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Abstract
This dissertation explores gallery experience as an embodied and site-specific occurrence. Using an interdisciplinary 
approach that bridges art historical research with film theoretical perspectives, it offers contextualized, in-depth analyses 
of a limited number of contemporary installation works exhibited in Scandinavia during 2014–2016. Focusing on how 
these case studies complicate the relationship between viewers and screens, the thesis examines how they actualize the 
notion of an in-between, both thematically and with regard to the specificities of the exhibition context. Drawing on film 
phenomenology on the one hand and art historical studies of relational art practices on the other, this study stakes out new 
paths for understanding embodied spectatorship in the social space of the gallery.

Chapter one is concerned with how spatial arrangements structure the viewing experience and discusses the transitory 
nature of the gallery in relation to the five-channel film installation Intercourses (Jesper Just, Bonniers Konsthall, 2015). 
Reexamining the concept of relational aesthetics, it proposes that the gallery experience engenders provisional viewing 
collectives that are characterized by a sense of embodied displacement. This chapter also focuses on the viewer’s place 
vis-à-vis highly aestheticized images of war in the six-channel film installation The Enclave (Richard Mosse, Louisiana 
Museum of Modern Art, 2015), examining the blurring of boundaries between aesthetics and ethics at the site of projection.

Chapter two explores archival art practices, focusing on institutional framing and how the gallery comes to function as 
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traditional function of the gallery or museum as a site for contemplation and demonstrates how Eliasson’s installations 
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Chapter four considers the afterlife of installation through various documentation practices. Drawing on debates about 
the preservation of live art and the possible restructuring of aura brought on by these processes, it examines how the gallery 
experience is remembered and modified as a mediated event, as institutional memory, in alternative versions or in the form 
of embodied memory.

The thesis concludes by reiterating how the case studies pose challenges to predominant models of aesthetic experience 
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Introduction 

I enter an empty space. Although there is nothing there for me to look at, my 
attention is immediately heightened as my perception of my surroundings is 
converted by the lighting arrangements in the room. It is as though I have 
stepped into an alternative dimension in which everything has turned into 
black and yellow. The effect is bewildering. Looking up, I see lamps in the 
ceiling that emit an intense yellow light. Looking down, I see my hands trans-
formed. I realize that they look dirty and granular, their otherwise so familiar 
contours significantly altered. Looking out across the space I see other people, 
equally astounded by the appearance of their bodily being. Since the room is 
stripped of objects our attention is repeatedly redirected either onto ourselves 
or to the other visitors occupying the same room. In the failure to recognize 
myself I turn to my company and together we examine our hands in playful 
disbelief. I pick up my smart phone to document this strange and somewhat 
uncanny feeling. I take several pictures, eager to save this moment for future 
reference. When I get home, I go through the images. They look as though I 
have added a sepia filter to them. Although they reveal some of the almost 
magical effect the lamps had on my skin, their ability to capture the sum of 
my experience is ultimately disappointing. Even so, their significance as 
aides-mémoires proves important when I look at them years later and instantly 
recall the remarkable feeling of being the subject and object of an alternative 
perception.  
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Figure 1: Room for one colour, Olafur Eliasson (Reality Machines, Moderna Mu-
seet, 2015-2016). Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
 

This attempt at documenting my experience of Olafur Eliasson’s installa-
tion Room for one colour demonstrates several of the difficulties involved in 
studying and writing about works that like Eliasson’s presume a high degree 
of bodily awareness and spatial activation. At the heart of the matter is the 
notion of presence – the idea that in order to take part in the work you have to 
be there yourself. Installation art, as an instance where the viewer is enfolded 
in the very fabric of what constitutes the artwork and is inscribed into its ar-
chitectural arrangement, cannot be experienced from afar. It is therefore noto-
riously difficult to document since visual and textual reproductions can only 
approximate the sensation of being there, in the here and now of the exhibition 
space. The Eliasson example is unyielding in this regard. The effect of the 
mono-frequency lamps that are mounted in the ceiling is not quite visible until 
you step into the room and allow yourself to be fully exposed to the light. It is 
the perceived change in vision and bodily appearance that constitutes the core 
of the work. Indeed, it makes little sense without any visitors in it. But even 
in less extreme cases, installation art’s insistence on a spatial totality demands 
that we experience it from within. Claire Bishop has accounted for the differ-
ence between our experience of traditional painting and sculpture on the one 
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hand and installation art on the other by suggesting that “instead of represent-
ing texture, space, light and so on, installation art presents these elements di-
rectly for us to experience.”1 That installation art spiraled out of and later came 
to replace the related term environment (mainly associated with the work of 
Allan Kaprow in the 1950s) is symptomatic of how it encompasses the viewer 
in a three-dimensional space that offers multiple viewpoints where there had 
previously been a clearly demarcated field of vision to which the viewer would 
direct their eye. 

While the historical lineage of installation art can be traced back to Dada 
and Surrealism in the 1920s and 1930s, it was in the 1990s that large-scale 
installation works became a dominating category on the contemporary art 
scene.2 Initially hailed for offering an alternative to the capitalist art market 
(understood to be site-specific, these works resisted easy purchase and circu-
lation), installation art has by now adapted to the demands of the globalized 
art scene and works are regularly relocated in various institutions. Eliasson’s 
Room for one colour, for example, was originally conceived of in 1997 but 
continues to arouse interest in various institutions to this day.3 During my visit 
to the exhibition Reality Machines at Moderna Museet in Stockholm, which 
on this particular occasion housed works originating from 1993 up until 2015, 
it struck me that Eliasson’s oeuvre could be seen as an emblem of the promi-
nent status that installation art has reached over the last couple of decades – 
even more so considering that his works have often been perceived in phe-
nomenological terms with an explicit focus on experiential aspects. This is 
very much in line with how installation art, in Bishop’s words, “presupposes 
an embodied viewer whose senses of touch, smell and sound are as heightened 
as their sense of vision.”4 

Concurrent with this development, the moving image has become a stand-
ard feature in most contemporary art museums and galleries. The possibilities 
for smooth and visually impressive displays multiplied with the coming of 
digital projection in the 1990s, which greatly contributed to the rampaging 
success of moving image works within the domains of art. At this time, cinema 
as we once knew it was facing a metamorphosis that would shake its ontolog-
ical status to the core. Digitalization and the marginalization of analogue cin-

                                                   
1 Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), 11. 
2 For more information on the emergence of installation art and its historical predecessors, see, 
for example, Julie H. Reiss, From Margin to Center: The Spaces of Installation Art (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 2001 [1999]); Bishop,  Installation Art; Anne Ring Petersen, Installation Art: 
Between Image and Stage, trans. Annemette Fogh and Nicolas Atkinson (Copenhagen: Mu-
seum of Tusculanum Press, 2015). 
3 The Olafur Eliasson website lists no less than eighteen solo shows that have included Room 
for one colour from 2000 until 2020. https://www.olafureliasson.net/archive/art-
work/WEK101676/room-for-one-colour/. 
4 Bishop, Installation Art, 6. 
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ema that ensued generated a lively debate about the possible “death” of cin-
ema.5 In the gallery, though, cinema was being cared for like never before. As 
Erika Balsom has explained: “Cinema enters the gallery on the tide of a culture 
converging under the sign of the digital, appearing there as something of an 
old medium to be commemorated and protected.”6 This unique historical junc-
ture resulted in several works that made use of the stuff of cinema in new and 
inventive ways, Douglas Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho (1999) being one of the 
most well-known and oft-cited examples. But the status of the moving image 
in contemporary art has changed considerably in the twenty years that have 
passed since then. Moving images have gone from being an appropriation de-
vice or an objet trouvé actively brought in from the domain of cinema as a 
foreign element to become an undisputed part of installation art, completely 
integrated within the art world. The current situation is thus very different 
from the one that sparked a considerable degree of interest within cinema stud-
ies in the late 1990s and the beginning of the 2000s.7 

Even though Eliasson’s Room for one colour does not include any moving 
images, the optic illusion plays with our perception of our surroundings in a 
way that brings the capacity of the camera eye to mind. In addition, a side 
effect of the yellow light is an afterimage which ensures that gallery visitors 
do not leave without a blue blur temporarily imposed on their retina. The title 
indicates that it is the room itself that constitutes the work and that it is first 
and foremost a spatial experience. But once inside, it became clear to me that 
it was we, the gallery visitors, who turned the room into an art encounter by 
moving through space, surveying our bodily transformation and documenting 
our experience by taking pictures. The lack of any tangible objects drew at-
tention to the spatial and temporal specificity of the gallery and the fact that 
the work is in a state of constant becoming. Undeniably, it was a room for one 
color, but it was also a room for a joint exploration of the limits of our percep-
tion which called for further reflection. This indicates how the gallery experi-
ence incorporates interactive and performative aspects that cannot be con-
trolled or confined within a narrative but remains open to the contingencies of 
the gallery as a social space. 

                                                   
5 See, for example, Paolo Cherchi Usai, The Death of Cinema: History, Cultural Memory and 
the Digital Dark Age (London: British Film Institute, 2001); D.N. Rodowick, The Virtual Life 
of Film (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2007); John Belton, “If Film is Dead, What 
is Cinema?” Screen 55, no. 4 (Winter 2014): 460-470. 
6 Erika Balsom, Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2013), 11. 
7 A case in point is the recent publication of an anthology that instead of applying a film theo-
retical perspective on contemporary moving image art moves in the opposite direction by start-
ing from “the encounter with a specific art object” in order to then “[track] back to the cinema, 
in an effort to (re)theorize film through the lens of contemporary art.” Laura Rascaroli and Jill 
Murphy, eds., Theorizing Film Through Contemporary Art: Expanding Cinema (Amsterdam: 
Amsterdam University Press, 2020), 36. 



