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Foreword

Ute Muller-Tischler

Curating and
Management
In Public Institutions

Against the backdrop of a
current change of gener-
ations in the management
and leadership positions
of museums and cultural
institutions in Berlin, the
Office of Continuing Ed-
ucation and Culture has
taken on the task to train
young academics.

In our two-year practical training programme
Curating and Management in Public Institu-
tions (C A M P 1), graduates of Master’s pro-
grammes can pursue a professional career
in the public cultural sector. The programme
provides postgraduate-level training in curat-
ing in public exhibition spaces, regional his-
tory museums, urban culture and art in urban
spaces, communication and education, pub-
lic administration and management, as well
as offering monthly compensation to partici-
pants. CURARE is an integral part of this pro-
gramme and focuses on the curatorial ele-
ment of the syllabus.

Under the guidance of mentors in the relevant
fields, the fellows are introduced to current
discourses and various methodologies of cu-
rating contemporary art and historical topics
as well as to management and fundraising
tools, audience development, art education
and communication.

During this two-year training programme, the
fellows participate in the artistic management
and curation of the Barenzwinger exhibition
space (English: Bear Pit; the facility housed
bears, Berlin’s heraldic animal, from 1939
to 2015) in the centre of Berlin. They devel-
op their own exhibition projects, they are in
charge of artistic collaborations and commu-
nication, they experiment with the space and
accompany the conservation of an important
architectural monument and site in Berlin.
While working together, the participants be-
come acquainted with ethical and social as-
pects of their curatorial practice and are able
to test new discourse formats. Above all, they
are given the opportunity to directly experi-
ence the resonance and impact of their ideas
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and working methods through the process of
their own curatorial projects.

To facilitate this experimental practice, we
launched the CURARE Curatorial Studies
programme in 20202, which fellows can take
part in free of charge, organised and led by
Solvej Helweg Ovesen (artistic director of
Galerie Wedding — Space for Contemporary
Art and XO Curatorial Projects in Berlin) and
carried out together with scientific assistant
loli Tzanetaki (curatorial department at EM2T
National Museum of Contemporary Art in
Athens). CURARE is based on the idea of cre-
ating sustainable access to existing curatorial
knowledge in the city. It is a practice-orient-
ed course fostering the development of cura-
torial profiles, artist and institution networks
through thematic, behind-the-scenes visits
to key institutions, with the participation of
practitioners from the international and local
atrt scenes. The course has a strong focus on
the urban space as well as alternative curato-
rial thinking as opposed to the current cultur-
al industry’s conventions.

Curating and Management in Public Institutions

For their conversation series, Ovesen and
Tzanetaki invited notable personalities such
as Krist Gruijthuijsen, director of KW Insti-
tute for Contemporary Art, Bonaventure Soh
Bejeng Ndikung, designated director of Haus
der Kulturen der Welt, the collective ruan-
grupa, artistic directors of documenta 15,
Agustin Peréz Rubio, curator of the 11*" Berlin
Biennale as well as the curators Oviil O. Dur-
musoglu and Joanna Warsza. The pages were
designed by Form und Konzept, the graphic
recordings created by Anna Lehmann, who
kindly provided the graphic recording of the
first two semesters.

| would like to thank all the contributors for
their interest and commitment to the CURA-
RE series. Without these important positions
in current international exhibition practice,
CURARE would not have been possible in this
form. | would especially like to thank Solvej
Helweg Ovesen and loli Tzanetaki, whose in-
spiring ideas and professional organisation
were a blessing for all of us.

Ute Muller-Tischler




Editorial

Solve] Helweg Ovesen

Imperfect Machines:
Amplifying Threads
and Creating Shifts

The Curare Reader comprises current in-
fluential curatorial practices in the field of
contemporary art from a hands-on perspec-
tive. Through transcribed lectures and in-
terviews with acknowledged curators, the
Reader covers various practices of sustain-
able curating, exhibition making as a form
of storytelling and proposes new post-pan-
demic curatorial formats, spaces, milieus
and archives. Next to collective, parasitic
and post-colonial forms of curating, it also
allows for a glimpse inside processes of in-
stitution building and shaping. Topics such
as the curation of art projects based on ar-
tistic research and the curatorial voice are
equally touched upon.

This Reader has been launched in congru-
ence with CURARE Curatorial Studies, a
course that has been running in Berlin since
2020 and which is designed for younger cu-
rators working in communal galleries in cen-
tral Berlin.

Aside from its primary focus, the CURARE
Reader may be of relevance to anyone in-
terested in developing their own curatorial
position and entrepreneurial practice, who
is curious about key curatorial ideas of our
time, which are locally applicable as well as
non-eurocentric.
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The CURARE Curatorial Studies course
was incepted by the Head of the Cul-
tural Department of the District Office
in Central Berlin, Ute Miller-Tischler, in
conjunction with CURARE'’s scientific
assistant loli Tzanetaki and myself, the
undersigned, as artistic director. The
course takes a hands-on, professional
and entrepreneurial curatorial approach,
grounding its paedagogy on dialogue and
exchange. The collaboration with Tzanetaki,
who has now become the head of the cura-
torial departmentat EM2T Nationaltion-
al Museum of Contemporary Art, the largest
contemporary art institution in Athens, has
been instrumental in raising political aware-
ness and reflection in regards to contents
and production of artworks as well as cura-
torial methods and concepts. The Reader is
greatly informed by CURARE Curatorial Stud-
ies’ focus on working as a curator for the City
of Berlin, within Berlin’s central district. It ref-
erences the local art scene, its history and
development thanks to the many internation-
al curators who are based in the city and who
contribute to the large diversity of exhibitions
and an overall international atmosphere.

Imperfect Machines: Amplifying Threads and Creating Shifts

The Reader contains edited
transcripts of lectures given
during the course and very
frank and openhearted inter-
views that had been co-con-
ducted by the Curare partici-
pants (the participants are all
mentioned by name in the le-
gal notice and figure in the in-
terviews as "Curare participant"). The contri-
butions to the reader are on Sustainable and
Deep Curating, a practice-based ste-by-step
guide written by the undersigned, Bonven-
ture Soh Bejeng Ndikung on Savvy Contem-
porary and Sonsbeek 2020-24, ruangrupa on
documenta 15 (Ade Damawan, Iswanto Har-
tono), Krist Gruijthuijsen on "tackling" and
shaping KW in Berlin as an institution, Rags
Media Collective (Shuddhabrata Sengupta
and Jeebesh Bagchi) on practising collectivi-
ty and the intra-curatorial Q, Oviil O. and Joan-
na Warsza on "Die Balkone" (German: "the
balconies") and DIY curating, Agustin Pérez
Rubio on postcolonial curating and the 11th
Berlin Biennale, Christina Landbrecht on the
meaning of artistic research and the curating
of art and knowledge production processes.
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In a political climate where global shifts and
imbalances have become tangible, where the
COVID-19 pandemic still greatly affects the lo-
cal and global art scenes, where the scarcity of
natural resources starts being a non-negotiable
issue also in the field of curating, new curatorial
formats, spaces and measures of care and col-
lectivity are urgently needed. The Curare Read-
eris aresponse to these needs and endeavours
to foster adequate practices - be they within or
outside established institutions. The Reader is
a collective digest and journey along seminal
curatorial threads we would like to share and
discuss, with a focus on the entanglements of
the roles of the artist and the curator.

In "CURARE: Sustainable Curating" you will
find an introduction to ways of following a
sustainable and in-depth curatorial model
leading you to questions about how to adapt
your curatorial practice and team to the cur-
rent and future climate and environment. Cu-
rating has the potential to become a practice
of "taking care" (Latin: "cura", meaning: "the
care, the cure") of artworks, narratives, peo-
ple, teams, audiences and nature, along with
the many other organisms that live on Earth
at large. The attitude of the curator, but also
the leader of any team, needs to adapt or

Imperfect Machines: Amplifying Threads and Creating Shifts

change as working conditions and contents
change. Hence, this contribution here serves
as a protocol or inspirational step-by-step
guide to ‘deep curating' or ‘sustainable cu-
rating’. The guide is formulated as a series of
questions about time, output, resources, me-
dia use, narratives, production, mobility and
presence that is applicable to different local
contexts and can help address and enforce
sustainable exhibition making.

This in turn will positively impact on the aes-
thetic result and quality of the exhibition ex-
perience overall.

Exhibition making is a hands-on concept de-
scribing the process of curating. In his elabo-
ratetexttitled"Exhibition Making" Bonaventure
Soh Bejeng Ndikung discusses experimental
exhibition making, the crafting of spaces, and
storytelling as a curatorial practice. He shares
his methods that he has been developing with-
in the context of SAVVY Contemporary — lab-
oratory of form-ideas, Berlin, in an illuminat-
ing dialogue with the CURARE team. "Starting
this space was daring enough, but we thought
that we had another story to tell. And | think
the whole process of SAVVY has been about
telling those other stories. What | know is
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that exhibition making is storytelling. There's
a reason why SAVVY is called a laboratory of
form-ideas, because, as | said, it's all about ex-
perimentation. We all try things out here, and
then we do exhibitions in other places. | think
that the question as to what curating is can-
not only be answered theoretically," says the
founder of Savvy Contemporary, Berlin, and
future director of Haus der Kulturen der Welt,
Berlin, from 2023 onwards. "Exhibition mak-
ing" describes how Ndikung practically works
as a curator, selects artists, and deals with di-
verse obstacles in biennials such as in "Ren-
contres Africaines de la Photographie" in Mali,
2020, and big recurring art events like Sons-
beek 2021-24, in Arnhem, Netherlands, where
the concept concerns labour and sound, ask-
ing "What stories do we want to tell? Where
do we find these stories?"

In the following pre-documenta 15 text "Para-
sitic Curating and Rotating Roles" two mem-
bers of ruangrupa (the curators of documenta
15), Ade Damawan and Iswanto Hartono, in-
troduce their Jakarta-based interdisciplinary
collective. In ruangrupa every member works
on many different jobs next to their collective
art projects, and this seems to be a recipe for
keeping the interdisciplinary curatorial group
together for more than 20 years.

Imperfect Machines: Amplifying Threads and Creating Shifts

Ade Damawan gives an insight into the politi-
cal background of ruangrupa: "When we met
in the 1990s, we started by criticising power
and the establishment. Power is also one of
the factors that we constantly question in a
lot of different ways. We know that we also live
within this power structure, we experience it
in our daily life. Curating is also a product of
that relationship. We do organic curating. Itis
really about formalityt and informality."

Ruangrupa also speak about their lumbung
practice behind documenta 15. To this day
they succeed in finding (informal) ways of
working in parallel with, or even 'parasitically’
from within, existing power structures.

DAMAWAN: "l think a collective
practice is healthier when every-
one is bringing their own resourc-
es with them rather than thinking
collectively as being the main re-
source. That's what we talk about
with our lumbung idea (lumbung
means collective rice barn or stor-
age in Indonesian) as a concept of
gathering knowledge, artists and
people for documenta.”
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With documenta 15, not a theme, but a prac-
tice is the starting point of the curatorial con-
cept. As Damawan puts it:

“(...) lumbung refers to a way of
working (...). We are trying not to
see documenta 15 as the end of it,
but are thinking of ways to go be-
yond that."

In "Shaping an Institution" Krist Gruijthuijsen
explains: "Now, I'm talking to you from the po-
sition of being a director of an institution. (...)
That is also a very clear autonomous practice
that brings a lot of different things together —
| am either running the institution or editing
books or producing performances or mak-
ing exhibitions of my own, the role doesn't
just entail being the director of an institution.
There are many ways to approach this role,
'to tackle instituting', as one says these days.
We are restructuring and re-establishing the
institution internally now. (...) | didn’t want to
build an institution that's moulded after one
person or one voice that decides everything.
| don't think that this represents the time we
live in anymore (...)" Later he explains how he
develops KW into a multi-vocal space, "That's
why we built up a larger curatorial team. | did
that to have more input, but also to tap into
more issues within the city. (...) | also wanted
to give curators more time to go in-depth into
certain research topics.

Imperfect Machines: Amplifying Threads and Creating Shifts

That said, we are an artist-driven institution.
So,we're not HKW (Abbreviation for "Haus der
Kulturen der Welt", English: "House of World
Cultures"), we're not a research-based insti-
tution. The research always translates into
an artistic venture." Gruijthuijsen’s interview
narrates how the ambition to embrace mul-
tiple communities in KW is backed up by the
collaboration with many different, extraordi-
nary artistic voices, as well as by a space for
the production of art itself, as opposed to its
sole representation.

Along the lines of artist-curating and artists
shaping influential institutions, Rags Media
Collective, founded in Delhi, India, in 1992,
here represented by two of the three mem-
bers, Jeebesh Bagchi and Shuddhabrata Sen-
gupta, opens the door to their curatorial prac-
tice and to ways of how the "infra-curatorial”
functions in regards to collective curating.
In "Practicing Collectivity: What is possible
and not yet forbidden?" Jeebesh Bagchi ex-
plains that "as a collective, we start on specif-
ic threads by generating an axial moment or
theme or drawing in a source and then we try
to think of the various "shifts" that this produc-
es. One of the questions that has occupied us
since our inception is that of the "arena". We
are interested in looking within the "arena" at
infrastructures and relationships that bring
people together, as well as the knowledge,
sentiments, thresholds, and affects that are
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produced from it. Two more concepts impor-
tant to us are what we call "minor practices”
and "infra-practices". "Minor practices" are
practices that keep "infra-practices" in oper-
ation, that transform infrastructures."

In the early 2000s, years prior to the COVID-19
pandemic situation, where many residencies
and lectures now naturally can take place on-
line, Rags Media Collective had already been
working with the idea of artistic online and of-
fline "co-presences" for decades, both as a col-
lective and with fellows. Sarai was an umbrel-
la organisation instituted by them that hosted
around 600 interdisciplinary fellowships on-
and offline in India, created discourses and
published the Sarai Reader 01-09. Shuddhabra-
ta Sengupta says that the key to pushing the
frontiers of creativity in the urban sphere lies
in paying attention to what is not yet forbidden:

"Many of the things that are possible
are notyet forbidden and what is not
yet forbidden is a space of openness
where you can push the frontiers of
what culture is, what contemporary
art is, what intellectual life is, what
can be thought and spoken and said
in a city."

10
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From the collective and urban trajectory, we
move on to study the insights of DIY curat-
ing during the COVID-19-related lockdowns
in Berlin. Over the course of 2020 and 2021,
Oviil O. Durmusoglu and Joanna Warsza craft-
ed and realised the successful curatorial pro-
ject "Die Balkone" (German: "the balconies")
with more than 50 artists in their neighbour-
hood, Prenzlauer Berg, Berlin. Subsequently,
they co-authored the text "Art as— Recovery,
Necessity, Togetherness— On Die Balkone
and on what to go back to and what not?". As
an immediate remedy to the lack of mutual
inspiration amongst creative practitioners,
the creatives, intimacy, sociability, and simul-
taneously propelling ideas for new creative
formats of local curating, they invented this
viral art event that took place on private bal-
conies and house facades in Berlin. What is
now a legendary story of how the display of
art returned home to its neighbourhood and
roots of production, started like this: "It was
a warm sunny afternoon despite the state
of exception. We sat on a bench and talked
about hope and possibilities, which brought
us to talk about the balconies and their politi-
cal history as stages of resilience and as plac-
es both private and public at the same time.
Balconies as terraces of openness and hope,
as well as platforms for authoritarianism and
supremacy (...)" The text is a vivid account by
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two of Berlin’s acclaimed international cura-
tors and ends with a plea for DIY freelance
curatorship with the potential to invent new
entrepreneurial and urgent concepts.

In the following interview, curator Agustin
Pérez Rubio speaks about the 11" berlin bi-
ennale, which he co-curated togehter with
Maria Berrios, Renata Cervetto, and Lisette
Lagnado, in 2020, also in times of lockdowns.
The biennial, entitled "The Crack Begins With-
in", covered important themes such as men-
tal health, psychological and integrity-related
constraints as a consequence of abuse and
colonisation. "Decolonising the Mind - Curat-
ing in Times of Crises" includes reflections on
the curatorial and especially artistic approach-
es to restituting the histories, minds, and sen-
sitivities at large affected by long-term effects
of colonisation mainly in Latin America.

"Imagine that until the 1990s, the
books, the educational books for
children, in the entirety of Latin
America, mainly came from two
Spanish publishers. And they were
called "The discovery of the Amer-
icas" — not the conquest but the
discovery of the Americas! So even
in their own countries, they learn
that they "discovered" Argentina,
Brazil etc. This coloniality is implied
— it is implied that the knowledge

comes "from Europe to us"".

11
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Furthermore, Pérez explains how the pan-
demic precautions influenced the collective
curatorial work, the spatial strategies of the
biennial, and the exhibition design.

As a shift towards the subject of artistic prac-
tice and to round off the Reader, the following
and final text revolves around the artist as re-
searcher. What is artistic research? How do
artists and scientists collaborate? Whenis the
exhibition a laboratory? Christina Landbrecht,
the programme director at the Ernst Schering
Foundation’s Project Space, Berlin, reminds us
that "we need the lab to disrupt our habits of
seeing, to disrupt our sense of scale (...)". The
interview carries the title "It is wrong to expect
art to be scientific knowledge production!".
According to her curatorial experience sup-
porting and conducting processes of artistic
research, art is not here to generate scientific
knowledge. Based on the concrete example of
the exhibition "TEMPERATE" by artist Susanne
M. Winterling, she reflects: "Do artists have to
supply the world with innovations? Perhaps
there are even cases where art and science
collaborations lead to new findings that might
eventually even result in the filing of a new pat-
ent. That is completely legitimate, but it would
be a completely wrong expectation of an art-
ist. And this is precisely why research in art
should mean something different to the mean-
ing the term research has in science. Artistic
research should be regarded as a way of shak-
ing certainties and taking a new, bold look at
what we thought was 'true'." Left to say is only
to enjoy the threads and shifts discussed and
proposed here in the CURARE Reader.

Solvej Helweg Ovesen
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“CURARE" in Latin means “to take care”. A cu-
rator is someone who takes care of, and over-
sees exhibitions, but today a curator has to
care of much more. The care part increases
in our times of crises and the overall acceler-
ation of living, working and producing. In my
view, the curator is someone who takes care
of the next generation’s needs all the while
negotiating visions and choices of artists in
the here and now, generating knowledge,
planning pay rolls, applying for funding, writ-
ing, leading teams and managing human re-
sources. Not to mention also handling mate-
rial resources, defining the project pace, and
thus managing stress of the collective body
behind the artwork production, up to caring
about the carbon-dioxide emissions of the
artists’ and audience’s travels. To curate sus-
tainably today is to care about the production
of artworks, redistribution of resources, the
carbon footprint as well as the people we
work with and who will live with the footprint
even after the completion of projects. Fur-
thermore, learning from our predecessors
(curators, artists, technicians) is also crucial.
On the level of authorship and the passing on
of knowledge, we can learn from their expe-
rience in making exhibitions with low or no
electricity consumption, low emission or land

CURARE: Sustainable and Deep Curating

“Sustainable development meets the needs
of the present without compromising the
ability of future generations to meet their
own needs.”

Gro Harlem Brundtland, 1987

travels as opposed to carbon intensive flights.
Secondly, these predecessors unfortunately
left us with a negative climate development
beyond human reach due to their lifestyles
and consumption habits. We need to critical-
ly assess those and counter them with alter-
native hands-on strategies.

This text is about my position and practice as
a curator and presents the model for sustain-
able curating that | have been developing and
practising as a leader of an art institution and
in the frame of various festivals over the past
decade. It is crucial for me that the quality of
an art experience stays on a high level aes-
thetically speaking and on a deep level con-
tent-wise, while the use of resources for this
very art experience remains low and efficient.
It is important to let especially time, but also
exchange with artists, communities, experts,
and audiences, work for and towards our final
exhibition result.

14
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CURARE: Sustainable and Deep Curating

“Low carbon exhibitions require extra planning, innovation,
and shifting of some of the aesthetic standards of tradition-
al exhibitions. Such approaches should be seen as in line
with a global turn in curating towards socially engaged pro-
jects and slow curating. Take the pressure off yourself and
take some pressure off the climate.”

Why Sustainable Curating?

