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ABSTRACT: 

The thesis explores a multidisciplinary approach, bridging together perspectives from art-

historical, philosophical and anthropological fields of knowledge to question and outline the way 

materiality has been thought about, and how this in turn can be informative to developing a 

curatorial methodology. By looking at Moderna Museet Stockholm, the thesis will demonstrate 

the mileage of thinking materially in the act of exhibition making and the curatorial position. In 

doing so, the thesis explores various discursive arenas of the institution such as the museum, the 

temporary exhibition and the permanent collection. Central to developing the methodology are 

concepts such as agency, revisionist history and cultural modernity. 
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Introduction  

How can we come to understand material thinking? How does it contribute to developing a curatorial method?  

Developing a material approach in curating requires a thorough investigation of how various 

disciplines have approached the notion of materiality, and consequently in what ways materiality 

has been discussed and understood by thinkers in these different academic fields. In doing this, I 

will not immediately address the curatorial angle in terms of materiality, but rather let other forms 

of knowledge inform and contextualize current mechanics in curatorial practice. The aim of this 

thesis is to find out if the concept of materiality can provide ontological ways of seeing, 

understanding and presenting art within an institutional setting.  

Materiality is something that neither a scientist, curator, anthropologist or any human being can 

escape, we are all ultimately confronted with it on a daily, continuous basis. Why is it then that in 

terms of understanding and presenting a collection of objects of modern and contemporary art, 

there has thus far been so little, if any, serious effort to develop a practice with materiality in 

mind, both in the methodological and in the conceptual realm? As will become clear below, the 

notion of materiality as a social construct has mostly been discussed in relation to philosophical 

and anthropological debate. Some art historians and curators have tapped into the knowledges 

developed in both of these fields but have led to focus in majority on the physical materiality 

alone, rather than considering socialized materiality as a vantage point. How can a reformulation 

of the concept of materiality supplement art-historical narratives? Can a broader variation of 

knowledge about the materiality concept allow curatorial practice to go beyond a chronological or 

thematic approach? And what are the implications of such a ‘material turn’ on socially and 

politically complicated (art) objects? These questions all relate to the larger narrative that defines 

the relation between materiality and practice. The secondary aim of this thesis is thus to to 

problematize the disconnect between theoretical writing and curatorial practice. As it stands now, 

and will be delineated below, there is a large body of theoretical writing that pertains to the 

subject of materiality. It does not, however, adequately address specific cultural and curatorial 

engagements relating to materiality. Rather than pinpointing materiality as a way to further 

contribute to concretizing a theory of post-medium art forms, such as performance, Happenings 

and Conceptual Art, I would like to address in more general terms the potentiality of thinking 

through materiality as an active engagement with the material, to reformulate a curatorial disposition in 

relation to the materiality of any object. 

Methodologically, to enable a holistic understanding of the art object and its materiality in a 

museum institution, it is necessary to allow several different academic fields to inform the 

development of a curatorial method or practice. Hence, the methodological dimension stands in 

direct relation to a contextualization of theoretical understanding of a curatorial focus on 

materiality. Building a methodological framework, it is therefore important to mention the nature 

through which a methodology is employed, or rather, ‘activated’. As the methodology in relation 

to materiality is inherently connected to developing a curatorial position, it is integrated in a same 

critical evaluation as the matter of study which the methodological dimension approaches. The 

methodological dimension of reformulating materiality in relation to curatorial practice requires a 

similar reflection as the theoretical dimension does. The awkwardness that stems from a 

definitive separation between art criticism and art practice leaves a question mark surrounding the 
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utility of thinking through materiality as a recursive tool in the curatorial act. As such, I am 

aiming at developing a methodology borrowing from theoretical concepts as well as 

methodological concepts that have circulated in anthropological, sociological, philosophical and 

art-historical/curatorial thinking. The thesis largely serves as a self-reflexive ethnography of the 

curatorial act in relation to the notion of materiality and its potentialities. 

First, I will address a historical account of materiality in discourse. Where, how, and why has 

materiality been put in question and what theoretical and methodical ends has it served? The aim 

is to clearly define the mileage of materiality as a social concept, and more succinctly define its 

possible use in the realm of curatorial practice.   

There are several areas of interest, or points of departure in relation to the study of materiality. In 

terms of this thesis, I propose an overarching methodology that seeks to progressively adjust the 

scope of inquiry: from a larger contextual framework to specific objects. To this end, the second 

chapter is dedicated to evaluating cross-disciplinary methodologies in relation to the historical 

background to investigate the ways materiality is situated within the field of observation. With 

this I aim to achieve a deeper understanding of how materiality traverses through various historic 

and social contexts, which can be vital in developing novel curatorial approaches. The 

methodological approaches, albeit interdisciplinary, will be unfolded through the following four 

layers;  

a. The Museum 

b. The Exhibition  

c. The Object 

d. The Curatorial  

Having determined the methodological framework of the investigation through engagement and 

reflection upon theoretical and conceptual notions that surround the concept of materiality, a 

case study will serve as textual exploration of curatorial acts that can take shape when materiality 

becomes socialized. The case study takes the exhibition Manipulate the World – Connecting Öyvind 

Fahlström and the collection display Starting From Zero at Moderna Museet Stockholm as templates 

for unpacking a curatorial material approach.  

In writing this thesis, I am aware of the limitations of the possible outcomes. Although I have 

limited the inquiry to a specific context, time frame and practice (exhibition), it is my hope that 

this thesis will demonstrate, unearth and crystalize practices that can be employed in a broader 

curatorial setting, or at least can be used to propel further thinking through  the concept of 

materiality in curatorial practice. 

Lastly, I would like to say a few words of thanks to my husband Hilmar for his undying support 

and patience. To my great parents for their belief and loyalty. To my thesis supervisor Anna 

Källén for being understanding, critical and thought provoking throughout the process. And also 

Rosa Paardenkooper for being there for me through thick and thin, thank you wanne.  
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Chapter 1: A History of Material Thought in The Social Sciences 

and Art History 

How have various academic fields engaged with the notion of materiality; and how have they each 

tackled questions pertaining to materiality? Moreover, how can these previous inquiries inform the 

current standing on materiality? 

 

From God to Society: Materialist Thought in Early Modern Times 

To begin an account of material history, or history of material thought, we can trace its 

fundamental formative ideas back to early modern philosophers. For example, Thomas Hobbes 

in De Corpore (1655) provides a critique of Aristotelean thinking, asserting that the fatal error in 

metaphysics was the strict separation of body and mind,1 saying that thought can exist without a 

material body, and thus is able to exist as a quantifiable entity in separation. This argument stems 

from the discontent Hobbes aired in his earlier work The Levithian (1651), in which he deems 

Cartesian rhetoric to be insignificant, as it propagates ideas such as ‘noncorporeal substances’.2 

To this end, Hobbes is unfulfilled with the idea that what exists cannot be detangled one way or 

another from material form. Hobbes writings might not be a fully developed independent 

argument, rather a critique of philosophy he does not align himself with, however, his writing 

indirectly contributes to a lineage of thinking that sought to delve deeper into the specific nature 

of relation between mind, body and materiality.  

Much like his predecessor Hobbes, Paul-Henri Thyri formulated an argument in favour of 

materialism, specifically aiming to criticise theology and its morality. In The System of Nature (1770) 

Thyri asserted:  

We know nothing of the elements of bodies, but we know some of their properties or qualities; and we distinguish 

their various matter by the effect or change produced on our senses; that is to say, by the variety of motion their 

presence excites in us. In consequence, we discover in them, extent, mobility, divisibility, solidity, gravity, and inert 

force. From these general and primitive properties flow a number of others, such as density, figure, colour, 

ponderosity, &c. Thus, relatively to us, matter is all that affects our senses in any manner whatever; the various 

properties we attribute to matter, by which we discriminate its diversity, are founded on the different impressions we 

receive on the changes they produce in us.3 

Thyri was primarily engaged with the topic to dispute the existence of God as an immaterial 

being, thus unable to exist and have a direct impact on our physical realities. Further elaborating 

on this, he demonstrates how systems of nature are invisibly and visibly reproduced, describing a 

circular system of particles that inhabit matter, contributing to the devastation and creation of 

new forms of life. Although Thyri’s aim was primarily to deconstruct religious thinking, we can 

 
1 T. Hobbes and B.W. Molesworth (ed.), De Corpere in ‘The English Works of Thomas Hobbes of Malmesbury’, Vol 
1., London, John Bohn, 1969 (originally written in 1655), pp. 117-119. 
2 T. Hobbes, The Levithian, [website], 1651, https://www.ttu.ee/public/m/mart-
murdvee/EconPsy/6/Hobbes_Thomas_1660_The_Leviathan.pdf (accessed November 9 2018).  
3 P.H. Thyri, The System of Nature, [website], 1770, http://www.ftarchives.net/holbach/system/a03.htm (accessed 
November 9 2018). 

https://www.ttu.ee/public/m/mart-murdvee/EconPsy/6/Hobbes_Thomas_1660_The_Leviathan.pdf
https://www.ttu.ee/public/m/mart-murdvee/EconPsy/6/Hobbes_Thomas_1660_The_Leviathan.pdf
http://www.ftarchives.net/holbach/system/a03.htm
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detect in his writing a more developed contemplation on the relation between materiality and its 

socio-cultural existence. The connection between the senses and materiality is an integral 

development in understanding the relational condition between materiality and their co-existence 

in our daily lives. Moreover, Thyri’s writing pinpoints human agency as the vector through which 

materiality shapes our existence. What is still lacking from Thyri’s argument is, however, a 

reflection on which ways matter shapes, contributes and negotiates how we position ourselves in 

relation to it. It does, however, postulate a definition of matter, which proves to be quite 

applicable to modern and contemporary art: if matter is to be understood as any property that 

entice sensory impression, there is room for a reformulation of the boundaries between what is 

considered immaterial and material art. We will return to this definition later on, in relation to the 

question of how art theory has dealt with the definition of matter and consequently has 

formulated a discourse surrounding materiality in art.  

We know the man by the object, by his conception of what is external to himself; in it his nature becomes evident; 

this object is his manifested nature, his true objective ego. And this is true not merely of spiritual, but also of 

sensuous objects. Even the objects which are the most remote from men, because they are objects to him, and to the 

extent to which they are so, are revelations of human nature.4 

Ludwig Feuerbach, in The Essence of Christianity (originally 1841) takes Thyri’s argument a bit 

further, arguing that it is through objects that humans know and confirm their existence. This 

argument would later be picked up by Durkheimian anthropologists, such as Marcel Mauss and 

Claude Levi-Strauss, and by them further fleshed out in terms of the ways objects and materiality 

confirm and organize humanity. Feuerbach’s main contribution consisted in contextualizing 

materiality in relation to a larger human plight. Setting up a relationship between humanity and its 

material surroundings, he argued that matter is essential for knowing man’s true objective ego.  

As becomes evident from the discourses above, early philosophical engagements with materiality, 

or materialism, were mostly dedicated to a larger debate addressing man’s position towards 

religion and the existence of God. These thinkers all established the necessity and importance of 

materiality in affirming the human existence and man’s right to self-determination; the unity of 

matter and force propelling a scientific outlook which spurs humanity to quantify their everyday 

surroundings through a dualistic approach. In Force and Matter (1855) by Ludwig Büchner this is 

further exemplified;  

[In the third phase], the phase of modern thought, has it been recognised that there is no such thing as 

imponderable matter, and the unity, unchangeability and indestructibility of the force-endued atoms have been 

discovered. 5 

And a bit further down: 

Moreover we find, as might be expected, many stages of transition between these phases. The most difficult one to 

set aside is the dualistic hypothesis of Force and Matter in Biology, the Science of Life, which, in consequence, 

 
4 L. Fuerbach, The Essence of Christianity, trans. Marian Evans, 2nd ed., London, Trübner & Co and Ludgate Hill, 1881 
(first published 1841), p. 5.  
5 L. Büchner, Force and Matter or Principles of the Natural Order of the Universe. With a System of Morality Based Thereon, 
London and Leipzig, 4th English ed., 1884 (written in 1855), p. 15. 
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complicated and therefore less easily traced relationships of the transmutations of organised matter, stands chiefly in 

the way of more accurate theory.6 

Materialist philosophy had somewhat stagnated at this point; although indeed they proved the 

significance of materiality opposed to an all-encompassing ideological outlook Their insistence on 

a material dimension in approaching the subject of science, did not necessarily allow for any 

further potentiality of a materialist disposition. In reaction to this, Georg Hegel proposed a 

theory that explored the boundaries of an object-oriented understanding of materiality. In The 

Science of Logic (1812–1816), Hegel problematizes the assumption that the relationship between 

material and ideology are mutually exclusive. As an alternative, Hegel presented a dialectical 

model through which both material and ideological dimensions contribute to a full understanding 

of everyday phenomenal consciousness.7 In Hegel’s model, the existence of one does not deny 

the existence of the other. Material and ideology are in dialogue with each other, constituting 

what we understand as matter or object. This does not change the chemical composition or 

scientific definition of matter that was outlined by the likes of Feuerbach, Thyri and Büchner, 

who situated materiality as a fixed object, but rather contextualize materiality in an 

epistemological discussion. If we know that a certain material consist of X, Y, and Z, does that 

automatically mean that they are universally and exclusively understood as X, Y, and Z? 

Distinguishing between these variations on material thought is integral to understanding how 

materiality has found its place in the natural sciences, and its alternative existence and importance 

in the social sciences and humanities. Both discourses operate on the premise of materiality: one 

pertaining to the nature of physical things, the other more specifically pertaining to the 

relationship between thought, text and the physical.  

Hegel was not alone in revisiting, and attempting to define, materialist thought. Karl Marx wrote 

a commentary on Feuerbach’s work in 1845, Theses on Feuerbach, in which he introduces a crucial 

element to materialist thought; the notion of human practice as revolutionary acts that actively 

take part in shaping material reality. Marx’s standpoint is far more radical and political than those 

of his predecessors and contemporaries, arguing for an active rather than contemplative 

engagement with materiality. The potentiality of using materiality as an active way of organizing 

humanity is exemplified by Marx when he points out that religious sentiment is regulated to a 

part of civil society, but that it does not fully explain the sensuousness it exerts in human 

sociality.8 Marx’s advocacy of materialist thinking as a human practice takes the discussion of 

materiality into the realm of social existence and shows that it requires different types of inquiry 

to address the complexity between materiality and ideology. Separating thinking about materiality 

from a theological to a cultural question shifted the line of inquiry through which material 

thinking could be unfolded. 