5 

The introduction of moving images complicates the experience of time and 
space further, especially when they are dispersed across multiple screens. Tak-
ing part in a film installation, the viewer is often expected to engage with sev-
eral screens and various audio sources. Contemporary film installation in-
creasingly makes use of this complexity to create a fruitful tension between 
the viewer’s immediate surroundings and the perception of an elsewhere lo-
cated on-screen. Alison Butler has conceived of this development in terms of 
a “deictic turn” in which “the ‘theatricalisation’ of film or video in the gallery 
complicates spectatorship, dividing attention between screen space and 
screening space and subjecting the spectator’s qualified belief in the cinematic 
illusion to continual – spatial, temporal and discursive – modulations.”8 In this 
regard, the screening space intervenes in the film experience and conditions 
the reception of the images. Our relationship with the screen(s) is continuously 
renegotiated in the moment of looking.  

While early theorizations tended to position gallery spectatorship in con-
tradistinction to more conventional cinematic viewing, the proliferation of 
moving image works since the 1990s has spurred an interdisciplinary field of 
scholarship dedicated to the material, cultural and phenomenological specific-
ity of installation art. As a cinema scholar with a longstanding interest in in-
stallation art and aesthetic theory, I hope to contribute to this expanding field 
of knowledge with a themed study that more fully engages with the complex-
ity of gallery experience. In this dissertation I conduct site-specific inquiries 
into a limited number of installation works, all of which were exhibited in 
Scandinavia during 2014–2016. Drawing on film phenomenology, spectator 
theory and recent scholarly work on film in the gallery, this study offers con-
textualized, in-depth encounters with works at Moderna Museet and Bonniers 
Konsthall in Stockholm, at Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Humlebæk 
and at Museet for samtidskunst in Oslo. These include Intercourses by Jesper 
Just, Unfolding by Akram Zaatari, The Enclave by Richard Mosse, Geography 
of Time by Fiona Tan, and Olafur Eliasson’s Reality Machines and Riverbed. 
Rather than seeking a universal principle, my chosen examples demonstrate 
the plurality of the installation format and the diversity of the gallery experi-
ence. They do, however, share a certain disposition for creating moments 
when we as viewers temporarily lose our sense of direction, when we are ren-
dered in transit between colliding timeframes or locations and are forced to 
adjust our step (sometimes quite literally), or when we are taken on a journey 
from childhood to adolescence that reverberates with our own embodied 
memory. Probing the relationship between aesthetics and ethics and raising 
questions about archival processes and the role of film and photography in the 

                                                   
8 Alison Butler, Displacements: Reading Space and Time in Moving Image Installations (Pal-
grave Macmillan, Cham 2019), 14, https://link.springer.com/book/10.1007/978-3-030-30461-
4/. 
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construction of memory, these case studies offer a spectrum of ways of engag-
ing with such intricate issues in close dialogue with the viewing context. 

Aim and Research Questions 
The aim of this thesis is to provide new insights into contemporary installation 
art as a unique and site-specific gallery experience, a shared event where im-
ages, sculptural elements and viewer interaction come together to form new 
modes of embodied spectatorship. The dissertation seeks to account for how 
the included case studies complicate the relationship between viewers and 
screens and pose challenges to a film phenomenology framework by examin-
ing how they actualize the notion of an in-between, both thematically and with 
regard to the gallery as a social space.  

In order to achieve this purpose, I propose four research questions, the first 
of which is of the more overarching kind: 
 

• What constitutes a gallery experience? 
• What role does the institutional context play? 
• In what ways does viewer interaction form part of the work? 
• How is the viewer’s situated and embodied response related to issues 

explored within the work? 

Concepts and Theoretical Frameworks 
In this dissertation, I explore gallery experience as an embodied and site-spe-
cific occurrence. To do so, I draw on film phenomenology on the one hand 
and art historical studies of the ideology of the gallery space and relational art 
practices on the other. The intermediality of the installation format can at 
times result in a playful interaction with materiality, but the material presen-
tation of the installation also conditions the viewer’s situated engagement with 
screens in less explicit ways. Therefore, theories of spectatorship that have 
focused on establishing an intersubjective and embodied relationship between 
film and viewer need to be reconsidered in relation to the new concerns 
brought on by this shift in context. As a place-bound phenomenon, installation 
art requires an institutional perspective that is able to account for how the 
spaces of art have been theorized in ideological terms, particularly with regard 
to the role of the viewer. This also entails considering important changes in 
modes of exhibition as well as acknowledging the centrality of curatorial 
framing. In addition, the participatory aspects of installation art demand a 
closer look at the gallery as a shared space in which viewers often take an 
active part in shaping the content. Adopting an interdisciplinary approach that 
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bridges art historical research with film theoretical perspectives allows for a 
more comprehensive analysis of how the film experience is reconfigured in 
these surroundings. 

Film Phenomenology and Embodied Experience 
Experience is a classic concept of aesthetics but has a particularly prominent 
role in phenomenology because of its explicit concern with studying “the 
world as we live it.”9 In Vivian Sobchack’s words, phenomenology “seeks … 
the meaning of experience as it is embodied and lived in context – meaning 
and value emerging in the synthesis of the experience’s subjective and objec-
tive aspects.”10 Put in more straightforward terms, phenomenology is based on 
a first-person point of view and attempts to describe “the way things appear 
in our conscious experience.”11 The structure of consciousness is understood 
in terms of intentionality. This means that consciousness is always directed 
toward something, and for this reason, to be conscious is to be conscious of 
something. Therefore consciousness constitutes “the ground zero of experi-
ence.”12 David Sorfa explains how in phenomenology “we try to see not only 
the world but also our seeing of it and seek to understand the ways in which 
the world is brought into being through our perception of it.”13 In this sense, 
perception itself forms part of the world we attempt to describe, which is why 
phenomenology strives to “become aware of the ways in which we per-
ceive.”14 This can be accomplished through phenomenological reduction, 
which means that we bracket or suspend our belief in everything that we oth-
erwise take for granted. In this manner, we move from the natural attitude (our 
everyday encounter with the world) to the phenomenological attitude in which 
we can study experience without presuppositions.15 

In film theory, the mechanical rendering of the world as enabled by the film 
camera caused André Bazin to cherish the medium’s capacity for denoting 
realism. Film, according to this line of reasoning, generates another way of 

                                                   
9 Shaun Gallagher, Phenomenology (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2012), 2. 
10 Vivian Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 2004), 2. 
11 Gallagher, Phenomenology, 7-8. 
12 David Sorfa, “Phenomenology and Film,” in The Routledge Encyclopedia of Film Theory, 
ed. Edward Branigan and Warren Buckland (London: Routledge, 2014), 353. 
13 Sorfa, “Phenomenology and Film,” 355. 
14 Sorfa, “Phenomenology and Film,” 355. 
15 Gallagher, Phenomenology, 41. 
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seeing the world that takes us out of the natural attitude, on par with the de-
familiarizing act of phenomenological reduction.16 In 1992, Vivian Sob-
chack’s The Address of the Eye marked a path-breaking renaissance for film 
phenomenology. Drawing on the existential phenomenology of Maurice Mer-
leau-Ponty and his focus on the lived body, Sobchack describes the film ex-
perience in terms of “a system of communication based on bodily perception 
as a vehicle of conscious expression.”17 At the core of Sobchack’s writing is 
the intersubjective relationship between the body of the film and the body of 
the viewer. Important to underline here is that the film in Sobchack’s under-
standing is a sensing body in its own right; it both perceives (records) and 
expresses (projects), making itself known to the spectator from the inside out. 
As noted by Christian Ferencz-Flatz and Julian Hanich, Sobchack’s insistence 
on treating the film as a body in this very literal sense has been criticized for 
how it primarily accounts for a phenomenology of film as a medium, leaving 
little room for describing the aesthetic dimension or for considering how au-
diovisual material of various sorts may give rise to very different kinds of 
viewing experiences.18  

In Carnal Thoughts: Embodiment and Moving Image Culture (2004) Sob-
chack understands the notion of embodiment as “a radically material condition 
of human being that necessarily entails both the body and consciousness, ob-
jectivity and subjectivity, in an irreducible ensemble.”19 Here she takes issue 
with the “experiential undecidability” that has typically characterized  schol-
ars’ ways of understanding bodily sensations in cinema “as if real.” “Film ex-
perience,” Sobchack maintains, “is meaningful not to the side of our bodies 
but because of our bodies.”20 Sobchack’s interest here in our ability “to touch 
and be touched by the substance and texture of images”21 shares affinities with 
Laura U. Marks’s theorization of multisensory experience and haptic visual-
ity.22 Drawing on Gilles Deleuze, her research is not dedicated to phenome-
nology in the same manner that Sobchack’s is, but her focus on embodied 
spectatorship is nevertheless indebted to a phenomenological framework. 
Marks foregrounds bodily knowledge in a pronounced attempt to elude the 

                                                   
16 André Bazin, What is Cinema? (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2005 [1967]). The 
connection between Bazin’s writings and phenomenology is presented in more detail in Chris-
tian Ferencz-Flatz and Julian Hanich, “Editors’ Introduction: What is Film Phenomenology?,” 
Studia Phaenomenologica 16 (2016), 32-36. 
17 Vivian Sobchack, The Address of the Eye: A Phenomenology of Film Experience (Princeton, 
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), 9. 
18 Ferencz-Flatz and Hanich, “Editors’ Introduction: What is Film Phenomenology?,” 21, 43. 
19 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 4. 
20 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 58, 60. 
21 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 65. 
22 Laura U. Marks, The Skin of the Film: Intercultural Cinema, Embodiment, and the Senses 
(Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2000); Laura U. Marks, Touch: Sensuous Theory and 
Multisensory Media (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002). 
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hegemony of visuality. The haptic image is particularly interesting for how it 
“forces the viewer to contemplate the image itself instead of being pulled into 
narrative.”23 Underlining co-existence rather than visual supremacy, closeness 
rather than distance, and texture instead of optical clarity, Marks’s understand-
ing of haptic visuality suggests a bodily and intersubjective relationship be-
tween viewer and screen in a manner akin to Sobchack’s reasoning. 