Almost a decade ago | started developing a
curatorial and institutional approach that | de-
scribe as a “sustainable curating model”. It is
a way of working with resources consciously,
with afocus on quality, engaging healthily with
teams and artists, materials, timeframes, re-
covery, presence, transport, media, research,
communities, and knowledge productionasa
response to neoliberal mechanisms of accel-
eration, overproduction, high carbon-dioxide
emissions, and exploitative means of exhibi-
tion making.

Shifting exhibitions, international blockbust-
er shows and biennials, as well as art fairs,
produce a serious carbon footprint and leave
a tremendous amount of waste behind them;
they are often executed under stressful work-
ing conditions with burn outs as a result, on
limited budgets, having notorious underpay-
ment of artists as a their consequence. This
kind of practice is questionable for many rea-
sons. What is the alternative? Can we find
models that function for everyone involved?

15

Synthetic Collective

Furthermore, the field of curating exhibitions
changes as much as our global reality chang-
es. In the last decade a series of system col-
lapses, ecological catastrophes and other
ground shaking events related to resource
conflicts such as the current war in Ukraine,
affected our needs and possibilities of creat-
ing and leasing visions. The “cura” part (from
Latin: “CURARE", meaning: “to take care of”)
has been becoming ever more important in
our curating jobs and curatorial concepts.
Taking care of both artworks, meanings, peo-
ple, teams, audiences, nature and the many
organisms that exist on Earth at large. The at-
titude of the curator, but also the leader of any
team, immediately needs to adopt or change
when working conditions and content flip. My
contribution to the CURARE Curatorial Studies
programme-which | founded together with
the City of Berlin—and to the field of curating
in general, is a protocol or inspirational step-
by-step guide to what | call “deep curating”
or “sustainable curating”. The guide is formu-
lated as a series of questions and hopefully
functions in different local contexts.
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Deep Curating

Deep curating is both a leadership form in-
volving feedback loops (strategy adjustment
according to running peer group and team
evaluations) and a way of curating, i.e. devel-
oping high quality exhibitions — content-wise
and aesthetically. It is a rhythmical process
of integrating all aspects of exhibition mak-
ing. It is circular, content-driven, deeply root-
ed aesthetically, yet blossoming, aware and
available for sharing. It is a formula of creative
space making which adds to urban develop-
ment and serves as both a local sustainable
practice and a guidance for survival. Deep
curating is caring for a narrative that never
ends, but hosts many ruptures and a strong
commitment to the debate of values, sensa-
tions or conflicts with our allies. Deep curat-
ing replaces resource waste with added time,
time that can be spent recycling creativity per
exhibition.

| had the privilege of working non-commer-
ciallyin the communal Galerie Wedding —
Space For Contemporary Art, in Berlin's cen-
tral district, where | acted as both director and
curator, curating on and off with other select
curators since 2015. This work experience
enabled me to develop a consistent model of
deep curating. | had the time to play out seem-

16
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ingly unresolvable conflicts of interest in con-
temporary and future models of cohabitation,
community and society building in the con-
text of contemporary art and performance.

| have run, and fine-tuned, the model over the
past 8 years in one institution where the focus
was to practise an ever more sustainable way
of curating, sharing knowledge and develop-
ing long-term narratives, spaces and process-
es as well as resources. However, | trust that
these ideas can be adapted to many different
curatorial practices. | call this format of mak-
ing exhibitions ‘slow’ or ‘deep’ curating: Over
the course of one year, one artist and one

or two curators, along with the gallery team,
flesh out a subject together and produce an
extended solo exhibition with context-specif-
ic artworks — often together with a network
of partners, performers and thinkers.

The entire team dives into and co-creates a
specific artistic vision, discourse or universe
while preparing the exhibition. An exhibition
here is not just the final haptic or ephemeral
result of this process, but a social space of
knowledge-sharing and communal acting,
experimenting as well as empowerment. An
exhibition does not per se have a media chan-
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nel. The media in my view has to follow the
content — if a beer or beer campaign speaks
better about how to surpass racist stereotyp-
ing, then the key to developing the exhibition
is brewing abeer as we did with Emeka Ogboh
in “Original Sufferhead”, 2016, and “Beast of
No Nation”, 2018. Beer brewing, i.e. the cre-
ation of a taste based on demographic data,
the narrative of its ingredients and an artisti-
cally staged ‘advertising campaign’ thus be-
come the channel of communication itself.

Deep curating can mean shaping according
to content, going wide socially, delving deep
artistically, and allowing for discursive con-
flictand research while taking time, sourcing
carbon-neutral materials and solutions, and
exchanging perspectives amongst co-au-
thors of an art project. Ideally, this allows for
an artistic oeuvre, vision, or an urban situa-
tion to be lit up from within, above and be-
hind, and to be shared amongst a group of
people for an indeterminate amount of time.
We have invited artists from around the world
to Galerie Wedding, who live, temporarily re-
side, and work in Berlin, to exchange ideas
with our audiences as well as with us as the
team, about how to reach out to each other
beyond our differences.

CURARE: Sustainable and Deep Curating

We have probed artistic propositions, uni-
verses and networks that empower experts
and non-experts alike, to think ‘beyond’ privi-
leged patriarchal, white, healthy or capitalist
positions where one ‘does not have to worry’
about each other, about the future, money,
safety, health or education.

We, in the different and sometimes overlap-
ping teams | have led, have given ourselves
time and emotional space to think about and
engage critically with sustainable exhibition
making, demographic flows, structural and
everyday racism, the problems of homoge-
nised and hegemonic ethnic, social, and aes-
thetic ‘Reinheit’ (English: purity). This new
model of curating wishes to empower new-
comers and creative minds uniting the Global
South and North in one conflictual body, while
dealing with the difficulty of undoing our own
privileges and prejudices, with respect to our
own vulnerability.
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Sustainable Curating, step by step

In this second and last part of my text | will
present a guide to sustainable and deep cu-
rating, which also considers questions that
may come up in the process of developing
one’s own sustainable curatorial model.

1. TIME Long-term collaborations with
local artists create deeper narratives

An essential element in sustainable curating
and artwork production is to work with local
artists or artists who are already regularly vis-
iting. In the event that there won't be any oth-
er option than to fly someone into the country,
then the length of stay of the artist should be
extended accordingly in order to encourage
deeper collaboration and long-term process-
es which help broaden knowledge-sharing.

An even more motivating factor— for me at
least — is that such long-term collaborations
with the artists and production teams, i.e. their
artwork and exhibition content, tend to pro-
mote deeper and more poignant narratives
for the audiences. The bridging between local
and global readings of an artwork becomes
clearer and more precise. More often than not
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these new commissions, artwork productions
or performances end up travelling to more in-
stitutions and are being seen by more people.

2. REUSING and extending existing
artworks and materials. Is it possible?

Reusing materials and developing existing
works is an integral part of a sustainable cu-
rating practice. Not everything has to be new.
When we present an artwork or an exhibition,
it is best practice curatorially speaking to ver-
ify if there is an already existing work that can
be developed further in terms of its content.
This would help minimise overproduction and
over-information. On a more practical level, it
is important to search for technical solutions
to lower electricity consumption when set-
ting up an exhibition (example: an artwork’s
sound is only played when a member of the
audience enters the exhibition space and
triggers the movement sensor linked to the
artwork. So the sound doesn’t play non-stop,
even when there's no-one in the space, un-
necessarily consuming energy) and to check
with local providers if reusing material for dis-
play or the work itself is possible. Make a list
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of local sustainable firms, printers and pro-
viders to have at hand.

3. LIMIT TRAVELS and transport.
Can this be done?

Over the past decades, many exhibitions and
artist collaborations have been short-term in-
ternational exchanges, prepared in a hurry.
This is the sure way to large cargo transports
of artworks, international and transcontinen-
tal flights for only a couple of days, and pricey
production costs. Art fairs and biennials are
often examples of such high CO2 emission
events. As we still live in times where access
to recycled materials takes longer than to
their non-sustainable counterparts, this time
pressure prevents us from finding recycled
materials and inventing ecological solutions.
So slowing down the exhibition making pro-
cess overall, including the setting up part,
with the artist and institutional teams from
eg. 2 months to 6-12 months, involving artist
residencies and overland travel, will provide
time for sustainable low-emission transport
and alternative local solutions, thus eliminat-
ing the amount of human and material trans-
port.
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4. DO LESS events and exhibitions,
spread them out geographically, and
gain more funding and attention for
each one. Can the amount of events
be less?

With sustainable curating, the quality instead
of quantity of exhibitions and events is very
important. | spend a lot of time synchronis-
ing themes and interests to create less, more
dense exhibitions, festivals and programmes
with more funding and audience. We need
to be critical about the accelerated increase
of cultural offers in capitals and be able to
spread them more geographically, including
the margins of big cities or densely populated
regions. Sustainable curating means provid-
ing access to art to new audiences.

5. PING PONG WITH OTHER CURATORS
and Overarching Themes: can com-
munities, networks, research and dis-
courses be entangled?

As an organic narrative in my curatorial
work, collaborating with other curators in
a ping pong fashion, | developed overarch-
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ing themes spanning two years, such as
“Post-Otherness Wedding POW”, “Unsustain-
able Privileges UP”", “Soft Solidarity SoS”, and
“Existing Otherwise XO". These themes build
upon each other and respond to the current
zeitgeist or crises, connecting contemporar-
ies, the next generation, and predecessors,
bringing together artists, curators and audi-
ences. Experiences are being transferred,
so discourses can be developed sustainably,
and audiences turn into a community.

This ping pong approach to curating natural-
ly challenges monopoly positions amongst
curators and artist communities. It is crucial
for my proposed sustainable and deep curat-
ing model to exchange with other curators
as a long-term commitment, continuous-
ly searching for artists beyond the confines
of a curator’s own country of residence and
across all age groups. In doing so, we prevent
ourselves from being locked inside our own
curator ego, limited imagination and knowl-
edge, but instead, dynamically develop our
curatorial practice in a healthy feedback loop
with all the other curators involved. In the
same vein, | always support artist and thinker
collaborations —the curator does not have to
be the only exchange partner for the artist.

CURARE: Sustainable and Deep Curating

To printa book or publish an ebook is an expe-
rience as well as knowledge production. The
act of archiving and sharing knowledge is a
sustainable way of thinking about learning:
the experiences and knowledge are no longer
only kept in-house, but are being passed on
to others who might be interested and ben-
efit from such experiences and knowledge.
Within that context, choosing what needs
printing as well as finding a sustainably oper-
ating printer, becomes equally important.

FOCUSSED COMMUNICATION
Is it possible to create a focussed and
peaceful space for communication and
education?

It is important to meet teams and artists in
person, create rituals and regular meeting
times, so that they don’t become subject to
constant interruptions and can share know-
ledge in an undisturbed fashion. Considering
the notoriously rapid flow of correspondence
via emails, instant messages and Zoom calls,
sustainable curating aims at fostering effi-
ciency in meetings all the while limiting the
round-the-clock availability of all the people
involved in the exhibition making. Practically
speaking, this implies reducing the amount of
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messages —ofanykind— exchanged, as well
as setting up defined work hours (no evening
and weekend work as a basic rule of thumb).
With the omni-presence of the digital screen
and an internalised attitude towards self-ex-
ploitation due to neoliberalism, many people
have unlearned how to pace themselves. In
terms of press work and distribution, it is im-
portant to send out consistent and thorough
material when reaching out to audiences,
as opposed to “spamming” them with daily
messages on social media for instance. It is
important to be mindful about the amount of
information that is being put out through an
art institution’s PR channels, be they posters,
flyers, photos, texts, videos, or digital data in
general. Questions that should accompany
the PR work are: can | reduce the amount of
information | send out, how much data do |
really need to promote the work, how many
posters are really necessary to be printed?

Itis furthermore key to incorporate regenera-
tion time for staff, artists, audiences and one-
self—-whether this means breaks between
exhibitions, events, at conferences or in your
own speech or whether it is dealing with re-
covery from work, a crisis, physical or men-
tal iliness. When it comes to communication,
the sustainable curating model foresees time
and space for pauses, dialogues, sessions,
and an environment of care and connectivity.
This will lay the ground for a curatorial work
experience based on sustainable efficiency.
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Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung: I'm very happy for
every chance | getto communicate and share
the little | know. We've been running SAVVY
for the past 11 years, since 2009, and it's more
or less an experimental space. | associate cu-
rating with experimentation. It's very much
about daring to do stuff. It was a very daring
act to say that we're going to create an art
space in Berlin at a time when there are quite
a lot of art spaces around. And that’s the first
question to ask yourself: “Why do you need
the space?” Starting this space was daring
enough, but we thought that we had anoth-
er story to tell. And | think the whole process
of SAVVY has been about telling those other
stories. What | know is that exhibition making
is storytelling.

There's a reason why SAVVY is called a lab-
oratory of form-ideas, because, as | said, it's
all about experimentation. We all try things
out here, and then we do exhibitions in other
places. | think that the question as to what
curating is cannot only be answered theoret-
ically. One has to answer in a practical way.
| was curating the photography biennial in
Bamako, Mali last year, and during a confer-
ence one of the speakers started his pres-
entation with a picture of me. He had taken
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the picture on the day of the opening when |
was on a ladder trying to change the light. He
started the conference by saying that this is
what curating is, doing very practical things
as well. It’s far from just sitting there and writ-
ing brilliant concepts. Everybody can write a
brilliant concept, but putting things in rela-
tion to one another in a way that they can tell
stories is even more important.

| am currently working on a project in Arn-
hem, which was supposed to start this year
in the summer, but unfortunately, because of
COVID-19, we had to postpone it. With a team
of five curators we're doing two editions of
Sonsbeek Festival (Netherlands), 2020 and
2024. Sonsbeek is a historical exhibition;
it's actually the third oldest of such large-
scale exhibitions. There is the Venice Bienni-
al, the Whitney Biennial and then Sonsbeek
which was initiated in 1949 as a post-war
project that saw art as a possibility of rec-
onciliation. So, it's a very seminal exhibition
project. We're working on something called
force times distance with the team, which
is a formula for work. We're actually looking
at labour and sonic ecology. The thematic
framework includes all forms of labour, from
paid to unpaid. In terms of the format, we're
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trying to make exhibitions in different public
spaces, which is also what is expected of us.
When | received the invitation to apply for
Sonsbeek, one of the first questions | had to
answer was: “What is a public space? How
do we think of and expand public space?” |
thought of outdoor public spaces but also
looked at museums as public spaces, looked
at the radio as a public space, the Internet as
a public sphere. We tried to conceive an ex-
hibition that could manifest itself in all these
different spaces - that was our methodology.

Because sound plays an important role in
my work, we tried to create the possibility of
narrating stories around labour through mu-
sic and sound - for example, we included the
songs of seamen, of sailors, the songs of the
workers at the plantations, and so on and so
forth. There is no particular way in which |
came to the subject of labour. The call was
the following: propose something contem-
porary, something that is very unique to our
time. So, | thought, that | wanted to propose
something that has always been unique with
every time, that has always been contem-
porary. And the question of labour is, in my
opinion, something that has always been
contemporary. In all ages, we've had issues
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with labour, labour rights, how much peo-
ple are paid or even not paid at all. We can
see what happened a few months ago, even
when everybody was social distancing, peo-
ple still had to be imported to Germany to dig
out the asparagus or work at the meat facto-
ries — labour always plays an important role

| was looking at labour and trying to find ways

of narrating it, so the question that came
about was: “What medium should we use?”
And to me, the sonic became a very impor-
tant medium in expressing this narrative. |
was thinking of protest songs - all worker’s
unions have these songs, that's how they
share their problems etc.

Normally, when you're invited to do a bien-
nial like this, you have a year or two to pre-
pare, then you come to the place, you do
everything quickly and you leave. If you're
lucky, people will understand what you are
trying to do, if you're not lucky, you are just
like a UFO that lands in the place and then
you leave and there’s little or no impact left
behind. What we're trying to do is to advo-
cate towards the stretching of that format,
by doing two editions in which we will focus
on two main points, one in 2021 and one in
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2024. But we also do a lot of things in be-
tween, residency programmes, educational
programmes, performances, we invite artists
to come and spend a longer time in Arnhem
and so on. We are trying to rethink the format
of a large-scale exhibition. Originally, | want-
ed to focus on Arnhem as a small city, but the
more | thought about it, the more | wanted to
stretch it out in terms of geography.

Sonsbeek in the past mainly included sculp-
ture, architecture and installations. In 1972,
Rick Vermeulen did an important edition of
Sonsbeek that was about technology. There
were a lot of sound works involved, there
were exhibitions happening in phone booths
around the city and in other places in the
Netherlands. So, people in the past have ex-
perimented in different ways. When ruangru-
pa did the last edition, I'm building on that
history, there’s not much I'm inventing. It’s re-
ally about building on what already exists and
that is very important for me in terms of meth-
odology. | don't want to discover anything, |
don’t want to invent much, | want to build on
that which exists. There's a kind of fetish of in-
vention, while most things have already been
invented. It's about identifying what is there
and building and giving credit to those things
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that already exist. In a lot of cases, people will
come and say, “l invented this” which most
times will be a lie, usually somebody else al-
ready did it. | want to be cautious about this.
When you do an exhibition like this, you're not
inventing the world, you're building on what
is already there. This is called the politics of
referencing.

What is also very important for me, is that the
curatorial team includes many people. | real-
ly like collective thinking. That is why at SAV-
VY, at any given time, at least 25 people are
thinking and working on different subjects,
and even though sometimes it's not very co-
ordinated, things come together eventually.
That's the beauty of it, it's not always perfect-
ly choreographed.

CURARE participant How do you research
artists for Sonsbeek?

BSBN | think there were about 16 curators that
were invited from around the world. Once
you were invited you had to make a proposal,
where you were asked to include the names
of a few artists who you would want to work
with. | was looking at people who are work-
ing on the topic of labour and whose practic-
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es are influenced by sound. Then | was ap-
pointed artistic director and | started thinking
about who to include in the curatorial team. |
knew that | wanted to work with mostly Neth-
erlands-based curators. Also, whenever | do
a project somewhere in the world, at least
one person from SAVVY comes along. This
time it was Antonia Alampi. We wanted to
work with curators based in the Netherlands,
so we were looking at people in the Nether-
lands who were not necessarily seen in the
mainstream narrative as Dutch curators. So,
we included Amal Alhag whose parents are
from Somalia or Vincent van Velsen and so
on. It's important to be able to express the
multiplicity of histories within that particular
space.

Then the next thing was to think of who could
fit in this concept. It's always a two-way
street. You are looking for artists that are al-
ready working on this topic and also looking
for artists who you think you could challenge
to work in this particular direction. It's always
in these two different directions that | go. The
second thing is, and this is an important part
of our practice, that we always make sure that
we do not only invite European artists. We try
to invite artists from a wide range of geogra-
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phies and cultural bearings to be part of the
exhibition. We also make sure that we do not
only invite men because that is the tenden-
cy — every time you look at a panel you see
five men sitting there. We try to be sensitive
about those things, at SAVVY these topics are
constantly in question. These are some of the
criteria we consider and, of course, the issue
of medium - who can work with sculpture or
sound for instance. We also invited painters,
for example, Violet Kootenay, who's a bril-
liant painter from Zimbabwe. She is incredi-
bly young, only 25 years old, but she’s one of
the most fantastic painters | know. | had nev-
er met her in person before, | just knew her
work from seeing it in exhibitions. | met her for
the first time when | invited her to the Neth-
erlands to come for a site visit. | thought she
was somebody | could commission to make
some new works. There was a particular sto-
ry that | knew | wanted to be commissioned
to a painter. The story is the following:

We went to visit one of the castles in Arn-
hem. It was a beautiful castle, and it was full
of paintings of 18"-century dark bourgeoisie.
Which s fine, | don't have a problem with that.
| asked the people at the castle about how the
owners got their wealth since our project is
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about labour. What work did they do? How
did they get the money? If they had told me
straight on that these guys had plantations all
over the world, it would have been OK. But it
was quite strange, because they were trying
to hide it from me. | just wanted to understand.
The more | asked, the more embarrassed they
got and the more | thought there was some-
thing there. | went there four times and they
told me eventually that they had a plantation
in Indonesia and a plantation in Surinam. So,
then | asked since we're talking about work,
“Do you know if they brought any people from
Indonesia and Suriname? Did they enslave
people?” We're talking about the 18th century,
rightin the middle of the slave enterprise. They
started saying that they didn't really know. So,
we started digging in the documents and then
they told me there’s just one case of a lady who
is called the black Anna, die Schwarze Anna.
| found this interesting. | asked if they knew
any stories of the black Anna. And they said
no, they only had two statements where she is
mentioned.