 

 

 
6 Ibid. p. 16 
7 G.W.F, Hegel, The Science of Logic, [online version], 2002 (originally published between 1812–1816), 
http://www.inkwells.org/index_htm_files/hegel.pdf, (accessed November 5 2018), p. 13. 
8 K. Marx, Theses on Feuerbach in ‘Marx/Engels Selected Writings Volume 1’, Moscow, Progress Publishers, 1969 
(written 1845), pp. 13-15. 

http://www.inkwells.org/index_htm_files/hegel.pdf
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Modernity and Materiality: Proliferation of Materiality in Socio-Cultural Practice 

We can detect a shift in terms of how matter is addressed in the late 19th century. This is an 

ontological as well as an epistemological shift that solidifies the assumption of unity between 

matter and force. With the rise of modernity and the discursive shift, to speak in Foucaultian 

terms, in knowledge from religion to science, the study of materiality pluralized through a variety 

of new sciences. Where the natural sciences were, and to a degree still are, preoccupied with an 

objective formulation of materiality and have through discourse learned to largely ignore its social 

implications of, the social sciences have taken this ontological retooling as a starting point for 

ideological, cultural and social practice. The French founder of Sociology Émile Durkheim was 

one of the main contributors to this shift in scientific inquiry. His interest in society and culture 

led him to develop a ‘socio-logical’ theory in which he describes society and social institutions as 

social facts which can be analysed and dissected with the same rigor as the natural sciences would 

approach their subject.9   

The ontological retooling of a materialist vantage point is perhaps also the root to the conflation 

of pure philosophical materialism and socio-cultural materialism, of which Marx and Engels 

primarily laid the groundwork. An important distinction to make in the differentiation between 

both is that ‘pure materialism’ considers the material existence to be a signpost of the human 

condition, whereas the ‘socio-cultural materialism’ seeks to further explore the human condition 

in relation to practice and action. To be more precise, one considers ‘being’ as a material 

condition, whereas the other sees ‘practice’ as a material condition. If practice is at the root of 

socio-cultural materialism, artistic practice will respond to the shifts in tandem with the socio-

cultural tendency, or alternatively propagate a socio-cultural tendency by addressing its material 

condition. Before going into the artistic implications of materialist thinking, we can turn again to 

Marx and Engels to further investigate the branching of materialist thought in the wake of 

modernity.   

The production of ideas, of conceptions, of consciousness, is at first directly interwoven with the material activity and the 

material intercourse of men, the language of real life. Conceiving, thinking, the mental intercourse of men, appear at this stage 

as the direct efflux of their material behaviour. The same applies to mental production as expressed in the language of politics, 

laws, morality, religion, metaphysics, etc. of a people. Men are the producers of their conceptions, ideas, etc. -- real, active men, 

as they are conditioned by a definite development of their productive forces and of the intercourse corresponding to these, up to 

its furthest forms. Consciousness can never be anything else than conscious existence, and the existence of men is their actual 

life-process. If in all ideology men and their circumstances appear upside-down as in a camera obscura, this phenomenon arises 

just as much from their historical life-process as the inversion of objects on the retina does from their physical life-process.10 

The quote outlined above illustrates Marx and Engels’ argument of materiality as an active and 

ongoing process which shapes and reshapes the political and socio-cultural sphere, denoting that 

consciousness and action ought to be seen as separate yet intertwined conditions for 

understanding materiality as a fluctuating condition. Additionally, Marx and Engels address how 

the notion of history is merely possible if the materialistic base is used to understand how 

humanity has altered and shaped their modes of production in service of ideological, communal 

 
9 É. Durkheim, The Rules of Sociological Method, 8th ed., trans. S.A. Solovay and J.M. Mueller, ed. G.E.G. Catlin (1938, 
1964 edition) (originally written 1895), New York, Free Press, p. 13. 
10 K. Marx, G.W.F. Hegel, A Critique of The German Ideology, Moscow, Progress Publishers, 1968 (written 1845–1846), 
p. 6. 
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or nationalistic sentiment. Deriving from this formulation, Marx would argue that an art object 

becomes a signpost of historical or ideological thinking and thus reflects the mode of production 

at the intersections of individuals’ private and shared identities. However, if we were to discard 

art objects as mere signposts of history, the material dimension of the work of art is not 

considered in itself and of itself.  

How can we then formulate a broader definition of art-historical discourse in relation to 

materiality? Marx argued that practice underlined the potential of materiality. If so, what is the 

relation between practice and materiality, and how can it be theoretically outlined? 

Bronislaw Malinowski was one of founding fathers of contemporary ethnographic inquiry based 

on fieldwork with participant observation, which he formulated in his magnum opus The 

Argonauts in the Western Pacific. Although Malinowski’s work comprised in larger terms the 

description and contextualization of the livelihood of the tribes that habited the Trobriand 

islands in Papua New Guinea, one of the most used and cited parts is the description of the Kula 

ritual. The Kula ritual involves a constant inter-tribal exchange of shells as a means of 

establishing partnership, where the shells were part of establishing a larger social institution that 

bound the tribes to a set of rituals, habits and organization.11 The true nature of Kula, as 

Malinowski underlined, cannot be easily translated to a Western context. However, what is most 

succinct about his analysis, and which he did not fully develop, is how practice relates to 

materiality and how materiality is actively shaping and contributing to cross-tribal kinship 

structures and a cultural domain. The comparison Malinowski makes between the British crown 

jewels and the Kula shells is striking; both are materials charged with meaning, or materials that 

have acquired meaning through their cultural contextualization.12 Malinowski’s groundwork in 

terms of ethnographic fieldwork makes a strong case for practice-oriented analysis; what is it that 

people actually do, and how do they engage with their surroundings to structure their existence? 

With regard to the Kula shells, it furthermore demonstrated the potentiality of focusing on 

materials to illuminate cultural significance and gave way to destabilizing universal notions of 

objects and materials.  

Similarly, in Marcel Mauss’ The Gift, Mauss discusses the notion of taonga in Melanesia. As 

explained in the following passage: 

It not only follows after the first recipient, and even, if the occasion arises, a third person, but after any individual 

to whom the taonga is merely passed on. In reality, it is the hau that wishes to return to its birthplace, to the 

sanctuary of the forest and the clan, and to the owner. The taonga or its hau—which itself moreover possesses a 

kind of individuality—is attached to this chain of users until these give back from their own property, their taonga, 

their goods, or from their labour or trading, by way of feasts, festivals and presents, the equivalent or something of 

even greater value. This in turn will give the donors authority and power over the first donor, who has become the 

last recipient. 13 

 

 
11 B. Malinowski, Argonauts of the Western Pacific: An Account of Native Enterprises and Adventure in the Archipelagos of 
Melanesian New Guinea, London, Routledge, 2002 (originally published in 1922), pp. 61-79. 
12 Ibid. p. 68 
13 M. Mauss, The Gift: the form and reason for exchange in archaic societies, London and New York, Routledge, 2002, p. 15 
(originally published in French in L’Année Sociologique 1923–24). 
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Much like Malinowski’s observations, Mauss detects a specific practice with regard to exchange 

of goods in the Melanesian region. It was believed that taonga, the good intended for exchange, 

possesses a spirit of some sort, hau. In the moments of exchange, the hau was carried over to the 

recipient, who was now obligated to reciprocate or exchange goods in turn. The obligation to 

reciprocate was inherently connected to the material goods that trafficked between the people 

involved, hence the moments of exchange established relations with a power dynamic between 

supplier and recipient. Studying the specific practical engagements that circulated the traffic of 

goods, Mauss was able to chart the significance of materials in establishing power relations and a 

socio-economic system.  

The significance of both Malinowski’s and Mauss’ analyses of material goods in relation to 

human actors was not developed fully within anthropological discourse until later. Their 

contemporary and next-generation anthropologists focused on ethnography as a methodology for 

charting cultural and kinship structures of people rather than objects or materials.  

To summarize, the shift that took place throughout the nineteenth century from a church- and 

religion-oriented knowledge paradigm to a teleological and anthropocentric scientific paradigm, 

with contributions of thinkers like Marx and Engels, addressed the significance of a material base 

as a foundation for all cultural and political institutions. Consequently, the rise of social sciences 

with Émile Durkheim and his disciples focused on the political organisation and sociological 

dimension of human activity. The material base was a condition that encapsulated the practice-

oriented inquiry, however, there was not necessarily a specific focus on the material base as a 

primary interest. Within the social sciences it was only later that materiality became a topic of 

discussion in itself, which would also lead to the development of new approaches that we now 

know as the material turn. 

What is the Matter: The Rise of The Material Turn and Its Implications 

Having addressed the origin of material thought in political philosophy and the social sciences, I 

will now turn to its further developments and in what ways it can contribute to a curatorial 

position. How can we come to understand the concept of materiality in itself, and consequently 

in relation to curatorial practice? Within this turn of thinking lies also the crux through which 

materiality can be understood in the context of this thesis. In the discipline of anthropology the 

concept of materiality has been used to explore the dualism between the material (the ‘artefact’) 

and the human. This exploration has led to a multitude of studies of the relation between 

materiality and humanity that have attempted to broaden the dialectic relations through which 

objects are deemed to operate on a cultural level. One of the instigators of this material turn was 

Claude Lévi-Strauss. In his book The Way of Masks (1975) Lévi-Strauss develops a model through 

which he explains the relationship of myth and materiality (masks) to provide an empirical model 

to outline kinship relations.14 Levi-Strauss’ structuralist approach to ethnographic inquiry breaks 

from Malinowski’s functionalist thinking, postulating that every custom, ritual and material stands 

in direct relationship of the structural needs of the individual or collective in society. Bringing the 

masks into the larger discussion of cultural reality, Lévi-Strauss’ work marks a definitive point of 

 
14 C. Lévi-Strauss, The Way of Masks, 4th ed., trans. Sylvia Modelski, Vancouver, University of British Columbia Press, 
1999 (originally published in 1975). 
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departure in terms of seeing materiality as an independent agent/actor in the relationships it is 

entangled with. 

In attempt to flesh out cultural materialism as a methodology, Marvin Harris wrote Cultural 

Materialism: The Struggle for a Science of Culture in 1979. Harris primarily rehashes Marx’ viewpoints 

on dialectical materialism, however suggesting the following as a distillation of the cultural 

materialism as theoretical method: 

 ‘…cultural materialism asserts the strategic priority of etic and behavioral conditions and processes over emic and 

mental conditions and processes, and of infrastructural over structural and superstructural conditions and processes; 

but it does not deny the possibility that emic, mental, superstructural, and structural components may achieve a 

degree of autonomy from the etic behavioral infrastructure. Rather, it merely postpones and delays that possibility in 

order to guarantee the fullest exploration of the determining influences exerted by the etic behavioural 

infrastructure.’15 

Harris makes a case for cultural materialism as a theoretical tool for cultural inquiry, marking the 

distinction between a focus on etic and emic behaviour to consolidate the point of interest for 

cultural materialists. Indeed, the focus within my inquiry will mostly pertain to the etic 

understanding of cultural phenomena in relation to their empirical existence. However, there is 

still a need to recognize the autonomy of objects and materials in their own right, rather than 

clustering them together as part of a ‘superstructural’ concept, thus rehashing Marxian rhetoric 

that seeks to categorize objects, materials and things in terms of their political standing to shape 

cultural contexts. It cannot be denied that the political dimension of a thing contributes to the 

understanding of its agency. However, beyond the political dimension, thingness and materiality 

are not exclusively the economic base, to speak in Marxian terms, of society. The ontological 

distinction here is to reconfigure Marxian thinking about how culture relates to society: rather 

than presupposing the economic to be the base of society and thus generating culture, culture is 

here seen essentially as the base which establishes praxis in the form of economic, religious and 

political realities.  

This is further explored in Arjun Appadurai’s The Social Life of Things (1986), in which he 

propagates the understanding of commodities/objects in relation of their specific context, 

underlining how different cultural contexts generate plural ways of understanding materiality. 

Specifically, Appadurai describes tournaments of value as a theoretical vehicle to document and 

analyse the temporal states of objects, thus illuminating their material instabilities.16. The focus 

within Appadurai’s writing primarily lies on acts of exchange, however I find that within his 

theory lies merit not only in the realm of material transaction, but much so in the act of 

traversing or shifting between various physical and cultural spaces. Furthermore, it underlines a 

relation between the physical and social, the material and immaterial. This theoretical 

consideration lends itself for further exploration; which kind of values are inscribed by the 

various arenas the object traverses through, and how can analyses of these trajectories inform a 

broader understanding of the object of inquiry, in our case art objects in museum institutions? 

 
15 M. Harris, Cultural Materialism: The Struggle for a Science of Culture, New York, Random House, 1970, p. 56. 
16 A. Appadurai, ‘Introduction: commodities and the politics of value’, in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 
Cultural Perspective, A. Appadurai (ed.),Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 1986, pp. 21-22. 
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Similarly, we can turn to Fred R. Meyers, who followed the art works of the Australian-Aborginal 

Pintupi community since the early 1970s, from the deserts of the outback to the museum galleries 

of New York City. Within his ethnographic account, Meyers developed a methodology through 

which he saw the works of art transform from one cultural context to another. In contrast to 

Appadurai, Meyers’s traffic of culture concept underlines not only the instability of the art object, 

but also its permanent plural representation. To elaborate; the paintings made by the Pintupi 

community held a specific cultural value to the community, as they were an integral part of 

understanding their ancestry and folklore. Moving beyond the confides of the community, the 

objects entered different taxonomical systems that inscribed them value according to different 

sets of knowledge. However, this did not mean that the process of commodification of the 

paintings as artwork led the paintings to lose their value to the community. The intracultural 

dialogue that followed the journey of the Pintupi paintings raised issues of acknowledgment of 

the value of the paintings, either along  the trajectory of the gradual turn in Western society to 

post-modernity in reaction to modernity or, and perhaps, more so in terms of the economic value 

the paintings generated and the implications of this for the Pintupi community. Meyers explains: 

“The movement between regimes is a movement between contexts, reorganizing the values of each. Aboriginal acrylic 

paintings are constructed as meaningful – not only through museums and fine art galleries, but also within the 

practices and policies of the funding procedures of bureaucracies concerned with the quite different discourses of 

Aboriginal employment, economy, and the market.”17  

In this thesis, I have taken inspiration from Meyers to explore how art objects traffic through the 

museum as an institution, how their various journeys interact with the actors engaged in the 

institution, and how the institutional setting mediates the various values or outcomes to their 

audiences. As a result, it is possible to reveal knowledges that are not yet integrated into 

exhibition presentations, but could potentially be used to further expand the language of a 

museum’s articulations. In a broader sense, the specific engagements with the object beyond just 

symbolic art-historical representation, further supports the rethinking of the curatorial role with 

regard to materiality. Additionally, it raises questions about the nature of art in relation to the 

process of exhibition: how do we arrive at the constellation that is presented, and what does it try 

to articulate? Meyers’s take on these issues further emphasizes the necessity of taking materiality 

into account when producing an art-historical account. By focusing on the instances of symbolic 

transformation rather than stagnant moments of symbolic representation, the notion of a 

homogenous object becomes destabilized. Illuminating these moments of symbolic 

transformation, and the agency they distribute in doing so can be further explored when 

reformulating the curatorial role in relation to materiality as active practice. 