While these film phenomenological accounts offer inspiring possibilities 
for theorizing the sensory richness of the film experience, what makes them 
insufficient when it comes to understanding the specificities of the gallery 
context is that they tend to consider the film experience as a stable entity con-
sisting of a screen (over there) and a viewer (over here). In film installation, it 
is (generally) not possible to have such a static relationship to a single screen 
and our experience of the images does not end at the limits of the frame, but 
continues to evolve in interaction with the sculptural surroundings and our 
movement through space. The delimitation of where the work ceases to exist 
and where our film experience comes to an end is therefore less apparent. This 
is because the installation format encourages us to look beyond the screen and, 
I shall argue, to our own position in front of the images as embodied subjects. 
Embodied experience here, then, is not a matter of simply moving in between 
screens or being physically active, but an effect of how the installations that I 
discuss formulate their subject matter (sculpturally or on-screen) in conjunc-
tion with an awareness to the experience of time and space in the site of exhi-
bition. The installations that I discuss actualize the tension between concerns 
raised within the artwork and the realm of the viewers in the gallery space. To 
further illustrate my point, Marks’s understanding of haptic visuality is explic-
itly concerned with the materiality of the image and the sensuous response 
that it elicits from the viewer. Therefore, her ideas about how cinema produces 
“a haptic character” mostly focus on qualities derived from cinematography, 
editing and framing or medium-specific aspects such as graininess or, in the 
case of video, pixelation.24 In this regard, a contextual approach to the embod-
ied experience as described above also suggests a rethinking of Marks’s more 
narrow understanding of haptic visuality to make room for haptic images that 
take shape in close interaction with their surroundings. 

A contextual approach also involves considering the gallery experience – 
most typically described as a setting that promotes an individual type of view-
ing – as a collectively shaped event, even though it constitutes a very different 
kind of collectivity than the one we usually associate with the movie theater. 
Although intersubjectivity forms a definitive part of Sobchack’s reasoning, 
the viewing contexts that her examples are rooted in offer a relatively low 
degree of explicit social interaction. For this reason, there is little considera-
tion of how the viewer’s encounter with the screen is affected by other bodies 
                                                   
23 Marks, The Skin of the Film, 163. 
24 Marks, The Skin of the Film, 171-176. 
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in space on a more concrete level. When Sobchack writes about “a shared 
space of being” it is primarily the relationship between film and viewer she is 
alluding to, not a shared space in terms of the constitution of the cinema audi-
torium.25 While it is true that we do not jointly direct our attention to one area 
of interest for a limited time period in the same way as in the movie theatre, 
there is nevertheless an acute awareness of whether we are watching alone or 
if we have someone next to us. Therefore the idea of the gallery as represent-
ing a genuinely individualized mode of looking is a misconception. It is a re-
lational environment where we adjust our behavior according to the claims of 
the installation as well as to the viewing patterns and spectatorial strategies of 
our fellow gallery visitors. We are affected by the constitution of the gallery 
in social terms.  

Experience here must also be understood in a wider art historical context 
in which the blockbuster exhibition and the “museum-building as spectacle” 
have, to a considerable degree, replaced the traditional idea of the art museum 
as a space for silent contemplation and absorption.26 At the same time, these 
last two decades have seen several attempts to reimagine the gallery as a site 
for communality and dialogical exchange in the form of relational art practices 
and through innovative initiatives on an institutional level. The traditional un-
derstanding of aesthetic experience as determined by a fixed relation between 
object and subject governed by contemplation is therefore inadequate for deal-
ing with the social aspects of the art encounter, not only in terms of any par-
ticipatory aspects but also with regard to the sites in which these objects of 
contemplation are situated and realized.27 

Relational Aesthetics and New Institutionalism 
My understanding of the gallery as a social space is informed by relational art 
practices that became increasingly prominent in the 1990s and which were 
theorized by Nicolas Bourriaud in his 1998 publication Esthétique relation-
nelle. Bourriaud outlined his theory in relation to a number of artists working 
within a context-based practice during this period and his main argument is 
that they brought forth a collective response and a sense of communality 
among the audience by generating moments where gallery visitors interact 

                                                   
25 Sobchack, The Address of the Eye, 10. 
26 Hal Foster, “Archives of Modern Art,” October 99 (Winter 2002): 95. 
27 Anne Ring Petersen makes a similar observation when discussing the experience of video 
installation as marked by distraction. Emphasizing how “frustration, boredom, and lack of at-
tention have been ignored as dimensions of the experience of art,” Petersen’s account consti-
tutes a refreshing take on the experience of these kinds of works as amounting to something 
else than the typically idealized state of immersion. Anne Ring Petersen, “Attention and Dis-
traction: On the Aesthetic Experience of Video Installation Art,” RIHA Journal 0009 (October 
2010): paragraph 22, http://www.riha-journal.org/articles/2010/ring-petersen-attention-and-
distraction/. 
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with each other as well as with the artwork, creating “momentary groupings” 
and “interhuman relations.”28 A prime example from Bourriaud’s account is 
the work of Rirkrit Tiravanija, who built several of his pieces around the prep-
aration and sharing of meals within the gallery space. “The artwork of the 
1990s,” says Bourriaud, “turns the beholder into a neighbour, a direct inter-
locutor.”29 Focusing on works that “involve methods of social exchanges” and 
which aim to “link individuals and human groups together,” Bourriaud 
stresses the external and social relations that (ideally) are the outcome of such 
art. Although the works that he discusses seem related to earlier art practices, 
Bourriaud separates them from the legacy of conceptual and process-driven 
art of the 1960s, arguing that they are not limited to an idea and should not be 
labeled as immaterial or restricted to the experiments of the art world, but ra-
ther demonstrate “art's capacities of resistance within the overall social 
arena.”30  

Bourriaud’s theory was limited to certain types of gallery works that called 
for explicit participation and has subsequently been heavily criticized for 
merely reproducing the artist’s preconstructed idea of how the artwork should 
unfold, without considering the ideological space in which it was realized.31 
In contrast, what could be thought of as the institutional counterpart to rela-
tional aesthetics sought to actively question the rigidity of art institutions by 
using experimental curatorial practices that would turn them into “sites of re-
search and socially engaged spaces of debate.”32 New Institutionalism, Claire 
Doherty explains, was “characterized by the rhetoric of temporary/transient 
encounters, states of flux and open-endedness” and introduced novel and in-
novative curatorial work that countered conventional exhibition-making prac-
tices.33 The term was coined by curator Jonas Ekeberg in a publication by the 
Office for Contemporary Art Norway in 2003 entitled Verksted, in which he 
identified a number of small or medium-sized art institutions including (but 
not limited to) Rooseum Malmö, Kunstverein München and Bergen Kunsthal 
that were “ready to let go, not only of the limited discourse of the work of art 
as a mere object, but also of the whole institutional framework that went with 
it.” More specifically, Ekeberg positioned New Institutionalism in opposition 
to the modernist art museum that favored the white cube and a “top-down 

                                                   
28 Nicolas Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, trans. Simon Pleasance and Fronza Woods with 
the participation of Mathieu Copeland (Dijon: Les presses du réel, 2002), 17, 28. 
29 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 43. 
30 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 31, 43-47. 
31 See, for example, Claire Bishop, “Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics,” October 110 (Au-
tumn 2004): 51-79; Balsom, Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art, 125-127; Dean Kenning, 
“Art Relations and the Presence of Absence,” Third Text 23, no. 4 (July 2009): 435-446. 
32 Lucie Kolb and Gabriel Flückiger, “Editorial,” Oncurating.org 21 (December 2013): 5. 
33 Claire Doherty, “‘The Institution is Dead! Long Live the Institution!’: Contemporary Art and 
New Institutionalism,” Art of Encounter 15 (Summer 2004): 1. 
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attitude of curators and directors.”34 New Institutionalism initiated a rethink-
ing of the traditional institutional order and reimagined the audience as partic-
ipators and the institutional space itself as “part-community centre, part-labor-
atory and part-academy” to repeat the oft-cited description offered by Charles 
Esche, former Director of Rooseum and one of the key players in this frame-
work.35 

In their common rejection of the modernist ideal, James Voorhies sees the 
aims of relational aesthetics and New Institutionalism as parallel, suggesting 
that they worked side by side to overthrow the authority associated with the 
white cube and strove to insert an active and open exhibition standard in its 
place.36 However, both relational aesthetics and New Institutionalism have 
been accused of catering to an already exclusive art circle. When assessing the 
potential pitfalls of New Institutionalism, Claire Doherty underlines the need 
for varied exhibition programs that refrain from valuing the social over the 
visual. She also considers how the experimental agenda of New Institutional-
ism may eventually become standardized to the point where its emphasis on 
participation and socially engaged art risks generating new conventions (“the 
convention of role-play or prescribed participation”) as well as coded audience 
behavior. In addition, she contends that “there may be little or no understand-
ing of how to support the visitors’ negotiation of a social space within the 
gallery.”37 This is an important point because it sheds light on the gallery as a 
performative site, the demands of which may seem daunting or even unsettling 
to some visitors. In addition, even though curators worked toward initiating 
more socially inclusive institutional practices, the cultural capital that they 
represented may still have spoken mostly to an avant-garde audience. 
Voorhies also sees durability as a major problem for New Institutionalism, 
arguing that “maintaining a continual critical position is a difficult task for any 

                                                   
34 Jonas Ekeberg, “New Institutionalism: Introduction,” in What Ever Happened to New Insti-
tutionalism?, ed. James Voorhies (Cambridge, MA: Carpenter Center for the Visual Arts, 
2016), 20. 
35 Charles Esche as cited in Doherty, “’The Institution is Dead! Long Live the Institution!’: 
Contemporary Art and New Institutionalism,” 2. It is perhaps worth mentioning here that Esche 
opposes the “New” in New Institutionalism, stating that it is “such a neo-liberalist term” that 
makes it seem as though the main objective was to present an already finished product that 
would replace the old institutional order entirely. Instead, Esche opts for using the alternative 
caption “Experimental Institutionalism” that points in a more process-oriented direction, which, 
in his mind, is more representative of what was actually going on – “We were learning by doing, 
it was really pragmatic in that sense.” From Lucie Kolb and Gabriel Flückiger, “An Interview 
with Charles Esche: ‘We Were Learning by Doing’,” Oncurating.org 21 (December 2013), 27. 
36 James Voorhies, “From Relational Aesthetics to New Institutionalism, and Now?,” in What 
Ever Happened to New Institutionalism?, ed. James Voorhies (Cambridge, MA: Carpenter Cen-
ter for the Visual Arts, 2016), 32. 
37 Doherty, “’The Institution is Dead! Long Live the Institution!’” 2-4. 
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art institution, large or small.”38 Especially, one may assume, if that institution 
exists in a permanent state of flux.  