One says that she was on a boat. She had tak-
en the kids of the owner of the plantations from
Surinam, and brought them over to Europe
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where she took care of them for her whole life.
The second case in which she is mentioned is
that she fell sick one day and a medical doctor
was brought in.

The family that owns the castle is actually
considered to be one of the kindest fami-
lies in the area because they could bring in
the medical doctor for the enslaved person.
The proof is found in accounting. It's written
that they paid the medical doctor a certain
amount of money. | asked, “Do you have an-
ything that says how much money they paid
Anna?” There was no proof of that. Although
there was meticulous documentation of fi-
nances, there was no reference of any pay-
ment going to her, even though she offers
labour. So, | started thinking about Eurasia,
thinking about the factthat | entered into that
space and there was nothing said about that
history. | started thinking that there are many
others who might have been there whose
stories have been erased, and | thought of
inviting Violet who is a figurative painter, to
imagine the life of the “black Anna” in that
space. | thought of inviting the right to im-
agine a fictional narrative of the life of Anna.
| started working on this and the fifth time
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| visited the castle they told me that they're
no longer interested in a collaboration. That
is how the story almost ends. The invitation
of the artist is also based on the stories that
one wants to tell. As | said, making exhibi-
tions, at least to me, is about telling stories.
This particular story demanded that kind of
artist. We're going to continue the project
somehow in another place. It takes away the
context, but | think that the fact that we can-
not do it in the castle is also part of the story.
We'll do it somewhere else, and we’'ll still tell
the story somehow.

Another example would be the following. In
Arnhem, like in the bigger part of the Nether-
lands, in the past years, they’ve been shutting
down the red-light districts. Holland used to
be known as a place with huge red-light dis-
tricts. In Amsterdam, they are cutting them
down while in Arnhem they are shutting them
down almost completely. Sex labour is labour,
and the fact that you shut down the red-light
district doesn’'t mean that people are going to
stop doing the work, actually, and a lot of peo-
ple have made research on this, you basical-
ly take them out of the light, into darkness. It
means that the people doing sex labour then
become even more vulnerable. They used to
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pay taxes, they used to be out there, but when
you push them out of that light, it means that
the pimps become more violent, their clients
become more violent and so on and so forth.
We started exploring this, and we started
looking around to find who is working on this
topic, and we found one or two artists who
have been thinking about sex labour. The sto-
ries that we meet in the space inform the di-
rections we take and the kind of answers that
we want to invite.

But there are other models, and the other ex-
ample | wanted to give you is of a completely
different model. Mali has a very long history
of photography, which some people say is as
old as photography itself. Going back to the
1800s, in the late 1830s, which is when pho-
tography is said to have been invented. The
country has also produced seminal photogra-
phers, incredible people. In 1994, a couple of
photographers came together and founded
a biennial for African photography in Mali.
Because the Africans were not invited to the
festival of photography in Arles, they did their
own thing. It's called the Rencontres Afric-
aines de la Photographie. It is kind of a meet-
ing point of photography, people of African
origin from all over the world suddenly come

29



Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung

together. It's a beautiful, incredible event.

A few years ago, | got a call to propose
something for the festival and was told that
| would have nine months to do this, which
is crazy. There was almost no money, only
500.000 Euros. So, again, exhibition making
is not only about ideas, it’s also about hustling
for money. You can have beautiful ideas after
that. We had a budget of 500.000 Euros to do
a biennial, of which 250.000 Euros came from
the state of Mali and 250.000 Euros from the
Institut Frangais. The Institut Francais gave its
own money, butwhenitcomesto Mali,that's a
different question, and until now, | don’t know
where the money is. But | still had to make
this happen, because | was in it. So, | invited
curators from different parts of the continent
to come together. The festival states that you
have to do an open call, because it’s trying to
remove hierarchies. It's incredible, because
hitherto completely unknown photographers
send their works there. We set up a jury, with
different curators and we had to look at a huge
number of applicantsto selectjustafewworks
- but we succeeded. | wanted to create a mix
of people, so that we would choose both from
the open call and also artists who are working
on the topic | was interested in.
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The title was Streams of Consciousness
and we had invited 90 artists, of which 10 were
collectives. | was interested in collective prac-
tices in photography and studio practice as a
collective practice. Collectives like Invisible
Brothers, or Kamoinge that were founded in
the early 1960s in the US at a time when Afri-
can-American photographers were not being
published. The only black photographer that
was known at the time was Gordon Parks.
The others were not given any attention, peo-
ple wouldn't publish their works and they wer-
en't invited to exhibitions and so on - so, they
decided to come together. Kamoinge still ex-
ists and holds meetings on a monthly basis in
New York. They recruit young photographers.
It's become a bit like a school, it's one of the
most important photography movements in
the 20th century.

So, these are different methodologies, and
depending on where one finds oneself, one
acts differently. You now see works of Mali-
an photographers in the Pompidou and so on,
but these works were never made to be pre-
sented in these big exhibition halls, they were
made to be presented in family homes. That is
what | tried to do at the festival, to find families
who would be happy for people, strangers, to
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come in and see the way we display works in
there. A few, | think five families, agreed to do
that. And it was incredible to see photogra-
phy exhibited in their spaces.

Solvej Helweg Ovesen | was talking earlier
about the number of new spaces you
have actually founded. How important
is that in terms of content?

BSBN The thing is, there is just so much you
can do in certain spaces. | do not belong, for
example, to the curators who want to go and
change a museum. | don't want to decolonise
any museum, I'm not interested in that. What
I’'m interested in is crafting spaces, together
with others, like when Solvej invited me to
join her to work at Gallery Wedding. It was a
moment of rethinking and starting the space
anew. What stories do we want to tell? Where
do we find these stories?

| think that opening a new chapter gives peo-
ple the possibility, not to spend too much time
fighting against how you have been defined,
but finding a way to define yourself. And that,
to me, brings content to the epicentre. | love
museums. | also love looking through their
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collections. But I'm really interested in start-
ing new collections. How do you do that? Of
course, we have a big practice of looking at ar-
chives here (at SAVVY), but to me, the question
is “Why not start a new archive? What would it
possibly look like? What about the people who
will see it a hundred years from now? What
would they find in that space?” This massively
informs my practice. I'm not interested in try-
ing to understand the work of Michel Foucault
in a new way, I'm instead interested in going
to work with some other philosopher you don’t
necessarily talk about. It's really about opening
new chapters, opening new spaces, looking
at other spaces of thought. Curating is about
opening epistemic spheres, places of knowl-
edge, placing things in a way that would tell a
story about a particular thing.

CURARE participant Now that SAVVY has
been around for a while, how has your
role as a curator in this space changed?

BSBNWhenonerunsaninstitution,onedoesn’t
have time anymore to do curatorial work, to
be honest with you. The reason I'm constant-
ly tired is that | try to find the time to do both. |
still want to write, | still want to publish books,
|don’twanttojustsitthere and trytofind mon-
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ey, or go to dinners, meet different politicians
etc. | want to engage in curatorial practice. If
somebody else could go hustle for the money,
| would be happy. My role has changed over
the years, I'm now sleeping even less but you
grow with the responsibility you have. You
also get challenged by circumstances and
you learn that all the things you intend to do
are not necessarily right and there’s a limit to
how much you can fight. There are also times
where you have to learn how to give up and
not kill yourself.

In terms of the division of labour, it would
be a myth to think that one can do the same
on one’s own. That's why you need a team.
SAVVY, for example, is an incredible, imper-
fect machine. You have people who just think
about the management, and they take on a lot
of that work and they do it brilliantly. Others
are in charge of communication, and they are
doing it very well. We're working, constantly
finding new mediums, constantly finding new
ways of passing on the message. If you have
little money, you have to be very creative, and
we try to do that.

SHo Do you feel like you have a specific
cosmology or something you build on

Exhibition Making

when making a show? Do you as a per-
son see a connection between all these
stations around the world that you have
worked at?

BSBN | see a lot of things coming together
somehow. In 2007 or so, | did an exhibition
called Consumer Society, Consumed Socie-
ty and our current exhibition at SAVVY (titled:
RAUPENIMMERSATTISM) is building on that.
Things come back as a kind of cycle. Maybe,
what the underlying theme is for both these
exhibitions, and honestly there's no easi-
er way to put it, is a concern for humanity, a
deep concern for human values. Who is the
human? Who is allowed to be human? Why
do we demonise? How can we live better in
the world together? These are fundamental
questions. It could easily sound very kitsch,
or very megalomaniac. It is actually very sim-
ple and very basic. So, these are core issues |
am interested in.

CURARE participant You spoke about your
team, this imperfect machinery - I'm
interested in how you see your role in
protecting this and at the same time
being open to influences? Also, how
does sound come into this?
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BSBN First of all, it's not up to me to protect
the team. The team protects itself, we pro-
tect each other. | don't have the capacity to
do it alone, | can’t. They protect me, | pro-
tect some, some protect others, we try it in
every way. There is deep care in the team.
That doesn’t mean we don't fight; we fight
all the time. Don’t misunderstand me. There
is a sense of deep care that people exercise
and again there’'s something bigger than our
individual parts. | do worry sometimes that
we stretch too much, but as much as we
work, we also party. If it weren't for Corona,
you would come in here during an opening
at SAVVY and people who were working all
night would then party like there is no tomor-
row. | think there is joy in what we’re doing.
The challenges we face, we walk through
them and move on.

You mentionedthatevery spaceisinconstant
flux. Spaces change based on our moods,
the people in the space at a given time. |
think every time you come to this place (Ed:
the talk was held in SAVVY Contemporary on
busy Reinickendorfer StraBBe, Berlin) it will be
different, depending on the kind of cars that
are passing by and so on and so forth.

Exhibition Making

In the history of SAVVY, we have been housed
in different places. It started from a store front
in Neukolln that was just seventy-five square
metres. We then moved to a former power
plant, a beautiful historical building from the
mid-1920s with a completely different energy
—and very cold in the winter. Really, everybody
felt sick. We then moved to a former crematori-
um, which again had a different energy. We are
constantly working with the space, the energy,
the people, and the dead. Then we moved here
(Reinickendorfer StraBBe 17), which is a former
casino. | sat here yesterday morning at 9am and
had a meeting with a sound artist. We had to do
a sound project based on the sounds from out-
side. Within ten minutes, you could hear emer-
gency cars, people passing by, screaming, you
open the windows and hear people stepping
on this metal thing on the footpath which also
makes a particular sound. Every space has its
own soundscape. The question is, “Do you
want to erase that?” No. How do you work with
it since you are constantly engaged in this?
Even if you walk into this exhibition, it is loud.
Is it unintentional? No, it's very intentional. It's
actually the soundscape we want to have. Do
we want to make pure spaces of sound? No,
we want the sounds to overlap.
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Emeka Ogboh said that when he came to Ber-
lin for the first time from Lagos he couldn'’t
sleep because it was too quiet. In Lagos, it's
constantly very loud while here, a baby cries,
everybody’s looking at you. We're conscious
of that element of sound. Of course, there
are shows where we try to regulate sound
differently. But for this exhibition about the
noise of capitalism, this chaos of sounds is
important.

CURARE participant In your opinion what is
the relationship between art and activ-
ism?

BSBN The thing is, one needs to be very care-
ful that one doesn’t celebrate too fast, be-
cause there are some streets where it was
decided that their names would change a
few years ago and their names still haven't
been changed. There’'s still a lot of work that
has to be done. In an interview a few days
ago | was asked about activism and art. My
instinct was to reply that art and activism is a
tautology, in my opinion, all art is activism in
away. The question is at what level. Every art
is acting. Every art has agency. Every artist
has agency. What are they advocating?

Exhibition Making

CURARE participant Does it also work the
other way around? Is all activism art?

BSBN Why not? The question is: “Does every
activist want to be an artist?” So, the inten-
tion is important, just as it is with art as well.

CURARE participant You mentioned that
you see the exhibition as a way of tell-
ing a story, inviting artists and others
to continue telling the story or telling it
in another way. How much research do
you share with the artist? Where does
your work stop and where does the art-
ist's work begin?

BSBN | don’t want to influence the artist nec-
essarily to do what | want. Most of the time
you can work with people who are already
working on the topics you are interested in.
Sometimes, you think that it might be good to
work with an artist because of their research
process, or because of the way they tell sto-
ries. But what | value a lot are the long-term
conversations that happen between artists
and curators. Am | an artist? No, I'm not. Do
| sign the work with the artist? No, | don't.
But there are a lot of conversations that in-
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form the artist’s practice. And there are
a lot of things that | do from the cura-
torial point of view that are informed
by the conversations with the artists or
with other people. It's not a clear-cut
thing. The issue of authorship comes in
there, which is very complicated. When
| write something, | want my name to
be there, very clearly. But the thing is,
and it's important to acknowledge, that
all the things you write are based on
things you've read or heard from others,
you are only the final person crafting it,
crafting it your own way. This is also the
case with artists and their works. There
are artists | have been working with for
15 years, | often include them in exhibi-
tions but not all the time.

There is an exhibition I’'m working on now
with Natasha Ginwala and a couple of others
about the Indian Ocean. It's made up of differ-
ent chapters, part of it is going to happen in
Brisbane, in Australia, in France, in the Neth-
erlands, in South Africa, in Berlin — in many
different places around the world. There is
an artist | was working with, in 2005, 2006,
a Belgian painter, actually, a draughtsman. A
brilliant artist. | knew that if | was working
on the topic of the sea if there was one per-
son to work with it was going to be that guy.
Our conversation started fifteen years ago,
and this is happening now. | am interested
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in those conversations, and | think
this is also something we cultivate
a lot here in SAVVY. If you can find
the time to talk a lot with an artist,
then things develop from that. But of
course, there are also curators who
tell the artists, “l want you to do that,
do that, and it has to be this way.” |
hope I'm not that kind.

There are certain artists who you
work with, and you know that they
could do brilliant performances, if only
they had the chance. Sometimes they
don’'t even know that, but because
you’re in conversation with them you
can see that they could be brilliant
performers. So, you invite them to do
performances for a show. They will tell you,
“No, | don't do performances, that's not me."-
“Well, maybe there’s something in this for
you, would you be interested in it?” And then
they go there and give a brilliant performance
that many people who call themselves perfor-
mance artists cannot do.

SHO You have a lot of poetic gifts, a real-
ly admirable flow of writing and every-
one who edits your texts can really feel
that. For all humans who want to write,
is there any advice that comes to mind
that you would like to share?
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Bonaventure | think that people who really write
for a living are the ones who should answer
that. | stopped writing for somebody a very
long time ago. Very rarely, | still do it. People
often ask me to write something, but | will
only write it, if it is something that I've always
wanted to write about, that I've been thinking
about. It's very difficult to start from scratch.
And I'm also very slow, | take my time.

Afewdays ago, ashortversion of atext|wrote
was published in Frieze magazine. It was a bit
over a thousand and something words, and it
was part of a longer text of about eight thou-
sand five hundred words, which | wrote for
no particular reason. | didn't write it, because
it had to be published or because somebody
wanted the text, but because | thought | had
to write it. I'm not disciplined when I'm writing
for other people, but I'm disciplined when I'm
writing for myself. It must come from the heart.
| still write quite a lot. | like writing about mu-
sic. During the lockdown, | started a diary. It
was about my records, just about the things
| was listening to at the time. All of a sudden,
we all had to stay home.
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All of a sudden, | had a lot of time on my hands.
| wondered what | should do and since | like
listening to music, | would listen to a record,
then write about it. It ranged from 500 or 300
words to 2000 words. Sometimes it was a
proper essay but interestingly, it became a
way of dealing with what was happening at
the time, the virus and people dying, the kill-
ing of George Floyd, the crisis, some beautiful
moments here and there. So, it just became a
way of venting, releasing all this pressure.

Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung is a curator
and author, holding a PhD in biotechnology. Ndi-
kung is professor for the MA programme Spatial
Strategies at the WeiBensee School of Art, Berlin,
and co-editor and author of humerous publica-
tions on aspects of cultural criticism and critical
exhibition theory. Ndikung is also artistic director
of the Dutch exhibition Sonsbeek 20-24 and the
13th Rencontres de Bamako 2021, a biennial of
African photography in Mali. He was curator at
large of documenta 14 in Athens and Kassel, and
guest curator of Dak'Art — Biennale de I'Art Afric-
ain Contemporain 2018 in Dakar, Senegal. Since
2009, he has been managing director and artistic
director of SAVVY Contemporary, Berlin. For his
work there, Ndikung received the Order of Merit
of the State of Berlin in October 2020. In January
2023 Ndikung will take up his position as the new
director at Haus der Kulturen der Welt.
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Solvej Helweg Ovesen: \We're happy to have
you with us here today. ruangrupa is an
interdisciplinary artist collective based
in Jakarta with over two decades of ex-
perience in finding the liminal space
for art inside intense political situa-
tions. We have two out of the ten mem-
bers of ruangrupa with us today, Ade
Darmawan and Iswanto Hartono who
have both been part of the collective
for over 10 years. You‘re curating doc-
umenta 15 together in 2022.

Ade Darmawan: Hello, I'm one of the co-found-
ers of ruangrupa. It all started when we were
in art school in Jakarta, in the mid-1990s - in
1995. I've known some of the members of the
collective for 25 years. | was born and grew
up in Jakarta and then studied printmaking at
the art school in Yogyakarta. After that, | went
to the Rijksakademie in the Netherlands from
1998 to 2000 and then | went back to Jakarta
and set up ruangrupa together with six other
friends.

Duringthattime, after 1998, our militaryleader
had just stepped down after thirty-one years
of a strong military regime. In the mid-1990s,
after the end of his regime, there was a big
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"Something really problematic with curating
exhibitions or big events in general, is how you
extract things, you pull out all the resources and
then divide it in a definitive time and space and
call it an exhibition."

ruangrupa, CURARE 2021

movement from the young generation. We
were part of this movement coming from the
side of art and culture. And now, | have just
arrived from Sukabumi, which is about three
hours away from Jakarta. Before that, | was
constantly travelling back and forth working,
but also trying to live there in the countryside,
in the village doing some farming and so on.
| would spend one week there, one week in
Jakarta and was starting to get this need to
work more. | can't just work on one thing - |
think that’s my curse.

Iswanto Hartono: Hello, I'm Iswanto Hartono, |
joined ruangrupa around 2008. | studied ar-
chitecture in New Delhi, India and joined ru-
angrupa right after my studies. There are two
architects in the collective. We have a lot of
fun working together, it's more enjoyable be-
ing together as a big family, the ruangrupa
extended family! There is a group of us who
work together continuously but we have a
bigger family as well, whom we work with on
different projects.
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Formal Informality

Ade: First of all, | would like to talk about time
which is very important in our collective prac-
tice.Inmanycases, timeisnotthereforus.Time
allows the creation of trust; of understanding
misunderstanding. Spending a lot of time in
the same space together has created a strong
bond between us. When we met in the ‘90s we
started by criticising power and the establish-
ment. Power is also one of the factors that we
constantly question in a lot of different ways.
We know that we also live within this power
structure, we experience it in our daily life. Cu-
rating is also a product of that relationship. We
do organic curating. It is really about formality
and informality.

Everyone inthe group actually has alot of skills,
and the idea of the model of ruangrupa is that
everyone has rotating roles, no-one is bound
to only one role. But in order for this to work,
the requirement is that everyone works inter-
disciplinary or masters multiple disciplines in
order to be able to perform all the different
roles. Then endurance is also important —
because you have to move on different levels
much more than when everyone has their one
assigned role. It's a combination of
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all that. We move a lot and after 20 years, we
do this almost instinctively — deciding who is
going to be in front, who is going to be speak-
ing, who would be good at something, and
who should be in the background listening.
We respect individual abilities, and we know
each other individually very well. We know
who we want to work with in each situation.
We like to work with people who have a dif-
ferent perspective to us. There'’s a lot of back
and forth between individual practice and
collective practice.