During the 1990s a group of anthropologists and archaeologists at University College London 

founded the Journal of Material Culture to promote studies in material culture. Among these 

scholars, and one of the main proponents of the movement, was Daniel Miller. Miller was 

particularly interested in consumption and capitalism. In 1987 he wrote Material Culture and Mass 

Consumption, assessing the relation between mass production and mass consumption, arguing that 

mass production as a material practice has propelled mass consumption as a cultural expression. 

Later on, during what can be considered the Renaissance of material culture studies, he published 

 
17 F.R. Meyers, Painting Culture: The Making of An Aboriginal High Art, Durham and London, 2002, p. 360. 
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Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter (1997). The methodological function of his disposition is 

described as the following:  

In formal analysis the major technique was to reveal the homologies between distinctions drawn in one sphere with 

those of another. So, for example, a dimension already regarded as important such as class or gender could be 

shown to be reproduced in part through a host of material taxonomies as in clothing, building or systems for the 

classification of time, which may not at first have appeared to be based upon the same structural order but through 

analysis were revealed to be part of what Bourdieu called the same “habitus”.18 

 

Integral to this formulation is the importance of material in opposition to traditional, textual 

analysis of subjects, by proposing material culture as interpretable and revelatory in ways similar 

to purely textual exploration. The reconfiguration of Bourdieu’s habitus as an agglomeration of 

material taxonomies is therefore applicable not only to persons, but also institutions and their 

practices. 

In Alfred Gell’s Art and Agency, we can explore another way in which an engagement with 

materiality can be informative in formulating exhibition models for modern art. Gell’s notion of 

the artist’s oeuvre as the extended mind advocates for the understanding of an artist’s work in 

direct relation to their own other work. Each work, as he explains, is not a singular isolated flash, 

but can rather be seen either as a precursor or recapitulation to another work.19 He argues for the 

works to be vantage points into the cognitive mind of the artist, and thus that the objects are 

operating as the artist’s extended mind. Further elaborating on this, he argues for the artist’s 

oeuvre to be understood as a temporal object, where the pieces in the oeuvre are intricately 

interlinked as externalizations of the cognitive processes of the artist.20 The artist’s reflexivity and 

agency is expressed through the works created, and can thus be regarded as an index through 

which an understanding of the artist is established in the present. This theoretical contraption 

does not, however, lend itself to every piece of art. Complete oeuvres of artists are rare to come 

by and museum institutions rarely possess the entire oeuvre of an artist, which restrains them 

from outlining the network of relations that Gell’s theory aims at producing. However, if we 

agree with Gell’s description of objects as pieces of the extended mind of the artist, there is a 

definite need to further delve into historical accounts by artists which can illuminate not only the 

cognitive processes in relation to the creation of certain objects, but could also be able to 

formulate relations between artists on the basis of their entire artistic productions, and/or 

formulate relations between objects on the basis of artists’ entire production. Taking seriously the 

materials artists have employed in relation to their cognitive processes expose larger conceptual 

considerations when objects are grouped together, and has the potential to further flesh out 

existing narratives within objects. 

In relation to this, Bruno Latour’s writing pertaining to Actor Network Theory (ANT) could 

potentially be helpful in formulating a curatorial position with regard to practicing materiality:  

 
18 D. Miller, ‘Why some things matter’, in Material Cultures: Why Some Things Matter, D. Miller (ed.), London, UCL 
Press, p. 10.  
19 A. Gell, Art and Agency: An Anthropological Theory, Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1998, pp. 232-234. 
20 Ibid., p. 234. 
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Objects, by the very nature of their connections with humans, quickly shift from being mediators to being 

intermediaries, counting for one or nothing, no matter how internally complicated they might be. This is why specific 

tricks have to be invented to make them talk, that is, to offer descriptions of themselves, to produce scripts of what 

they are making others—humans or non-humans—do.21 

Albeit the study of materiality aims at exhuming the agency of objects, they always need human 

interaction in order be activated, or as Latour postulates, to ‘make them talk’. In the act of 

making them talk, the curatorial position can be formulated as the spokesperson for the material, 

adopting the responsibility to articulate the objects’ coming of existence and the implications of 

their creation for artistic practice and beyond. For example, we can ask ourselves how Yves Klein 

arrived at sponges for his sculptural works – what is the importance of such material in his 

artistic practice, and how did his engagements with the material impact a larger art-historical 

narrative? More importantly, how can we deepen the understanding of Klein as an artist by 

focusing on the materials he engaged with? By asking these questions we shift from 

understanding the objects made by Klein not in a larger art-historical framework in relation to 

Conceptual Art (in which he is often is placed) but more so we deepen the understanding of the 

objects and their materials themselves in relation to their existence and consequently their socio-

cultural sphere. This avenue of enquiry opens up new possibilities for the curator to not 

exclusively engage with historical documentation, but can lead to further investigation with 

colleagues working in conservation and restauration.   

Art and Materiality: A Critical Analysis of Materiality in Modern and Contemporary Art 

Discourse 

Not only in the disciplines of anthropology and sociology has the question of materiality attracted 

attention. In art-historical writing, directly and indirectly the concept of materiality has been 

discussed. I will now critically address the ways materiality has been discussed thus far in art 

history, in order to expand the ways that a curatorial position can benefit from focusing on 

materiality. We will see how the positioning of materiality in an art-historical debate differs 

decisively from those in the social sciences. The nature of materiality in relation to an art-

historical discourse is therefore informative in two ways. Firstly, it takes on the notion of 

materiality not primarily as a concept related to connecting or communicative notions such as 

agency, but rather finds its roots in discussing the very nature of art and the object in themselves 

in relation to their material or immaterial properties.  

Straying from an ontological rethinking of materiality as such and refocusing on the informative 

nature of such research in relation to understanding art and art history, might be more conducive 

in establishing the curatorial relation to materiality, and thus further elaborate on the implications 

of materiality as a point of departure. As a result, we can formulate materiality, in relation to this 

research effort, as an engagement with the physical properties of objects and to consequently 

investigate the relations it holds to their specific environments and/or contexts. Approaching it 

theoretically in this way deepens the understanding of the art object, after which the 

 
21 B. Latour, Reassembling the Social: An Introduction to Actor-Network-Theory, Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2005, p. 
79. 
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specifications of engagement through practice will inform the general inquiry about materiality 

and its potential for curatorial practice. 

To formulate the standing on materiality as of currently, we can thus accept the two-fold way 

through which matter is understood; social sciences have taken the notion of materiality in 

reaction to Marx’ and Engels’ formulation of materialism and have developed it into a larger 

inquiry that sought to theorize materials, things and objects with regard to their cultural 

significance, cultural representation, agency or context. Alternatively, there is the understanding 

of materiality within to the natural sciences, which presupposes matter to be any substance that 

has volume and mass. Within art-historical writing there are other ways in which materiality is 

addressed. We can outline a general discourse concerning materiality in art-historical writing, 

thereby crystallizing the knowledge paradigms that circulate theoretical and practical discourses of 

art. I have chosen to primarily focus on art-historical thought in the twentieth and twenty-first 

century due to the limitations in size of this specific thesis undertaking. Moreover, the question 

regarding the subject–object relation started to be scrutinized as artists’ sensibility changed the 

way art could take shape. Inherent to this occurrence philosophers and art historians alike had to 

address the questions that the proliferation of artistic practice generated. How can we come to 

understand the presence, or gleaming absence of materiality in art-historical writing, and how can 

we relate this to the awkward relationship between materiality and art today? 

 

Life imitates art, imitates life: memetic notions of art-historical practice in early Modern 

thought 

As a brief prelude to the developments of the subsequent twentieth and twenty-first century 

theory, it is necessary to mention a few theorists that laid the primary groundwork of an academic 

approach to art history. Most importantly, their legacy has largely informed the interpretation of 

modern art works and have crystallized art history as a theoretical academic discourse.  

One of the earliest art historians avant la lettre was Giorgio Vasari. His The Lives of the Most Excellent 

Painters, Sculptors and Architects (1550) provided biographical information on artists before and 

during his lifetime on the Italian, and mostly Florentine art scene. Half a century later, the Dutch 

Karel van Mander produced Het Schilderboeck in 1604 encompassing a comprehensive list of 

biographies of artists from the Low Countries. The focus within both these lexicons was the 

biographical description of the lives and works of artists whom had contributed to establishing a 

canon of art. Hence Van Mander and Vasari were among the first to establish a canonical 

overview of artists which, in the opinion of the writers, had contributed to the larger narrative of 

art-historical excellence. Establishing thus the blueprint for a methodological and critical 

approach towards the subject of art, van Mander gave words of instruction on the accurate 

depiction of nature and its subjects. In the introduction of Het Schilder-boeck, he particularly 

instructs the reader in ways to depict anatomy, proportions and perspectives to closely emulate a 

true-to-life depiction of subjects.22 Aside from this, he additionally instructs the reader on 

 
22 K. van Mander, Het Schilder-Boeck, [online version], 1604, 
https://www.dbnl.org/tekst/mand001schi01_01/mand001schi01_01_0003.php#010T (accessed December 27 
2018). 

https://www.dbnl.org/tekst/mand001schi01_01/mand001schi01_01_0003.php#010T
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painting techniques and the use of colour.  It becomes clear that early texts on the nature of 

painting are mostly aimed at solidifying a canonical overview of artists that tackled and triumphed 

the reflection of nature within their practice. Interestingly enough, the way painting is treated 

within early writing establishes it more as a craft rather than an individualistic practice.  

Beyond van Mander and Vasari there have been a multitude of writers in early modern time 

contemplating the nature of art (of which painting and sculpture were considered the primary 

mediums). We have for example Poussin, who stressed in Observations on Painting that the essence 

of painting as a craftmanship lies in the accurate, mathematical approach to beauty and 

expression.23 In depicting the subject, which he deemed always to be rooted in a mythological or 

religious narrative, the painter ought to eliminate unnecessary details to triumph the story at 

hand. Poussin’s outlook on the depiction of subject matter was contested by, for example, Peter 

Paul Rubens who took a different approach to the depiction of notions of ideal beauty and 

harmony in painting. Notions of beauty and aesthetics were more important in theorizing a 

progression of art rather than questioning the material forms or medium in which it appeared. Up 

until the end of nineteenth century this notion largely shaped the discourse around artistic 

practice. When questions of material were addressed in relation to artistic practice, they were 

done so in a practical and instructive way: how to mix the right colours, achieve the right shapes 

through geometry, how to mix paint, etc. 

Building further on this, discussions surrounding beauty and symbolicmeaning started to pick up 

more during the nineteenth century. For example, Georg Friedrich Creutz who argued for the 

strength in the use of symbols in their brevity and immediate accessibility to the senses, in 

contrast to the use of allegory which necessitates a larger pictorial narrative to convey a 

message.24 Perhaps the most well-known philosophical art theorist Immanuel Kant based his 

argument pertaining to the judgement of beauty on the purposiveness of an art object: either it 

fulfils a certain purpose of achieving cognitive pleasure or alternatively it allows for 

contemplation on the way it presupposes pleasure.25 

One could argue retrospectively that engagements with the notions of beauty and the importance 

of symbolicrepresentation tie in with thinking about materiality, as they appear as material 

attitudes towards beauty and the function of art. As such, they are interesting statements to 

return to when speaking about contemporary curatorial practice. However, the material state of 

art as a medium was never adequately addressed nor evaluated as the assumption of what pertains 

to be an art object was not challenged.  

Only after artists started to challenge academic notions of art, and as a result started to challenge 

the mediums of painting and sculpture, questions surrounding the material nature of art started 

to arise in art-theoretical discourse and practice.  

 

 
23 A. Blunt, Nicholas Poussin, London, Phaidon, 1967, pp. 361-366. The author translated the original note written by 
Poussin between 1660–1665. 
24 G.F. Creuzer, Symbolik un Mythologie der alten Volker, besonders der Griechen, volume 1, Leipzig and Darmstadt, Karl 
Wilhelm Leske, 1810, pp. 65-85. 
25 J.H. Bernard, Kant’s Critique of Judgement, London, Macmillan, 1914, pp. 154-159, 163-173, 185-190, 197-202. 
Translation of the second edition of I. Kant, Kritik der Urteilskraft, originally published 1790. 
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Modernity and New Directions in Art  

Arguing that art has lost its function, Julius Meier-Graef seems to tie in Marxist notions about the 

function and identity of art in the early twentieth century. It had done so, he claims, because it 

has shed the emotional world it previously belonged to, which he described as the world of 

religious worship. The entanglements it previously enjoyed by attaining or propagating purity 

(Christianity) or beauty (ancient Greece) had slowly dissolved as class systems had taken shape. 

The arguments are related to Marx’ thinking, as Meier-Graef feels that art started to act 

independently and thus became part of a system that demarcates social and classist distinctions. 

He does not further delve into the new social function this might entail for the art work, and how 

this contributes to shaping what art can be, but rather worries about ‘the aesthetic usefulness’ of a 

work of art.26 The Italian philosopher Benedetto Croce, on a similar note, seems to follow up on 

Kant’s notion of art’s purposiveness. While he acknowledges that art may be constructed 

physically, similarly to colour, sound forms or the human body, in his view the higher purpose of 

art is to give shape to the conceptual, to the ideal.27  

So what lies at the foundation of thinking about materiality in this way, and how does the 

concept of modernity play into this shift of thinking about artistic production? Social scientist 

and philosopher Georg Simmel deemed the velocity and mental aggressiveness of the metropolis 

to be at the root of a shift in the collective consciousness of culture, arguing that modern culture 

saw a shift from an ‘objective spirit’ to a ‘subjective spirit’. Meaning that modern culture seeks to 

embody itself through an individualistic outlook in the domains of, but not limited to, economy, 

art and law. Simmel seems to establish a relationship between cultural tendency and material 

culture as he reflects on the acceleration of knowledge, art and institutions in the twentieth 

century.28 

So how does this ‘modern thinking’ affect an artistic outlook, or how does modernity implicate 

art and its subjects? According to the Futurists, spearheaded by Umberto Boccioni, the 

relationship between art and nature has to be re-established for the context of modernity. 