It is symptomatic that New Institutionalism emerged around the same time 
as the blockbuster exhibition and a general turn toward a more spectacle-ori-
ented museum programming. While the economic interest behind the block-
buster show is an antidote to the kind of experimental curating championed 
by New Institutionalism, questions regarding spectator participation and the 
relation between authorial agency and the activation of the gallery visitor are 
central to both.39 New Institutionalism promoted visitor participation with the 
intent of critically reconfiguring the modernist art institution from within and 
with the larger aim of initiating social change through intellectual debate, 
whereas it is debatable whether the economic forces that drive today’s glob-
alized art market and turn art institutions into “creative enterprises”40 can be 
thought of along the same lines. Nevertheless, New Institutionalism persists, 
albeit in a less coherent and more scattered kind of way.41 Its influence on 
major art institutions today cannot be disregarded, even though it is hardly 
present at all levels of the institutional apparatus nor permeating its entire or-
ganization. Even though I will not engage further with the specificities of the 
artistic output it generated, New Institutionalism constitutes an important 
background to my further investigation of the gallery as a social and shared 
space. Despite the contemporary art scene’s close relationship to the demands 
of the experience economy, the gallery should also be conceived of as realiz-
ing a rare occasion for people to come together and share their experiences in 
a digital world and in an increasingly polarized political climate. In a similar 
vein, I suggest a reconceptualization of Bourriaud’s ideas by proposing that it 
is the very lack of unity and stability that make the spaces of art important 
sites for engendering moments of social interaction and provisional collectiv-
ity. I also attempt to widen his concept by opening it up to other kinds of (less 
overtly interactive) works that do not strive to produce harmonious commun-
ion, but on the contrary may make us feel out of place, disoriented, or as if we 
want to turn away. 

                                                   
38 Voorhies, “From Relational Aesthetics to New Institutionalism, and Now?,” 32. 
39 The interrelation between the two can be traced as far back as to legendary curator Harold 
Szeemann’s plans for changing the documenta slogan from “100-Day Museum” to “The 100-
Day Event” in 1972. James Voorhies, Beyond Objecthood: The Exhibition as Critical Form 
Since 1968 (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2017), 82. 
40 Martha Buskirk, Creative Enterprise: Contemporary Art Between Museum and Marketplace 
(New York: Continuum, 2012). 
41 Voorhies, Beyond Objecthood, 223. 
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Situating the Space In-Between 
Moving image works exhibited in the gallery have often been situated within 
a larger art historical discourse on minimalist sculpture and the radical trans-
formation of the relationship between artwork, viewer and exhibition space 
that it brought forth.42 The influence from phenomenology in the 1960s caused 
a shift in focus from the art object proper to the exhibition context in general 
and to the embodied viewer in particular. In contrast to the perceived auton-
omy of the modernist art object, minimalist artists such as Robert Morris em-
phasized the viewer’s bodily experience of the artwork, underlining the sig-
nificance of scale in terms of external relations between viewer, artwork and 
exhibition space, rather than focusing on relations existing within the artwork 
itself.43 Minimalist sculpture also questioned the modernist ideals of medium 
specificity and distanced evaluation, causing art critic Michael Fried to fa-
mously denounce it as “theatrical.”44 Bishop explains Fried’s critique as fol-
lows: 

His argument hinges on the idea of temporality: rather than existing in a trans-
cendent time and place (signalled by a plinth or frame), Minimalist sculpture 
responds to its environment. The experience of viewing it is therefore marked 
by ‘duration’ (like theatre), because it directly solicits the viewer’s presence, 
unlike the transcendent ‘instantaneousness’ that Fried felt to be proper to the 
condition of beholding visual art.45 

 
Bishop’s description, which underlines the importance of duration, provides 
an explanation for why moving image works are regularly positioned next to 
minimalist sculpture. By breaking with the transcendentalism associated with 
modernist art, minimalist sculpture brought forth a mobile spectator who en-
gaged with the artwork in relation to their own bodily being and its movement 

                                                   
42 A condensed historical contextualization of the overlap between minimalism and structural 
film in the 1960s and 1970s is available in Tamara Trodd, “Introduction: Theorising the Pro-
jected Image,” in Screen/Space: The Projected Image in Contemporary Art, ed. Tamara Trodd 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2011). Worth mentioning here is 
also curator Chrissie Iles’s seminal exhibition at the Whitney Museum of American Art in New 
York in 2001 and her influential conception of these works in the exhibition catalogue. Chrissie 
Iles, ed., Into the light: The Projected Image in American Art, 1964-1977 (New York: Whitney 
Museum of American Art, 2001). Senta Siewert continues this historical trajectory by examin-
ing the status and re-exhibition of experimental film and expanded cinema works from the 
1960s and 1970s. However, due to its very recent release date, I have not been able to include 
the findings of this study in the dissertation. Senta Siewert, Performing Moving Images: Access, 
Archives and Affects (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2020). 
43 Robert Morris, “Notes on Sculpture,” in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory 
Battcock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 222-235. 
44 Michael Fried, “Art and Objecthood,” in Minimal Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. Gregory 
Battcock (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1995), 116-147. 
45 Bishop, Installation Art, 53. 
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in time. It is the process-based nature of the art experience and the fact that 
the work comes into being in interaction with the viewer that is underlined 
here. This performative aspect is activated whenever the work is exhibited. It 
is, however, worth noting that the opposition between modernist traditions and 
the changes in exhibition praxis brought on by minimalist sculpture primarily 
concerned the institutional level. Therefore, the significance of minimalist 
sculpture as it is described here should be understood in relation to its impact 
on leading art institutions at the time. As a heterogeneous and multifaceted 
movement, modernism also incorporated several examples of individual art-
ists and artist collectives experimenting with alternative exhibition formats 
and ways of framing the art experience. In this sense, minimalist sculpture’s 
break with modernist ideals as it is often repeated in discourse on installation 
art represents a reduced narrative of what was in practice a less linear histori-
cal development.46  

From a cinema studies perspective, the mobility of the gallery spectator 
was initially highlighted as a key issue because of how it set these viewing 
practices apart from more conventional cinematic spectatorship. This resulted 
in simplified dichotomies of active versus passive viewing that have since 
been properly problematized.47 Present already from an early stage was also 
the recurring claim that the gallery gives rise to a fragmented viewing experi-
ence. This is visible in Raymond Bellour’s remark from 2003 which ascertains 
that “there is no right word with which to grasp this dissolved, fragmented, 
shaken, intermittent spectator.”48 The idea of a split experience has persisted 
in more recent contributions to the field. Alison Butler’s notion of “a deictic 
turn,” which I will return to below, is a clear example of how the idea of the 
viewer as being situated “in-between” has become a trope in scholarly work 
that attempts to characterize the experience of watching moving images in a 
gallery. Kate Mondloch’s description is indicative in this sense, suggesting 
that “by dispersing focus across screen spaces that coexist, and indeed some-
times compete with the actual exhibition space, certain media installations 
generate a forceful, critical effect that hinges precisely on this tension between 

                                                   
46 Sven Spieker’s description of Lissitzky’s Demonstration Rooms (1926-1928) is a case in 
point: “By turning the visitor into the dynamic agent of a continuously shifting viewpoint whose 
movements create the space in which they unfold, Lissitzky’s designs recalibrate what it means 
to see in a gallery setting. No longer based on the autonomy of the stationary ‘correct stand-
point’ (Ranke) that characterized the nineteenth-century archive and the museum alike, the per-
ception of art in Lissitzky’s rooms becomes similar in function to film, and more specifically 
montage.” Sven Spieker, The Big Archive: Art From Bureaucracy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
2008), 108-109. 
47 See, for example, Balsom, Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art, 50-55. I discuss this 
development in more detail in chapter three. 
48 Raymond Bellour, “Of an Other Cinema,” in Black Box Illuminated, ed. Sara Arrhenius, 
Magdalena Malm and Cristina Ricupero (Lund: Propexus, 2003), 42. 
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illusionist/virtual and material/actual spaces.”49 Similarly, in her discussion of 
gallery films, Catherine Fowler underlines the importance of considering “the 
continuum between the in-frame (the content of the image and issues of film 
style) and the out-of-frame (the space within which that image is placed to be 
viewed), with the aim of understanding how context might affect both the con-
tent of the images and the viewing experience.”50 Catherine Elwes makes a 
similar observation when noting that: “Moving image installation trades in 
ambiguity by virtue of its occupation of that liminal space between material 
reality and what we understand to be not-real, yet present to the senses and the 
imagination.”51 Margaret Morse’s theorization of the space in-between in 
video installation anticipates current applications by constructing it in more 
concrete terms as “the actual construction of a passage for bodies or figures in 
space and time.”52  

In this dissertation, I examine this in-between position as an elusive state 
where the gallery becomes pervaded with the immediacy of the outside world 
and when the images manage to take us outside of our private sphere. In my 
understanding, the notion of the in-between captures the interval in which to 
study the referentiality of the images in relation to our own position in the 
gallery as embodied viewing subjects. It is the exchange between the tangible 
sensation of a here and now in the exhibition space and the experience of an-
other time and space represented on-screen that unsettles the viewing position. 
This illustrates the potential of the in-between as embodying an actual and a 
projected space. The notion of the in-between in this sense synthesizes the two 
central concepts that I see as constitutive of the gallery experience: embodied 
experience and the gallery as a social space. It is also present on a thematic 
level in the concerns raised in the individual works. There is a criticality in-
volved in this bordered space that the viewers temporarily occupy which al-
lows us to think of the gallery as a site where the social is aligned with the 
aesthetic and can be thought of as mutually constitutive. 