When people ask, how can you survive work-
ing together for so many years, it's very hard
to answer. One of the reasons that this works,
is that ruangrupa is not the only thing we do.
For example, | have my own job, | teach, | work
on my artistic works and practice, | do things
individually as well, and then | also do other
projects with other folks. Iswanto as well, he
has his architectural office. ruangrupa is nev-
er our main thing, actually. And it's the same
for the others, Indra Ameng for example is a
manager of bands. It's very healthy. | think a
collective practice is healthierwhen everyone
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is bringing their own resources rather than
thinking collectively being the main resource.
That's what we talk about with our lumbung
idea (lumbung means collective rice barn or
storage in Indonesian) as a concept of gath-
ering knowledge, artists and people for doc-
umenta. Everyone has their own resources
and they put it in the surplus, in lumbung, and
then we decide what happens collectively.
There is a lot of back and forth involved, you
have a collective of formal informality. There's
a lot of crazy stuff, chaos. | would say that a
collective method of practice is disorganised
and inefficient. That's why people also in-
vented a new individuality because they saw
that things would take very long to happen.
But it's also richer, more beautiful. It's not ef-
ficient, but we don't go for efficiency. | think
efficiency was also invented by the modern
capitalistic system — we have to be efficient;
we always have to be productive. That's not
our model.

When it comes to decision making, for exam-
ple, we never really vote. Our process is actu-
ally an extension of our tradition of hanging
out. We have a living room in the house which
we use as a place to gather and this is where
everyone exchanges stories from individual

14
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experiences — and by bringing these stories,
ideas develop. For me art making is not pri-
vate, it's very open, very visible. It's something
that can be destructive as well.

| was very surprised when | went to the Rijk-
sakademie that everyone was working alone,
spending all their time in their own studios.
So, this living room was actually the opposite
of that. After many years, these gatherings
became formal and we introduced the lum-
bung, that's one word that is still alive in our
cosmology, we know what it is in our bodies,
it lives in our bodies.

Collective Dynamics

CURARE participant: Since you were friends
in the first place, your dynamics are very
different to the usual setup of collectives.
For example, in our collective at Baren-
zwinger we are together because of our
work in the communal galleries. When
we met each other for the first time we
already knew we were going to work to-
gether. | think that's a very different dy-
namic. | wanted to ask, ,What in your
opinion is your dynamics within ruangru-
pa? Is it different from your relationship
with the other groups you work with?*
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Ade: Yeah, it is different. Even within ruangru-
pa itself, there are nine or ten friends who are
always in the picture, they are the ones also
working for documenta. But we don'’t have a
membership, so there is a lot of coming and
going. We also work with a lot of much young-
er artists and curators and people from other
disciplines — people who may have many dif-
ferent visions, different politics and we have
to work with them differently as well. So, it's
less organic, less natural than when you start
from being friends, because the motivation is
different, and this is where the personal sto-
ries also come in.

This is similar to an out-of-body experience,
exchanging stories is really part of the way
we work. It's a method to get to know each
other but also a way to understand, to put
things in context. Many things are selective
but at the same time reductive. A theme, for
example, might be created through stories,
and through conversations that happen in
the livingroom, in other spaces. These then
build connections that lead to a theme for a
project.
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Education is one place where this can work.
And we have one programme called Specula-
tive Collective. When a group of people who
don‘t know each other come together, and
then start to learn from, and teach each other
what they know, that's a method of learning.
A group of people can actually learn about
something, even when none of the members
has that knowledge. We tried those meth-
ods a few times. Can we develop a collective
sense of understanding when we don‘t know
each other? Can we build trust without meet-
ing each other first? | think in our generation
physical contact is very important. But we
can also learn from the hacker community
for example, who have never met each other,
but they work together. So, there are differ-
ent models of how people can come together
and work together.
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Local to Local

SHO: In your presentation about your
artistic directorship of documenta, you
emphasised that things will happen
going in and out of Kassel. | was won-
dering how the beginning has been,
because you also speak a lot about a
locality in your approach to generating
content. I've lived in Kassel, and | know
what documenta means to all these
people in Kassel and what it‘s like to be
aforeignerthere. They‘ve been educat-
ed in a particular way through the years
since documenta started in 1955. You
have this amazing awareness, and you
propose a way of working that is com-
ing from local content or local spac-
es and you bring the lumbung idea to
Kassel. You are not coming from the
discourse that is looking for the old Eu-
ropean idea of quality in art, which is
connected to a form of perfection and
another kind of authorship connected
to the artist. When you‘re talking about
an organic process and locality, what
is your experience so far in setting up
and working in Kassel? | know it‘'s been
impossible, because of Corona, but on
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the other hand, you have had an in-
ternational connection with the other
communities. Maybe you have some
rituals or practices from your space
in Jakarta that you can share with us?
| was wondering, how did you include
the other communities? How do you
open up to new communities?

Iswanto: Before answering your question, what
| didn‘t say before, is that in my experience,
what has made us survive for more than 20
years, is that our practice is embedded in the
connection with space, with time and with
the context of the city. Especially in the place
where we live, our work is very connected to
the political and the social. What’s also very
important to us is how the space itself cre-
ates an environment around it. Jakarta, this
very complex city, is where we really have
a space to share ideas and just be together.
Apart from doing work, being together, just
hanging out as friends is very precious for us.

Now coming to Kassel, | remember that since
the early days before we were even appointed
as the directors of documenta, we would dis-
cuss the context, the risks that came with it as
well and the challenges, it's very important to

43



ruangrupa

talk about these. We were aware as well that
one of the criticisms of us, especially from the
side of the European directors, was that we
would land in Kassel as a UFO and then just
go after 100 days. But if you look back even 15
years ago, we always tried hard and put a lot
of emphasis on how works were presented
and being in close contact with Kassel's eco-
systems. This is embedded in how we work.
In Kassel, when we were invited, we built on
what we had already gone through, reviewing
what we had worked on in the past. We es-
tablished what we called the ruruhaus, which
was similar to what we had done in the past
but within a different context. Reza Afisina
and | are here in Kassel working, trying to ap-
proach Kassel‘s ecosystems, inviting people
to meet, starting discussions — it's more like
a street approach, it's about being there and
experiencing the streets without any formal
structure. Reza is very good at that, going out
in the street and then meeting anyone who is
around.

| was thinking that when documenta had just
one artistic director, it must have been very
hard for them to go out and meet people on
the street every day, it would be taking up all
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their time. We are working collectively; we
are a large group of people so we can always
split the tasks between us. We really feel like
one, helping and supporting each other. We
also approach local artist collectives here (in
Kassel), we are trying to build a relationship
with all the local members of the team, the
artists we work with and other partners. We
are trying to create a thread between Kassel
and the larger documenta 15 network. A lot
also came from our own network which we've
built during these twenty years of existence,
we always keep in touch with each other.

Lumbung is a way of working!

Ade: Lumbung is not really atheme. There‘s no
theme at the centre here, everything around
itwill react to it orillustrate it. Lumbung refers
to a way of working. This is also something
that we're trying to bring into our practice on
this journey. We are trying not to see docu-
menta 2022 as the end of it, but are thinking
of ways to go beyond that. The way we work
is very physical and also very connected to
space. And that's how our sensory cowork-
ing functions. Maybe one can call it research,
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just being there, listening and experiencing
what is happening in a space. For us, this is
very important. We feel that this is something
that we have to take care of, the people who
live there, their feelings and everything. It's
only possible to understand all that by being
there, opening up, with all the risk that goes
with it, the conversations, the expectations,
the understandings and misunderstandings.
We don‘t want this journey to be only extrac-
tive, but we are trying to think about what
resources, energy and knowledge can cycle
back to each locality. That's something really
problematic with curating exhibitions or big
events in general, you extract things, you pull
out all the resources and then divide it in a
definitive time and space and call it an exhibi-
tion. Can we think beyond that? Can we think
beyond the duration of an exhibition? What
about the artists, what about everyone who
worked there, what about the place?

CURARE participant: | found it very interest-
ing when you were talking about the
different durations of an exhibition, how
it can look into the future, but also this
idea of extracting and how to find a way
to source local resources. | was won-
dering how you approach this, are you
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looking back at the past or is it some-
thing very much in the present? Work-
ing at Barenzwinger we face these two
challenges, there is a certain history of
the place and people tend to think we
should do exhibitions related to this his-
tory. But perhaps there is something
new that you might want to bring to it
and think about what an emblem of
the city could be, or, ,What is a place
through which the city is representing
itself?“ | was wondering about those
two different ways of looking at a place.

Ade: Iswanto and Reza came to Kassel last
July (2020) both with their families, so they
really moved there. What is very important
for us are the stories that develop from peo-
ple, the small narrations that can give more
meaning to the space and inform how we are
reading it. Usually, many surprises come up.
In Indonesia, we have actually done a lot of
projects in public spaces about how people
dream. It’s pretty anarchist in a way because
the history of the space is usually written in
a very top-down way, the state usually builds
the narration about certain places or monu-
ments. But what about the bodily experience,
the small stories from the people? It's inter-
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esting to counter that mainstream, top-down,
state control of memories. Nowadays also
corporations control how we should remem-
ber things. But what if we ask people, ,What
is heritage? What do people want to keep and
preserve?”

Iswanto: Most members of ruangrupa grew up
during the era of the New Order regime in In-
donesia and in their authoritarian educational
system, which has had a greatinfluence on us
and on our work, being critically responsive to
the politics full of corruption, nepotism, collu-
sions, and oppressive military power.

Going into the discussion about monuments,
we did not grow up in an area surrounded by,
let's say, all the glorious monuments of the
Dutch. We live in an area that is filled with all
the new monuments, brought about by a fas-
cist regime. These do not create a stimulat-
ing visual experience and are not connected
to any memories. Living in a country with a re-
pressive regime means that anything we do
has had to start from the streets. Our memo-
ries and the way we grew up usually play an
important role in the way we approach the
topics we work with.

SHO: Iswanto and Ade, thank you very
much for leading us through all these
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questions. Both in your approach to
other institutions and regarding the
topic of monuments, you refer to he-
gemonic stories and hegemonic forc-
es. You often use the word hijacking —
hijacking other institutions or involving
a community, such as a football club, in
the process of generating knowledge
and content in Kassel. | was wonder-
ing — could you say something about
what it means for you to hijack an insti-
tution today? | know exactly how docu-
menta is structured hierarchically and
| know the impossibility of getting the
logistics and power structures to really
meet. Even communication can be dif-
ficult sometimes. What could be strat-
egies of hijacking today for ruangrupa?

Ade: | think we started by expanding the invi-
tation we got from documenta. This is not just
the work of ruangrupa, this hijacking should
be a collective hijacking. | think many people
are very anxious about the result, and | know
that a lot of collectives have a different cos-
mology, a different way of producing art, a dif-
ferent way of making the art public, attempt-
ing, struggling within the context. To build
this you need time — we see this as a journey,
not as something that will end with documen-
ta. | will be much more interested in what will
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happen after documenta, after we bring all
those different super interesting models and
practices from different parts of the world to
Kassel, all with similar values. What can we
learn from each other? It will be interesting to
see how we can grow through this process.
We plant something in the bigger system.
We also learn a lot from the process. We say
lumbung is not a theme, it's actually a way of
working that comes with certain values and
we try to make as much as we can with these
values. It took some time for everyone in the
team to understand the practice. As curators
we meet individually and collectively, we al-
ways work this way, we bring a certain ap-
proach, subjects, concerns, that we would
like to learn and address and then discuss,
letting the others react to it.

We have been working with education, medi-
ation, and publications since the beginning,
not as something that jumps in after the ex-
hibition, but rather as something that acts as
a central element. With communication, we
try not to do press releases where the organ-
isers are telling the press what to say or what
to write. Instead, we do what we call Warung
Kopi, which are informal conversations in
a relaxed setting; and so we hang out with
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the journalists who come from many parts
of the world. For them, it's also very exciting,
because they've never done something like
that before, meeting other journalists from
different contexts. So we create conversa-
tions rather than telling the journalists what
to write.

Another part of our programme for documen-
ta is lumbung calling, a series of talks (seven
series) with different guests, which happens
once a month. We are also doing something
that we call Meydan through which we create
an exchange with the public, activating differ-
ent spaces, programmes or projects coming
from different localities. Lumbung members
will have an assembly every three months and
they are also working within different working
groups thinking about economy, land, publi-
cations, website and so on. We bring artists
together in a group, so that they can collabo-
rate if they want, share their ideas, troubles,
needs, and resources. For example, someone
can have their own project, but also assist an-
other artist on something. Many big events
or exhibitions are actually very disconnected.
This relationship between artists, producers,
organisers is often super problematic, right?
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So, we chose to erase the logic of the com-
mission — that one commissions an artist. As
there is no theme, we do not try to illustrate the
theme. We are interested in who would like to
mutually work with us with the working values
we follow. What we research is actually how
the artists work, how they work in their own
ecosystem, how they work with others and so
on. We have a lot of back and forth, we often
have two or three conversations with artists
and collectives trying to see howtheywork, but
the decision should be mutual. It's not about
“You are invited, we are going to send you an
invitation”. It is a mutual decision. It needs to
be interesting for them in the long run. So we
follow a different process. Everyone is worried
about whether there is going to be an exhibi-
tion, whether there is going to be art in it. I'm
not really worried about that, but there's going
to be many artworks to show of course. This
journey is more interesting though.

SHO: Iswanto and Ade, thank you so
much for your openness, for sharing
your time with us, for thinking with us
and thank you, everyone, for participat-
ing, for the great questions and for shar-
ing. Thank you to the rest of ruangrupa.
Thank you.

Parasitic Curating and Rotating Roles

ruangrupa is a collective founded in 2000 and
based in Jakarta, Indonesia. They are currently
the artistic directors of documenta 15 (2022). As a
non-profit organisation, ruangrupa promotes artis-
tic ideas within urban and cultural contexts through
theinvolvement of artists and otherdisciplines such
as social sciences, politics, technology or media, so
as to open up critical reflections and perspectives
on contemporary urban problems in Indonesia. ru-
angrupa's work is based on a holistic social, spatial
and personal practice that is strongly rooted in In-
donesian culture, where friendship, solidarity and
community are of central importance. ruangrupa
runs an art space in the south of Jakarta. The col-
lective has participated in numerous collaborative
projects and exhibitions, including: the Gwangju
Biennial (2002 and 2018); Istanbul Biennial (2005);
Asia Pacific Triennial of Contemporary Art (Bris-
bane, 2012); Singapore Biennial (2011); Sao Paulo
Biennial (2014); Aichi Triennial (Nagoya, 2016); and
Cosmopolis at the Centre Pompidou (Paris, 2017).
2016 saw ruangrupa curate transACTION: Sons-
beek 2016 in Arnhem, the Netherlands. In 2018, the
collective (together with Serrum and Grafis Huru
Hara, two other Jakarta-based collectives) found-
ed GUDSKUL, an education and networking project
for creatives based on collaborative work. At docu-
menta 14, ruangrupa was involved with its Internet
radio as a partner in the decentralised radio pro-
ject "Every Time an Ear di Soun", which connected
eight radio stations worldwide.
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Rags Media Collective (Jeebesh Bagchi): It's a long
journey: from the beginning of Rags in 1992
to an intensification of practice and milieu
with us setting up Sarai in 2000, to today. As
a collective, we start on specific threads by
generating an axial moment or theme, or by
drawing in a source, and then we try to think
of the various “shifts” that this produces. One
of the questions that has occupied us since
our inception is that of the “arena”. We are
interested in looking within the “arena” at
infrastructures and relationships that bring
people together, as well as the knowledge,
sentiments, thresholds, and affects that are
produced from it. Two more concepts impor-
tant to us are what we call “minor practices”
and “infra-practices”. “Minor practices” are
practices that keep “infra-practices” in oper-
ation, that transform infrastructures.

Rags Media Collective (Shuddhabrata Sengupta): \We
were always very interested in thinking about
ways of setting the stage for actions, for peo-
ple to gather, for things to happen, what Jee-
besh calls the “arena”. For us, this was a pro-
cess that occupied a lot of our attention from
1998 onwards. There was a certain transfor-
mation going on in India at the time; people
were finding new modes of talking to each
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other, the economy was changing, new tech-
nologies were being introduced, new media
communication technologies became pres-
ent, etc. Together with two other theorists,
Ravi Vasudevan, a cinema historian, and Ravi
Sundaram, a historian specialising in popu-
lar technologies in the urban environment,
we formed a space, a programme and an
expanding cluster of relationships that we
called Sarai. The Sarai programme[1] at the
Centre for the Study of Developing Societies
was both a platform where different kinds of
practice, intellectual work and research could
meet, but also a place for making things. It's a
space for reflection, for production, for learn-
ing, for asking questions and for making.

For us, the most important part of being in
a collective, and this goes back to when we
started after our film school days, is not num-
bers but relationships. We have written an es-
say, called “Additions, Subtractions: On Col-
lectives and Collectivity” [?, which talks about
collectivity as a mode of being in a collective.
We claim that there’s an important distinction
between collectivity and geometry. You can
take any number of people, any accumulation
— but this doesn't in itself produce a sense of
being a collective. What differentiates one
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accumulation from another is the evolving
shape of the gathering. For us in Rags, this
is what we call the triangulation between the
three of us, between our three interests, our
three individual, very different lives and curi-
osities that then intersect with other “ships”.
The geometry of Rags is in flux and it is also
in interaction with many other geometries,
creating new spaces, creating new contexts
for being, creating new contexts for making
things happen. | think this is the first distinc-
tion that we must understand when we talk
about collective curating. It’'s not just about
putting people in a room together and ask-
ing them to curate, it's about trying to find a
geometry of thought, a way of being and ex-
pressing together.

Sarai was a geometry box, it was a toolkit for
makingdifferentgeometries.One ofthethings
we did was institute a set of independent fel-
lowships. By the end, there were more than
600 fellowships that occupied many different
areas of practice, ranging from technology to
theatre, to dance, to culture, to contemporary
art, to historical research, to archiving. And
it was the conversation between these prac-
tices that created a certain atmosphere and
energy that produced a milieu. We also had
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a publication programme that produced The
Sarai Readers . The final Sarai Reader, Sarai
Reader 09, was a book that became an ex-
hibition and an exhibition that was also a kind
of publication.

There was always an ongoing conversation
through online gatherings. In a sense this
is what we are all doing today, because we
have offline constraints, we have online pos-
sibilities. In the early 2000s, there was an in-
teresting inversion of this, there were online
constraints and offline possibilities. By online
constraints, | mean that the Internet was very
new, broadband was very slow, attention
spans were different and people were not
used to the idea of meeting and interacting in
virtual space. So Sarai deliberately created a
conversation exploring whatit meantto be on-
line between these new technologies, as well
as finding constant, intensive, frequent pos-
sibilities for physical interaction. We always
had this ambidextrous practice between on-
line gatherings and offline intensification, and
it produced many possibilities. We did labs
in working-class communities, publication
programmes, we worked with language and
with different forms of practice that became
artistic ones. Many of the contemporary art
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forms that we see in South Asia today were in
some ways seeded during that period. At the
time, they were not necessarily recognised
as art or as curatorial practice. We ourselves
were ambivalent about the fact that we were
considered to be artists. We came into being
artists through that process. We also did not
know then that much of what we were doing
had curatorial implications. This process of
finding energies, gathering people, creating
the context for collaboration, making things
possible and then nurturing them over time,
we now understand is connected to curating.

Jeebesh: One of the things that we understood
and developed back then, and which is now
becoming increasingly important for us, is the
idea of the perennial presence of each other,
the importance of that creative environment
where people can be present for sustained
periods of time. How does the moment of in-
tensification occur? What type of conditions
do you create at the moment of intensifica-
tion? Perennial presence requires a very light
structure, one that anybody might participate
in with a basic Internet connection. It could
appear simply as a link that allows one to look
at and be with others. At Sarai we set up a
simple protocol: if you were a fellow of Sarai,
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we would be working with you, we would be
in conversation with you, and we would also
bring you together with the other fellows of
Sarai.

We were part of an experiment in building
forms of co-presence; there is not one kind
of co-presence but many, and you just need
to set up the conditions for that co-presence
to occur. | remember one of the fellows, now
a well-known artist, asked: “What are we sup-
posed to produce?” And | had said: “Come
here and spend time with each other, and
production is not mandatory, just enjoy be-
ing an artist. One can surely have six weeks
of being an artist without producing!” | think
this still haunts his practice. This comes from
the idea that an artist is more than someone
who only just produces works. It is something
that has carried on in our discussions, and in
environments, which we have gathered. We
did an experiment, for instance, in 2012-13
in Delhi/Gurugram, where we created an ex-
hibition process involving a hundred artists
over nine months, which opened empty®. As
in, the public was invited to a space without
works, but there was one caveat — every art-
ist had given a proposal of what they would
do over the months in the space, and these
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proposals were available in the space for all
to read. Reading each other’s proposals, we
would see how works developed their own
rhythm and grew in a cooperative way. It was
chaotic and anarchic, and it produced excit-
ing micro-models of doing, both curatorial
and artistic work. When the role of the cura-
tor and the artist gets blurred, micro-climates
are fostered.

