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\’VHAT’S IMPORTANT ABOUT THE
HISTORY OF MODERN ART EXHIBITIONS?

Martha Ward

What's important to consider in writing a history of the modern art exhibition * As
yet, we don't have anything like a comprehensive empirical history of this form,
which has dominated the public presentation of art in the modern {post-1750) age
But even in advance of the research that would yield more information, it seems
desirable to think about why and how such a history might be writren.

It noe surprising that in the work that has already been done, contemporary
cnitical concerns have played a major role During the 19805, when the history of
exhibitions in my own held of nincteenth-century French art began to be written,
much attention was gven to umversal exhibinions. These provided a proto-history

for the blockblusters then so dominant in the artworld, seemingly so revelatory of
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from 1750 to 1914 in relation 1o our own is that it occurs prior to the articulation of
any sceence of discourse of display. De spite the appearance during this perod of the
mstitutions that are now commonly taken to be synonvmous with the creation of an
autonomous space for art (muscums, art societies, salons, galleries), it's nevertheless
the case that art istallation was not vet a subject for professional discussion, with a
language of its own. Nor did the dealers. adminstrators, entre PrEncurs or areists
who mounted exhibitions often aim 1o create starthingly innovatve displays of are
and so 1o engineer new modes of visuality, Such things happened, to be sure. Bur it
scems that they remained, by and large, much closer to the fabric of social life than in
our own nme of professional curators, exhibition de signers and anstallation artists
Closer, too, than in the time of the 19205 whe n, as Yve-Alain Bois has claimed.
self-conscionsness about the effects of installation was such that Lissatsky could aim
to exhibit an exhibition, to make 1 show that would be « xphicatly directed towards
disrupting those visual habis (tactile and optical, temporal and spatial) that displays
conventionally reinforced. A range of developments in the carly twentieth century
the beginmings of historicized museum installations, Jnnv\‘uln\hln; IMON ¢ pm'h\ in

terms of maodes of visuality, for instance vand the new American science of




advertising, with s psve ogizing of de SIgn N tenms of attraction and artention
such developments as these brought about a new self-consciousness of how the
relationship of viewer and object could or should be mediated through presentation
Before then, "exhibinon installation” seems not to have existed, as such, as a subject
We might accordingly wonder whether displays prior to this period should be
pulled away from the dense historical fabric in which they are embedded and mads
into an historical subgect in their own nght. By the same wken, however., we might
question the logic according to which subgects come into focus for historical analysis
only at nmes when they become arenas for innovation or are centered as discursive
terms. This question of when installation even exlibinion begins to have a history
of its own cannot be Alushed out here, though ' touch on it sgain shortly. Tt is clear
trom what's alres en said, however, that shows prior to 1914 will necessanly
require a difterently textured account, one closer 1o a wide number of artistic and
social pracuces, than many later exhibiton desig vould invite as an WOPILaLe

inalysis

' 27.2 Dining reom of Durand Ruel, P, exnct location unkmown

ARTISTIC PUBLIC SPHERES?

The history thar e with s one that can be taken to begin in the late

seventeenth and cighteenth centunies with the exhibation of works for the “public.”

The most notable institution of such practice was the Pans Salon, first established o
ular basis in 1 g. 27.1). OF course pamntings and sculpture had previously
cen displayed in a vanety of fashions and for a variety of [ but whar
seems to turn the history of art's display into the history of its ¢
the intentson to mstitunonalize the showin,

the “] ublic

i of art «

I'he seventeenth and eighteenth centuries were also when our modern us:

the word “exhibition” deve oped. Though not exclusively used for are, it did refer

generally to showing publicly. According to the tenth and final definition of the

word in the On mglish Dhctronary finitson

wccompanied by a quotation from

to exhibit means: “to show publicly for the purposes of amusement

"
INSLTUCtion, of In a compenition: to make a show of Late seventeenth century

defimtions of the French verb expaser similarly specity the act of putting something

on public view; examples in 16W) included the exhibation of the sacred Host duris




the Mass, and the exhibition of goods for sale in markets, but not ver. as in the next
century, the exhibition of art 1n shows

I'he first dimension of the history of mode roart exhibitions unfolds directly from
these | anmings, and has to do witl w exhibitions have ¢ xploated, dened or
confounded the view thar art, and the « spersence of art, properly belong to a public
arena. As Thomas Crow has argued, the important and persistent tension here is
between the notson of f.‘l'n.\|n rience of are as indiveduwal and prvate versus the very
torm of the exhibition sself which allowed | wan arnstc public sphere