In Roland Barthes’s short essay “Leaving the Movie Theater,” the viewing 
subject that he describes is “fascinated twice over: by the image and by its 
surroundings – as if I had two bodies at the same time.” One of the bodies 
delves into the film experience in full appreciation of the illusion presented 
there; the other, meanwhile, remains distanced from the images – preoccupied 

                                                   
49 Kate Mondloch, Screens: Viewing Media Installation Art (Minneapolis: University of Min-
nesota Press, 2010), 62. 
50 Catherine Fowler, “Room for Experiment: Gallery Films and Vertical Time from Maya 
Deren to Eija Liisa Ahtila,” Screen 45, no. 4 (Winter 2004): 326. 
51 Catherine Elwes, Installation and the Moving Image (New York: Columbia University Press, 
2015), 7. 
52 Margaret Morse, “Video Installation Art: The Body, the Image, and the Space-In-Between,” 
in Illuminating Video: An Essential Guide to Video Art, ed. Doug Hall and Sally Jo Fifer (New 
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with the cinematic “situation.”53 While Barthes’s “ideal viewers,” as  Julian 
Hanich puts it, “should be simultaneously aware of the film and the theatrical 
surroundings,”54 what is interesting about the installations that I discuss is that 
they build explicitly on this interaction between the film and its surroundings, 
creating a landscape of “twice over” where we cannot help being situated in 
the in-between. Crucially, it is not only the installation as a sculptural envi-
ronment that interacts with the images in this regard, but also the specificities 
of the gallery as a social space. Focusing on institutional and contingent, situ-
ational aspects of the gallery experience, including the disruptive qualities of 
the exhibition space, my account sees the particularities of the gallery context 
as crucial for understanding the dynamics of this in-between position. 

Methodology and Research Material 
Although my method is not purely phenomenological, I make use of film phe-
nomenology to account for the relationship between viewers and screens. I 
have already indicated how my reading is informed by Sobchack’s and 
Marks’s theories of the embodied film experience. From a methodological 
point of view, film phenomenology offers a framework for pursuing close 
analysis grounded in personal experience. This is clearly visible in Sobchack’s 
approach, where “autobiographical and anecdotal experience” is treated as a 
starting point for analyzing the richness and processual nature of the embodied 
experience.55 In a similar vein, all of the main examples discussed in this dis-
sertation are exhibitions that I had access to and was able to study from within. 
As an embodied gallery visitor, I engaged with them as unique and site-spe-
cific events in the making. This basic prerequisite also forms a major part of 
my methodology. The research process is important in itself and can be de-
scribed as multi-sited field work. It is in the visit to the gallery and via the on-
site engagement with the work that the analysis is set in motion. However, 
while I acknowledge and draw from my experience, I do not treat my obser-
vations as ideal or presume that my personal experience of the artworks is 
representative of the wider audience. As Sobchack points out, the author’s 
subjective experience need not be identical to the reader’s in order for the 
analysis to be valid. Rather, what is crucial here is “whether or not the descrip-
tion is resonant and the experience’s structure sufficiently comprehensible to 

                                                   
53 Roland Barthes, The Rustle of Language, trans. Richard Howard (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1989), 349. 
54 Julian Hanich, The Audience Effect: On the Collective Cinema Experience (Edinburgh: Ed-
inburgh University Press, 2018), 41. 
55 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 6. 
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a reader who might ‘possibly’ inhabit it (even if in a differently inflected or 
valued way).”56  

By underlining the need to describe the experience in a way that makes it 
comprehensible to the reader, Sobchack’s remark also gestures to the merits 
of using “thick description” in order to capture the different aspects that con-
tribute to the embodied experience. My presence in the gallery enables an in-
itiated and careful description of the intricate staging and sensual richness of 
the works discussed. In this sense, the more descriptive passages of the dis-
sertation constitute an important point of contact between the text and the 
complexity of the works discussed and form the basis for further analysis. As 
Sobchack makes clear, “phenomenological analysis does not end with the 
‘thick’ description and thematization of the phenomenon under investigation. 
It aims also for an interpretation of the phenomenon that discloses, however 
partially, the lived meaning, significance, and nonneutral value it has for those 
who engage it.”57 My subjective experience is consistently grounded in the 
specificities of the gallery context and made relative to the claims of the in-
stallations. Therefore, I avoid indulging in lengthy descriptions of how a par-
ticular visual example made me feel and react and instead attempt to use my 
on-site experience as a way of animating these works on paper and adding 
specificity to the conceptual ideas that grant the installation meaning. This 
also includes the incorporation of my own working material in the form of 
photographs that in their idiosyncrasy function as complements to the more 
widely available official press images of the works that I discuss. Furthermore, 
my sited experience is complemented by a substantial consideration of how 
institutional context and, to some degree, the centrality of curatorial framing 
contributes to the experience, which offers a critical distance that balances my 
subjective encounter with the work. 

Imperative for my analysis is the assumption that the gallery experience 
generates a constructed perception that is constituted as much by control as by 
chance encounters and occurrences. It is thus open to change and exists out-
side of the natural attitude. This is very different from how cinematic vision 
can be controlled and mastered through the editing process. Even though there 
is certainly variation and an element of chance involved in any kind of screen-
ing environment, the viewing context does not typically form an inherent part 
of the work to the same degree as in film installation. Examining how recep-
tion space intrudes on and interacts with on-screen space requires analytical 
tools that are largely absent from the film-phenomenological framework. 
Therefore, I use art historical research on the ideology of the gallery space and 
the role of the viewer in participatory and relational art practices in order to 
account for the relational character of the art experience. Understanding the 
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gallery as a social and institutional space in this regard also constitutes a com-
plement to a phenomenological method of inquiry that is sometimes described 
as being too introspective or subjective. 

My research material is comprised of five main case studies, which actual-
ize different aspects of the gallery experience and represent key developments 
within the field of contemporary installation art during the last two decades. 
Chapter one explores the art historical importance of site specificity and its 
subsequent displacement in light of what I perceive to be an ongoing “loca-
tional turn” in contemporary film installation. Chapter two examines the con-
tinuous expansion of archival art practices and the increased emphasis on an 
affective register and lived experience as opposed to indexical authenticity. 
The domination of the so-called blockbuster exhibition and its relationship to 
the role of the spectator and the communal function of the art museum com-
poses the main discussion in chapter three. Chapter four explores the phenom-
enon of reinstalling past exhibitions based on documentation. These case stud-
ies cut across key issues which are investigated in cinema studies – particu-
larly within documentary film – on the one hand and in contemporary art the-
oretical discourse on the other. For this reason, they require an 
interdisciplinary approach that responds to how they resist traditional frame-
works and challenge core concepts in both areas of discourse.  

In Jesper Just’s five-channel film installation Intercourses, which explores 
the phenomenon of the replica city, the referentiality of the images have a 
defamiliarizing effect that is recreated in the site of exhibition through move-
ment, a play with scale and the incorporation of organic material resulting in 
a sense of embodied displacement. Hinting at migration, it also treats displace-
ment on a more foundational level, as does Richard Mosse’s The Enclave. 
Here, the encounter with documentary images from the conflict-riven Demo-
cratic Republic of the Congo creates an ethically charged viewing situation 
that is accentuated by cinematographic and formal choices. Presented in an 
immersive six-channel installation, it demonstrates how the aesthetic is 
aligned with the ethical and corresponds with the viewer’s place in-between 
the screens. 

This relationship is explored further in Akram Zaatari’s hybrid exhibition 
Unfolding, where the material traces of lived experience become the means 
by which to explore alternative historiography and cultural memory in the ge-
ographical context of Saida, Lebanon. Fiona Tan’s exhibition Geography of 
Time similarly uses the archival record as a means to spatialize lived experi-
ence in the form of private family photographs and through the creation of 
idiosyncratic image collections. Raising questions concerning historiography 
and classification, these works form part of an archival art practice and address 
the museum’s traditional function as a site for knowledge production. To-
gether they offer new ways for understanding the gallery as a site for enacting 
and sharing memory work. This results in a different kind of relationality that 
is brought forth as a direct result of the social and political dimension implied 
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in the reworking of archival records. The in-between as staged in these two 
examples, then, is a tangible space in which to jointly examine and critically 
interrogate images and objects that denote the past. 

In my discussion of a selection of Olafur Eliasson’s gallery works the no-
tion of the in-between asserts itself through what I perceive to be conflicting 
viewer sensations in the form of astonishment and contemplation, which 
opens up a consideration of the nature of the gallery space in ideological terms. 
The inclusion of Eliasson’s works expands the scope of the thesis from exhi-
bition site to website by considering how the gallery experience is extended 
and rendered more fluid online. This paves the way for a discussion on the 
documentation of the live art event that constitutes chapter four. As a short-
term event that insists on the presence of the viewer, installation art is depend-
ent on documentation in order to outlast its ephemeral existence. Without tex-
tual and visual complements that vouch for its having taken place, the instal-
lation perishes in the memory of both visitor and institution. Documentation 
thus forms an imperative part of its very existence, as a counterforce to the 
here and now that characterizes its exhibition mode. Unlike previous chapters 
that build on a close reading of individual works, this part of the dissertation 
uses several illustrative examples to shed light on the gallery experience as a 
remediated event, connecting back to questions regarding the archived object, 
the formation of institutional memory, and the dissolution of site specificity.  