Boccioni, who was at once artist and theorist, collaborated on constituting a manifesto entitled 

‘Futurist Painting: A Technical Manifesto’. Within the manifesto, Boccioni expressed 

dissatisfaction concerning pictorial representation in painting, claiming that old uses of form and 

colour do not correspond with actual reality 29 Properties such as form and colour can be argued 

to be part of the material dimension of painting, however, it is not contextualized as such by 

Boccioni and the Futurists. The Futurists, however, did contribute with a revolutionary outlook 

on how a new ideological position meant a radical transformation to the aesthetic properties of 

art. Interesting about this is that in theoretical writing there seems to be an unspoken disconnect 

between ideology and materiality, this is translated into portrayal of subject matter or aesthetic 

 
26 J. Meier-Graef, Mediums of Art, Past and Present, trans. F. Simmonds and G. Chrystal, London and New York, 1908 

(originally published in German in 1904) 
27 B. Croce, ‘What is Art?’ in Guide to Aesthetics, trans. P. Romanell, Indianapolis, 1965 (originally published in Italian 

in 1913). 
28 G. Simmel, ‘The Metropolis and Mental Life’ in The Sociology of Georg Simmel, K.H. Wolff (ed.), Glencoe 1950 

(originally published in German in 1902–1903). 
29 U. Boccioni (et. al.), ‘Futurist Painting: Technical Manifesto’ in exhibition catalogue Exhibition of Works by the Italian 

Futurist Painters, Sackville Gallery, London, 1912 (originally published as a pamphlet in 1910). 
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properties rather than linking it to a larger socio-material discussion. To elaborate, The Futurists 

were primarily occupied with a visual language rather than materiality at the base of their 

discontent. Aesthetics as such can thus be seen as an element of material thought, however, it 

does not conduce to a full understanding of art.  

 

Towards a New Realism: Materialism as a Tool for Aesthetic and Political Revolution 

Robert Delaunay, one of the proponents of Cubism in Europe, similarly attacks old ways of 

aesthetic representation and beauty in favour of the plasticity of art. Plasticity in this case does 

not necessarily refer to the material dimension, but according to Delaunay could be found in the 

realm of beauty of art, which he synthesized to accurate representation of pure humanity through 

abstraction of shape and form.30 Artist Kasimir Malevich responded to the assertions made by 

the Cubists and the Futurists claiming that aesthetics must be abandoned in favour of liberating 

art by reducing it to its material form. He saw art-historical discourse as a confinement to art, and 

as such he argued that the new way of painting he proposed should focus on establishing a living 

body rather than emulating the forms of known living bodies. To Malevich, material in its purest 

form represented art in and of itself, rather than being a representation of what already is. This 

seems to be a relevant idea in relation to the presence of material thinking in art-historical 

discourse. However, by proclaiming the freedom of art through Suprematism, Malevich did not 

necessarily address the implications of such art in a larger cultural existence. What is it that the 

materials do? How does material propagate freedom in relation to the art practices he contests? 

After all, the manifesto in which he addressed this is partly entitled New Realism in Painting; the 

restriction of medium to that of painting on canvas speaks volumes of how materiality was 

conceptualized and how it indeed still served an aesthetical hegemony to establish a new 

departure. The question then remains, although Malevich spoke out against aesthetics as a 

qualifier of artistic production, why is it that at the same time he perpetuated the notion of 

aesthetics as the malleable essence for establishing new realism?31 

Albert Gleizes was one of the first to address the material dimension itself as basis for artistic 

practice. In ‘The Dada Case’ he argues that the bourgeoisie has appropriated the material plane 

for an economic base, and as a result he claimed that art feeds into a system that propagates class 

struggle. According to Gleizes, the decay of the material plane, on which art operates, was 

intertwined with the decline on a spiritual plane. Gleizes wanted to assert non-material art, in 

particular by Dada, as a way of combatting the spiritual degradation, which the bourgeoisie 

prolificated, of what art is, hence using art as a non-classist vehicle to destroy class hierarchy. 

Although Gleizes makes no direct reference to how art is entangled in social hierarchies, he does 

see its material dimension as a signifier of value that reproduces class divides. His critical 

response is akin to Marx’ and Engels’ argument outlined above, indicating that the problem with 

 
30 R. Delaunay, ‘On the Construction of Reality in Pure Painting’, in L.C. Breunig (ed.), trans. S. Suleiman, Apollinaire 

on Art, London, 1972 (originally published 1912). 
31 K. Malevich, ‘From Cubism and Futurism to Suprematism: The New Realism in Painting’, exhibition pamphlet for 

the exhibition ‘0.10 The Last Futurist Exhibition’ by Dobychina Art Bureau at Marsovo Pole, Petrograd, 1915. 
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art is that is part of the economic base, which is exactly how Marx and Engels saw art in relation 

to society.32 

Barbara Hepworth was an artist who specialized in the medium of sculpting, and in 1937 she 

wrote a seminal essay on sculpture. Perhaps influenced by the direct proximity between the 

material and the artist in the practice of sculpting, Hepworth’s notions concerning materiality 

differ from her painting-oriented contemporaries. Hepworth sees the relation between artist and 

material as integral to the creation of art, and she considers a perfect unity between the idea and 

the material to be a process through which life is given to the material. Her dualistic 

complementary outlook on idea and material establishes Hepworth as a forerunner to conceptual 

artists that would follow on a similar path. The dualism of material and idea in her opinion 

formed a language through which the artist could express feeling and thought of experience. She 

further developed this idea by stating that the expression of a free idea into sculpture is 

relinquished from exerting pressure because it represents freedom. Thereby she claims that the 

liberation of sculpture materially allows for a free way of practicing sculpting, focusing on the 

transference of an idea rather than squeezing an idea into pre-existing forms. 33 

A similar line of thinking is underlined also by Mexican-born artist Diego Rivera who, in 1932, 

wrote a piece entitled The Revolutionary Spirit in Modern Art. After his residence in Paris in the 

1920s, Rivera returned to Mexico to contribute to building a new socio-political foundation for 

the country. He saw anti-bourgeois art production, which he ascribed to public art such as 

murals, as a way of deconstructing class divides and the opportunity of the working class to 

contribute and assert themselves politically. The material form of the artwork is discussed in close 

relation to his claims, as he saw exchangeable art works as economic goods to enrich the 

dominating classes.34 

Art historian Clement Greenberg has sought to redefine the discourse through which Modern 

Art had formed its foundations. Opposite to strict Marxist dualism, he saw technology as an 

important part of the foundational relationship through which art history has propelled itself 

forward, with Modern Art as a romanticized break of the limitations that previous generations 

had set out. In doing so, Greenberg understood that although the limitations of previous 

generation became part of the next generation’s rebellion, he argued for artistic/aesthetic form 

rather than material consciousness through which art and its history becomes assembled.35 

Greenberg, therefore, more or less saw art historical discourse as rebellion against visual 

languages of the previous generation, and thus as a ripple effect of political aestheticism.  

Objecthood, Form and Medium 

During the 1960s we can detect a shift fuelled by artists such as Frank Stella, Anthony Caro, 

Donald Judd, Eva Hesse and Robert Rauschenberg. In response to this movement, and in direct 

response to a work by the British sculptor Caro, art historian Stanley Cavell wrote a text entitled 

 
32 A. Gleizes, ‘Dada a manifestation of the decay of bourgeois society’ in Action, no. 3, Paris, 1920.  
33 B. Hepworth, ‘Sculpture’ in B. Nicholson, N. Gabo and J. L. Martin (ed.), Circle: International Survey of Constructivist 

Art, E. Weyhe E-78, London, 1937. 
34 D. Rivera, ‘The Revolutionary Spirit in Modern Art’ in Manifesto for an Independent Revolutionary Art, A. Breton, L. 
Trotsky (ed.), 1938. 
35 C. Greenberg, ‘Modernist Painting’, in Arts Yearbook, vol. 4, 1965. 
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A Matter of Meaning It , in which he delineated the looming end of art by the hands of Pop Art, as 

he argued that medium and form seemed to have imploded into each other. The forms through 

which artists started to create could, according to Cavell, not be categorized under the 

representational idea of the medium that had categorized the course of art history prior to this 

moment.36 The anxiety that oozes from his argument falls back on the appropriation of materials 

that artists of the time started to experiment with. As such, the material dimension of art works 

started to contest the medium that had constrained its previous representational form, and thus 

art historians were confronted with their own discourse in their attempts to formalize new artistic 

practice. Prior to the 1960s the material dimension of an artwork could be addressed, however 

not in such a way that it necessarily attacked the notion of objecthood or the identity of art, but 

rather as a comment on the aesthetic forms that it appeared in. Philosopher Richard Wollheim 

follows a similar argument when he says that the meaning of medium and material has been 

conflated in attempts to grasp and understand Modern Art, and as a result our attention has been 

focused not on the physicality of the object through their material properties but on the 

experimentation with the concept of the medium. Wollheim argues for a renewed focus on the 

material dimension of the work, which, he maintains, would garner a more interesting account of 

how material is used to contest medium.37 Contextualizing Wollheim’s argument a bit further, 

theorist Robert Morris has assessed that within new sculptural practices such as he has observed 

in the work of Donald Judd, the object itself is diminished in its relationship to the sensibilities 

within the object’s composition and the context it is placed in. This meant that taking into 

consideration the context the object was ought to be placed in, started to influence the artistic 

process of conceiving how elements such as light, space, and material were entering a relationship 

with the object, together producing what is considered to be the work of art. 38 

Within art-historical writing there seemed to be a definite shift throughout the 1950s in terms of 

evaluating art according to the relationship the artwork held to sedimented notions of aesthetics, 

either questioning them or perpetuating them. Throughout the 1960s the emphasis shifted to the 

relationship between the conceptual and the material, however, interestingly enough the material 

dimension was not adequately addressed in the way it entered the relationship with the 

conceptual. There was acknowledgement of the material dimension that was not previously 

illuminated in art-historical writing, however, the starting point in thinking about art started with 

the conceptual base and how this translated to the material dimension.  

The first artist to address the properties of materials in relation to conceptual thinking was 

Robert Smithson in A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Proposals. He argued that the material base, 

the Earth, was the ideological base that gave fruition to conceptual thinking. As such he used the 

example of steel and its transformative properties as an analogy of the fluidity and multilateral 

identity of solid materials which he saw directly informative to artistic practice.39 The informative 

nature of the materials in relation to artistic practice was further pursued in a text by curator 

Germano Celant, who was one of the proponents of the Italian-born movement ‘Arte Povera’. 

 
36 S. Cavell, ‘A Matter of Meaning It’, in W.H. Capitan and D.D. Merrill (eds), Art, Mind and Religion, Pittsburgh, 

1967. 
37 R. Wollheim ‘The Work of Art as Objects’, in Studio International, vol. 180, no. 928, London, 1970. 
38 R. Morris, ‘Notes on Sculpture’, Artforum, vol. 4, no.6, New York, 1966. 
39 Robert Smithson ‘A Sedimentation of the Mind: Earth Propposals’, Artforum, vol. 7, no. 1, 1968. 
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Celant saw materials as life forces that created possibilities in art. As such, he saw the theoretical 

approach to art through Arte Povera as an important ontological repositioning of what art 

represented. Celant claimed that art should not reflect the real or an idea of the real, rather letting 

the materials perform their reality.40  

In 1968 Lucy Lippard and John Chandler wrote The Dematerialization of Art, which marked a 

certain solidification of Conceptual Art, which was propelled by artists such as Sol LeWitt, Eva 

Hesse, Donald Judd and Yves Klein. Lippard’s and Chandler’s piece described how a trend in 

artistic practice was favouring the idea over the material, prophesizing that artists were becoming 

thinkers and as a result, that the material realm of their work became subjugated to the strength 

of the idea.41 Six years later, Lippard wrote a follow-up piece where she argued that the 

dematerialization of art has resulted in the broadening of the dialectics of art’s modus operandi. 

Time, space and light were referred to as ephemeral materials, used freely to support the 

transfusion of an idea into art. 42 With Lippard’s statement concerning the dematerialization of 

art, the focus on materiality seemed to have slipped under the carpet of conceptual practice. As a 

result, the material was deemed to be submissive to the conceptual; the artists impregnating 

material with their ideas. Indeed, some artists operated consciously or subconsciously under these 

conditions, however, there was still no denying that materials were fundamental for the 

realization of form.  

As of the 1990s there was a return to looking at material, stemming out of a discontent with the 

discourse laid out previously. For example, in the text Form and Material in 1991,Vilém Flusser 

takes great offense to the notion of the immaterial. In opposition to immateriality, Flusser uses 

the scientific notion of entropy to deconstruct the binary of material and immaterial, favouring 

conceptual pairs such as matter–form or content–container. These pairs were more nuanced than 

binary, in the sense that they did not assume that the opposition of material is immaterial, as had 

been championed by Lippard. Flusser’s thinking moreover contextualizes material as matter 

which can be shaped in form or poured into a container, highlighting a transitionary 

transformation that does not leave the material form absent, but emphasizes its transient 

character as it sees it appearing in new forms.43 

 

Carrot on a Stick 

Concluding the overview of material thinking in art-historical practice I am compelled to reflect 

on the ideas that have circulated and analysed within this thesisWhat are the overarching 

questions that can be raised, and how are they informative for developing a curatorial 

perspective? Firstly, after roughly summarizing an overview of material thought, it becomes clear 

that the plurality of concepts in relation to materiality are grounded either in a) materiality as a 

plastic concept, which denies or confirms objecthood, and in extension addresses the material 

dimension in relation, often opposition, to concept or idea, and b) materiality in relation to 

 
40 G. Celant (ed.), Arte Povera. Conceptual, Actual or Impossible Art?, London, 1969, pp. 225-230. 
41 L. R. Lippard, J. Chandler, ‘The Dematerialisation of Art’, Art International, February 1968. 
42 L. R. Lippard, Six Years: the Dematerialisation of the Art Object…, Praeger Publishers, New York, 1973. 
43 V. Flusser, ‘Form and Material’, in V. Flusser and A. Mathews (trans.), The Shape of Things: A Philosophy of Design, 
London, Reaktion Books, 1999, pp, 22-24, 26, 28-29. 
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Marxist materialism, connected with the aim of revolting against or critiquing class structures or 

the art-system in itself.  

The conclusion is thus is that the discourse around materiality within art history is rather circular. 