The tensions between the public and the private, between the collective and the
individual, evolved in what seems rquite ragged fashion over the course of the
mineteenth century, ragged because of the uneven deve fopment of those vanous
spheres — cavic, commeraal and social that cach came 10 have a stake in displaying
it Yetst's not hard to see that by the end of the c ntury, with the maturation of the
art marker and of a consumer culture. the concept “exhibation had quite lost any
speahcity it maght once have had as a civie form or public arena. Consider that the
dealer Durand-Ruel opened his ipartment, hung with Impressionist paintings, as an

exhibation for Paris tourists, amd thas, accor ling to guide books, in 1900 (hg. 27.2).4
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I'he dealer had owsly deemed that one of the best ways to show these works w

to appeal o the domest naginaton, o mount an exhibimon within a house, with

the blinds drawn against the public life outside. As exhibitions tran
in bourgeos hife between public and prvare, socictal and domestic, becoming
seermingly all pervasive yet also increasingly differentiated, what ne ds tracing ar
the consequences this had for the Npercnce art as imercial, individual or
LT .lll':l_" ent

A\s a torm, the temporary exhibition typically iny ssessings untambiar
objects in a provisional context. The exhibition form separated the
presentation and reception from those of production and often from
ownership as well. It offered instea unigue held for comy
contextualization, one often clairm 1z to make visible for its audience some more
consequential or enduring entiry than its own provision wure and limated
contents: for instance, at the Salon, the state of emporary art in Frane
irusts retrospective, the highpoints of a lifetsme of pantng. Cniticess

writing that came into being mide th cart exhibition in t

ntury, often operated precis this unst: domain of the temporary show

273 Révue comigue, 1880x, by Draner. Phetograph

its claims to signihcance and consequence. Yet forms of crincism, tied closely to th
hastory of the press, and those of presentation did not necessarily evolve in tanden
er the century, and their interrelationships are ditheult to generalize. Consider

nstance, that v enities were invited in the 18710 1 rele and society

exhibitions that featured recent works by me r artists, some professed discom

spect of reviewing the displayed pieces because the privacy of the settin
seemed not to allow for e public” discourse of criticism. Intimate exhibitions v
numate works seemed 1o ¢ v ditferent sort of social exchange and evaluatu
and it was not clear in thes s what the greater significance of the show and 1l
the purpose of criticism should be.” Moments such as these disclose the consideral
tensions that occurred in the development of the modern art world over the
ippropriate nncism, over the proper funcnions and audiences for exhibin
and over the desirability of shows b ing taken to signify something more than ar

occasion for looking at art
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EXHIBITION AS REPRESENTATION

Closely related 1o these issues 1s that o how exhibitions have functiioned to ¢

some tdality or entity greater than themselves. What interests me mi

el, be described as a history of both the intminive and explicit concepts arous

which art exhibitions hay ramized and their contents
promoted. Put otherwise, this is a history of the notie that have governed
inclusion, exclusion and value

Here the period we're considening 1s restlessly experimental, 1
innovative formats went on to become staples of twenneth-century modernise
(a) the monographic or retrospective show, in place by mid-century and
common by 1900, and (b) the ar ement s , less common but already |
by the 1890

Among the wide range of nineteenth-century exhibition types, others hav
recently come back into their own, A once viable enterprise was the combinat
thematic show and charitable/political cause as, for instance, in the exhibation

mounted in support of the victims of the Greek War of Independence, held ar o

= 274 Exhibition of painting at the Carcle de I'Unian Artistique. Courtesy of the Cabinet des Extampes.
Bibliothégue Natiomale, P,

Galene Lebrun in 1826, where Delacrox displayed his Greece on the Ruins of
Missolonghs. By the 18805, as can be seen in a contemporary cartoon recently
republished by Tamar Garb (hig. 27.3), there were specialized exhibitions in P
that invited readings of their contents in terms of ethnic, national or gendered
Amind the signs for watercolorists, independent artists and animal panters in th
cartoon there are announcems lor exhibations of women artists, Russian pai
and Scandinavian ones” Seen from this perspective, the culturally specific sh
appears not to be so much a post modern creation as a modernist Suppression

We should not only chare the appearance (and disappearance) of such exhibit
categories on a deseriptive level, but try to figure how art exhibitions expressed the
entities they were taken 1o evoke, How did one go about representing through
exhibitnon an artst’s carcer in 13857 Or an ethnic or national identity? Whar w

relationship between the assertion of a dommant term and readings of the sh
Dnd visual presentations and cnitical texts each have their own maodes of narratis
essentiahizang such marters? We might begin in this manner 1o bring the analysis

art exhibitons closer to the level of work that has been done on other types

displays. For 1t seems that nineteenth-century art exhibitions have not, as a lot




subject to anything like the sophisticated work that, say, Stephen Bann has done on
how muscums represented history and memory, or that Timothy Mitchell has done
on how universal expositions represented colonial societies