While cinema studies as a discipline tends to generate scholarly work that 
either deals with the application of theory or makes use of empirical research, 
this thesis bears traces of both. In a very tangible and crucial manner, this is a 
site-specific study. This approach has undeniably limited the possible range 
of works and made my selection geographically biased toward Scandinavia. 
However, all of the main examples that I discuss are by internationally active 
artists who figure prominently on the global art scene and several of these 
works have appeared in various shapes and forms in other locations at other 
times. Nevertheless, since all of these installations were exhibited during a 
brief period, I treat them as unique art events – that is, I pay very little attention 
to how they were or came to be exhibited in alternative versions.58  

Finally, a few words on terminology are necessary since the type of work 
that I discuss here goes under several names. While some writers prefer terms 
such as “video installation” or “video art” (although the majority of works 
residing under this rubric nowadays are not strictly speaking video works, but 
rather make use of digital technology), others opt for a less medium-specific 
approach by using heavier compounds such as “projected-image art”59 or 
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“screen-reliant installation art.”60 Mieke Bal, on the other hand, pronouncedly 
resists the issue of medium specificity altogether and denotes all the audiovis-
ual material she discusses in short as “film.”61 Digital technology has of course 
blurred the notion of medium specificity even further and caused major spec-
ulation on the potential death of cinema as we entered into the new millen-
nium. This transition caused some writers to position the proliferation of mov-
ing images in the gallery as something of a renaissance for cinema. This is one 
of the reasons behind Erika Balsom’s labeling of these works as an “othered” 
cinema, countering Raymond Bellour’s description of them as constituting 
“an other cinema.”62 Jean-Christophe Royoux, on a similar note, relates to 
these works as a “cinema of exhibition.”63 Moving image art is also a recurring 
term that seems to encompass all types of artworks that include moving im-
ages. My reasoning here follows Bal’s lead in that I prefer the term “film” as 
a non-medium specific denominator. However, I do distinguish multiple 
screen installations that engage with the exhibition space as a whole, creating 
a spatial entity, from a more cinematically informed viewing set-up that uses 
single-channel projection in a secluded black box. For this reason, I refer to 
the former as film installation and to the latter as gallery film, even though I 
generally adapt to the preferred term of the author in explicit references to an 
external source. 

Throughout this thesis I use the terms gallery and museum interchangeably, 
even though I prefer the former. I analyze works that were exhibited in both 
private and public institutions but make no distinction between the two in 
terms of their varying status as either publicly funded institutions with an of-
ficial assignment to collect, preserve and produce knowledge, or as privately-
run enterprises with no such obvious obligations. While this aspect is certainly 
important for a more in-depth analysis of how the societal function of the art 
institution or museum relates to developments in the art world, this study is 
based on a broader notion of the contemporary art scene that incorporates both 
kinds of institutions. Therefore, addressing the various and specific conditions 
under which these two main categories of art institutions operate and carry out 
their activities falls beyond the scope of this study, even though I see potential 
for investigating this issue further in the future, not least in relation to the 
shaping of institutional memory that I discuss in chapter four. Research on 
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biennial culture also falls outside the limits of my inquiry, even though it un-
doubtedly informs my understanding of what I refer to as the globalized art 
world. 

Previous Research 
This dissertation contributes to a newly emerged but growing field of literature 
that deals with moving image works intended for the spaces of art from a range 
of perspectives. While early scholarly accounts tended to emphasize how 
these works were overlooked by both art history and cinema studies due to 
their interdisciplinary character, more recent publications from the 2000s on-
ward have rectified this situation. Tracing common origins and formal con-
cerns they explore how these works transcend the cinema/art divide and form 
a distinct genre of their own.64 Several of these later contributions coincide in 
their treatment of works dating from the 1990s, which represents a key mo-
ment in the history of contemporary film installation. It was at this time that 
gallery-based films started to attract wide interest and multiplied in number, 
not least due to the new screening possibilities enabled by digital projection, 
which also separated them from the monitor-based video art of the 70s and 
80s. As I have already indicated, this period also signaled a major shift for 
cinema, as the digital turn and the rise of new media raised questions about 
the ontological status of the film medium. Even though my study is informed 
by several sources that offer a more unmitigated art historical perspective on 
installation art,65 I will devote this section to explaining how my research re-
lates to those publications that deal with moving images in the spaces of art as 
this constitutes the main field of study to which this dissertation contributes.66 

Erika Balsom’s Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art (2013) is a recur-
ring reference throughout this book because it offers a critical, multidimen-
sional and interdisciplinary inquiry of the expansion of moving images in the 
gallery since 1990. Here the gallery is understood primarily in terms of how 
                                                   
64 Trodd discusses this development in more detail in “Introduction: Theorising the Projected 
Image,” 1-22. 
65 These include (but are not limited to) several of Bishop’s publications, in particular Installa-
tion Art: A Critical History, as well as Petersen’s critical overview Installation Art: Between 
Image and Stage and Reiss’s From Margin to Center: The Spaces of Installation Art. 
66 An early contribution to this field is Annika Wik’s dissertation Förebild film: Panoreringar 
över den samtida konstscenen from 2001, which investigates the transition of film into the 
spaces of art by focusing on artistic appropriations of preexisting film material in the 1990s. 
Considering contextual, narrative and aesthetic aspects, while also exploring the relationship 
between cinema and installation art at large, Wik’s interdisciplinary study was published at a 
time when research on contemporary moving image art was scarce. As such it contributed to an 
articulation of the field and is in several regards a predecessor to this thesis, even though our 
entry points differ. Annika Wik, “Förebild film: Panoreringar över den samtida konstscenen” 
(Ph.D. diss., Department of Cinema Studies, Stockholm University, 2001).  
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it sets the stage for a “reinvention of the cinema” while also offering the pos-
sibility to reflect on what cinema once was. 67 As such, Balsom’s study is very 
much situated in the light of the death of cinema discourse and reflects on how 
the gallery engenders an interaction between old and new media by exploring 
it as a site for both “filmic ruins” and remakes; for medium specificity as well 
as convergence culture. In addition, she discusses a new kind of gallery-based 
documentary practice that probes the borders between fact and fiction, while 
also accounting for the gallery as an ideological site, reflecting on how the 
expansion of moving image works contributes to the spectacle culture sur-
rounding the contemporary art museum. Discussing the kind of spectatorship 
that these works generate, Balsom dispels the myth that couples spectatorial 
mobility with activity that has pervaded so many previous attempts to account 
for how gallery spectators are different from their cinematic counterparts. Yet 
her account leaves us with no clear answers to the question of how we should 
make sense of the gallery experience from the point of view of the spectator, 
even though it does include a nuanced and insightful consideration of the no-
tion of the flâneur in these instances. Rather, at the center of attention in Bal-
som’s work is how cinema itself is reconfigured in the gallery and what this 
can tell us about its past and present state in the post-medium condition. 

In contrast, Kate Mondloch’s Screens: Viewing Media Installation Art 
(2010) offers a rare wholehearted devotion to theorizing the specific kind of 
spectatorship that screen-based artworks in the gallery engender. Mondloch’s 
book is a clearly articulated attempt to understand spectator interactions with 
screens as “ambivalent” objects in their dual function as “illusionist windows 
and physical, material entities.”68 In my view, the strongest argument here is 
her description of how screen-based gallery works enable a playful and at 
times unsettling interaction “between illusionist/virtual and material/actual 
spaces” that generates a spectatorship characterized by doubleness.69 Mond-
loch amply demonstrates how the screen comes to function both as a sculptural 
object and “a performative category” and not as a window onto the world.70 
Her devotion to understanding the dialectics of spectatorship in the gallery is, 
however, limited by her selection of case studies, which are biased toward 
works from the 1960s and 1970s and only include one example from the 
2000s. More importantly, her examples from an earlier period either make use 
of closed-circuit video technology (thus physically inscribing the spectator in 
the work) or presume that the viewer physically interacts with the screen (for 
example, by playing table tennis, as in VALIE EXPORT’s Ping Pong from 
1968), thereby relying on a very explicit notion of interaction. The more recent 
works that she discusses are computer screen works, which also bring forth an 
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interaction of a different kind compared to the kind of viewer-screen exchange 
that I am attempting to theorize here. Moreover, her focus on the interaction 
between viewer and screen says very little about how the gallery actually func-
tions as an institutional or social space. She considers how the spectator is 
disciplined but only from within the works – for example, in Nauman’s video 
corridors. The interaction between audience members is ignored and unlike 
Balsom, who emphatically shows how the expansion of moving images in the 
gallery has contributed to the spectacularization of museum culture, she takes 
little note of how the gallery space has been transformed since the 1960s and 
1970s. She considers durational qualities, but with little problematization, un-
derlining the viewer’s choice to leave or stay in relation to such extremes such 
as Gordon’s 24 Hour Psycho or more cinematically informed works such as 
Eija-Liisa Ahtila’s Consolation Service (1999). She reads duration from a cin-
ematic perspective, not properly accounting for how the gallery interferes with 
the spectator’s viewing patterns. Nevertheless, Mondloch’s account has re-
mained a great source of inspiration for how it treats screen, site, and body as 
integrated in the viewing experience and for her insightful consideration of 
these works as being constituted by a combination of actual and imaginary 
space.  