Shuddhabrata: One of the next things we did
was to produce an exhibition in Delhi called
INSERT2014 ¢ which was an insertion into
the contemporary cultural life of the city.
One of the propositions that we made was,
that part of being connected to the collective
life of the city is also discovering what the
city makes possible or what is latent. We
researched spaces that were either unbuilt,
abandoned or disused in Delhi and tried to
list them in terms of what possibilities could
emerge from them. This list of spaces was
then handed over to a group of invited artists,
intellectuals, architects, writers and theywere
asked to imagine, what is the possible life or
afterlife they could see there — the imagined
life of these spaces? It was a way of saying:
“We live inthis citywhich s full of possibilities,
there are all these spaces that are actually
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open to reinvention and reuse if they were
to be occupied by artistic presence, if they
were to be inhabited by the life of culture and
imagination.” And this process produced a
very interesting constellation of an imagined
but very real city, because these were not
fantastical spaces, they were present in the
city and the curatorial process consisted in
making them manifest. We called it “Common
Ground”, the idea being that their discovery
and the entrance of the artistic presence into
these common grounds actually makes them
part of the imaginative commons of the city.

Ifwe are making an exhibitioninthe citywhere
we are inviting artists from different parts of
the world, we are also inviting the city to dis-
cover a part of itself through the research,
presence and intervention of artists in how
they propose and how they reimagine the
city’s structure. You have to work with avail-
able resources, especially in societies where
infrastructure is not a given, where everything
is not laid out for you, as it is in South Asia, as
it is in a city like Delhi. This was something
that we encouraged in Sarai, not to romanti-
cise lo-fi, but instead to never think in terms of
impossibilities. It's very easy in many cultural
contexts, whether because of resources or
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because of censorship or because of other
constraints, for artists and curators to quick-
ly turn to the question of the lament, of what
is not possible. So we decided to do this the
other way around, let’s always think in terms
of what is possible. Many of the things that
are possible are not yet forbidden, and what
is not yet forbidden is a space of openness
where you can push the frontiers of what cul-
ture is, what contemporary art is, what intel-
lectual life is, what can be thought and spo-
ken and said in a city.

Jeebesh: | will briefly touch onthe idea of the “in-
fra”, which l initially referred to as “infra-prac-
tices”. In 2015 we were invited to curate the
eleventh Shanghai Biennale [, and in a bien-
nale you have a carte blanche, to a certain ex-
tent, to set up your own team. There are con-
straints, but the part that is great fun is that
you setup ateam and create a group of people
who will work with you and who will be in con-
versation with you. So, we asked ourselves,
“What exactly is curatorial authorship?” In or-
der to fully understand authorship, you have
to first understand the conversation that any
authorship needs to be part of. To engage
with this, we invented the idea of “infra-cura-
torial”. We invited seven people, all of whom

55

Practising Collectivity: What is possible and not yet forbidden?

were engaged in different forms of curatorial
practices, and all of them took our invitation
and wager to completely new levels. We out-
lined the space and shared ‘sources’ that we
were thinking with, as well as conversational
annotations and materials fromthe time spent
walking through Shanghai. In the exhibition,
each infra-curator had an authorial signature,
but it also extended as a co-authorial ten-
dency with us. This doubling of the curatorial
creates an intense thicket, where there are
certain consistencies, currents, distinctions,
demarcations, and, at the same time, densi-
ties emerge. The curatorial contains and ex-
presses its own dissonances and inconsist-
encies. Certain artistic works emerged which
could not have happened otherwise. These
kinds of possibilities are what “infra” allows us
to unravel. It's that specific conversation, the
thread that somebody amplifies in a certain
kind of historical specificity, a certain kind of
geographical intensity that cannot be framed
otherwise within the larger play. Here it is not
the individual artist who is doing the staging,
it is a certain curatorial density that is stag-
ing a whole scenario from different zones. In
connection to this, also within the Biennale,
we did an experiment called the Theory Op-
era. How do you speak about theory? That'’s
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a question that always comes up in contem-
porary art. You have the exhibition and the
seminar - the classic contemporary art sep-
aration. The seminar is where logos speak,
the exhibition is where affect comes in. And
this is the delusion, this separation that has
become the formula. It didn't start as a bina-
ry, but it has become so. Through our Theory
Opera, we wanted to test this partition.

CURARE participant: | was just wondering
if you could talk a bit more about the
role sources play in your work.

Shuddhabrata: | think, just to complicate the
question, sources enable an interesting set
of manoeuvres. It’s a bit like, if you're a farm-
er and you're throwing your seeds in different
places and you're gathering your seeds from
different plants, there’s a kind of give and take
between your environment, you and time.
Sources actually allow you to completely
transform an itinerary. They allow you to cre-
ate a map that allows you to create a journey.
At the Shanghai Biennale, sources became
very interesting for us. They ranged from a
science fiction novel written in China called
The Three-Body Problem[® - we were a three-
body problem, the Rags Media Collective - to
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a film set in 1970’s Bengal called “Reasons,
Arguments and Stories”. These seemed to
suggest a certain set of moves that one can
make with art, with literature, with culture
or with anything you create, you make argu-
ments and tell stories. This method of actually
finding different works or different moments,
which become points of reference, points
of departure, things to argue with, things to
quarrel with, things to fall in love with, is a dif-
ferent kind of collectivity. It's not a collectivi-
ty of people, but it's a collectivity of points of
reference and points of departure. We did the
same thing with the show at MACBA !, and in
a sense, even approached the curation of the
Yokohama Triennial "? in a similar way. When
you invite other people to your table, when
you lay out these sources, then they produce
many different combinatorial possibilities. It
allows you to go beyond the simple one-line
statement and it is that simple one-line state-
ment, which is often the bone of contention.
It'simpossible then forthe censorto ask, what
is this about? What are you doing? You could
always throw in another source and change
the contours of that conversation. That’s why
a diversity of sources helps to keep a conver-
sation open-ended. Curatorially we found this
method to be adventurous as well as useful.
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Jeebesh: Sources allow a certain movement in
cultural and intellectual life that un-stills dom-
inant barriers. We can move from a 15*-cen-
tury text to an early 20"-century text; | can
move to an image from the 16* century and
not bother about whether it's contemporary
or not, because the idea of knowledge for-
mation, the idea of how knowledge is pro-
duced, is open-ended. We try to open up the
field from which today’s knowledge is to be
built. Another question is: “How do you deal
with the hierarchy of knowledge?” In Yokoha-
ma, we learned about a dockworker, a pre-
carious dockworker, who in a conversation
with an anthropologist over a period of a few
years was talking about his voracious read-
ing and making sense of the world, and he
was just brilliant. And then we placed him, a
daily wager rethinking the world through his
voracious reading, next to a Nobel laureate,
and next to a literary theorist from Harvard.
We drew from this non-rivalrous gathering
the sensibility of a luminous care of friend-
ship. What it does is, it is producing a new lan-
guage, a new intellectual genealogy of care,
producing new topographies, not necessarily
arising from a specific space or kind of think-
ing. Present hierarchies become decentred.
This becomes the ground on which we build
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relationships with artists and the basis for cu-
ratorial moments. It is not your knowledge, it
is not your ability to mobilise certain things,
it is about developing something together
through the things we have in common, but
also along with what both of us are ignorant
about. It is something we have in common,
but we don't know all its dimensions, and it is
as alien oras complextome asitistoyou. Itis
thatmovementbetweenignorance, non-mas-
tery, and non-hierarchy. The worker’s rumi-
nations are not a rival to the Nobel laureate’s
treatise. Slowly, we've come to understand
that infra-curatorial moves that we had been
making were dependent, in a way, on which
sources could be navigated and how they are
brought and read together. | am learning the
source by your reading and you are learning
the source from my reading. That's what we
call the self-didactic or the autodidactic pro-
cess of the curatorial. Both of us are learning
together about a very complex question that
none of us had encountered before. That is
why new collectives are formed. And exhi-
bitions are temporary collectives. Together,
we find collectivities that we didn't anticipate
before. And that’s what links us, our mutual
exploration of something that is intangible at
one level and tangible at another.
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CURARE participant: The sources were
chosen between the artists and the
curators?

Jeebesh: What happens is that, in the process
of making an exhibition, artists are continu-
ously gathering, and some artists become
part of your conversation. It is an entangle-
ment. We are interested in procedures, and
also a heterogeneity and a multiplicity of
sources. Instead of thematic unity, we try to
proliferate and build a ground of sources for
the contemporary. It's about the building of
contemporary sources of culture, sources of
intellectual life, and thinking the contempo-
rary by multiplying, contaminating, and build-
ing together. This is a process that may start
in an institutional context, move into a non-in-
stitutional context, and go wherever conver-
sational micro-environments are produced. It
is the confidence of micro-environments that
fosters new confidence in sources.

loli Tzanetaki: Thank you for taking us
through this journey with you. How
have you dealt with conflict throughout
your practice? When working together
for so many years and with people out-
side your collective, it is inevitable that
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conflict arises. But conflict can also be
positive, it can actually help you pro-
gress the conversation.

Jeebesh: Conflict is too big a word. We call it
disagreements, because in the curatorial-ar-
tistic environment, there are disagreements
and then there are conflicts of scale. | use
the word ‘scale’, because the scale of an idea
or the scale of a conversation are often not
available before the conversation. If a conver-
sation starts, | don’t know the scale to which
the conversation can go, and the person I'm
having the conversation with, doesn’t know
this either. There is a misrecognition of scale
sometimes. We know that we have to be
open to unpredictability and a potential loss
of control. You often find yourself in unpre-
dictable environments, and sometimes that
can give rise to very public quarrels. This has
happened between us, and on occasion with
other artists, though that has been very rare.
Another reason a disagreement can arise is
because of care for a work. Sometimes what
happens is that one is being too fastidious,
both in their curatorial and in their artistic
work. Our solution to this is that we keep the
ends un-concluded - there is no end that is
fixed from the beginning. But exhibitions, as
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you know, are fixed entities, books are fixed
entities, so sometimes choices are made
and sometimes artists may feel they have
not been heard. What we do in situations like
that is to move to new terrain. We don’t stay
with the problem in the same terrain, so that
the articulation of the problem enriches all of
us. | think that, usually, most disagreements
happen between the artists and the fabrica-
tors where curators are engaging with a very
complex world of labour, a deeply intangible,
immaterial labour that is bringing something
to the world and, at the same time, a highly
manual, tangible labour. Between the three of
us, we know now that disagreements come
first before anything else.

SHO: We're now sitting in a situation be-
cause of the pandemic where the for-
mats we can use, at least in Germany,
have changed. We are looking at pub-
lic space, outdoor presentations, and
intimate one-to-one meetings in the
gallery space. And we are also look-
ing at a world that is changing rapidly
both economically and ecologically.
Do you, from your part of the world,
see any changes in the role of artists
and changes in formats that are not
only limiting but also inspiring to you?
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You started off by saying that you were
using the technologies available very
early on, to create a wider community,
more connections and you mentioned
that you spoke to more people than
ever this year. Can you see a change in
the role of the artist and new formats
emerging? Can it also be inspiring for
your work?

Shuddhabrata: | think we've always enjoyed the
opportunity that curation gives us to create
new contexts where different kinds of ener-
gies can meet and interact with each other.
We think of curation as the work of setting
the stage, of invitation and of creating a con-
text where you are the host and you create a
protocol by which people have these conver-
sations. Sometimes these are formal, some-
times they're accidental, they're not neces-
sarily saying what you plan for, but they are
part of the serendipity of the unexpected.

I'll give you an example of an informal, un-
planned process that began happening dur-
ing the Shanghai Biennale. We were all stay-
ing in one of two hotels that were state-run
hotels in China and every evening after the in-
stallation process, all the artists would gath-
er in the lobby and start drinking and telling
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each other stories and singing and reading
poems to each other. This became very noisy,
and the hotel management decided that the
sitting and meeting each other would have
to stop, so they removed the furniture from
the space. What they didn't realise is that the
people would continue sitting on a blue car-
pet that was still in the room. Gradually we
realised that the blue carpet itself became a
kind of modus of gathering, which we actu-
ally still carry with us. That's an example of
the relationship between what is ephemeral
and what is perennial. When the conditions
of COVID-19 made sure that we could not ac-
tually meet in physical space, some of those
artists who were also part of the Yokohama
Triennial said to us: do you remember the
blue carpet, we should return to the spirit of
the blue carpet. So the opening of the Yoko-
hama Triennial was actually a walk that hap-
pened live by the artists for the artists, by the
curators and by the museum staff. We called
this an extended blue carpet conversation. Its
audience were the artists themselves and of
course, other people could join, but the point
was that - even though there was a constraint
and we could not meet in person - we had a
memory of meeting at an earlier time.
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Between that memory of meeting and the im-
possibility of meeting, a form emerged that
then segued into what we call the “episodos”
at the Yokohama Triennial. The Yokohama Tri-
ennial had to deal with the fact that, because
there were physical constraints, some of its
processes had to move into other time signa-
tures. So, we created what we call episodos.
These episodos happened online and some-
times artists would produce episodes. For
example, there was one artist called Masaru
Iwai, whose practice is connected to cleaning.
We had invited him before the pandemic be-
gan and now his cleaning practice suddenly
took on a new residence online. He produced
asocialnetworkonInstagramwhere he would
invite other people to put on masks and clean.
So there was a spillage between the curatori-
al energies and how they moved outside the
constraints of the curatorial framework and
produced new, unexpected gatherings, com-
binations and possibilities. This is something
that | think we should take from this time. The
period of COVID-19 has given us a lot of heart-
ache and sadness and melancholia, but it has
also made us all inventive and imaginative in
how to rethink the questions of gathering, sol-
idarity and conversation. Now, sooner or later,
the pandemic will go, but this relationship be-
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tween offline, online, this relationship between
distance and proximity, the creation of a much
larger horizon of expectations around an art-
work may remain. This modest availability of
means can create a new conversation about
how the contemporary art world thinks about
space and time. Similarly, our practice is not
just about the one event, it extends to record-
ings, online media, a kind of constant build-
ing of its own archival possibility into a way in
which the time signature of the Biennale or cu-
ration extends in a different way. Many years
ago, we had written a text called “Earthworms
Dancing”[11], an argument for a slow-motion
biennial. | think we are now beginning to real-
ise that the temporal stretch is something that
we should all welcome and live with because
of the extraordinary characteristics of the time
that we're living in right now.

CURARE participant: | want to go back to
what you said earlier about your goal
of bringing people together, of getting
to a place of mutual curiosity and mu-
tual exploration. You said that as cura-
tors you establish a diversity of sourc-
es in order to get to this place. But,
this does not guarantee that you will
achieve equality and mutual explora-
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tion, because there’s always individu-
al interests and opinions. How do you
establish this environment of mutual
exploration and interests, besides just
using a diversity of sources?

Jeebesh: Two colleagues of ours who have
worked with us in our studio made an intrigu-
ing point. Their idea was that we are perennial
lines; we may be online or offline, but we are
still lines. But then, we are also live dots[12].
Their question is, when we are live dots, what
are we doing with each other? An important
thing about sources is that they destabilise
the time horizons by which individuals pro-
duce their individualities. In the present, if you
look at the climate change debate, all the dis-
cussions are about time horizons. What is the
time horizon by which we try to make sense of
our lives? Sources are immeasurable; our invi-
tation to each other is to try and be in that im-
measurable space that is between one anoth-
er, to work in this shifting time horizon, to say
that all time is nested in other time horizons,
which are unknowable, playful, knowable,
troubled, and so on. This multiplicity of tempo-
ral placements of and intersections with one
another is what we think we are inviting people
to. We hope that this invitation is mutually en-
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chanting. Art has this pressure of being an en-
chanted place in an alienated and disenchant-
ed world. Whatever part of art history and art
theory you read, it is always written with this
premise — art has to produce the re-enchant-
ment of the world as if the world is becoming
banal and routinised and completely predict-
able and art produces the sight of surprise,
amazement, astonishment, unpredictability.
But leaving that aside, what we are trying to
say is that the question of time is deeply nest-
ed in art and the conversation about art today.
It is not an Euro-American time of art history
that we are talking about; we are talking about
a different timescale to work with.

Through sources, and the way we are work-
ing, we are trying to build a weave of time ho-
rizons while keeping the immeasurability and
curiosity of the turning world. Time horizons
will always be shifting around us - the time of
economy, the time of crisis, the time of col-
lapse, the boom, the doom, personal time,
Proustian time. We are living in a plenitude of
unknown times.

Our sources are very intensively subjective.
We try to open the riddle of this world, and we
can draw from biology, we can draw from ge-
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ology; a source can be from anywhere.\We are
now working on a show in the Vienna Acad-
emy of Art, which will open in October 2021.
We are working with their collection, and the
question is to unpack that collection in a way
that hasn't been done before. We are inter-
ested in what kind of times are nested in this
collection and forgotten. We have named the
exhibition: Hungry for Time 3, What are the
substitutes of time that the project of domi-
nation produces? The violence of linear time
has been unaccountable, people’s lives have
been humiliated and subjugated in the idea of
linear time. It's not so much a choreography
out of a time, it's about registering that ac-
counts and images of time can actually have
immense consequences for living life.
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Rags Media Collective was established in 1992 by
Jeebesh Bagchi, Monica Narula and Shuddhabrata
Sengupta. Their work is located at the intersections
of contemporary art, historical enquiry, philosoph-
ical speculation, research and theory, often taking
the form of installations, online and offline media
objects, performances and encounters. Rags follow
their self-declared imperative of 'kinetic contempla-
tion' to produce work that demands the viewer to
look anew at what they take for granted. Myths and
histories of diverse provenances, a deep ambiva-
lence towards modernity and a quiet but consistent
critique of the operations of power and property in-
formtheirdiverse oeuvre. Recent exhibitions include
"The Laughter of Tears", Kunstverein Braunschweig,
Braunschweig, Germany (2012); "Still More World",
Mathaf Museum, Doha, Qatar (2019); "Twilight
Language", Manchester Art Gallery (2017-2018);
"Everything Else is Ordinary", K21 Museum for 21st
Century Art, Diisseldorf (2018); "If It's Possible, It's
Possible", MUAC, Mexico City (2015), and "Untime-
ly Calendar", National Gallery of Modern Art, Delhi
(2014-2015). Exhibitions curated by Rags include:
7th Yokohama Triennale (2020); "In the Open or in
Stealth", MACBA, Barcelona, (2018-2019); "Why Not
Ask Again", Shanghai Biennale (2016-2017); "IN-
SERT2014", New Delhi (2014); and "The Rest of Now
& Scenarios", Manifesta 7, Bolzano (2008).
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2017).
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Solvej Helweg Ovesen: As the director of KW
Institute for Contemporary Art, Berlin,
can you tell us about your approach to
that position? What motivates you to
put on an exhibition? Does it start with
an interest in specific themes or is that
not the way you move forward when
planning a programme? How do you
define the space you work in? How do
you refer to it? And finally, what's your
agenda right now? Could you perhaps
share with us what you're working on
at the moment? We're interested in
hearing your point of view as an artistic
and managing director.

Krist Gruijthuijsen: I'll start by giving you a bit of
a background and an introduction to myself.
I’'m Dutch and an artist with a background in
theatre. It's important to highlight that, be-
cause my background has continuously had
a significant influence on aspects of my work
when it comes to my curatorial, editorial and
managerial practice.

Now, I'm talking to you from the position of
being a director of an institution. I'm going to
speak from that point of view today. That is
also a very clear autonomous practice that

Shaping an Institution

brings a lot of different things together -1 am
either running the institution or editing books
or producing performances or making exhi-
bitions of my own, the role doesn’t just entail
being the director of an institution. There are
many ways to approach this role, ‘to tackle in-
stituting’, as one says these days.

My background as an artist has fuelled a lot
of things. | made a very deliberate choice
to be a freelancer for 12 years, which is not
easy. Being Dutch helped, as the Netherlands
is one of the easiest countries to be working
in independently. | was frequently able to get
grants as a curator, for writing or for editing.
So, | definitely made use of that privilege, of
being able to find space for yourself to de-
velop things, but at the same time trying to
experiment with exhibition making on many
different levels and in many different places.
| also definitely made a lot of use of the many
residency programmes that emerged in the
late 90s and early 2000s. That's just a bit of
a background to help you understand how |
ended up working at the institution (KW).