Finally, st mught be worthwhile 1o examine how and when exhibitions came to e
portrayed as historical actors. Tn the penod just before Waorld War |, art exhibitions
were promoted as events that would leave in their wakes transtormed viewers and

revolutionized artists. The Sonderbund exhibition in Cologne in 1912, the

Post-impressionism shows in London in 1910 and 1912, the Armory Show in New

York and Chicago in 1913, all were cast in the role of bringing modernism from
foreign shores to their respective aties. Such representations of the exhibition’s
transtormative power and historical mission were obviously related o the claims that
had already been made for more than half a century on behalf of the progress
embodied in universal exhibatsons, but now these claims were accelerated for the
distribution of modern art by an entreprencurial avant-g srdism, The precise
examples are less important here, though, than the largely unexplored questions they
raise, questions of how shows were seen o function in re lation to evervday hife and

the roles they were accorded in promotng arustic and socal developments
I : I
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VIEWERS IN THE EXHIBITION'S IMAGY

he third dimension of this history entails an analysis of spaces and installations

of the experiences — both social and phenomenological — they prepared for the

visitor. It asks how physical arrangements and methods of presentation sought

turn visitors into good viewers, and ther exhibitions could create through thes

means viewers in thewr own im e

Obviously here would be the place to describe thuse customs that suided art’s

lisplay in the eighreenth and mineteenth centuries — such things as frames, wal

colurs, picture hangs, room sizes, sky lights and potre | plants — all those things tha

seem rarely to have been described at the nme and ose selecton must have

been gusded by habit good taste, common sense. These were art ngements that

worked no doubr 1o s ho was the socially ag propriate viewer, what sort o

cavironment art required, where one should stand, even how one should regard o

works. Consider, for example, the emphases in this re presentation of a she

art circle in the 1860s (hg, 27.4) where the disposition of works ¢

nan intmate setnng scems o mvite close iy Specton, exe |::|l||hul t

" 27.5 Monerd Daumser, “Don’t you think, ey dusr, 2 persen st be a bit touched 1o have her portrait
done like that?”, from The Public of the Sslon, 1852

the actions of the standing and seated fipures

Here, too, would be the place to reckon with the changes that resulted in new

desires and values in view ng. A surprsing example ol innovation that has recently

to light is Jacques-Louis David's use of mirrors in exhibitions, firse in a L

apart wan 179 where a mirror was placed at a dist trom his Sabine Women

and again in a Pans apartment in 1824, where the mirror made his Mars disarmed

Venus seem, at first tuke, to be suspen i mad-air Dramanzing viewing from near

ad Far, inviting contrasts between surface ispection and disemt ed (llusionism

serving as a test of compositional coherence, the displays seem 1o have been de SIgne

o ntroduce a heightened consciousness of the st iges of viewing itsel£” Porentally

maore revealing for the history of display than these and other relatively isolated

« '\.Alll_lul: s ol innovaton 1'||:r|_.' this peniod, however, 1s the qu

estion of why
nstallation was not more olten called upon in such dramanc wavs 1o enhance,

torce or muluply ways of seeing. What was it abour painting that left i relatively

unattected in this age of dioramas, panoramas and other spectacular presentational

strategies? Were measures of decoruny appropriate for the exhibiton site and

wdience made to dictate modes of visuality sustable for the art. or vic




It’s often a conse quence of speaking of effects of Jn)-l.-_\ L0 assume a4 normative
viewer and 1o speak as if visitors were all properly sitwated or instructed, all acted
upon in such a way as to become identical to the presumed effect of the exhibinon
lesign. But we should also try to arrive at somse estimation of thase visitors who
would not have known to see inside an exhibition custom or to detect an innoy aton
and respond to it as such, those who continued 10 maintain their own wavs of sec ng
inside the show. The vast majority of such instances are, of course. unretrievable for
the history of spectatorship: the percepuons, acts or complaints of individuals who

tt no record

Sull, we do have vivid representations in caricatures and cnincism of aberrane
viewing. Consider, for instance, Daumier’s print with the caption “A person must be
s bat touched 1o have her portran done like that" (hg, 27.5). A rough-featured
woman looks at the statue before her as if it were a person, rather than apprehending
it \\lllnn I||-, Proper conventons: portraits are not ||||-|<'~., and nlnl:-\ not portrates
||,:||n ant of the categornies that s parate art from lite, the «p:'.u‘.l I cannot navigate the
Salon properly. Moreover, to make the wance all the more complete, we assume

that at’s she, in the print's toregroumd, 0 speaks the caption and blunders over
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rather than her male companion, «

e behind. Just as such rej

esentanons
expose the o entions of \'.||.:l=~v“||1'l- 1 tor good viewin; yexhibitnons now
become the publ petency. And in the cancatures, not
getting " clearly rey a4 matter ender
In contrast 1o the ¢ reducnion of the exhibition to a normative “it”™ 1o be
i1, however, the arrangeme ntions of many nincteenth ury show
v to have permitted and

arsons and criticism, for mple, amateurs

nhination on
and imagination that | wctnres of those works in fo spection, thu
allowr T APPrecianon n the studio. Rather th stion of
soond viewer based on the ellect ws of presentation, then it's probably
more productive to consider such mctiomng complexlyv in