Maeve Connolly’s The Place of Artists’ Cinema: Space, Site and Screen 
(2009) is instructive for how it approaches film installation by focusing on 
place as a non-static and evolving concept. Connolly uses place as a guiding 
principle for investigating how artists’ cinema engages with different kinds of 
sites, ranging from concrete contexts such as the gallery and the idea of the 
in-between to the biennial and more abstract notions of place such as the mar-
ketplace and the idea of the museum or gallery “as a possible substitute or 
‘stand-in’ for other forms of public space.”71 By taking a locational approach 
to artists’ film, incorporating social dimensions as well, Connolly’s book ex-
plores several issues that are important for this study. However, while she 
studies collectivity mainly from the point of view of labor, economics, pro-
duction conditions, and distribution models (which becomes especially clear 
in the chapter that deals with the marketplace), my focus is primarily on un-
derstanding how artworks and exhibition contexts structure and engender so-
cial interaction among audiences. In fact, even though our explorations at 
times depart from the same framework, they soon take off in different direc-
tions. While Connolly goes where the overarching theme of place takes her, 
my reasoning remains locked down in the specificities of the gallery context. 
Whereas Connolly deals with artists who “have claimed the narrative tech-
niques and modes of production associated with cinema, as well as the history, 
memory and experience of cinema as a cultural form,”72 my inquiry takes me 
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outside of the domains of cinema to explore how contemporary installation art 
can challenge theories of film spectatorship by pointing to the specific condi-
tions under which audience members are called upon to participate from 
within the confinements of the gallery. 

Catherine Elwes’s Installation and the Moving Image (2015) takes a more 
explicitly historical approach by tracing a lineage from experimental film via 
video art to contemporary moving image art, while also discussing what sig-
nifies spectatorship in a gallery context. Elwes shares with Mondloch and 
Connolly a certain interest in how moving image installations give rise to a 
“perceptual doubleness of the spectator,” even though her account is informed 
by cognitive science, setting it apart from the other authors and the theoretical 
framework that I make use of here.73 In addition, Elwes takes note of “the 
imperfect spectator” that this kind of work engenders by dividing the viewer’s 
attention across the exhibition space. In doing so, she compares gallery spec-
tatorship to the “distracted reception” associated with television viewing, but 
does not problematize this assumption other than by maintaining that specta-
tors can devote their attention to several things at once by speculating on how 
“the TV viewer or gallery-goer may be simultaneously interacting with her 
family and friends around the shared experience of a show.”74 While Elwes’s 
account includes a broad treatment of spectator theories that range from fem-
inist film theory to Stuart Hall’s seminal essay on encoding/decoding, it lacks 
in specificity when it comes to nailing down what exactly constitutes the view-
ing experience in the gallery, beyond pointing out that it is potentially disrup-
tive (but not accounting for why or how this affects the viewer’s encounter 
with the screen). 

Catherine Fowler’s 2004 article “Room for Experiment: Gallery Films and 
Vertical Time from Maya Deren to Eija Liisa Ahtila” takes a more explicitly 
contextual approach by exploring “the continuum between the in-frame (the 
content of the image and issues of film style) and the out-of-frame (the space 
within which that image is placed to be viewed).”75 This article is significant 
not only because it (to my knowledge at least) coins the now-ubiquitous term 
“gallery film” but also because it insists on positioning the audiovisual mate-
rial in relation to the space surrounding the screen(s). Fowler considers how 
spatial aspects form a major part of the viewing experience by suggesting that 
gallery films leave linearity behind in favor of simultaneity and the possibility 
to “edit in space.”76 She expands on these ideas in a later article from 2008 in 
which her treatment of the in-frame and out-of-frame is supplemented by an 
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examination of how gallery films “make use of and transform our understand-
ing of off-frame and off-screen space.”77 Analyzing works by Steve McQueen, 
Stan Douglas and Isaac Julien, Fowler suggests that gallery films realize the 
paradoxical claim of continuing the reflexive questioning of the frame that 
was evident in avant-garde film and expanded cinema while also signaling “a 
return to the conditions of cinema,” including the “frontal flat image,” narra-
tive, and illusionism.78 While my examples are installation works that in their 
spatial set-up are rather remote from the characteristics that Fowler ascribes 
to gallery film in this later article (for instance, the return to renaissance per-
spective), her account of how works and their site of exhibition communicate 
has nevertheless informed my understanding of the gallery experience as char-
acterized by the interaction between the two. 

Alison Butler has also investigated spatial concerns raised in the gallery by 
proposing a “deictic turn” in contemporary gallery film and installation which 
entails “more complex and mutable conceptions of space and location” 
whereby the spectator is required to alternate between “screen space and 
screening space.”79 Butler’s account underlines the uncertainty with which the 
category of space operates in gallery works and relates this to the position of 
the viewer. Her reasoning suggests not only a more intricate way of dealing 
with space within the frame, but also that gallery viewers, like theater audi-
ences (the notion of deixis being central in theater theory), are “implicated in 
the complex pattern of reference and signification” that includes material ob-
jects and bodies, more abstract phenomena that point to the outside world 
(such as “classes of objects, locations, social relations”), and the spectators 
themselves as “points of reference in their own right.”80 In an earlier article 
Butler also points to the social interaction that takes place among spectators 
by indicating that installations give rise to “a fifth look” in addition to the first, 
second, and third looks defined in classical film theory and to the fourth look, 
“the returned gaze,” as suggested by Paul Willemen. The fifth look describes 
how spectators scrutinize each other in the public space of the gallery, which 
is very different from the cinema, where “well-known codes govern our be-
havior.”81 Butler’s gesturing toward the position of the spectator as unstable 
yet meaningful for our understanding of what takes place within the frame is 
apposite and leaves room for further investigation along these lines, a task that 
I undertake in the first chapter. In a more recent publication from 2019, Butler 
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develops these claims further, offering in-depth case studies that in part over-
lap with my own.82 A crucial distinction between our respective approaches is 
that Butler explicitly employs a preferred reading, bracketing external factors 
and drawing on recurrent visits to the installation that she analyzes. On some 
occasions she also discusses different versions of the same installation exhib-
ited at different sites. 

Anne Rutherford’s 2014 article ”Moving Image Installation, the Embodied 
Spectator of Cinema and Amar Kanwar: Learning from Intermediality” should 
also be mentioned here since it discusses embodied experience in a gallery 
context. Underlining “the differences between embodied cinema spectatorship 
and the different kind of physicality of the viewer of installation work,” Ruth-
erford rightfully argues that the latter requires more attention from film schol-
ars and points to the merits of using a phenomenological approach to compre-
hend these differences.83 In the remainder of the article, however, her main 
focus lies with an intermedial framework which she uses to account for the 
hybridity of Amar Kanwar’s The Sovereign Forest (2012). Even though Ruth-
erford begins by rejecting the reductive dichotomy of the cinema spectator as 
passive and sedentary and the gallery viewer as active and mobile, her stated 
intention to find out if “the embodiment of the gallery spectator [is] actual and 
that of the cinema spectator virtual” nevertheless seems caught up in this very 
same assumption. This impression is consolidated in the final paragraphs of 
the article where she concludes that “paradoxically, there is something spe-
cific to the sedentary viewing of film projected in the auditorium,” proposing 
that “the capacity of cinema to produce a heightened experience of embodi-
ment is specifically tied to the relative containment of the physical body and 
absence of actual physical movement and touch.”84 This conclusion suggests 
that Rutherford is more interested in studying embodied spectatorship in the 
gallery as a variant of cinematic viewing rather than in examining gallery 
spectatorship on its own terms (as is also indicated by the title of the article). 
In addition, her analysis of Kanwar’s work rests on an understanding of the 
sensory experience as divided onto different works within the same installa-
tion (one work involving actual touching, another denoting a particular smell 
etc.) and the viewer’s ability to “integrate the[se] disparate experiences.” This 
is in line with the article’s focus on intermediality and the “fusion of media,” 
and represents a different approach than my own as I focus on installation art 
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as a distinct category, which may or may not involve several different media 
and/or sculptural objects, screens etc. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that apart from Butler’s most recent publi-
cation from 2019, none of these sources include any of the artists that make 
up my main examples, though they do overlap between themselves in the 
sense that several of them discuss works by artists who were understood to be 
leading figures within the field at an earlier stage such as Stan Douglas, Steve 
McQueen, Eija-Liisa Ahtila and Tacita Dean. While I have already indicated 
how my account differs from and adds to this body of research, more recent 
film installations also bring new questions to the table. These installations call 
for an updated discussion on the specificity of the gallery context that expands 
on and reconsiders some of the concerns raised in earlier contributions. 

Chapter Outline 
The dissertation is structured thematically and the case studies form the un-
derlying basis of this structure, functioning both as site-specific examples and 
as conceptual points of reference where the theoretical framework of the dis-
sertation is tested and challenged. I also situate my discussion of these exam-
ples in a historical framework by relating them to discourses on experimental 
film culture and developments within the contemporary art scene since the 
1960s.  

My first chapter, “Embodied Displacement: The Gallery as Social Space,” 
departs from Bourriaud’s notion of relational aesthetics and Miwon Kwon’s 
influential account of site specificity in order to discuss the embodied and in-
tersubjective encounter with images of displacement in Jesper Just’s installa-
tion Intercourses. It is explicitly concerned with how spatial arrangements 
structure the viewing experience and uses Sara Ahmed’s notion of a queer 
phenomenology as well as Mieke Bal’s concept of migratory aesthetics in or-
der to understand the formation of provisional viewing collectives in the tran-
sitory space of the gallery. The second case study is Richard Mosse’s The 
Enclave, a highly aestheticized war reportage from DR Congo. Here, I elabo-
rate on the claims made in the first part of the chapter, by focusing on how the 
spectator is imbricated in images of war, creating an ethical dilemma that blurs 
the boundaries between aesthetics and ethics at the site of projection.  