About ten years ago, | co-founded an insti-
tution in Amsterdam called Kunstverein. We
founded this institution to highlight what was
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considered to be elitist. Through this institu-
tion, we wanted to talk about things that are
too complicated, too inaccessible. We did
exactly that, we worked with and questioned
everything that is overlooked, obscure, radi-
cal, anything. It was a small scale; it was all
about embracing the small scale. The institu-
tion still exists and operates today.

Then | arrived here at KW. It was an institution
that | respected, but also one | felt very disen-
gaged with. And | asked myself why that was
the case. Even though Berlin has an interna-
tional mentality, it is still very local on many
levels. My relationship with KW was good
at the beginning, and then it kind of fizzled
out, particularly over the last few years. So,
when | was contacted to apply for this job, |
approached things at first in a way that came
naturally to me. | asked myself: “How do |
feel? How do | relate to the space? How do |
relate to how you're being treated? How do |
relate to the programme?” Just very personal
things.

And this is how everything unfolded in the
last four years, and this is how I've done it in
the past as well. It really starts from there. For
example, | don't like the entrance, | don't like

Shaping an Institution

how my body moves through space. It's the
really simple things you start from. Of course,
it's a cliché when you have a new director, that
they will want to change everything, particu-
larly when it comes to smaller institutions.
KW is sort of on the borderlines - it's on the
borderline of being big, but small enough to
be malleable. I'm part of a restructuring that
is going on in the institution. The city recently
managed to give us more subsidies in order
to become autonomous.

The Recent History of KW Institute for
Contemporary Art

KW used to be run with two different hats. The
Berlin Biennale and KW were always togeth-
er, and they were also financially dependent
on each other. So, if the Berlin Biennale, for
example, would go bankrupt, KW would go
bankrupt, which is a very unhealthy setup. We
convinced the city a couple of years ago to
divorce the two. Not institutionally, we're still
KW, but we're now split into two departments
with two directors. That created a lot of calm
within the institution. So, when | started on
the 1st of July 2016, there was no-one work
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ing for me. All the contracts were dissolved.
| literally started alone in the office. | only re-
appointed my personal assistant. She started
on the 5th of July. This was both beautiful and
stressful. | had to build up a completely new
team, in an institution that was, at the time,
twenty-five years old. | also wanted to build
on this legacy and this knowledge. What | did
is that | tried to just call the people that had
worked here in the past on different projects
and interviewed them to see what kind of po-
sition | could offer them within the new struc-
ture of the institution. | had to restructure
this institution that has a long history, but all
of a sudden everything was up for grabs. For
example, | completely rearranged the use of
space - the office moved from the front, back
towhere itusedto be atthe very beginning, at-
tached to the galleries. It was really important
for me that you walk out of the office, straight
into the gallery, this way you'’re immediately
engaged with what's happening on the floor
and you can correct it right away. I'm always
correcting everything everywhere. In terms
of space, the Berlin Biennale is like a harmon-
ica, it stretches itself from six employees to
seventy employees every couple of years. So,
you really need the extra office space for that.

Shaping an Institution

Throughoutthe lastthirty years, this little piece
of land became highly privileged. It's subsi-
dised, so everybody that works here hardly
pays anything. But the people who work here,
who have their offices here, they’'ve been with
us for the last ten to fifteen years. Some artists
have been living here since the 90s, they've
been here with us for a long, long time. They
pay 400 Euros for a hundred square metre
apartment, just to give you an idea.

I'll tell you about the landscape architects who
have an office here. They do our gardening
and take care of all the plants. The garden con-
sists of plants chosen by our patrons. It’s really
an organic way of showing their contribution,
without having plaques, which we didn’t want.
They are also working on really integrating the
garden, which in the past was much more ex-
perimental. But now due to our fire regulations
and the renovation, which | will get into a bit
later, we had to make some adjustments. The
garden is at the maximum of what we could do
in terms of green. The shape of the garden fol-
lows the map that we got from the Fire depart-
ment which showed where you were allowed
to plant and where you weren't. It’s also a bit of
a critique playing with that.
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A graphic designer who does the design for
Café Bravo (located in KW) also has an office
here. There are a lot of interactions between
other people that rent here. We also have
around five to six apartments, which we use
for artists and other people we work with.
This was already initiated by Ellen Blumen-
stein who was a chief curator here and she
had a rather dense public programme. | also
pushed for this to continue, because this is
not an institution that has exhibitions and a
little bit of a public programme. But the public
programme is equally important to the exhi-
bitions. That also means that we have a lot of
traffic of people coming in, so we need those
apartments. We also want people to stay
longer - so that artists that we work with can
be here with their families for three months to
prepare the show.

| really wanted to create that sense of com-
munity, | wanted to instigate this internal
conversation in this courtyard and in an area
that has changed so massively. | mean, Au-
guststrasse is absolutely not the sexy gal-
lery street it used to be. KW is still part of the
conversation at the moment as it was in the
1990s and early 2000, it’s still a place to visit,
gather and meet. It still has its appeal.

Shaping an Institution

A Pluri-Vocal Space

We are restructuring and re-establishing the
institution internally now. | wanted to get rid
of a couple of things. Firstly, | didn’t want to
build an institution that's moulded after one
person or one voice that decides everything.
| don’t think that this represents the time we
live in anymore. What does an art centre or
centre of contemporary art mean in Berlin to-
day? What else can it do?

That's why we built up a larger curatori-
al team. | did that to have more input, but
also to tap into more issues within the city.
We've always been interested in and dealing
with city politics through the Biennale and
through other projects, but | also wanted to
give curators more time to go in-depth into
certain research topics. That said, we are an
artist-driven institution. So, we're not HKW,
we'’re not research-based. The research al-
ways translates into an artistic venture. That's
really important for me, because | really want
everything to be fuelled through an artistic
lens. Also, what’s important for us is trying
to understand this institution today beyond
the nostalgia it carries with it, or burden itself
with, i.e., the 90s of K\W. We are thinking about
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the future, about what this institution is, what
it can do and who it represents. Who are the
people who come here? | don't believe in fo-
cusing on one community. | think this is not
a one community place and | don't want it to
be that. So, it's represented differently than
SAVVY for example which is a much more
community-based organisation. | want this to
be a place for multiple communities that tap
into different elements in our programme. For
example, we reinstated the Pogo Bar, which
used to be a club in the early 2000s. It was
a little techno club in a basement. And now
it's a place for social curation - of course on
hold at the moment due to COVID-19. We al-
ways work with different communities and
different artists from various places in Ber-
lin. They curate the evening, they decide on
the drink, who performs etc. Around 60 to 80
people can go in at one time. It's something
that we've been doing for three years quite
successfully. The fact that it's a smaller scale
definitely helps. It also really works amongst
young people. There is still a very “white” im-
age of this institution. This doesn’t mean that
diversity is about colour at all, but it’'s a way to
engage differently.

Shaping an Institution

“I'm actually not the artistic director, I'm the
director - it's a very big difference.”

Back to the curatorial position. So, | am the
director, which besides curating also involves
dealingwithallthe different mattersofrunning
the institution. I'm not the artistic director, I'm
the director -it's avery big difference. I'm also
the chief curator which means that | run the
other curators. There is another curator who
curates with me in the “house”. So, the two of
us basically programme the “house”. Then we
have two associate freelance positions, two
particularly independent thinkers who come
to us with proposals. The position of the as-
sociate curator is usually a three to four-year
residency in which a curator comes to us with
a proposal wanting to use KW as a platform to
dig deeper into the research they are already
working on within their practice. And it’s of-
ten people who | think are not meant to be
working in institutions, they don’t understand
the bureaucracy of institutions, they are not
interested in making budgets, or any of those
things. But they have brilliant minds, and they
also need space and support.

| also created this programme as a critical
input for the curatorial team. The residents
come in once a month and | meet with them
and discuss their project; in the meantime,
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theyworkontheirlongerresearchproject.The
first one we appointed was Tirdad Zolghadr,
who just finished his residency with us.
Actually, he is going to do one last symposium
in November about rural gentrification, which
is a particularly relevant and interesting topic
now during the pandemic. He has been trying
to understand gentrification more artistically,
working with various communities in the city.
One of the biggest projects that came out of
his research was at Haus der Statistik last
September. This also taps into other projects
we have done in the past such as 37 rooms
in 1992 or the first Berlin Biennale or other
projects on the topic of cityscapes or city
politics. So, there is a continuation. Then we
have Mason Leaver-Yap, who is more of a
producer and got themselves more into the
production of moving images, which they've
been doing for over a decade, and they do the
same here. Theybasically pointouttwo artists
per year, who get a budget to produce a new
film. It's a complete luxury for these artists,
because they get to work with a producer and
a curator by their side for a whole year. Two
films come out of it which then premiere in
Berlin, but they are always in dialogue with
other institutions globally. It’s called the KW
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Productions series, which is a collaboration
with Julia Stoschek. That’s an ongoing project.

Recently we appointed Clémentine Deliss as
an associate curator, who is a professor and
a pioneer in anticolonial conversations, es-
pecially in relation to museological studies.
She is someone whom I've been in conver-
sation with for over ten years now. She has
been appointed to form a Museum Universi-
ty, she calls it “Metabolic University”. In the
next three years, this project is going to tap
into the politics of collecting in Berlin, which
is, again, a very topical subject - particular-
ly through a deep colonial lens. It's a visual
project, it's not discursive. We're not just talk-
ing about museum collections, but also artist
collections or more obscure collections such
as beautiful collections of sounds by animals.
There are so many different fantastic collec-
tions to look at here in Berlin.

We're not a collecting institution, which
means we can have a more critical stance
about them and take them out of their coffins,
and see how they can be activated differently.
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We also have two assistant curators who of-
ten curate the public programme or Pogo Bar,
but mostly work with the anatomy on an exhi-
bition.

We recently also appointed a curator for “The
Digital Sphere”. That is only the second posi-
tion in Germany in this field. This is someone
who is going to develop the digital arm of KW
and it will be as important as the exhibition
programme. Of course, we all saw everybody
panicking during COVID, diving into the digi-
tal realm in the most naive ways. We did it as
well, but we also tried to keep it as close to
us as possible. It was interesting, because |
was already working on developing the digi-
tal part of KW for the last year and a half. 'm a
very analogue person, but | do believe in the
diversity of the digital space, if you really take
it as serious material and as a representation-
al space. We appointed Nadim Samman, who
is someone who has been doing projects like
this for a long time and also really thinks in a
much more political way on that subject. As
you can see, we've expanded the scope of
what this institution does quite a bit.

Of course, some things need time, they might
need three years to develop for instance, and

Shaping an Institution

then they get some visibility. It's also really
important for us that KW is not just a place for
presentation, it's really a place for production.
We produce newworkforevery new showthat
we do. We don’t have much money to pay the
artists. The artists get a 4000 Euro fee, which
| had to fight for in the city, because normally
artists get 1500 Euros, but, here in KW, the
artists work on a show for ayear and a half, so
that’s nothing, it's really nothing. But it taps
into the fact that the artists that we work with,
we work with for a long period of time.

Our curatorial engagement with an artist is
extremely intense. Most artists love it, be-
cause they've never had such a critical, in-
tense conversation partner. That is possible
for us because we have more curators in the
house.
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An Artist-Driven Institution

CURARE participant: In @ way, do you also
pay the artists through the visibility
they get?

Krist: Yes, you also pay them with visibility in
some ways. The market'’s visibility can boost
an artist’s sales. There are a lot of ways to look
at it economically, but the way we approach
it is that there is an artist fee, and there’s also
the production of a new piece. Publishing is
extremely important for KW, and it became
even more important now that I'm here, be-
cause it's half of my curatorial work, but |
don’t randomly make a book per show, just
because we need a book.

What else really changed in that sense is that,
because it's such an artist-driven institution,
we also make it about an artist programme.
We look at artists who have been very influ-
ential for generations in particular regions in
the world. We look at the world globally and
focus on certain regions where we've tapped
into for a little longer and then find a char-
acter, a figure that has had a significant im-
pact on the scene and on its development.
What's important for us is that these people
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are artists, not curators or museum direc-
tors. Whether we look at North America, or
at South America, or the Middle East, we
have a long line of people we look at. We did
an exhibition of Beatriz Gonzalez. We're now
doing an exhibition of Leonilson from Brazil.
These are all characters that most people in
the West wouldn’t know, but you actually see
how influential they were, and they’re not the
household names here, because there's nota
market built around those names.

We usually make two ambitious exhibitions
per year. They're basically museum shows
that 30 people normally work on, but | believe
that these shows need to happen and | have
the power to bring them here. I've convinced
all the bigger museums in the world - Pompi-
dou, Tate etc.,to make us a serious partner. It’s
also interesting for them to not always have
shows that only go to those five, six big mu-
seums worldwide, but to see if an art centre
could actually be able to live up to their stand-
ards. We have the space for it but, that’s also
because no museum will do what we do here.
There is no museum that would bring these
names here. So, we do have to take on this
retrospective role, which is often the founda-
tion of our thinking in our seasons. We work
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in seasons, three seasons per year which are
presented through the lens of three charac-
ters and those three characters represent
the subject matter that we want to talk about.
That’s why | keep saying that the artist-driven
element is so important for us. If, for instance,
we want to talk about non-binary positions or
identity politics, the disregard of bodies or
health systems, or whatever we think is rele-
vant today, we approach it through the lens of
another David Wojnarowicz or Anna Daucik-
ova. She had such an extraordinary practice
that she developed in this communist-social-
ist environment where she was completely
repressed by her transpositions (cryptic re-
formulations of her work in response to the
fear of USSR censorship).

There are so many ways of tackling a topic
and also doing something for the artists at the
same time. | also still think that in this city, in
which the economy is built around the artists,
we need a certain setofveryclear, established
centres for contemporary art that just show
artists. This is why the group shows that we
do at KW are always through the lens of an
artist — we never do a big group show with
a thematic concept. KW used to do thematic
group shows in the past, but not under my di-
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rectorship. For example, last year, we showed
the exhibitions The Making of Husbands and
Christina Ramberg in dialogue with one an-
other. We take a position that is completely
obscure and overlooked but very special and
build a group show around it to bring it into
conversation today.

Another topic that we are very interested in
is looking at how bodies are constructed to
stand in normalised, standardised situations
of gender. We have more shows on at the
same time, there’s a dialogue. Each season is
curated, in the sense that we write an ongo-
ing programme, which | consider to be one
big group show where we start talking about
a specific topic. It's a long written curatorial
proposal that unfolds in front of the visitors. If
the function of KW is to present to you what
you already know, then we might as well close
down, because places like this are there to ed-
ucate us, you, the visitor and to provoke what
we want to talk about in politics or in society,
but also always to find uncommon ground,
try to experiment all the time. That includes
bringing names you don’t know. We want you
to go to this institution, because you believe
in the way it is curated and in the dedication
we show in what we do. That's why we need

74



Krist Gruijthuijsen

to continue doing the programme we do for
another four years so that people actually un-
derstand how things operate here.

SHoO: First of all, | really appreciate what
you have told us already, because |
think that from a curatorial perspective
it makes a lot of sense to have a longer
narrative within an institution. | also
think it’s very important to have heard
your explanation about why the names
you show here are rarer and how you
build the programme around them. It
could be interesting to hear how your
research developed. You're in touch
with so many people here in Berlin and
you have an amazing curatorial team.
How do you meet people and get in-
spired and become sure that this is a
person you would like to work with?

Krist: That's a good question. | always say, yes.
And again, I'm talking from a very privileged
point of view. As the director of a more re-
nowned institution like this, you get a lot of
invitations to travel around the country and
abroad because this is the ideal exchange.
Bringing a director of an institution to Russia
and then you bring back artists from there.

Shaping an Institution

When | get those invitations, | almost always
say yes and | always come back with at least
something, where I'm like, oh my God. For
example, | was invited to go to Saudi Arabia,
and | said, “Yes, I'm going to Saudi Arabia” -
that was the last trip | did. And actually, the
only reason why | went to Saudi Arabia is so
that | would meet artists who also disagree
with the system and the regime they operate
in and need to be heard. So why would | not
travel? | have this ambassador role and I'm
able to bring these voices out of the regime
to criticise it.

So instead of saying I'm not going to Saudi
Arabia, because | disagree with the regime, |
think that it's important to go and then work
from within. That’s one way | do research. |
also still do one studio visit a week in Berlin,
there are so many artists here, it’s really un-
believable in comparison to anywhere in the
world, so that's fantastic.

And this takes time... We already know what
we have in 2023, that's how far we are. That
meansthatldon’t programme like Hans Ulrich
Obrist programmes for example, because he
leaves two or three gaps in the programme,
so that he can be on point - the first to show.
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That's a strategy and that’s fine, but that’s not
the strategy we follow. The way we go about it
is to say: “This is a really interesting position.
What can we do with this position and what
will this position mean in two years’ time? Is it
timeless? Is it a position that is only there, be-
cause itresponds directly to today?” We tend
to be more interested in a position that has a
longer breath.
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Krist Gruijthuijsen is a curator and art critic who
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It was in the first weeks of the quarantine. It
became clear that the more isolated we felt,
the more we were in need of intimacy and
contact, intellectually and emotionally. So
we decided to come together — at a healthy
distance—in a popular park in our neigh-
bourhood. It was a warm sunny afternoon
despite the state of exception. We sat on a
bench and talked about hope and possibility,
which brought us to talk about the balconies
and their political history as stages of resil-
ience and as places both private and public
at the same time. Balconies are terraces of
openness and hope, as well as platforms for
authoritarianism and supremacy, as thresh-
olds from which we can encounter the world
while in confinement of the domestic: which
is safe and sound for some, but not for others.
The emergency exit to take a breath of fresh
air, catch a moment of sunshine or a smoke.
We talked on how they became unique sites
of everyday performance or even civic mobi-
lisation in times when staying home reveals
itself as a privilege. How they turned from lux-
ury terraces to the signs of democratisation.
Every architecture school has its own way of
designing balconies. Everyone has their own
way of inhabiting them. Especially now. We
decided to reach out to the balconies of the
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world, against isolation and individualisation,
not leaving everything in the hands of the vi-
rus and the fear it generates.

We also talked about our condition of being
independent curators at this moment. In reali-
ty, independence means a lot of dependence:
on grants, moods, circumstances, encoun-
ters, favours and interests. And yet there is
something that has always attracted us to re-
main so, at least partly (next to our respective
teaching assignments) and that is, in the first
place, the proximity to artists’ positions and
their vulnerability, secondly the deep feeling
of freedom to privilege art and content and
thirdly responsiveness to urgencies when in-
stitutional channels are blocked or too slow.

Longing for art as a bodily encounter, mixed
with a feeling of horror vacui and the unwill-
ingness to join yet another digital exhibition
or guided tour, we decided to address an
invitation to the artists, writers, architects,
choreographers living in our neighbourhood
Prenzlauer Berg to share some signs of life on
their balconies and windows during the East-
er Weekend in a form of a public exhibition of
sorts. We realised that this was the moment:
We were all here and on our own in our quar-



Oviil O. Durmusoglu & Joanna Warsza

antine spaces and not hectically travelling,
as usually required by our work responsibili-
ties. We started with our friends, who invited
other friends, and that made us reach out to
strangers. Our invitation was picked up very
fastand the whole initiative grew with a snow-
ball effect. With zero budget, no opening, and
no crowds, the project turned into an intimate
stroll (with respect to current regulations) to
search for signs of life, art, and points of kin-
ship and connection. Thousands and thou-
sands of people left their screens and came
over. We were deeply moved by the warm re-
action and curiosity of different publics.

Prenzlauer Berg is one of the neighbourhoods
which many have prejudices against. It is gen-
erally considered an area of privilege, shaped
around the needs of the nuclear family and
only consisting of playgrounds, ice cream
parlours, organic food markets and restau-
rants. But Prenzlauer Berg is also home to
artists, theatre people or writers. The neigh-
bourhood has an important history of artist
squats, takeovers, one-night exhibitions and
many East-German artists have lived here
since the 1980s. In former East Germany, just
as in communist Poland, what was public, in
a sense of non-intimidated or uncensored art
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and life, frequently happened in someone's
kitchen rather than out in the open. Specifi-
cally, Prenzlauer Berg is a place where home-
made resistance against the GDR hit critical
mass. Today many locally and internationally
acclaimed artists, often disconnected from
the locality, continue to live here. Actually,
more than we expected.

