particularly like to spend time with her two little
children, and sees them as a burden on her busy
schedule. She discusses their decision to wear red
clothes at the opening as a way to “rebel” against the
dominance of black at the usual art gatherings. They
show us small wooden models of exhibition spaces,

around which they spend most of their time arranging

artworks, resembling children playing with a doll-
house. We see Mr. Buergel driving a luxurious
cabriolet through the city, in a hurry to meet possible
sponsors, etc.

One of the most striking facts is that Mrs. Noack
declares herself a feminist, but her decision to comply
with the ruling statute that renounces her official
power brings up questions about the current state of
the post-feminist struggle. This generation seems to
be satisfied with whatever they are given, and nobody
questions the fact of lesser value and hence less pay
given to female workers as compared to their male
colleagues. Nevertheless, a look at the list of people
employed in various positions in the documenta 12
machinery (listed in the colophon) reveals that it was
mostly run on the power of women. At this point, |
became interested in the possibility of “locating”
those numerous women in the official material
created by the authors of the exhibition.

In addition to the catalogue of artworks and the
separate reader of theoretical texts, the curators
decided to offer us another source through which to
“remember” this show-a luxurious photo book,
Bilderbuch. Although the show itself was for the most
part overcrowded with thousands of visitors every
day, this photo book shows untitled images of
exhibition spaces populated mainly by the works of
art. In several of them that include people, we see
mostly women: they pose in front of the artworks
with solemn expressions on their faces, and their
attached identification badges allow for the conclu-
sion that they must have been part of the “army” of
teenagers employed by Mr. Buergel as exhibition
guides. On page 201, we even see two cleaning ladies
vacuuming and washing the gigantic floor of docu-
menta’s new “crystal” building.

Nevertheless, what caught my attention was the
very last photograph. After the whole series of very
professional and high-quality photographs, this last
one is blurred, possibly taken secretly, and we see an
elegantly dressed elderly woman strolling among the
artworks. Not being a technically perfect photograph,
it made me wonder why it was included in the
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collection. The only answer | could come up with was
that it must have been based on the identity of the
person “caught” in the picture.

In one of the documents publicly available on the
official documenta 12 website, | discovered an inter-
view with a woman who physically seemed almost
identical to the woman in the blurry photograph that
triggered my attention: a 77-year-old inhabitant of
Kassel, Mrs. Gerda Lippitz. This rather long and elabo-
rate interview presents her as an art enthusiast and a
genuine documenta expert, who has followed every
edition since 1968. According to her, she has never
“experienced such a relaxing exhibition as documenta
12."%¢ What became interesting here were the
particular positions and behavior promoted by
documenta officials through the publicity of this
interview.

We read about the enjoyment Mrs. Lippitz has
every five years when documenta comes to her town,
and she obtains a pass in order to be able to go there
every day and fully enjoy the artworks. For her, this “is
not an exhibition but an encounter with the world!”
What stands out is the conclusion that the subject’s
position promoted here is one of reverse cultural
tourism—instead of traveling far to get experiences of
other places, Mrs. Lippitz is offered a substitute in the
exhibition where she can enjoy the rest of the world
gathered under one roof. Or, as Donald Preziosi put it
in his analysis of the construction of (national)
subjects, starting with the Great Exhibition of 1851,
we encounter here “imaginary geography of all
peoples and products with the modern citizen-con-
sumer, the ‘orthopsychic subject’ at and as its
(imaginary) center.”” The only demand on the
consumer constructed through documenta is one of
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the extensive leisure time necessary to fully grasp the
numerous artworks.

Being able to visit the exhibition every day, Mrs.
Lippitz also controls the other visitors and reacts
whenever some of them express doubts about
whether an object in the exhibition is really a work of
art: “Then | reply: “Well just come with me and Ill
show you the five things I’'ve understood and
enjoyed.” This policing of possible contradictory
voices seems to completely shut out any possibility of
discussion on the status of art today. Rather, this
solitary experience is presented as the only valid
perspective through which other subjects are
supposed to see the exhibited objects. In a way, this
recalls the description of the gaze of Queen Victoria,
who visited the Great Exhibition every second day: “In
seeing Victoria seeing, a whole world learned what
and how to see. Victoria, in short, ostensified the
spectator as consumer.”*® Instead of a gaze of the
Queen, we are introduced here with its seemingly
“democratic” transformation, the gaze of a satisfied
(female) consumer. What did not change is this belief
that the whole world is present under one roof, “the
ideal horizon and the blueprint of patriarchal colonial-
ism; the epistemological technology of Orientalism as
such. It was the laboratory table on which all things
and peoples could be objectively and poignantly
compared and contrasted in a uniform and perfect
light, and phylogenetically and ontogenetically
ranked.” In this imaginary world where all the
differences were rendered and domesticated, every
citizen believed to be its master.

If we recall the discussion from the documenta-
ries analyzed when the status and function of art was
still debatable, Mrs. Lippitz informs us that the art of
today is that which makes one feel comfortable. She
believes that 1,001 antique chairs imported from
China as part of an artist’s concept is not an extrava-
gance of luxury, but rather a beautiful concept that
allows one to fully appreciate art. For the artists in the
1960s, art was significant for not being susceptible to
instrumentalization and commaodification, as other
objects were. As it seems, this position has completely
evaporated in the course of history. Ironically, the
imported chairs fit in perfectly with Buergel’s idea,
inspired by “palm groves” in India: as places where
people can sit and reflect on art. It is worth pointing
out that this was not interpreted as a form of
exoticism, but rather as a valid curatorial concept.*®
The strategy Mrs. Lippitz used in order to fully
understand Mr. Buergel’s view on art was to read all
of the articles and to listen numerous times to his
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recorded radio interviews. Drawn from this, the
satisfied subject seems to be the one who listens to
the voice of the curator and repeats it until his
positions become internalized, until they become
hers. The perfect consumerist subject is presented
here as a (feminine) one who asks no questions,
causes no friction, and shows no doubt about the
picture of the world presented. Going back to the
photograph from 1968, it seems possible that the
female purse on the table might have its master after
all-it might have been Mrs. Lippitz’s, who has formed
her worldviews through documenta exhibitions ever since.

* In a slightly modified form, this analysis was
originally published as a chapter entitled: “Curating
documenta: The Spectacle of Capitalism” in Vesna
Madzoski, DE CVRATORIBVS. The Dialectics of Care and
Confinement, Atropos Press, New York, Dresden, 2013.
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