It rarely becomes clear how the material dimension actually performs, enacts, enables, resists or 

confirms social realities. Rather, the concept and conceptualization of materiality is constantly 

formed and reformed in a relationship with its own theoretical construction and rebelling against 

its own perceived constraints. There seems to be a definitive lack of focus on how material 

thinking can be informative towards artistic practice. In favor of criticism or theory, discussions 

of the material dimensions of specific objects and practices seems to be absent. It almost seems 

like art is art discourse, whether it is contesting or affirming it. Proverbially speaking, it feels like 

chasing a carrot on a stick. The carrot is visible, it is describable, it is present – but it cannot be 

tasted, analyzed, dissected, or put in a stew.  

However, the overview has sparked a number of questions in relation to a curatorial position;  

- How do we talk about Conceptual, Minimal and/or Pop Art as a plastic practice?  

- How did art contribute to changing or affirming social realities? 

- What can be learned from focusing on practical considerations in artistic practice?  

- Are institutional exhibitions sufficient in their current form to address counter-discourse 

or counter-biographical knowledge? 

- What language can be formulated in relation to material thinking, and how does it 

supplement orcounter strict historical thinking.  

 

 

 

New Materialisms  

 

New Materialism is the name of an ongoing academic project that can be described as a return to 

investigating material as a base for expanding previous inquiries in Marxist materialism. For 

example, in Material Feminism, Stacy Alaimo and Susan Hekman express their discontent with the 

emphasis on linguistic discursive thinking by proposing a return to investigating the mutually 

exclusive relationship between material and modes of existence.44 Their aim was to create a 

multidisciplinary field of knowledge, with contributions from philosophy, biosciences, 

anthropology among other, to investigate the specific intersections of discursive thinking and 

form methodological ways in which material could be used to be demonstrative, illustrative or 

form a discursive approach. Within the writing of New Materialism there is a definitive shift in 

subject position, putting non-human actors centre-stage in attempts to unearth and analyse power 

relations, agency and societal structures.  

One example of such an approach is Karen Barrad’s concept of agential realism which she outlined 

in Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning. With the 

concept agential realism, Barad argues for the disintegration of the subject–object binary by 

 
44 S. Alaimo and S. Hekman (eds.), Material Feminisims, Bloomington and Indianapolis, Indiana University Press, 2008, 
pp. 1-19. 
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focusing on the ways humans and non-humans collaboratively and mutually constitute reality.45 

Philosopher and proponent of Post-Anthropocene thinking Rosi Braidotti argues that all matter 

has the potential of connecting with other matter thus forming networks of relationships.46 These 

networks of relationships intend to illustrate the landscape of agents that are exerting force on 

the formation of social, political and ecological realities in which human and non-human both 

take part. Similarly, political theorist Jane Bennett argues for an aliveness imbued in matter, which 

she conceptualizes as thing-power: “Thing-power gestures toward the strange ability of ordinary, 

man-made items to exceed their status as objects and to manifest traces of independence of 

aliveness, constituting the outside of our own experience”.47 

The New Materialism project features striking resemblances with The Material Turn that 

happened within anthropology from the early 1980s onward. Both turns or assertions rely on 

notions of agency, post-structuralism and power relations in approaching material culture. Within 

anthropology the focus is more on dissecting practice in relation to material culture, whereas 

New Materialism largely focus on larger philosophical questions in relation to lively matter. 

Furthermore, New Materialism positions itself mostly in relation to late-capitalist power 

structures and sees its plight largely in relation to bettering circumstances of the people and non-

human actors that are entangled in the web of inequality that these structures have imposed.48  

As such, thinkers like Braidotti, Bennett, Barrad and Moore have made important contributions 

by acknowledging the importance of looking at materials to crystallize a plurality of subjectivities 

that have not been highlighted prior to New Materialism. In this sense focusing on the material 

can exhume specific subjectivities within art, and can thus help to formulate counter-discourse 

ways of thinking. 

In relation to New Materialism, there are a few questions that can be formulated that are 

informative to the curatorial position: 

- How can outlining subjectivities produce plural, counter- or different modernities? What 

do they represent? 

- How is institutional identity negotiated through its material components? 

- How does art relate to cultural hegemony? How can a hegemonial position be presented 

reflexively? 

- How can discourse critical practice inform new forms of practice? 

 

 

 

 

 
45 K. Barad, Meeting the Universe Halfway: Quantum Physics and the Entanglement of Matter and Meaning, Durham and 
London, Duke University Press, 2007. 
46 R. Braidotti, The Posthuman, Cambridge, Polity Press, 2013. 
47 J. Bennett, Vibrant matter: A Political Ecology of Things, Durham and London, Duke University Press, 2010. 
48 J. W. Moore, Capitalism in the Web of Life: Ecology and the Accumulation of Capital, New York, Verso, 2015. 
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Chapter 2: The Curatorial and the Material – Establishing A 

Material Method 

What is the potential of focusing on materiality in presenting, understanding and contextualizing 

(museum) collections? Can we open up this potential by proposing new methodological tools? 

We shall now move on to investigate three different, but related nexuses of curatorial practice – 

the museum, the exhibition and the object – to delineate the ways in which materiality traverses 

and is engaged with in an institutional setting. By theoretically formalizing and dissecting them as 

discursive spaces, we can come to understand how they mediate a specific engagement with art 

objects, and consequently how this knowledge can be used to further underline the necessity of 

rethinking the curatorial approach to materiality. By exploring the museum, the exhibition and 

the object, I intend in relation to further specify and contextualize material thinking as a 

curatorial tool, against the backdrop of the previously outlined strictly theoretical exploration.  

 

The Museum As Site of Investigation 

The museum as a site of investigation has been approached in a variety of academic fields. 

Anthropologists have largely turned their attention to institutions that hold ethnographic 

collections, whilst art historians or cultural philosophers have contemplated on the nature of 

classic, modern and contemporary art institutions. As such, museums have been sites of interest 

for scholars with a variation of methodologies to dissect their institutional structures and 

functions. In terms of assessing and investigating institutional practices, the approach of 

ethnography with a participant observation angle has been successful in exploring the inner 

workings of the institution.  

Bronislaw Malinowski, Edward E. Evans-Pritchard and Margaret Mead were among the pioneers 

providing ethnographic accounts through participant observation in the field, which entailed a 

prolonged visit and active engagement with the subjects of study, which were often thought and 

talked about as “primitive tribes”, in order to illuminate their livelihood, practices and customs.49 

Over time this form of ethnographic practice has moved beyond such societal and communal 

situations, and participant observation has also been used to study Western practices and 

institutions. Sharon MacDonald conducted fieldwork behind the scenes of the Science Museum 

in London, where she investigated how agency and object-hood were entangled in a complicated 

network of relations, which ultimately shaped the practice of the institution.50 Albeit not being a 

participant in the realm of collection management or exhibition making, MacDonald did 

contribute to bringing together and analysing the museum’s general working method in relation 

 
49 See: B. Malinowski, The sexual life of savages in north-western Melanesia: an ethnographic account of courtship, marriage and 
family life among the natives of the Trobriand Islands, British New Guinea, New York, Halcyon House, 1929. E.E., Evans-
Pritchard, 1940, The Nuer, a description of the modes livelihood and political institutions of a Nilotic people, Oxford, Clarendon 
Press, 1940. And M. Mead, Coming of age in Samoa: a psychological study of primitive youth for Western civilisation, New York, 
William Morrow & Co, 1928.  
50 S. Macdonald, Behind the Scenes at the Science Museum, Oxford and New York, Berg, 2002. 
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to previously mentioned activities. Additionally, Michael O’Hanlon’s ethnography of building a 

collection at the Museum of Mankind in London with objects from Highland New Guinea 

investigated the benefits of using collection-making as the starting point in writing an 

ethnographic account of the institution.51  

Rather than providing a strictly ethnographic account like O’Hanlon’s or MacDonald’s, this 

thesis sets out to use participant observation position as a vantage point to pinpoint instances in 

which materiality becomes socialized with regard to a museum institution, and the implications 

this may have for the curatorial position. During a period of nearly eight months I worked at the 

museum of modern art: Moderna Museet in Stockholm, Sweden, first as an intern at the 

curatorial department, and then as a curatorial assistant for the temporary exhibition Manipulate 

the World – Connecting Öyvind Fahlström. During this period, I investigated ways in which the people 

at the institution related and engaged with the notion of materiality, consciously and 

subconsciously. Moreover, my participation in discussions and practices, and my engagement 

with the institutional identity of Moderna Museet has greatly informed the framework through 

which this thesis will answer its main question – how to formulate a contemporary curatorial 

approach with a focus on materiality. However, let there be no confusion, my ethnographic 

analysis of the practice at Moderna Museet is by no means sufficient as foundation for a new 

curatorial methodology. In extension of seeking to understand practice at the institution, Pierre 

Bourdieu’s field of cultural production can be unfolded to contextualise the relationship of agents 

within the museum institution.52 The organogram, or the division of labour within the institution 

can be utilized to at least give an overview of various actors that engage with the museum 

institution from their specific disposition. In contrast to Bourdieu’s model, which stresses 

struggle, fight or tension as modus operandi for cultural production, I found negotiation a more 

purposeful and applicable term through which practice was shaped.53 

Beyond an ethnographic approach based on participant observation, it is necessary to look at the 

museum from an outside perspective. To that end, a cross-museological approach, looking at 

practices outside Moderna Museet,   will be explored in order to examine other forms of 

contextualization and/or presentation of art. This will further crystallize ways through which 

materiality is present within museum practice. 

From a broader contextual perspective, theorists within a variety of disciplines have aimed at 

formulating an understanding of the museum and its practice in relation to a larger cultural and 

societal sphere. In a 2010 article Nicholas Thomas postulates ‘the museum as method’, 

addressing the potential of looking at the knowledge paradigms through which the ethnographic 

museum presents its collection, and how analysing these paradigms can lead to unfolding, and 

supplementing narratives already present in the collection.54 Thomas’s method could be fruitful 

inspiration in understanding current tactics of display, as well as to assess how a shift in focus can 

lead to new curatorial and more general institutional opportunities. In relation to Moderna 

Museet, I try in a similar sense to detangle the objects from the existing dominant narrative and 

 
51 M. O’Hanlon, Paradise. Portraying the New Guinea Highlands, London, British Museum Press, 1993.  
52 P. Bourdieu, The Field Of Cultural Production, New York, Columbia University Press, 1993. 
53 S. Hintzen, ‘Exploring the Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam: Contextualizing Contemporary Museum Practice’, 
bachelor thesis, University College Utrecht (Utrecht University), 2015. 
54 N. Thomas, ‘The Museum As Method’, Museum Anthropology,  vol. 33, no. 1, 2010, pp. 6-10. 
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ask how alternative narratives from a ‘material’ angle can be explored. The ‘material’ should not 

necessarily and exclusively be understood in relation to the object, but rather as broader 

theoretical definition of the word, which will be elaborated on further down the line. 

The Exhibition  

Adjusting the scope of inquiry from the larger museum context to a more specific exhibition 

context requires several methodological considerations. Beyond the overarching ethnographic 

approach discussed above the concept, or rather process, of exhibition making/doing/producing 

requires attention in relation to a more focused understanding of materiality. In general, the term 

exhibition indicates the grouping, contextualizing and showing of pieces of art (objects) which 

require a lesser or larger extent of curatorial effort. As such, the temporality of the exhibition 

moves away from the larger temporality of the museum institution, and consequently should be 

addressed both in relation to and in isolation of the larger institution. The delineation of the 

exhibition as a site of research in this thesis, is intended to further demonstrate the ways in which 

materiality is negotiated and actively navigated through the institution. Anita Herle’s 

methodological work Exhibition As Research is worth mentioning in this context. In her writings, 

which have a strong methodological rooting in self-reflexive analysis of her curatorial practice, in 

conjugation with theoretical considerations, Herle addresses the potential of the exhibition as 

informing and exposing curatorial practice.55 Herle’s definition of the exhibition as a temporarily 

fixed event, albeit with the effects of the exhibition generating and informing practice prior to 

and beyond exposition, there is no room for the permanent exhibition as such in her analysis. In 

this sense, I would argue that the co-existence of permanent and temporary exhibitions within an 

institution can potentially establish asymmetrical curatorial approaches, which are potentially tied 

to the material considerations of the art that inhabits the one or the other. Temporality, which 

underlies and defines the nature of permanent and temporary exhibition modes, can be 

formulated as a condition for materiality to be socialized institutionally. Of course, temporality is 

important outside of the institutional context, however, within the institutional context the 

multiplicity of temporalities can be looked at as a way of exploring objects to outline the 

institution’s practice.  