And as two women curators coming from
two major working-class minorities of Ger-
many, we decided to join our forces and vi-
sions, to collaborate on a way of art making
that we both believe in. In less than fifteen
days, this neighbourhood initiative/exhibition
put people closer together than any regular
contemporary art event. It made neighbours
reach out to each other, it made various art
communities intermingle, over fifty artists in-
cluding their families. We chose to create an
equally in/visible and open public frame by
challenging GPS in our hands, on our smart-
phones, and GPS in our heads, the memory
of streets in our neighbourhood. To protect
people’s privacy we didn‘t give out the artist's
addresses, we created a map with dots - with
generous help from J6zefina Chetko - and a
list of artists living in the area, but you would
not know who did which work. In that sense
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it was an anti-hegemonic stroll, beyond a par-
ticular authorship. Our only curatorial choice
was not the list of achievements of certain art-
ists or its symbolic value, but the postcode of
the area and the question of how we relate to
our isolation and the pandemic, starting from
where we live.

Invited artists, curators, writers, architects,
choreographers didn’'t seek our curatorial
approval of their statements and contribu-
tions as it might happen in a standard set-
ting, and we were by no means the symbolic
gate keepers of the content. Everybody was
producing what they felt like at the moment,
on the threshold between life and art, private
and public, in the windows and on balconies.
Be it a swing hanging from the door, an action
of spring cleaning by throwing unnecessary
stuff through the window, or reading poems
through an intercom. Artists Lina Majdalanie
and Rabih Mroué actually did invite all the
neighbours of their house to take part, who
activated their windows and balconies, and
the whole building spoke.

In the COVID-19 public debate in Germany,
the artists and curators are not considered
‘essential’ (systemrelevant), and perhaps for
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good reasons. We cannot save lives, but we
can support them with a grain of meaning,
situate them ontologically, tease a narration,
shape thoughts and experiences on what is
private, public and political, show signs of
life from windows and balconies, experience
something together through hope, empathy,
joy and sadness. “Die Balkone” brought us a
lotof beliefinart,and re-made artintoalmosta
drug. Art as a way of thinking about the world,
as a way of building bonds and relations, as a
way of creating meaning, and in this project,
as a way of fabricating a non-digital commu-
nity in isolation, piecing together a neigh-
bourhood, remembering that some can't stay
home. Art presented from within domestic
spaces also felt more intimate somehow.
And this could be one thing to learn from that
experience, to zoom into where one lives, to
take time, to stop the hectic acceleration of
production and consumption.

It was an urgency that put us into motion, to
break the helplessness which is intensified
by the media. The postponed exhibitions and
events, fired museum educators, collapsing
budgets, the feeling that whatever we do, we
canonly doitinthe digital,and without asking
who profits from that. In the meantime, when
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some of us can lock ourselves in and some of
us can’t, when we are mourning our losses,
some governments —-the Polish and Turkish,
sadly included - taking dangerous decisions
to consolidate their power that may change
the course of the future after COVID-19.

wWe are often being asked now - by various
media from different parts of the world: ,,How
was this project different from what you real-
ised before? What did you learn from it? What
not to go back to?“ And we do ask ourselves
the famous Bruno Latour question: ,What are
some suspended activities that you would like
to see not coming back?“ What do we want to
keep and what not?

What our initiative also asked for, is to look at
our vocabulary of production and exhibition
making, the language use. We tend to forget
many things in the professional art world.
One of them is the joy and sense of commu-
nicating, sometimes it is that simple and that
powerful. We also forgot that we do too much,
too fast and too hectically, yet we cannot live
without each other, only behind the screens.
Now with the obligatory slow down, we also
realised that we forgot the agency that art has
in the public sphere and space to respond
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and to express needs and urges. Especially
now public art reveals itself as part of heal-
ing, as a means to produce imaginative forms
of ,publicness’ in times where many gather-
ings for the upcoming months might be risky.
It offers itself as a medium to relate to each
other avoiding crowd-making. It comes forth
as a powerful agency to reshape publicness,
to create forms of care, support and societal
well-being or just a random encounter. What
is public and counterpublic in public art?
What is art’s role in the construction of the
public sphere, and of society at large? Many
of us, not only cultural workers, are in need of
situating ourselves in that moment, looking
for ontological meaning outside of the muse-
ums in the eerie city landscapes. This is an
extraordinary opportunity for art to reach out,
to rethink our interdependencies to each oth-
er and to the non-human, and finally perhaps
to offer us some screen quarantine. We of-
ten read in curatorial and artistic statements
about the power of art to recontextualise the
status quo, and create different narrations,
but it hardly happens. ,Die Balkone“ as a
spontaneous instance of art in public made
us believe again that art can be in fact a way
of creating freedom within confinement, a
way of shaping relations, re-understanding
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intimacy, a way of overcoming fear, and a way
of creating moments of togetherness.

To be able to translate what Naomi Klein very
recently phrased as ,to kick the door of radi-
cal possibility open* to our field of contempo-
rary art meant challenging exhibition/project
making structures and codes of working: to
go into the local streets, to start from where
we know best, to realise a response, a con-
necting gesture in a short while, a smoke
sign to tell one another | am here, | am alive*
with zero budget, no commissioning frame,
no commissioning at all, no funders, no open-
ing, no spectacle, no fly in and out, no view
and preview, no VIP and no champagne, no
art market as we usually operate in the pro-
fessional contemporary art world. The com-
mon concern we all had with the participants
was more substantial than when operating
according to the ‘normal’ codes of conduct.
It was a form of bonding, solidarity and con-
versation with the medium of art. We need
to highlight that we are absolutely against
working for free and any form of exploitation,
but if there is a need for engagement, then
there are these rare situations where one can
do something just because one feels like it,
where the economic aspect does not play a
role. And of course, it would be even better
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if under normal conditions there would be
more fairness and equal pay in a very hierar-
chised art world. We also have to say that the
city of Berlin was extremely responsive with
offering a quick support for freelancers, and
not based on nationality, but based on who
works, creates and pays taxes here, on who -
in other words - who is a neighbour.

It is the neighbourhood concept that made
,Die Balkone® relevant for various cultural
contexts. We received questions for possi-
ble sister editions from India, Ghana, Chile,
Indonesia, France or Poland. Although the
requests come from different countries, we
don‘t think we should follow a ,Biennale mod-
el* where we fly around the world and imple-
ment it in various contexts. Those places and
local curators and communities will know
the best way to make their own editions. You
are a neighbour always and everywhere, and
everywhere you should be able to think about
how to live together and if art can be useful
here, especially now, even better.
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CURARE participant: YOu mentioned earlier
that you have a background in history
and art history. It seems that in the Bi-
ennale you're trying to bring these two
together - most of the installations we
saw at Gropius Bau refer to history.
For example, there were one or two in-
stallations that included authentic his-
torical objects, or rather copies of au-
thentic historical objects. What's the
meaning of history in our lives today?
How do you deal with history in your
exhibitions?

Agustin Pérez Rubio: In the Biennale there are
just copies of the original artefacts. That is
why they should be presented as reproduc-
tions and not as art pieces. Of course, the
artists extensively researched authentic ma-
terial and objects, but we didn't want to fet-
ishise this. Another approach is what we did
with the project by Francisco Huichaqueo 1,
where we didn't include any copies of arte-
facts in the exhibition. His project was a kind
of healing, a kind of restitution. We were re-
searching here in Berlin to find out where the
Mapuche 2 collections were - whether they
were in private or public hands - and the big-
gest and most accessible collection was the
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public one. So, it was much easier to get the
permission to obtain the artefact which the
artist needed from the public collection. In
the beginning, he wanted to install the pieces
in a different way, but the conservators didn’t
allow it. It was a long discussion, which is of
course somethingthatyou don'tsee, because
it was part of the process.

Now regarding history, we know that there
are a lot of things in these exhibitions that
people don’t know about, or others that they
don’t necessarily think about. This is not ca-
nonical history, it's another way of interpret-
ing knowledge. For instance, Huichaqueo’s
work shows that there are other ways of inter-
preting cosmology, the Mapuche cosmology
etc. A lot of things that are common knowl-
edge in South America are completely un-
known here in Germany. For example, Aline
Baiana's work The Cross of the South (2020)
is something very popular in South America,
but here in Germany, it is not. It always hap-
pens that people of South America know per-
fectly well all the popular things from Europe,
but it doesn’t work the other way around. This
demonstrates the Eurocentrism and univer-
salism of our Western culture.
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CURARE participant: | know exactly what
you mean. For example, people in Af-
rica learn global history in their history
courses. They just learn the history of
Europe, but not the history of their own
people. However, with all the chang-
es happening over the last couple of
years, they are considering writing
their national history, whereas in Eu-
rope, we're just permanently focusing
on our own national histories.

Agustin: Imagine that until the 1990s, the
books, the educational books for children, in
the entirety of Latin America, mainly came
from two Spanish publishers. And they were
called "The discovery of the Americas" - not
the conquest but the discovery of the Amer-
icas! So even in their own countries, they
learn that they "discovered" Argentina, Brazil
etc. This coloniality is implied - it is implied
that the knowledge comes "from Europe to
us". Economically speaking, these publishers
made a lot of money by selling these books,
but also if we look at it in terms of content -
these books presented a very Eurocentric
point of view, in very derogatory ways. But
people in Latin America grow up this way
and it follows you later in life. For example, in
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Cuba, a person who has curly hair is called
Pelo Malo which means bad hair. This type of
terminology comes from the idea of the casts
that the Spaniards and Portuguese imposed
in Latin America — casts of races and colours,
of ways of looking. These imposed limits on
the place people can have in society. For in-
stance, a black person could own a shop, but
could never be a politician. Maybe they could
work in commerce, but they would never be
able to be educated or run for mayor of their
city, even if they came from a small village.
This demonstrates how coloniality affects
not only land or objects but also bodies, be-
liefs and psyche. And how the colony worked
in the minds of both the Creole elites, as well
as the mestizos and indigenous or Afro-de-
scendants in the way of imposing a hegemo-
ny that has often been installed long after the
period of independence.

This is all in the system which is imposed, and
this concept exists in language and in people’s
beliefs. There is a lot of history behind all this.
But many of the concepts that we brought with
the Biennale are very popular in Latin Ameri-
can, they are an important part of its history.
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CURARE participant: Did you include artists
in the Biennale who you already knew
or did you research to find artists you
hadn’t worked with before?

Agustin: Both | would say. First of all, we were
following our biographies and personal back-
ground. From our own countries, there are
five artists minimum in the Biennale: from Bra-
zil, Argentina, Chile, Spain. We were also in-
terested in the routes the Spaniards and the
Portuguese followed on the way to the colo-
nies. For instance, we have four Filipino artists
in the Biennale, because the Philippines were
a big Spanish colony. Also due to this coloni-
ality, Filipino artists have a close relationship
with Mexican artists. When you go to Manilla,
the first thing you see is a cargo with lots of
hearts, and this is a type of iconography that
looks very Mexican. Also, the permanent wet
markets in the Philippines are called Palengke,
which is a Mexican-Spanish word. Historically,
the Mexicans were part of the Spanish crown
and boats would travel from Spain to Mexico
and from Mexico to the Philippines. We were
also interested in India (more specifically in
Goa, because Goa was a Portuguese colony).
There were many artists who we knew, but
hadn’t worked with before or other artists who
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were in the background of our own experienc-
es or research.

Although | had never worked with Filipino art-
ists, | had visited the Philippines twice and |
already had an ongoing exchange with some
artists from there. For example, | knew that
Kiri Dalena was collaborating on a film with
the Spanish artist Paloma Polo who is a friend
of mine and there were a lot of similar instanc-
es. But we never “discovered” artists, we
were not among these curators whose aim is
to “discover” artists. | only went on one trip for
the Biennale, to Canada, which is a country |
had lived in for a year and a half in the past.
Maria Berrios B! also knows Canada, as her
parents were immigrants who moved from
Chile to Canada. She arrived in Canada when
she was five or six years old, and she went to
a Canadian school. So in Canada, there are
a lot of artists we were familiar with, but we
had never worked with before. For instance, |
knew Shuvinai Ashoona. | have actually stud-
ied the history of her grandmother, Pitseolak
Ashoona, and her cousin. The grandmother
of Shuvinai, belongs to a group of revered In-
uit women artists in the 1950s known for their
drawings. Her cousin was Annie Pootoogook
whose successful artistic career was tragi-
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cally cut short by her death in 2016 when she
drowned in a river. There is a lot of violence
in these communities. That's why, for exam-
ple, in Shuvinai’'s drawings in KW[4], you can
see monsters, most of which have a large pe-
nis. Shuvinai is an artist with mental health is-
sues, even though she was never diagnosed.
She has never spoken about this openly, but
it is said that these monsters are about the
abuse that her grandmother, her mother and
her cousin have described to her or even the
abuses she herself may have suffered. The
Canadians in the 1960s gave the indigenous
people money to keep them silent in the Indi-
an reservations. So the men stopped working
as they no longer needed to earn money and
instead they spent their money on alcohol. As
a result, they would get very drunk at night
and would rape the women of the communi-
ty. This is structural violence created by white
men. These are stories that she never talked
about openly, but her grandmother and other
women artists talk about them through her
drawings. So even though | never worked with
her before, there is a connection between us,
as there was with the other artists —we can al-
ways say how the collaboration came about.
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We never did any intense travelling for re-
search. We did a lot of studio visits in Berlin
and that is why there are twelve artists from
Berlin in the Biennale. We are four curators
working at the same level, so each of us would
bring some artists, but then the others would
always pose questions such as: "Why this art-
ist? In relation to what? What is the project?
How does this project relate to other ideas
and concepts we are working on?"

CURARE participant: | wanted to ask about
"collective curating". How did you ap-
proach it? How did you separate the
tasks? Who was responsible for what?

Agustin: We've been living in Berlin since Feb-
ruary 2019. We won the competition in Sep-
tember 2018 and the first official visit was
one week in November, then there was one
in December and one in January. In Febru-
ary, Renata, Lisette and | came to live here
full-time. Maria came a bit later, because she
has a child and a husband in Denmark - she
came at the end of July. We opened the space
in September. All this was in our proposal.
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Regarding our methodology, every decision
was a collective decision. Every artist in the
Biennale was a decision we made collective-
ly. Each of us would bring artists and ideas
to the table, but then the final decision was
made by all four of us. The way we went about
it was as follows: Every singular decision
about texts, projects, inviting people for talks
or exhibitions in the temporary berlin bienni-
al office and exhibition space ExRotaPrint®,
the selection of artists for the biennial itself
etc., everything had to be agreed upon by the
four of us. When it came to the artists, one
of us would come up with an idea and then
the four of us had to agree on it in order to in-
vite an artist. If someone was not sure about
an idea they could say it, and we would wait
and make a final decision later on the work or
a specific project. But if one of us had a big
issue with inviting an artist whose work they
found problematic in terms of ethics, politics
or personal issues, then we wouldn't invite
them, this idea would be off the table.

We each had a veto which we could use if we
had a problem with an artist or an idea. The
funny thing is that we never used our veto.
What happened sometimes was that one of
us would present an artist, then the other two
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said that they really wanted to include them
in the Biennale, but one of us would say "l like
them, but | am a bit unsure about it. Since
the three of you are convinced though, | wiill
agree as well". But it was always very organic.
Of course, you have to convince the others,
explain why you think it's important to include
certain positions. But it was obvious some-
times why it was important to include them
or not. All in all, it was very organic.

The most interesting thing was that later we
designated one of us to be the spokesperson
responsible for communicating with the Bi-
ennale office regarding a specific matter or
department. In the first months, before we
did that, the communication with the office
was crazy. What’s important to remember is
that we are not a collective of curators — as
was the case with DIS the curators of the
9th Berlin Biennale for example who were
already working as a collective — we are four
individuals with four different backgrounds,
four different voices, making a collective for
this occasion. After that, we will again con-
tinue working independently. So, as we are
not a collective and we don't have that type
of training, it was very hard to communicate
with the office because if someone asked the
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same question to me, Maria, Lisette or Rena-
tal®l, they would get different answers. Some-
times the answers were similar but there was
always a point on which they differed.

But we wanted to maintain this type of com-
munication, we wanted to have disagree-
ments in a positive way and build something
through these disagreements. This is why we
decided that every decision would be made
by all four of us, because if not, the final deci-
sions would have been very different. Howev-
er, each of us was responsible for one thing.
For example, Renata was the spokesperson
for the team in relation to exchange pro-
grams and activities. Maria was the spokes-
person in relation to publication and texts. |
was responsible for designing the website
and was also the spokesperson in relation to
the press. Later, Lisette and | were responsi-
ble for the exhibition design in collaboration
with the architect. For example, the architect
designed something that Maria thought was
too much, and she asked me to speak with
the architect about it. So | was then respon-
sible for communicating with the architect. If
we hadn't split our roles, it would have been
very chaotic.
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The four of us had a WhatsApp group and we
emailed, but we also had to communicate
with each other within the smaller groups re-
sponsible for each thing. For instance, Lisette
and | were responsible for the budget, so we
had to be in frequent communication about
that.

Of course, communication when co-curating
with four people is not easy, but that’s not a
bad thing, it's a challenge. On the other hand,
and that is what’s important for us, this Bien-
nale would have been completely different, if
| had curated it alone or if Lisette or Maria or
Renata had curated it alone. But we are very
happy with the result, and | can say that this
Biennale represents me, Lisette can say that
it represents her, Maria and Renata, too.

It's a long process. The Biennale is not only
what you see here today at Gropius Bau. If you
read the review written by Pablo Larios,!”! he
says something which we completely agree
with; the Biennale is not only here, the Bien-
nale is also everything that happened during
the year we were at ExRotaPrint. And this is
what's actually important, not the "live ar-
chive" but the real programme, experiences
and people - children, group of elders, neigh-
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bours etc. There was a whole process in or-
der to make this exhibition in the end. Even
though we were preparing the exhibition at
the same time with everything else, we end-
ed up changing a lot of things in response to
the process. It's important to mention this,
so that people don't think that the Biennale is
just the exhibition, for us it's not.

CURARE participant: How did you finally
decide how to use the space together
with the other curators? Did you make
sketches? Did you create a model?

Agustin: | have a sixteen year long experience
working as the chief curator/ director of a mu-
seum. MUSAC - Museo de Arte Contempora-
neo de Castilla y Le6n was a 10.000 square
metre museum and we used 4.000 of these
for exhibitions which we were changing every
three months. | was also the artistic director
of MALBA in Buenos Aires, Argentina for four
years. My husband is an architect and | have a
very good understanding of space. Lisette cu-
rated the Sao Paulo Biennial — do you know
how many floors this is? The Berlin Biennale is
much smaller compared to it. Lisette and | have
more experience working with large spaces,
Maria has more experience working in small-
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er spaces and that's why for example she was
very good at working with the archive material.

The architect we worked with is called Johan-
na Meyer-Grohbrugge and she is very good. It
was very important to work with an architect in
terms of the flow between the four of us —there
was someone external balancing things out.

Lisette and | wanted the design of the space
to respond to the narrative of the Biennale. We
wanted it to go against linear thinking, so to di-
vide the space in a non-linear way. It was our
idea and the architect loved it. The placement
of the works was up to us. We knew for exam-
ple that either Sandra Gamarra Heshiki's or
Aline Baiana's work would go first, but Aline’s
work had the restriction that it had to face the
South and the only wall facing South was the
one we used in Gropius Bau. This was also the
most difficult venue, partly because it's a mu-
seum and there are certain restrictions about
what you're allowed to touch or move.

Lisette and | were designing this narration,
we were composing it and then showing
it to Maria and Renata. At the "live archive"
section at ExRotaPrint, you can see the pre-
vious two installation plans, which are com-
pletely different to the final one. We had lots
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of conversations both with the architect and
our graphic designer about our concept, our
thoughts, experiences, small details etc.

In the beginning, there were walls separating
the works at Gropius Bau but then COVID-19
came and we started rethinking the architec-
ture of the space through the following con-
cept: how to be together but also protected?
And so the walls became textile walls. Each
work is in its own space (between the tex-
tiles), people can view the entire space, can
see each other, recognise each other, but
there is space between them.

| think this final design in the Inverted Muse-
um at Gropius Bau is a great metaphor for the
pandemic times which the Biennale is taking
place in. How we can be together, see each
other, feel that we are not alone just looking
through the transparent canvasses, but at
the same time feel that we are in a safe space
in terms of safety, health, both for the peo-
ple and for the works. | believe that each de-
signed space of the epilogue of this biennial
takes into account the narrative of the bien-
nial and also the conditions of this uncertain
present moment.