Fvisitors. On the one hand, they set up a held of possibilan

1hon o

tting a range of gazes; on the other, they pr

against which class and gender could be fore

vided for some
sct of conventior

rrounded, and
competes .|‘-.-I]'u\lllrl‘l»l‘;ll}l:

IMPACT ON ARTISTIC PRODUCTION

work towards a fuller understanding seemn Lo be tl

dimensions of the modern art show: how exhibition form
femands have affected artiste production. In v ways did art interna
exhibition schedules, tormats, mades of uniry sociability
ts own production

ne could imagine

st the c-person show or more specif

show » ular i the 18905, Sinalarly, according to
David Cotngron, | s annual cecation in the carly twentieth century of a
large painting summanzing the state of his art was the carry-over of a Salon me
production, even though most of thes uding the Demose

were not intended for public presentation ar all wldition to such direct
connectsons which could readily :||‘[|l|‘]1-‘f‘ century, other more «
relations have yet to be explored, | wang to do s may have beer
toanncipate the less objective conditions of their own reception. \
ndhinons 've already touche 1upon, in discussing the public and private
ommercial L erinical dimensions of th vexhibinon and is claims to
represent a signibcant entaty greater than irse moan s largest frame intery
how these developments have been ¢ oplon

s might amount
rewrtning the history of modern

nucHpate | re




I want 1o conclude on a more modest note by asking what might be the value of such
a history for the way that we display modern art now.

One way 1o open up this question, at least regarding the exhibition of
mneteenth-century materials, is to reflect on how museums wsed the history of
display in the 1980s. Remember the Natonal € vallery, Washington's recreation in
1981 of a Pans Salon for “Rodin Rediscovered”? Exhibitions about exhibition
scemed to make for more adequately contextualized presentations of the works, even
to overcome the grear divide between the space of the muscum and the history of the
art. Thus, when Patricia Maimnardi « ritiqued the installation of the Musée d'Orsay,
she spoke in the name and defense of “history,” arguing that the museum’s contents
should be arranged as they would have been in nineteenth-century show s. Mainardi
ook the sitvation of a work's inmal ¢ xhibition ta be irs muost IIllJIIIlIL’_I'_II {for he ros
most overtly politicized ) context and contended ace ordingly thar the Orsay
installation should re slage the Salon’s confrontations Maner, say, versus the
scademic panters.'”

If the goal of simulating nineteenth-century exhibitions was to allow the modern
VIEWET o approximare how the are would have N CXPCric nced, what such
expenments have tended to produce mstead has been a disting tly twentierth-c cntury
form of specraculanizanon. In the nineteenth century, many display practices could

\ll“ seem extensions of other convennons in soctal ife , ol a spee m||/<'|| m‘»l.n“.zl:nn

that was itsell to be foregrounded. If for this and a number of other, equally obvious

Teasons our ¢ Xpencnces cannot he the same as nincteenth century viewers', l"",'"l"
mnstallation would better be conceived as a br idge from present o

An exte nsive '|i~.lnr\ ol ¢ \Inlnm-»n\, one <||n cted |l Ssat re«< reanng sped e \hn\l.\
and more at establishing the general horizons of nineteenth ce ntury practices, might
be drawn upon for these ends. Rather than atming toarrest the works and our
perception of them at a supposedly conclusive juncrure (in contrase 1o the
ln\llllp‘_\ \llll.l(ﬂl and on potng 'n\lulu sof |||-. nlm s !ln-nm‘l\ esh ot un'uln lv:'
preferable to devise installatsons thar ac knowledge the temporal Huidity of the
muscum SMpace il.lll\ 15 et '|'||'N|\‘I! m tavor of <||l|5"?’“ ||\ 'l'” I l'h\ rofta "|'!l rent
approach to how display might be historically informed For as 1 hope to have
suggested here, the exhibition of modern art is a far ric her, more uneven, multvalent
and consequential set of developments than we know how to trace or conce prualize
now. Dirawing out the broader issues that this history raises conce rming the viewing,
making and representing of modern are, both then and now, seems 1ts best use,

For a conclusion, let's back up one step. Before positing any use for its marerials, 4
study of thas history might hirst and foremaont provide some needed distance on the

present, when exhibition and installation have become bath a curatonial discipline




and an arristic medinm. We're no e ubt too close to this s tuaron as it has devel

over the past thirty years 1o grasp fully us

toncal stgmihicance. ( ampanson wat

the past two cent s may be

our best and perhaps our only means of throwiy g

relief the peculiarities of our own practices, 1

making them available lor cnin
analysis,
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