In this thesis, I will explore the usefulness of Herle’s methodology in relation to the temporary 

exhibition Manipulate the World – Connecting Öyvind Fahlström and the, so to say, permanent 

constellation Starting From Zero, which features art between 1950 and 1970. My focus will be on 

crystallizing a more definitive curatorial method in relation to the presentation and 

contextualization of a permanent collection, but will also find mileage in the realm of temporary 

exhibition forms. Cultural anthropologists have tackled representation and exhibition in relation 

to ethnographic institutions, but not so much has been said about institutions that primarily hold 

modern and contemporary art. The focus within their research lays primarily in the collision of 

the artefact (ethnographic) and the art object (Western) within the exhibition spaces. The critical 

eye of these scholars focused on stripping away the cultural systems that underlie modes of 

 
55 A. Herle, ‘Exhibtions As Research: Displaying the Technologies That Make Bodies Visible’, Museum Worlds, vol. 1, 
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representation by deconstructing the ‘otherness’ that separated art and artefact.56 Whilst this post-

modern/post-colonial undertaking was, and still is, imperative in broadening the dialectics of art, 

it perhaps corroborates a form of otherness by pinpointing this as a point of departure. However, 

within their analysis lies a methodological consideration that is perhaps more succinct than those 

encountered in art-historical or strict museological analysis, when it comes to focusing exactly on 

the variation of juxtapositions with regard to the object’s materiality, socio-cultural sphere and 

symbolic transformation, and moreover, to the so-called ‘taxonomy’ of the object in relation to 

the process of exhibition.57  

 

The Object  

In line with defining methodologies for previous research sites, the approach pertaining to the 

individual object relies heavily on reconciling the social realm with a material one. In art history 

up until quite recently the methodology for understanding the (modern) art object has primarily 

found mileage in the decoding or deconstructing of the symbolic and/or semiotic message of the 

object, rather than theorizing it in a larger contextual framework. Oft-quoted theorists such as 

Arthur Danto and Roland Barthes, started to concern themselves with (art) objects in the late 

fifties and early sixties of last century. Danto proposed a model that inherited a Darwinistic 

outlook by asserting that art could be understood as a series of evolving symbolic forms, whereas 

Barthes asserted objects to be in direct relation to semiotic understandings of what they 

represented.58 Ernst Gombrich’s The Story of Art, an art history staple, similarly favours a 

narrative-heavy presentation which is rooted in a stylistic-evolutionary methodology.59 This is not 

to say that these methodologies did not have any benefits, nor that they present misconstrued 

information, it is rather that they are significant of a traditional art-historical practice dating all the 

way back to its forefather Giorgio Vasari. These historical methodologies have largely impacted 

the way art has been understood and contextualized, and consequently still is. Even in literature 

that goes beyond evolutionary symbolism, and curatorial practice that preceded the rapture from 

modernity from the 1950s onward, the notion of ‘time’ is still used exhaustively as a point of 

reference. Within this thesis, I want to move beyond the socio-political and stylistic narrative 

through which art is largely understood by focusing specifically on the sociality of the object in 

terms of its material dimension. Alfred Gell proposes a model for this in Art and Agency by 

asserting an anthropological approach to art that seeks not to understand ‘symbolic meaning’ but 

rather focus on agency, causation, intention and result.60 In Gell’s model the object is a nexus for 

social relationships, in which materiality can be understood as an important factor for distributing 

and evoking agency. By exploring Gell’s ontological rethinking of the object in the context of 

 
56 See for example: J. Clifford, The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, Cambridge 
and London, Harvard University Press, 1988, pp. 220-229, and B. Kirschenblatt-Gimblett, ‘Objects of Ethnography’, 
in I. Karp (ed) and S. Lavine (ed.), Exhibition Cultures: The Poetics and Politics of Museum Display, Washington D.C., 
Smithsonian Institution Press, 1991.  
57 J. Clifford, ‘On Collecting Art’, in The Predicament of Culture: Twentieth Century Ethnography, Literature, and Art, 
Cambridge and London, Harvard University Press, 1988, pp. 215-251. 
58 A. Danto, ‘The Artworld’, The Journal of Philosophy, vol. 61, issue 19, 1964, p. 573, and R. Barthes, Mythologies, Paris, 
Éditions du Seuil, 1957. 
59 E.H. Gombrich, The Story of Art, 14th edn., Phaidon, 1984. 
60 Gell, op. cit., pp. 4-7. 
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Moderna Museet I hope to further develop a way of underlining the importance of materiality 

when it comes to contextualizing modern and contemporary art. On a critical note, Gell is mostly 

concerned with a rather circular rhetoric that is intended to lend itself to repurposing art-

historical practice in an anthropological realm. Within the scope of this thesis I aim therefore to 

go beyond Gell’s circular arguments, integrating practical and practice informed analysis of some 

of the objects in the Moderna Museet collection. By doing this, I will explore the usefulness of 

materiality as a curatorial focus in the act of exhibition making within an institutional setting.  

In addition, what can be drawn from Gell is the innate temporality that inhabits objects through 

what he calls extended consciousness: 

‘In other words, the temporal structure of index-to-index relations in the artist’s oeuvre externalizes or objectifies 

the same type of relations as exist between the artist’s internal states of mind as being endowed with consciousness. 

The artist’s oeuvre is artistic consciousness (personhood in the cognitive, temporal sense) writ large and rendered 

public and accessible.’61 

Gell hereby provides a vantage point for understanding objects as having inherent temporal 

qualities, however in his analysis he traces the artistic oeuvre as way of exploring this. In the next 

chapter I will expand further on this by demonstrating how temporalities are not only a present 

passive force embedded in the object, as Gell suggested, but are subject to context-specific 

conditions which allow for site-specific activation of temporalities, with their further 

complications. 

Lastly, a rather unorthodox position within anthropological enquiry was introduced in an 

anthology titled Thinking Through Things edited by Amiria Henare, Martin Holbaard and Sari 

Wastell: 

Rather than accepting that meanings are fundamentally separate from their material manifestations (signifier v. 

signified, word v. referent, etc.), the aim is to explore the consequences of an apparently counter-intuitive possibility; 

that things might be treated as sui generis meanings…So the starting point instead is to treat meaning and thing as 

an identity.62 

And a bit further down: 

Take Holbaard’s contribution as an example. The thing through which he sets out to think is ache, a particular 

kind of powder Cuban diviners use during their séances. This powder, the diviners say, constitutes their divinatory 

power. Now, if one were to take this powder as ‘a thing’ in the analytic sense, the ethnographer would have to 

devise a connection between two distinct entities (powder and power), only one of which appears as ‘obviously’ thing-

like, according to their pre-conceived notion of ‘things’. The task then becomes one of interpretation – explaining to 

those who have not encountered such a ‘thing’ before how it can be considered powerful (given how power itself may 

be considered a (powdery) thing – a strategy which not only presumes the reader’s familiarity with the concepts 

deployed, but insists upon their authority as an accurate account of reality.63 

 
61 Ibid. p. 236 
62 A. Henare, M. Holbaard, S. Wastell, ‘Introduction: thinking through things’, in Thinking Through Things, theorizing 
artefacts ethnographically, A. Henare, M. Holbaard, S. Wastell (ed.), New York, Routledge, 2007, p. 3. 
63 Ibid. p. 5 
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What can be taken from the quotations above is how this approach neutralizes the way 

knowledge infringes on the object, thus neutralizing the way it is understood as a pure and ‘clean’ 

starting point. Unpacking this in relation to a material method, this way of thinking offers mileage 

by framing objects as meanings beyond their material bodies. In a sense, thinking through the 

object allows for a refractive way of seeing objects, and can consequently lead to informing other 

ontologies.  

 

The Curatorial  

In relation to the three nexuses of curatorial practice presented above, how can we begin to 

define the role of the curator with regard to material thinking? Reflecting on this role from both a 

philosophical, anthropological and art-historical point of view, it becomes clear that the curator 

first of all plays an important part in the interpretation and organization of the art object 

according to the knowledges and contexts it had been embedded in historically or narratively. 

However, I find this theorization a bit one-sided, as the multitude of discourses at play does not 

only activate the curatorial role in a sense that merely reproduces, it rather propels the curator to 

solidify a position in relation to the materials they connect with. For this reason, I would like to 

address various curatorial practices that exemplify or aim at providing alternative modes of 

exhibition making that can inform institutional practices.  

In 1985 Jean-François Lyotard curated the exhibition ‘Les Immatériaux’ at Centre Pompidou in 

Paris. The exhibition explored the impact of ‘new materials’ in relation to the post-modern 

condition. Lyotard chose to use the word ‘material’ as the semantic field through which art fills in 

the chasms and fissures that appear when thinking about materiality. Lyotard’s curatorial 

approach presupposes the relationship between material and human beings to be part of the 

tendency of mastering and possessing nature, and consequently how new technologies have 

complicated this relationship. This idea was brought to life through what Lyotard conceptualized 

as specific zones within the exhibition. Each zone explored a different question across a variety 

of academic, artistic and professional domains and brought objects of each domain together to 

question a central concept, such as maternity.64 Lyotard’s approach proves to have potential in 

formulating a critical curatorial position in an institutional setting; how can the semantic field be 

used to conceptualize new ways of gathering and presenting art, and how does this lead to new 

ways of understanding artistic production?  

Lyotard’s approach questions the relationship of the material and the cultural utilizing linguistic 

constructions and meanings of the word ‘matter’. This way of thinking destabilizes a biographical 

or narrative-driven exhibition model as it shows the multiplicity of language as the root of 

multidisciplinary ways of thinking. The direct relationship between language and matter is a 

useful way of giving this shape, however, setting semantic boundaries on the way material 

engages with its linguistic ideologies risks ensnaring them in performing the linguistic rather than 

asserting material form to establish linguistic realities. Meaning, if we inverse the approach taken 

by Lyotard, start with the materials and from there crystallize in which ways they relate to the 

 
64 Translated extracts reprinted in R. Greenberg, B. W. Ferguson, S. Nairde (eds.), Thinking About Exhibitions, 
London, Routledge, 1996, pp. 159, 165, 168, 169, 173.  
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post-modern condition. The objects are then able to articulate a wider or contrasting range of 

ideas.  

Another project that offered a repositioning of the curatorial in relation to the material was the 

winning concept of the VBCN OPEN award in 2014. The VBCN OPEN invites curators to 

work with corporate company collections to generate new and interesting ways of understanding 

art. Curators Alix de Massiac and Vincent van Velsen proposed an exhibition concept which 

relied on the quantifiable properties of art objects to statistically generate exhibition possibilities. 

To this end, De Massiac and Van Velsen categorized the art works with regard to colour, size and 

year of production to quantify them and use them in statistical analysis. With this methodology, 

content and narrative of the art works were not taken in consideration. As a result, they presented 

an exhibition with the statistically most average art works and the most outlying art works out of 

the companies’ collections, based on the criteria of colour, size, etc. The curatorial position which 

traditionally relies on conscious selection of art works according to context, narrative or historical 

relevance was revised in favour of a material way of approaching art selection. Although not 

explicitly proposed as a material way of thinking, Van Velsen and De Massiac’s praxis is 

exemplificatory of how material properties infringe on the curatorial process. Within a museum 

setting this can be explored with help of database systems such as The Museum System, and will 

be explored further in developing a material method in curating in Chapter 3. 

The curatorial stands in relation to the institutional/non-institutional and thus its praxis becomes 

implicated as part of the systems that the curatorial acts traverses. Curator Maria Lind makes this 

explicit in her article The Curatorial:  

Rather than being the product of the curator’s labor per se, curating is the result of a network of agents’ labor. The 

outcome should have the disturbing quality of smooth surfaces being stirred – a specific, multilayered means of 

answering back in a given context. Rather than representing, “the curatorial” involves presenting – it performs 

something in the here and now instead of merely mapping it from there and then.65 

and additionally in the article To Show or Not to Show with Jens Hoffman: 

I mean a practice that goes beyond curating, which I see as the technical modality of making art go public in 

various ways. “Curating” is “business as usual” in terms of putting together an exhibition, organizing a 

commission, programming a screening series, etcetera. “The curatorial” goes further, implying a methodology that 

takes art as its starting point, but then situates it in relation to specific contexts, times, and quo. And it does so 

from various positions, such as that of curator, an editor, an educator, means that the curatorial can be employed, 

or performed, by people in a number of different capacities in the ecosystem of art. For me, there is a qualitative 

difference between curating and the curatorial. The latter, like Chantal Mouffe’s notion of the political in relation 

to politics, carries a potential for change.66 

The curator within Lind’s definition is outlined as an agent who works with art as starting point, 

with a specific methodology, which situates art in the contemporary. The curatorial as such is 

firmly position in relation to notions of contemporaneity, in which the curator acts as a catalyst 

 
65 Maria Lind, ‘The Curatorial’ Artforum, vol 68, no. 2, 2009, p. 103. Reprinted in B. Kuan Wood (ed.), Selected Maria 
Lind Writing , Berlin, Sternberg Press, 2010, p. 63. 
66 M. Lind, "To Show or Not to Show," in J. Hoffman and M. Lind, Mousse Magazine, no. 31, 2011, 
http://moussemagazine.it/jens-hoffmann-maria-lind-2011/ (accessed May 2019). 

http://moussemagazine.it/jens-hoffmann-maria-lind-2011/
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of knowledges that contextualizes art. The curator as agent is a great way of thinking about the 

curatorial position; the arbiter or broker of knowledges that works in a network of people and 

things that operate or surround artistic production. Lind does not go into the specific ways 

through which these relational ways of working are unfolded in practice, or what ‘business as 

usual’ entails. I will develop this further in Chapter 3.  

To briefly summarize, the curatorial position deals with the material dimension of the artwork, 

likewise it deals with a specific position in the system of cultural materialism that circulates the 

economy/taxonomy of goods. The curator is an active participant in the field of cultural 

production which constantly births and shapes meaning through and with objects. Instead of 

taking ‘art’ in general as a starting point, we need to recognise how art as a category is made, or 

where, and in what instances culture happens. Based on this understanding of the curatorial 

predicament, and in relation to the methodologies outlined above, I would like to propose a 

ontological repositioning of the curator as material agent, meaning, a curator who does not take 

‘art’ as a category to be natural, but questions the processes that go into the making of art, and 

thus in extension is able to reflexively redefine the exhibition format or presentation strategies in 

relation to this new way of using the network of actors involved in the production process to 

critically inform the outcomes. In such an ecosystem of art production, the objects and materials 

take on the role of agents similar to the human counterparts involved in the process. The curator 

as material agent starts with the material dimension of objects, and let this engagement be 

informative for the formation of context-specific discourse and practice.  
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Chapter 3: The Material Agent as Curatorial Methodology: 

Moderna Museet, Stockholm.  

How do we crystallize the curator as material agent? How does it implicate Moderna Museet? 

And what potential outcomes could be generated? 

The curator as material agent operates as a nexus of various material and non-material processes, 

but more so uses these material and non-material processes to in turn inform his or her own 

practice. Discursively speaking, the curator as material agent considers themselves to be an agent 

in the process of exhibition making in which the curatorial position not only stands in relation to 

art-historical thinking, but instrumentalizes the institution and its agents to evaluate the curatorial 

position. By doing this, the relational field through which exhibition making is realized becomes 

part of the thinking process, and can in turn, influence the process and outcomes of the 

exhibition. As established in Chapter 2, the curator as material agent necessitates a methodology 

that ties together self-ethnographic research with an approach to material as ontological 

opportunities, and thereby seeks to redefine the curatorial position through its relational, 

institutional engagements. 

As proposed in the previous chapter, we can explore the curatorial role through three  discursive 

arenas. In this chapter I will again engage with these arenas in order to unfold the methodology 

of the curator as material agent. Both the historical and methodological exploration will feed into 

an attempt to develop curatorial acts that will define the curator as material agent.  

 

The Museum – Moderna Museet 

Moderna Museet can be described, in both the conceptual and physical realm, much in 

accordance with the ideas in Marcel Mauss’s essay The Gift. Extensive research has been 

conducted that has confirmed the impact and importance of the museum’s first director, Pontus 

Hultén. Pontus Hultén and Moderna Museet: The Formative Years, for example, explores Hulténs 

influence in shaping the institutional identity of Moderna Museet. Hultén donated 800 works of 

his private collection to the museum in 2005, and the donation came with the condition that it 

should be available to the public in a space within the museum designed by architect Renzo 

Piano. We find this space, now named the Pontus Hultén Study Gallery, currently at the heart of 

the institution where it shows rotating micro exhibitions, offering retrospect views of exhibitions 

at Moderna Museet during Hulténs appointment as director (1958–1973). The Study Gallery thus 

holds and presents archival material of exhibitions for the purpose of curatorial study.  