Decolonising the Mind — Curating in Times of Crises

Agustin Pérez Rubio is an historian, art critic,
and curator. He has curated numerous exhibitions
at important museums, art centres, biennales,
etc. mainly in Europe and Latin America. He was
chief curator and director of MUSAC 2003-2013,
where he organised monographic exhibitions of
major artists such as Pierre Huyghe, Julie Mehre-
tu, Dora Garcia, Pipiloti Rist, Sejima + Nishizawa /
SANAA, Eimgreen & Dragset, Harun Farocki, Ana
Laura Aladez, Ugo Rondinone, and Lara Almarceguii.
Later, as an independent curator, he curated solo
shows by artists amongst whom SUPERFLEX, So-
phie Calle, Rosangela Renndg, Carlos Garaicoa, and
many group shows thematically related to gender,
linguistics, architecture and politics. He has been
artistic director of MALBA, Museo de Arte Lati-
noamericano de Buenos Aires, since May 2014,
where he developed a socio-political programme
dedicated to female Latin American artists. In addi-
tion, Pérez Rubio curated together with Andrea Gi-
unta, a new curatorial script of MALBA's collection
entitled VERBOAMERICA, a postcolonial revision of
the collection. He curated the Chilean Pavilion at
the 58th Venice Biennale and was co-curator at the
11* Berlin Biennale together with Lisette Lagnado,
Maria Berrios and Renata Cervetto.
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It is wrong to expect art to be scientific knowledge production

A conversation about the laboratory, collabora-
tion between artists and scientists and artistic

Fluorescent bacteria (GFP) are the protago-
nists of artist Susanne M. Winterling's exhibi-
tion TEMPERATE (2021) at the Ernst Schering
Foundation in Berlin. In an exhibition space
heated to body temperature, visitors encoun-
ter the luminescent microorganism wearing
a nano-backpack making its way through
human tissue, staged like a video game. The
exhibition is dedicated to so-called nano-car-
riers, which are being researched to deliver
medication to diseased tissue and thus pro-
vide valuable services in cancer therapy, to
name just one example. The exhibition is the
starting point for the following discussion:

Christina Landbrecht: What we just saw (ed: after
having just visited the exhibition TEMPER-
ATE), is the result of a collaboration of the
artist Susanne M. Winterling and the bioen-
gineer Simone Schurle who is a professor
at ETH ("Eidgendssische Technische Hoch-
schule" -English: Federal Institute of Tech-
nology) Ziirich. During the research phase,
Winterling has been given access to a field of
research which is likely to affect both med-
ical treatment and our bodies in 20 to 30
years' time. It addresses profound upheavals
in medicine that will remain unknown to the
general population for as long as research on
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the topic is still only being carried out in the
laboratory. A layperson learns little or noth-
ing about such research, and if at all, the me-
dia first reports about it when the first person
has successfully undergone such a therapy.
In other words, science produces findings of
fundamental social relevance, which broader
society has very little chance to gain insights
in until they are published and reported on.
This can change, however, if an artist deals
with ongoing scientific research and works
with it in a way that can be experienced dif-
ferently, e.g., emotionally and sensually.

Ideally, this initiates philosophical and cul-
tural discussion around the topic. It would
be wrong to take Susanne Winterling's art as
simply a representation of the scientific re-
search carried out by Schdirle. | hardly believe
that would be in the artist's interest. Rather,
Susanaisitors access to research that will
perhaps affect us all sooner or later. The sub-
ject makes a new audience aware of this re-
search — an audience that would otherwise
never have come into contact with someone
like nano-engineer Prof. Dr Simone Schiirle
or her laboratory.
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Beyond givingaccess, however, | regard TEM-
PERATE to be one work with which Winterling
further artistically explored her personal in-
terest in topics such as bioluminescence, the
relationship between humans and microor-
ganisms, the attempt to make the latter vis-
ible, to scale them up, and to enable insights
into a world unknown to us because we sim-
ply cannot experience it with our senses. Nev-
ertheless, unlike, for example, Winterling's
Glistening Troubles, a multimedia work that
deals with single-celled algae, so-called dino-
flagellates which can make the surface of the
sea glow thanks to their bioluminescent abil-
ities, we can hardly understand the meaning
and context of TEMPERATE unless we know
where it is coming from and unless we talk
about Simone Schiurle's experiments with
microorganisms which have been equipped
with a medicine backpack to function as na-
no-carriers and which can be guided through
human tissue.

wAnNd that is also a beautiful aspect of Su-
sanne's work: our understanding of the work
benefits from us knowing about the context,
about Simone Schiurle’s research and pre-
cisely from the fact that it comes from "being
with her in the lab", as Winterling puts it. In
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Schiurle’s laboratory, the artist has been able
to make important visual experiences that
could not have been made without the labo-
ratory and the technology init. In this respect,
what we see forces me, in my position as the
curator of the show, to speak about Simone
and her scientific work. Besides, their collab-
oration and Susanne’s way of working with
Simone’s imagery also raises new questions:
"Isn't TEMPERATE ultimately also a work that
talks about scientific imaging techniques?" -
It certainly is. TEMPERATE is a multi-layered
artwork that emerged from a genuine inter-
est in science but does not simply depict it.
Rather, the images from the laboratory help
Winterling to zoom into the human body on
a microscopic level. The theme of the body
— and of a post-anthropocentric take on it -
are thus highly relevant subjects besides the
nano-carrier theme. Taking these themes up,
Winterling joins a group of artists who wish
to make us more aware of the existence and
significance of organic entities, for example,
the microbiome, algae or dust, i.e., the small
organisms in our bodies or ecosystems.

CURARE participant: | work in the municipal
gallery in Mitte (ed. WeiBer Elefant in
Berlin city centre) on AuguststraBBe and
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also in the Barenzwinger (English: bear
pit). | have been looking into the notion
of the laboratory. | simply find it very
exciting when | hear about the Baren-
zwinger art space, because for me, it
is also a form of laboratory: the history
and the architecture, the space. Right
now, we are preparing an exhibition to
open at the end of June, and | needed a
little time in this space to see what it is,
what kind of architecture there is.

And what is also exciting: if you open
the flaps at the top, there are cobwebs,
dust, hay and straw from the bears and
other remnants. The spiders are still
there and have been living in their cob-
webs for ages. And | also find the na-
ture around it very exciting. A fig tree
that wouldn't actually grow in this cli-
mate at all, but somehow manages to
hang on to the architecture for a long
time through a kind of underground
heat source of the bear's kennel. What
is this place? What grows here, what
lives here? How can you perhaps work
with it? | find that very important.
That's what surrounds us and all these
intersections are very important for
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creating something. If you always mow
everything down and think it away, you
don't get anywhere, so | find these in-
tersections exciting. How can both
learn from each other? Where are the
interfaces?

Christina: It's nice that you made these observa-
tions in the Barenzwinger and that you are so
observant. | think curators who make exhibi-
tions in one and the same space many times
should be proud of knowing their space so
well. They are the ones who know: "What can
be done in this space? What potential does it
have? How do you handle it?" As a curator, you
always think you can sketch out an exhibition
on a blank sheet of paper and are always sur-
prised that this doesn't quite work out most
of the time. On the contrary: at some point,
you stand in the room with the works, and the
space literally dictates where which object will
have to be placed. In retrospect, you may even
think: "My goodness, | should have known that
the floor had to be carpeted."

Curating has a lot to do with experimentation,
whichis why | think curators are so fond of the
term 'laboratory'. They identify with the term
because curating is about bringing objects or
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documents into a spatial constellation, and
to do so is an experimental act most of the
time; it's a dialogue with a place, a building, a
space. This dialogue can even go beyond the
exhibition space. Solvej Helweg Ovesen and
| were reminded of this when working on Sis-
sel Tolaas' exhibition called 22 — Molecular
Communication. This was a double exhibition
at the Ernst Schering Foundation and Galerie
Wedding, and at its core was an interaction
with and a research project on MullerstraBBe
in Berlin-Wedding. Without MiillerstraB3e (as
empirical foundation), such an exhibition
would not have been possible at all.

It is wrong to expect art to be scientific knowledge production

The Laboratory

CURARE participant: In terms of the history
of science, the laboratory is a bit unin-
teresting for one's own practice, pre-
cisely because of its cleanliness and
this failed attempt to create a laborato-
ry situation. Because as a cultural sci-
entist, you always want to go into the
field rather than into the laboratory. You
would rather conduct your research on
MullerstraBBe than in a social research
institute for quantitative research. It's
also called: SAVVY Contemporary -
Laboratory of Form - Ideas. I'm also a
bit heretical and think: "What is it with
this laboratory? Isn't that an old con-
cept? What is the interest in this labo-
ratory situation, where the laboratory
conditions cannot be set up, but are
tinkered with?"

Christina: The concept of laboratory in contem-
porary art and culture is actually one that is
quite broad. It is closely linked to experimen-
tation, and its connotations range from trying
things out and doing things differently on the
one hand to knowledge and research on the
other. These aspects, however, came only
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into play with the rise of the so-called labo-
ratory studies. Laboratory studies refer to
ethnographic and anthropological investiga-
tions of the 1980s when anthropologists and
sociologists examined the work processes
in the laboratory with the methods of partici-
pant observation and discourse analysis and
made it clear to 'us outsiders' what a labora-
tory actually is and what happens there. The
Austrian sociologist Karin Knorr-Cetina even-
tually came to the conclusion that a laborato-
ry is an artificial space through and through.
According to her, the laboratory encourages
researchers to reduce nature to fragments
of the living world. A plant is removed from
its natural environment by being taken from
it and placed in a petri dish. It is cut into piec-
es during this action because the whole plant
wouldn’t even fit into the dish. So, you cut
off the root and put it in one dish, while the
leaf goes into another one, the flower into a
third one, and so on. This means that you no
longer have the plant as a plant but only sep-
arate parts of it. You then bring these parts
into an environment, meaning a laboratory,
where most of the parameters, such as light,
temperature etc., are controlled. This way,
you substitute the natural environment with
an artificial, idealised one. You no longer have
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an intact organism that you are examining,
in its natural habitat such as a meadow or a
swamp, but you have transferred itinto a con-
trolled space.

That's why when you say that cultural scien-
tists like to go into the field, it seems plausi-
ble, because they are searching for "natural
conditions" and not an idealised experimen-
tal situation.

In Susanne Winterling's TEMPERATE, in turn,
the work would not function at all without
the laboratory. Here, the focus is on the sec-
tion of a cell, i.e. a tiny fragment of human tis-
sue. This has nothing to do whatsoever with
our ‘normal’ experience of the body. It deals
with the image of living tissue that can only
be conveyed to us in the laboratory and with
the help of instruments that are part of the
laboratory. For this view of the body and its
components, we need a microscopic image.
We need to look deep into the body and have
the chance to do so by looking at a projection
which appears monumental in space.

We need the lab to disrupt our habits of see-
ing, to disrupt our sense of scale. We need
the laboratory in order to make microorgan-
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isms visible at all, to develop an understand-
ing of them and their capabilities and in doing
so, question our anthropocentric view of the
world.

Solvej Helweg Ovesen: | think the historical
perspective on how exhibitions work
is important. Hans Ulrich Obrist is very
well known for curating the exhibition
called Laboratorium, which brought
the concept of the laboratory and the
laboratory-as-exhibition model to the
forefront of art and its discourses in
the 1990s. It was really about moving
away from the idea of a mausoleum,
about involving the visitors' bodies as
participants in a knowledge produc-
tion process. And the term 'knowledge
production' then became very central
to contemporary art. The idea was that
art could also generate another kind of
‘a-knowledge', a type of knowledge that
is not rationally provable but not use-
less oruntrue, either. So, itcorresponds
to a collective knowledge that can be
generated and experienced in some
works of art. This idea of 'a-knowledge'
(something between ‘knowledge’ and
‘non-knowledge’) emerged in the late
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1990s and early 2000s and was then
intensively discussed here in Germa-
ny in the context of Okwui Enwezor's
documenta 11 (2002), which Sarat Ma-
haraj (then Rudolf Arnheim guest pro-
fessor at Humboldt University Berlin)
co-curated.

This classical concept of knowledge was dis-
solved. Suddenly you had an art history pro-
fessor at Humboldt University who said: "This
knowledge that you generate when you lie on
the grass and look up at the sky is also knowl-
edge." And that's just a phenomenological
picture of reflection and self-relation and how
you transfer your own empirical experiences
in life into knowledge.

What can art do? Perhaps this can also be
answered with the example of the exhibition
called 22 - Molecular Communication by Sis-
sel Tolaas in Galerie Wedding and here at
the Ernst Schering Foundation. How can you
change a narrative about a street like Muller-
straB3e in a process that is also partly partici-
patory, through an exhibition of local scents?
MullerstraBe in the district of Wedding, Berlin,
takes its name from windmills, and this wind
is the main source of inspiration for Sissel
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Tolaas (who is actually also a chemist). She
develops the fragrances as an artist and then
generates them herself as a scientist. As an
artist, she wants to activate the (scent) sto-
ry of Berlin's industrialisation through scents
carried by wind, some of which she also re-
corded in MullerstraBBe, and then steer back
the narrative to windmills, wind energy and
history.

She commissioned a writer, Lauren van
Vuuren, who did these precipitations (quick
dives into the local history, some rather fic-
tional) in the history of Wedding. They were
on the gallery wall as narratives, but were
then suddenly in the space as well by means
of different scents activated by sensors in
the urban space. This exhibition was an ev-
er-changing situation (different smells in the
space etc.) where you always experienced
something different. And in principle, you
can then associate either sweat, or soap or
a chemical product like camphor with this
street (because of the nearby Bayer industrial
plant) but create a completely different view,
perhaps also of history. And it then becomes
very individually targeted when you look at an
exhibition.
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But who would define that as a goal if it wasn't
aninterdisciplinary communication exercise?
Here at the Ernst Schering Foundation, there
was the classic laboratory with lots of bottles
and fragrances, where everything was about
what the nose can decipher. And about the
importance of scent as a means of orienta-
tion and as an alternative form of seeing. And
that is emphasised in its use, as a kind of ori-
entation in the ecological situation we live in.
Perceptual situations that also create other
narratives about our material world and his-
tory can be generated collectively when you
allow this open space, art as a laboratory. It
is important that there is not one particular
narrative in an exhibition, but rather to allow
for this research to nurture possible non- or
a-knowledge.
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Artistic Research

Christina: One has indeed successively trans-
ferred the concept of research into contem-
porary art since the end of the 1990s. The
adoption of the terms ‘laboratory’ and ‘exper-
iment’ in the art discourse is closely related
to this. | would strongly doubt whether all
these terms really have anything to do with
how they are used in science, but it is unde-
niable that they were chosen because artistic
and also curatorial practice was meant to be
recognised as a form of producing ‘another
knowledge'. Whereby, of course, it has been
discussed that the use of those terms has
caused difficulties, because they have been
linked with specific semantic fields that have
been associated with science for centuries.

Yet, as Solvej says, the term 'research' in the
arts, in fact, refers to counter-knowledge or
even anti-knowledge. In the case of Obrist's
concept of laboratory, this anti-attitude be-
comes vivid in a curatorial sense of the word.
His Laboratorium!", an exhibition he curated
with Barbara Vanderlinden, was supposed to
literally question the conventions of the mu-
seum on the one hand and those of the di-
chotomy of art and science on the other. In
the central exhibition space, the catalogue
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was produced during the exhibition period,
and the whole exhibition was primarily de-
signed to be a participatory event and a pro-
cess rather than some kind of inspection of
images.

This exhibition turned the museum into a lab-
oratory and the exhibition into an experiment.
The latter can be stressed even more, as the
curators attempted to bring the practices of
art and science into a productive dialogue by
way of looking at the working modes rather
than the results. The idea for this was based
on a thesis by the art historian Caroline Jones
and the historian of science Peter Galison,
who in their book "Picturing Science, Pro-
ducing Art", published in 1998, stated that
although the products of the two disciplines
would differ fundamentally from each other, a
look at the practice would reveal some com-
monalities. In my opinion, the merging of the
worlds of art, science and the frequent use
of the term ‘research’ began in those years,
in 1998-1999, when these texts were written,
and Laboratorium was presented.

Today, however, people are much more crit-
ical of such a crossover. The semantic prox-
imity of the term 'artistic research' with 're-
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search' and knowledge production has been
intensively discussed for more than a decade,
by Tom Hohlert among others, a curator, au-
thor and lecturer, who deplores the choice of
the term ‘research’ in art. After all, ‘research’
by definition means an activity that produces
an increase in knowledge. But must or should
an artist produce new knowledge? Do artists
have to supply the world with innovations?
Perhaps there are rare cases where art and
science collaborations lead to new findings
that might eventually even result in the fil-
ing of a new patent. That is completely legit-
imate, but it would be a completely wrong
expectation of an artist. And this is precisely
the reason why research in art should mean
something different to the meaning the term
‘research’ has in science. Artistic research
should, for example, be regarded as a way
of shaking certainties and taking a new, bold
look at what we thought was true.

Finally, let's turn to what motivates us at the
Ernst Schering Foundation: We are interest-
ed in the concept of artistic research for one
thing. Yet, the Foundation’s core interest is
to encourage transdisciplinary dialogue and
collaboration between scientists and art-
ists. The Foundation helps to support and
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initiate works by artists who want to interact
and work with scientists. Ideally, the results
of their work are of interest to very different
groups of people. We are more than happy
if they are seen by people from both the arts
and the sciences, i.e., if a biomedical scien-
tist comes to the exhibition and says: "Yes,
of course, that's nano-carrier research". And
someone else with a background in art or cul-
tural history has completely different associ-
ations and is interested in Winterling’s visual
language.

For me, the most interesting thing about an
exhibition like this is the fact that it can appeal
to different people from various backgrounds.
And that it works on both an aesthetic level, a
perceptual level, and a body level, as well as
talking to someone interested in the research
carried out in the natural sciences.

But that's not the only reason why it's so in-
teresting to work at Ernst Schering Founda-
tion: at the moment, it's extremely exciting
to work at the interface between art and sci-
ence because of the current situation we find
ourselves in, i.e. global problems like climate
change, the melting of the ice caps, the thaw-
ing of the permafrost and the pollution of the
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oceans, literally forces those artists who are
interested in such topics to take an interest in
science.

But in order to be able to conduct this dia-
logue well as an artist, you have to learn how
to deal with the equipment and data of sci-
ence and, beyond that, with the scientists
themselves. Susanne Winterling's TEMPER-
ATE is a very good example of how you can
appropriate the images of science artistical-
ly. She has worked her way into the imaging
software that Simone Schiurle uses in her lab-
oratory, because she really wanted to trans-
fer the three-dimensional images of cell slic-
es that Simone sees through her microscope
into the exhibition space. She aims to make
this image of the body's inside, as it can be
generated with the help of the latest imag-
ing technology in the sciences, accessible to
everyone. Susanne has meticulously studied
both the material and the technology.

In a similar way, artists like Sissel Tolaas use
the tools and knowledge provided by chem-
istry to concoct scents from molecules. The
processes and ways of dialogue and collabo-
ration may vary from one project to the next
one, but the beauty is that this kind of collabo-

It is wrong to expect art to be scientific knowledge production

ration always results in something that gives
us new perspectives and insights into highly
complex issues and brings forth sensory art-
works that are based on an intense process
of research and artistic-scientific exchange.

Christina Landbrecht is the director of the
art programme at the Schering Stiftung, Berlin,
since 2018. Born in Munich, she moved to Berlin
to study art history and business administration at
Humboldt-Universitat zu Berlin. She subsequent-
ly worked as curatorial assistant at the Berlinis-
che Galerie - Museum of Modern Art, where she
later took the position of assistant to the director,
Dr. Thomas Kohler. Her research and work is con-
cerned with the influence of the natural sciences
on contemporary art. More specifically, she inves-
tigates artistic practices and exhibition strategies
that draw inspiration from natural scientific meth-
ods and working environments, such as the labora-
tory, and uses these as the basis for creative work.
Her objective is to critically examine works, exhibi-
tions and production conditions.
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