Without trying to cover ground already trodden, I would like to contextualize the practice of the 

Study Gallery in relation to the institution at large. The Study Gallery is the only space that 

exclusively deals with archival materials in relation to the museum’s exhibition history. As such, 

the Study Gallery can be formulated as a space with a specific curatorial point of view. Within the 

Study Gallery archival materials activate the history of the institution, and are thus grouped 

together to establish the institution’s identity and practice.  

The conditional relationship that is mediated through Hultén’s gift directly impacts the way the 

museum operates nowadays, and thus contributes to institutional identity of Moderna Museet. 
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The Study Gallery mediates a different museum temporality in contrast to the other spaces 

dedicated to exhibition. The temporality is innate to the material it represents, and how the 

material is mediated. With its exclusive focus on archival materials from a certain period of time 

(1958–1973), the space becomes a bridge between the current museum, the archive and Hultén’s 

activities as museum director.  

As described in Pontus Hultén: The Formative Years, the approach taken in the making of 

presentations in the Study Gallery has much in common with Bourdieu’s field of cultural 

production.67 The curatorial point of departure taken in the Study Gallery is made explicit in the 

way it functions in relation to the larger institution; the use of archive materials in relation to not 

only an exhibition history, but also the examination of practice . The Study Gallery becomes a 

site in which materials are made to perform the relational; to make visible the relationships that 

have solidified the basis of the museum’s current identity. Highlighting this particular exhibition 

history through archive material continues to keep Hultén’s spirit alive at Moderna Muséet. The 

active materials in the Pontus Hultén Study Gallery therefore mediate a different historical 

approach from that which we can find in the permanent exhibition galleries on the second floor. 

The relational made visible through the material exhumes a source of information that not only 

further contextualizes the institution’s history but also brings to light the multifaceted nature of 

materials and their power of shaping and contributing to practice of the institution and its 

practioners. Much like Mauss’s analysis of the hau in the exchange system of taonga,68 Hultén’s 

gift has imposed (also in a very direct sense, through the conditions stipulated by the donation 

letter) a certain obligation on the museum, to reciprocate the gift by relating and to some extent 

adapting its curatorial practice and institutional identity to his legacy. 

How can this approach to historical thinking be unpacked in the contemporary act of presenting 

and contextualizing the collection? An interesting segue into defining a method lies in the 

plotting of the organization’s DNA: the organogram. The organogram of Moderna Museet 

represents the practioners that are all implicated in the museum’s communal mission. During my 

time at the museum, I tried to find out how the organogram relates to actual practice. Similar to 

Bourdieu’s field of cultural production all people involved in the institution contributed to the 

process of exhibition making, however the professional proximity  to the exhibition determined 

the agency that could be exerted in actively shaping the exhibition (i.e. curator vs museum guide). 

The closer to the exhibition, the bigger the discursive imprint on exhibition content and 

mediation, was the guiding principle. I will return to this later in relation to temporary exhibition 

practice.  

With regard to the museum as an institution, the core of its identity can be traced back to its 

collection. The staff of Moderna Museet have undertaken many inquiries into their own 

collections, of which The History Book. On Moderna Museet 1958–2008 is most likely the most 

comprehensive overview of their practice. If we for example take the current constellation of the 

room titled Starting From Zero we can come to understand how the curatorial role is performed. 

 
67 A. Tellgren, ‘Pontus Hultén and Moderna Museet. Research and learning based on an art collection, an archive and 
a library’ in Pontus Hultén and Moderna Museet. The Formative Years, A. Tellgren (ed.), Koenig Books, London, p. 29. 
68 M. Mauss, The Gift: the form and reason for exchange in archaic societies, London and New York, Routledge, 2002. 
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To begin with, a text on the wall offers contextualization of the works that have been assembled 

in the space: 

Starting from Zero 

After the horrors of the Second World War, many artists lost their faith in the European culture. Some of them 

longed to start from zero. In Europe, nebulous groups of artists arose, taking on names such as Zero or Nul. In 

1955, a group in Japan calling themselves Zero – which included Akira Kanayama, Atsuko Tanaka and 

Saburo Murakami – merged with another artist group called Gutai, which had been formed the previous year. The 

Gutai group became famous for its spectacular performances, and extreme versions of action painting, of which the 

North American artistJackson Pollock was the primary representative.  

The quest for a point of zero had a destructive side. Artists such as Lucio Fontana, Saburo Murakami, Niki de 

Saint-Phalle and Lee Lozano, with their assaults on the surface of paintings – using fire arms and knives – can 

be seen as an attack on century-old traditions. But these artists were also driven by a desire to open up a new space 

for art. Their wild experiments could be playful and humorous. Asger Jorn found inspiration in children’s 

creativity and also founded the Scandinavian Institute of Comparative Vandalism (1961). 

Yves Klein lived in Japan for several years to study judo. His monochrome paintings can be seen as part of the 

modernist quest for reduction and a return to ground zero in painting. For Klein, however, the deep-blue pigmented 

and gold leaf were also imbued with spiritual qualities, as in icons. Like the Gutai group, he combined the 

spectacular and playful with a Zen-influenced interest in nothingness.    

Magnus af Petersens, intendent/curator69  

There are several interesting points that can be dissected with regard to the wall text in Starting 

From Zero. Firstly, there seems to be a definite focus on the historical context in describing the 

conditions which compelled the artistic movement to change direction. Secondly, the authorship 

of the constellation is credited only to the curator. Lastly, the discursive angle of the text focuses 

on the performative nature of the artists’ practice. In extension, if we reflect on this wall text in 

relation to the museum’s mission statement, a material-focused method could provide more 

opportunities to fulfil or supplement the direction of the institution. In the mission statement 

titled ‘A Museum for the Future’, it is made clear that the museum aims to reconsider history, 

engage with contemporary society and to be a relevant museum, where encounters with the best 

art can enhance our knowledge about the world and ourselves.70 

From a material methodological angle, several comments can be made as to how a shift in focus 

could help close the gap between modern art and cultural modernity as such. The curator as 

material agent would not necessarily deny the historical context, or downplay the historic context 

of the art works, but would rather seek to contextualize them not as an artistic development, but 

as culturally specific phenomena. As such, the conditions that surrounded artistic practice can be 

traced back to the material properties of their work and their contexts. Furthermore, the political 

contextualization of artistic practice does not override the material transformations through 

which the category of art began to expand. By articulating how the relationship between the 

 
69 Wall text by Magnus Af Pedersen in the ‘Starting From Zero’ exhibition space. Visited December 2018.  
70 A museum for the future, [website], 2015, https://www.modernamuseet.se/stockholm/en/about/, (accessed June 2 
2019) 

https://www.modernamuseet.se/stockholm/en/about/
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cultural and material are intertwined, the historic context of Starting From Zero can be put into 

question. Furthermore, by focusing on material properties, the concept of history becomes more 

malleable; what do the materials tell us about the conditions of the time, and how does this differ 

than previous, parallel or counter-histories? The way that the museum deals with history is 

utilizing the art works to articulate a progression that aims to crystalize history through material, 

rather than allowing material to give shape to discourse. The difference within this theoretical 

reversal lies in the mechanics of the institution’s larger representational role within an art world 

context in which solidified history provides the backbone to the presentation of art. More 

specifically, within the context of the institution the value of the works is primarily determined by 

their historic value, which includes provenance and documentation, and is largely created so 

through the social fields that surrounded and saturated the institution when the works were 

acquired.  

The confinements of the solidified histories expressed in the text on the wall do not entirely 

comply with the way artists and theorists engaged with the expansion of artistic media at the time 

the works were created. As discussed earlier in this thesis, there was a deliberate contemplation 

which heavily involved the materials at the base of artistic revolution starting around the early 

1900s. Within the context of Starting From Zero, there is very little mention of the material 

conditions of artistic production. The only references that deal with material within the wall text 

are those that mention how attacks with knives and guns on canvas could be seen as an attack on 

tradition, and those saying that Klein used his blue pigment and gold leaf to imbue his work with 

spiritual qualities. The how and the why remains missing. 

So, if the conditions through which the historic value of artwork became established within the 

institutional setting, why is it that the importance of these conditions are not mentioned or 

elaborated on in the way the works are presented? How does the institution see itself in relation 

to cultural modernity? How do we align the production of the artworks with the presentation of 

them? These questions are intended to stimulate ways of thinking about the collection that can 

reconfigure institutional practice. For example, when I witnessed the rehanging of a permanent 

exhibition space, it was the curator that selected a (group of) work(s). By conducting archival and 

textual research, the curator starts to contextualize the way the artworks speak to a similar 

historical development or context. In a second phase, conservators are consulted to assess the 

conditions of the work for presentation and give their opinions on how the work should be 

mounted and if there any other restrictions necessary to safekeep the work while on display. The 

dynamic between curator and conservator within the institutional setting is much that of push 

and pull; their stakes in the institution are oppositional. If the curator is driven by a wish to 

display, the conservator is driven by the intention to safekeep. Within current practice, this 

configuration of both roles does not necessarily allow for a common outcome, but of course this 

can be achieved through compromise. However, based on the way the material and cultural are 

intertwined in their respective practices, there is opportunity to not strive for compromise, but 

work cross-disciplinary to achieve more breadth and depth in the presentation of art.  

This can be integrated in the process of selecting, contextualizing and presenting the works. To 

elaborate in relation to the theory presented earlier: to let the objects talk or to activate their 

agency, is to recognize their social dimension and unpack this through the practice of not only 

the curator, but also conservators and installation staff. By instrumentalizing institutional practice, 
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alternative ways of knowledge production from various departments can be appreciated and 

valued on equal level, thus allowing the process of collection presentation to become multisided. 

In this resides an opportunity to rethink the way the collection is presented and to create a degree 

of institutional transparency that contributes to expanding the notion of modernity as a cultural 

phase to a larger audience. Within the History Book, the museum is marked on occasion as a 

Heritage Museum, which is complicated by the fact the museum presents contemporary art. As 

Martin Gustavsson describes in the History Book;  

Moderna Museet’s remit is peculiar. The museum is supposed to serve both as a place for history, and as an arena 

for the contemporary at the same time. Its assignment consists of collecting, preserving, maintaining and exhibiting 

modern art, on the one hand, i.e. art from the period after 1900, and contemporary art, on the other hand, i.e. art 

from the ever-changing present. The twofold objectives assigned to Moderna Museet by the central government make 

it particularly interesting to study how the appropriations in the state budget have been divided up among the 

various appropriation categories in the years 1958–2007. Do they prioritise the management of the historical 

“classics”, the expansion of the historical collection, or are the resources ploughed into the continuous acquisition of 

“contemporary” art in order to prevent the museum falling behind.71 

In terms of practice, this two-fold way of practice resonates with the difference in approaching 

the presentation of the permanent collection vs. temporary exhibitions. The permanent collection 

presentations, of which Starting From Zero is part, are therefore propelled to present a clear 

historic narrative. Consequently, we can recognize the strategies of displays to be inherently 

modernistic (e.g. white cube, stylistic evolutions) without announcing itself to be so. The curator 

as material agent, in this situation, would aim to expose the conditions of modernity in relation to 

the works of art in order to further distinguish the different outlooks of the institution. In doing 

so, there can be room for experimentation with the temporalities that bind the collection.  

So how can this be achieved? An interesting vantage point would be to focus on materials as 

categories of art, for example by staging the collection presentation around wood. By doing this, 

the institution would be able to fulfil its role as a historical institution yet would allow for a 

different contextualisation for its works in the collection. By expanding the categories through 

which art can be understood, by returning to the taxonomical distinctions of materials, the 

temporality of the collection remains intact. The ways to interpret modern art can thus be put 

into question, and this in turn will shed light on how the category of modern art has come into 

being. The conservators would be able to contribute with their research into the materials, which 

could be formulated with these questions; 

- How has wood been used in the making of art? 

- How have artists engaged with wood? 

- What does the use of wood represent in Early Modern, Modern and Contemporary Art? 

- How has the use of wood changed over time, and how can this be mapped out 

historically? 

- What types of wood were used, and for what purpose?  

 

 
71 M. Gustavsson, ‘Money, Politics and the Public Moderna Museet and Government’ in A. Tellgren (ed.), trans. Per 
Carlsson, The History Book. On Moderna Museet 1959–2008, Göttingen, Steidl Verlag, 2008, p. 37. 
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Answering these questions, or reflecting on these questions, in relation to the collection will lead 

to new vantage points of understanding Modern Art. As a result, this will impact the way the 

institution deals with its historical function. The dissonance expressed by Gustavsson stems 

indeed from the different temporalities embedded in institutional practice. Should presentations 

of historic art translate into a historic approach only? As an institution that operates in the field 

of contemporary art, and thus deals with contemporary art discourse, a similar line of thinking 

can be explored within the museum’s collection and through its historical foundation. The 

previously discussed outlook proposed by Maria Lind on the curatorial resonates with this 

sentiment, when it argues for a curatorial disposition that seeks to connect with a multitude of 

knowledges to activate the various arenas through which art is understood. This position will be 

further developed in relation to the material method when discussing the object dimension of the 

methodology.  

Similar to the previously discussed approach of Van Velsen and De Massiac, a database-driven 

approach can be contextualized as a material approach within Modern Museet. I will return to 

this when discussing the object dimension of the material approach as it applies more to the 

specific properties of objects than it does to a larger museal context. 

 

The Exhibition – Manipulate the World: Connecting Öyvind Fahlström 

The exhibition Manipulate the World: Connecting Öyvind Fahlström curated by Fredrik Liew took place 

between October 21, 2017 and January 21, 2018. Working on the exhibition as an exhibition 

assistant, I was able to gain insight into the everyday practice surrounding the preparation and 

organisation of the exhibition process. Manipulate the World took Fahlström’s works World 

Trade Monopoly (B, Large) (1970), Dr. Schweitzer’s Last Mission (1964-66) and World Bank as 

vantage points. Originally, the exhibition was intended to be a survey exhibition of Fahlström’s 

oeuvre, however due to organisational complications the direction of an exhibition showing 

contemporary art was chosen instead. This change of direction had major impact on the way 

curator Liew conceptualized the exhibition, and consequently how the exhibition would articulate 

the story of Fahlström’s practice and its impact. However, what could be seen as an initial 

roadblock, was transformed into an opportunity to approach Fahlström’s artistic practice through 

a multitude of contemporary art works. Consequently, the exhibition came to explore the idea of 

“manipulating the world”, which gave ample discursive room to seek out artworks that 

connected with exposing, criticizing, reflecting or questioning images of the world. Integral to 

Fahlström’s works was a visual activism that sought to address the Cold War, capitalism and 

colonialism, which he materialized through his art. 

The exhibition format therefore was inherently driven to balance the temporalities of the art 

works; both giving space to the historicity of Fahlström’s oeuvre and to the contemporary that it 

seeks to connect to. The Fahlström artworks served both on a conceptual and an infrastructural 

level as the backbone of the exhibition. The spaces on the second floor of the museum were 

transformed to resemble the layout of the World Trade Monopoly and the first floor of the 

institution took architectural notes from the World Bank.  
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The second floor, taking shape as a monopoly board game, showcased works by Lawrence Abu 

Hamdan, Asli Çavuşoğlu, Candice Lin, and Thu van Tran among others. The works were placed 

around the space clockwise, covering ground around the square centre of the space, which had 

been transformed into a closed cube to host Hito Steyerl’s Factory of the Sun (2015). Alongside 

the contemporary works, Fahlström’s World Trade Monopoly (B, Large) and Dr. Schweitzer’s 

Last Mission reminded the visitors of the conceptual process behind the exhibition. In doing so, 

the exhibition was successful in establishing a connection between sentiments expressed by 

Fahlström and allowing for further reflection through the connection with contemporary art 

works. Like in a game of monopoly, the exhibition was activated and the works materialized as 

you advanced through the scenography, each artwork serving as a station that connected with 

Fahlström’s outlook. Additionally, each contemporary work might offer a new way of thinking 

about Fahlström’s practice in terms of historical relevance. So does the inclusion of 

contemporary art exclusively provide the necessary conditions to allow for a different ontological 

approach? Not necessarily, but it does demonstrate how thinking through art, or thinking 

through material, provides ontological liberties to contextualize and present art.  

For example, the works by Thu Van Tran, Candice Lin, and Sondra Perry explicitly questioned 

colonial thinking, much like Fahlström’s World Monopoly and Dr. Schweizer’s Last Mission. 

However, by thinking through Fahlström’s oeuvre like a living entity, each work materializes as a 

comment, a refraction or evaluation of the (post)colonial condition. In the context of the 

exhibition, the inclusion of contemporary art works is perhaps a requirement that necessitates the 

reactivation of Fahlström’s thinking, however it is not integral to the process of thinking through 

material as such. To elaborate, this can be described as an ontological reversal in the creation of 

meaning: rather than assuming things to be representative of something, thinking through 

Fahlström’s oeuvre in this way provides a new discursive arena which treats things a meanings . 

Fahlström’s oeuvre therefore can be seen as an active agent shaping the way the exhibition was 

informed, but more so how it was refractive in the way it generated new ontologies (for a visual 

representation, see the following page).  

Thinking through the object, or activating the agency of the object, is therefore not exclusive to 

the format of temporary exhibition or inherently connected to contemporary art, although 

contemporary discourse can be informative in thinking through the object. Alternatively, the 

apparent conundrum that should be addressed in relation to a material methodology, is the way 

ideology engages with its material components. The material, however, is the primary inducer 

that causes refractive thinking to be utilized, with the curator being the receptor that uses its 

agency to work refractively. Rather than striving for environments of contained context, the 

environment should be informative of their context, allowing for material refractions as an 

informative actor in the exhibition process. The same way of thinking could be applied to the 

permanent collection; thinking through a specific object does not only generate new ontologies 

but more so encourages the inclusion of these ontologies in a way that infringes on the context 

and subsequent strategies of display. The liquidity of an idea allows for divergent ways of 

materialization. I will return to this briefly when discussing the object dimension, as it will allow 

for further elaboration on the variety of potential ontologies to be generated.  

In relation to the concept of the temporary exhibition within the institution, the curator is seen as 

the head of the project, and thus initiates a cross-museal collaboration of conservators, editors, 
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registrars, exhibition assistants, installation technicians and marketeers. Methodologically, 

thinking through the object, or through materials can be done collectively to inform the curatorial 

process. In this way the curatorial position is reflective of the institution it operates in, allowing 

for multi-sided and decentralized modes of knowledge production.   

Guiding questions in this process can be formulated as following:  

- In what ways can temporary exhibitions be informative for subsequent institutional 

practice?  

- How do professional positions within the institution relate to the object, and how can 

this relational aspect define the contextualization of the object? 

- How can thinking through material / refraction provide ontological repositioning in the 

presentation and contextualization of art? 
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Materializations  

Thu van Tran, Penetrable (2017) 

Candice Lin, System for a Stain (2016 

Sondra Perry, Wet and Wavy Looks – Typon Coming on 

For Three Monitor Workstation (2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source – Work of Art 

Öyvind Fahlström 

World Trade Monopoly 

(B, Large), 1970 

Refractions – Things As 

Meanings 

Anti-Capitalism 

Counter-Hegemony 

Postcolonialism 
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Yves Klein – Relief Éponge / Bleu RE 17, 1960. Copyright image Moderna Museet,  Yves 
Klein/Bildupphovsrätt 2019 

The Object – Yves Klein, Relief Epongé / Bleu RE 17  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now, looking specifically at the object dimension will further deepen the methodological 

approach of the curator as material agent. Addressing the object dimension last in relation to 

material thinking does not only generate its own methodological approaches but it is also firmly 

tied to the previously discussed arenas (the museum, and the temporary exhibition). 

Consequently, we can unpack specific methodologies in relation to the object, but even more so, 

we can further flesh out previously formulated approaches. As established, the material 

dimension of the work operates both on the relational and on the empirical plane. The material 

entails as much cognitive processes as it implicates the physicality of an artwork. Consequently, 

practice surrounding the contextualization of the art object can benefit from both aspects. 

Linking back to an ontology centred around the material/matter is the exploration of singular 

materials in an effort to reconfigure institutional practice and activate agency in the field of 

cultural production within the institution. 
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Most strikingly about Yves Klein’s work is that he developed his own patented colour in 1960: 

International Klein Blue. The pigment itself is thus an integral part of Klein’s artistic practice. He 

wanted to capture the vivaciousness of the skies but still achieve a matte finish, which would 

counteract any distractions from the deepness and cerebral quality of pure colour.72 As such, 

developing and utilizing IKB is not just a stylistic choice, but reflects his ideology and outlook on 

how art should relate to everyday life. Most potently, the paint can be seen as the materialization 

of an idea into being, thus providing an ideal site for the reconfiguration of curatorial practice.  

To further illustrate, we can look at practices found at other museums, such as the Van Gogh 

Museum in Amsterdam. Through their Bedroom Secrets Project, curators and conservators 

collaborated to unearth more information about the cultural, historic and artistic context of Van 

Gogh’s life and practice by examining his work interdisciplinary.73 The strength of this approach 

lies in the circular relationship between the curatorial/research department and the conservators. 

Questions that arose by examining Van Gogh’s oeuvre historically through archive materials lead 

to questions proposed to the conservational department, which in turn informed the curatorial 

process. Resulting from the Bedroom Project the museum developed the Unravel Van Gogh 

(formerly known as Touch Van Gogh) app for mobile devices. Unravel Van Gogh allows the 

museum’s visitors to look under the several layers of the painting, revealing sketches, to see how 

painting’s colours have changed over time and consult archive material to complement the 

presentation of the works in the exhibition spaces. Reconfiguring the agency of the players 

involved in the cultural field by recognizing the knowledge that is embedded in each of the fields 

of production, allows for a widening of the rhetoric and dialectics of collection presentation. 

Alternatively, as demonstrated in the Bedroom Secrets Project, the institution will be able to 

reinforce their position as a heritage institution through institutional connoisseurship. The 

excerpt below from the research paper A comparative study of Vincent van Gogh’s Bedroom series 

demonstrates this practice most accurately: 

Though convincingly resolved in favour of the Amsterdam picture as the first study, some confusion on this issue 

has persisted in the art-historical literature up to the present day. This paper presents new information gained from 

a broad collaborative campaign of technical examinations aimed at comparing the materials and techniques used in 

all three Bedroom paintings, helping to verify their sequence of execution. More importantly though, the results 

provide insights into the broader question of how Van Gogh’s ideas and working methods evolved in the process of 

making serial repetitions or copies of his own works.74 

On a more discursive level, elaborating on Lind’s concept of the curatorial, these undertakings in 

relation to a specific object highlight the difference in historic essentialism or the contemporary 

(solidified vs. open-ended). Essentially and most extremely the consequential curatorial decisions 

boil down to this question: Do you accept the story of the object when acquired by the 

institution to have reached its essential point of being, or does it provide open-ended 

 
72 C. Haiml, ‘Restoring the immaterial: Study and treatment of Yves Klein’s Blue Monochrome (IKB 42)’, Modern 
Paints Uncovered, Proceedings of the Modern Paints Uncovered Symposium organized by the Getty Institute, Tate and 
the National Gallery of Art. Los Angeles, Getty Publications, 2007, p. 150 
73 E. Hendriks, et al., Van Gogh Museum – Bedroom Secrets – The Painting , [website], 2010, 
http://slaapkamergeheimen.vangoghmuseum.nl/the-painting/?lang=en, (accessed June 10 2019). 
74 E. Hendriks, L. Jansen, J. Salvant, et.al., ‘A comparative study of Vincent Van Gogh’s Bedroom series’, in Studying 
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opportunities for new knowledge paradigms? In the case of Moderna Museet, the rich archival 

material of the institution, plus the technical knowledge crystallized in the conservational 

department could allow for formulating approaches similar to those at the Van Gogh Museum in 

Amsterdam. In the case of Klein, Relief Éponge / Bleu RE 17 offers ample opportunities to dive 

into material-driven ontologies. Questions in relation to circular institutional practice can be 

formulated as following; 

- How has the pigment in Relief Éponge / Bleu RE 17 changed over time? How does this 

affect the way Klein’s work is seen? 

- In what ways is paint utilized to materialize ideas? How does Klein’s practice benefit from 

this? 

- If we compare the use of paint to his predecessors and contemporaries, how does this 

differ, and were does it overlap?  

- How does the use of IKB in Relief Éponge / Bleu RE 17 compare to the use of paint in 

other works in Klein’s oeuvre, and consequently how does Relief Éponge RE 17 reflect 

Klein’s artistic practice and cultural ecology? 

- In what ways can IKB or Klein’s experimentation with paint lead to new refractive ways 

of thinking; how can it be informative for strategies of display, or how can it reshape our 

idea about Modernity? 

In relation to these questions and previous methodology, I would like to propose a conceptual 

model akin to the earlier mentioned database-driven approach employed by Van Velsen and De 

Massiac. The Museum System, the database system employed by Moderna Museet, is most 

commonly employed to enable the documentation of information (i.e. dimensions, materials, 

medium, provenance, acquisition background etc.) of the object. Rarely is the database used to 

generate exhibition concepts, or if so, it is done so on basis of chronological proximity. However, 

instrumentalizing The Museum System as a methodological tool would allow the curator as 

material agent to highlight the cultural entropy of matter, and consequently highlight the cultural 

context that birthed the work of art. To reference back to the investigation of matter as a central 

guiding question in reconfiguring institutional practice, The Museum System would, for example, 

allow for the generation of constellations that share a material base, thus exemplifying the way 

material is integrally interwoven in the cultural-temporal fabric of the work. For example, 

focusing on outlining the use of paint in Klein’s works in contrast to the work of Van Gogh. 

Shifting from a chronological sequence, this approach would allow for taxonomical 

juxtapositions, thus both affirming and questioning Modernity as a cultural hegemony. The result 

of this methodology I would arguably call material iconoclasms; instances in which the material base 

infringes on the ideological implications of the material and thus generates visual languages in 

opposition, refraction or contrast to the hegemonic mode of expression. Tying this back to the 

history of thinking on materiality in the first chapter, I hope to articulate an approach that 

resonates with how material has been, and still, is a concept in flux. Consequently, an institution 

that deals with materiality – like Moderna Museet – could profit from engaging with the ongoing 

investigation of it, just as it does on a hermeneutic level of analysis.  
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Conclusion 

What methodologies can we crystallize; what are their implications and limitations?  

 
There are several ways through which the curator as material agent can be unfolded or activated 

within an institutional setting. In the table below I have crystallized the methodological tools and 

their respective possible outcomes. This does not mean, however, that these methodologies are 

not open for further exploration and expansion. It merely indicates the outcomes in relation to 

the scope of this thesis. 

 

 

Within this thesis I have demonstrated that a material method can be traced historically and is 

inclusive of the tactile dimension of the artwork. However, in more recent scholarly discussions 

the material dimension also includes the social field in which the material operates. Thinking 

materially, or employing the material method, can therefore be framed perhaps as institutional 

criticism or re-institutionalism within the curatorial field, however, I feel that it goes beyond 

discursive definitions of both terms in relation to curatorial practice. Instead of attempting to 

frame the curator as material agent within sentiments of critique or reinvention, I rather see it as 
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contemporary. By framing the method as such, I would hope to normalize and encourage   

thinking materially as an ongoing mode of production.  

 

From Modernity to Modernities: Material Thinking to Expand the Dialectic 

Field  

The aim of the thesis was to crystallize and outline methodological tools in relation to the 

curatorial position. In conclusion, I hope to have demonstrated the merits of an informed 

material approach within an institutional setting. With this study, I have set out to act critically 

towards art-historical discourse as it was unfolded at Moderna Museet but have in no way 

intended to discredit the institution’s ongoing efforts to engage with contemporary discourse to 

revitalize and to be self-critical. I merely hope to add a critical voice to the discussion by opening 

up the dialectic field, through which curatorial practice can be understood and conceptualized. 

The necessary inclusion and celebration of non-Western, female and queer artists and artistic 

practice is firmly rooted in the museum’s contemporary outlook. However, as demonstrated, the 

temporalities embedded in exhibition and collection practices often provide a hinderance in 

balancing a heritage and a contemporary function in the context of the contemporary art world. 

Through the methodological considerations proposed in this thesis, I hope to further widen the 

field through which these voices could be included.  

I hope to have demonstrated how a material approach allows for the description,  unearthing and 

contextualization of multiple temporalities, and as such I would like to conclude that in terms of 

modern art, there is space for parallel temporalities, or multivariate modernities, to give shape to 

what is generally understood as modernity and consequently modern art. The ontological 

opportunities that lie in objects and their materials therefore not only pertain specifically to the 

object, but also implicate and could potentially inform institutional practice. For future research, 

these methodologies can be taken into practice and thus be further explored: unpacking these 

opportunities within various contexts, institutional or not, could directly be informative, critical, 

revisionary or complimentary to the ideas outlined in this thesis.  
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