Chapter two, “Animating the Archival: The Gallery as a Site for Memory 
Work,” discusses recent archival art practices, with a specific focus on how 
the gallery enables communal memory work by staging an affective encounter 
with archival material. I make use of Jaimie Baron’s idea of an archive effect 
as well as Hal Foster’s influential article on the archival impulse in contem-
porary art. Discussing Akram Zaatari’s hybrid exhibition Unfolding, this 
chapter deals with the excavation of cultural memory in archival records in 
Lebanon. Central here is also the institutional framing of the exhibition, which 
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I consider in tandem with the indexical claims of the included photographs. 
This chapter also analyzes Fiona Tan’s use of idiosyncratic archival collec-
tions in the exhibition Geography of Time, which I argue both stages and en-
genders a sharing of lived experiences. 

Chapter three, “Engage, Interact, Experience: The Installation as Event,” 
engages further with the concept of relational aesthetics by dealing more ex-
plicitly with participatory aspects in the work of installation artist Olafur Eli-
asson. While this is the only chapter that does not deal explicitly with any 
straightforward film examples, it illustrates how more traditional spectator-
ship theories that revolve around the metaphors of the frame, window, or mir-
ror are challenged by the gallery context and fall short in acknowledging the 
viewer as a participatory agent. The examples in this chapter show how the 
constructed vision in Eliasson’s installation art corresponds to the idea of 
moving images as enabling another kind of perception, previously explored in 
phenomenologically inspired film theory (most notably by André Bazin). In 
this chapter I also discuss the role of the museum and the blockbuster exhibi-
tion in relation to the experience economy and consider how the gallery expe-
rience is extended through various online practices. 

Chapter four, “Remembering the Gallery Experience: Installation and Doc-
umentation,” develops the discussion of the extended gallery experience by 
dealing with the afterlife of installation art through various documentation 
practices. In contrast to the previous chapters, this part of the dissertation does 
not focus on a specific case study, but rather provides several illustrative ex-
amples in order to discuss how the gallery experience endures through visual 
documentation and thus becomes an archival object in itself. Drawing on de-
bates about the preservation of live art as well as the possible restructuring of 
aura brought on by these processes, this chapter moves across a wide field in 
order to account for how the gallery experience is remediated and remembered 
as embodied knowledge, as institutional memory, in alternative versions, or 
as (a non-sanctioned) copy. 

Chapter five sums up my observations in dialogue with the specific instal-
lations and gallery experiences in question. I also propose some possible ven-
ues for future research on the aesthetic and shared experience of the gallery 
installation as an unfolding, intersubjective event of the present, and the fram-
ing and documentation of a possible archive memory for the future. 
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1. Embodied Displacement: The Gallery as 
Social Space 

Taking part in an installation is very much about engaging with the site of 
exhibition. As a place-bound viewing practice, it involves taking on the gal-
lery or museum as a privileged and possibly exclusive site for encountering 
art, but it also entails entering unknown territory in the sense that the installa-
tion creates a world of its own. In what follows I will depart from Miwon 
Kwon’s account of the gradual transfiguration of site specificity in order to 
discuss how a more fluid understanding of site comes across in contemporary 
film installation. I will also demonstrate how the “momentary groupings” that 
Bourriaud envisaged in relational aesthetics are enacted in the interaction with 
moving images – in-between bodies and in-between screens. By exploring the 
representation of a non-place in Jesper Just’s film installation Intercourses 
(Bonniers Konsthall, Stockholm, 2015), I suggest that the installation gives 
rise to an embodied displacement in which feeling out of place paves the way 
for a provisional collectivity that hinges on the transitory nature of the exhibi-
tion site. I then attempt to relate these issues to Richard Mosse’s film installa-
tion The Enclave (Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebæk, 2015), ar-
guing that the embodied and situated imagining of what lies beyond the screen 
in the encounter with images of death extends the exhibition space into an 
unstable social arena where viewers are made aware of their own place in front 
of the images.  

Site Specificity and Institutional Critique 
Site specificity, a concept that emerged out of the increased relevance at-
tributed to context in the 1960s, holds the characteristics of a particular place 
as crucial to the artwork that inhabits it. As such, site-specific works reacted 
against the capitalist art market and changed the status of the artwork as an 
object of easy consumption into an ephemeral event, delineated by the unique-
ness of a particular place and time. Site specificity also paved the way for a 
more critical understanding of the places of art from an institutional point of 
view. Artists who explored these matters became part of what is usually re-
ferred to as an “institutional critique,” which questioned the museum space as 
a neutral shell and, in parallel with post-structuralist theories, challenged the 
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idea of a coherent and universal viewing subject. In this sense, institutional 
critique was also a reaction against minimalist sculpture and the phenomeno-
logical approach. Brian O’Doherty’s series of articles on the ideology of the 
“White Cube” from 1976 is a case in point, as they critically address the role 
of the institution in the experience of art: 

Eventually, the gallery itself becomes … a transforming force. At this point, as 
Minimalism demonstrated, art can be literalized and detransformed; the gallery 
will make it art anyway. Idealism is hard to extinguish in art, because the empty 
gallery itself becomes art manqué and so preserves it.85 

 
According to Kwon, the turn toward institutional critique among artists in 

the 1970s resulted in a loosening of the physical tie to the exhibition space in 
the understanding of the term site specificity, a development that continued 
into the 1980s and 1990s.86 The 1970s also witnessed the expansion of land 
art, whose prominent figure Robert Smithson shattered any notion of a unified 
and stable sense of place in his site/non-site works and in his devotion to the 
concept of entropy.87 In a similar vein, Kwon argues that following institu-
tional critique, site-specific art practices continued to shed their association to 
a physical location until the term finally became literally groundless, reaching 
a nomadic state – what she refers to as “the unhinging of site specificity.” No 
longer catering to the specific parameters of an actual place, but rather belong-
ing in the realm of the “ungrounded, fluid, virtual,” the meaning of site 
reached a new status as “discursively determined” and was “delineated as a 
field of knowledge, intellectual exchange, or cultural debate.”88 With this dis-
solution of place, Kwon argues, “site specificity is redescribed as the personal 
aesthetic choice of an artist’s stylistic preference rather than a structural reor-
ganization of aesthetic experience.”89 This suggests a return to the artist as 
authority as the previously site-specific work is regularly relocated with the 
artist’s approval. This development is notable considering that minimalist art 

                                                   
85 Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, expanded edi-
tion (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1999), 45. 
86 Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity (Cam-
bridge, MA: MIT Press, 2004), 11-31. 
87 Smithson also plays a key part in James Meyer’s account of the “functional” site, which 
unlike the literal site (“an actual location, a singular place”) manifests itself as a structure or 
process and is marked by a temporary mode. Meyer describes this kind of site as “an in-between 
site, a nonplace, a ruin” and connects it to the entropic character of Smithson’s land art pieces 
that – unlike the modernist monument – were meant to fall apart and dissolve. James Meyer, 
“The Functional Site; or, The Transformation of Site Specificity,” in Space, Site, Intervention: 
Situating Installation Art, ed. Erika Suderburg (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2000), 24-31. 
88 Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity, 26, 29-30. 
89 Miwon Kwon, “One Place after Another: Notes on Site Specificity,” October 80 (Spring 
1997): 98. 
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in the 1960s to a considerable degree drew on the Barthesian notion of the 
death of the author and used industrially produced material in order to weaken 
the artistic signature.90 

Although Kwon maintains that the three stages of site specificity that she 
outlines – site as physical location in the phenomenological sense, site as a 
form of institutional critique, and site as discursively determined – continue 
to co-exist and intersect, contemporary art practices have dissolved the notion 
of site even further in their endorsement of collectivity and community art, 
giving the concept new momentum as socially binding. This becomes evident 
in works that focus on collaboration, dialogue, the shaping of community, and 
joint action, which come together to form what has been called “a social turn” 
within contemporary art.91 Examples entail everything from a reenactment of 
a violent encounter between police and protesters in a mineworkers’ demon-
stration in England (Jeremy Deller, The Battle of Orgreave, 2001 – the reen-
actment was filmed and subsequently exhibited as an installation along with 
different kinds of archive material) to the repositioning of a sand dune in Peru, 
an event that was grounded in the local community and performed by 500 
volunteers (Francis Alÿs, When Faith Moves Mountains, 2002 – this event too 
was filmed and turned into an installation).92 To Kwon, this development sig-
nals an expansion of the discursive understanding of site and within this 
framework, place – in Claire Doherty’s words – is “[re-imagined] as a situa-
tion, a set of circumstances, geographical location, historical narrative, group 
of people or social agenda.”93 This development is also representative of how 

                                                   
90 Given the historical development that Kwon assigns to the concept of site specificity, it is 
noteworthy that in 1979, Rosalind Krauss described the advancement of modernist sculpture 
and the subsequent formation of a post-modernist “expanded field” in similar terms. Whereas 
sculpture in Western art originally had a commemorative function, tied to the idea of the mon-
ument, and “[mediated] between actual site and representational sign,” modern sculpture was 
characterized by “sitelessness, or homelessness, an absolute loss of place” and turned into an 
autonomous and “largely self-referential” art object, a development which, according to Krauss, 
began in the late nineteenth century with the work of Rodin. While the sculpture as monument 
was attached (through a historical bond) to a specific time and place, modernist sculpture was 
located in “an idealist space … cut off from … temporal and spatial representation.” However, 
with the waning of medium specificity and an increased interest in phenomenological qualities 
in the experience of art in the early 1960s, context became a major issue again in the guise of 
minimalism, only to became more dispersed and scattered with the coming of land art in the 
early 1970s, which nonetheless held on to the idea of location as being of prime concern. 
Rosalind Krauss, “Sculpture in the Expanded Field,” October 8 (Spring 1979): 33-34. 
91 Claire Bishop, “The Social Turn: Collaboration and its Discontents,” Artforum 44, no. 6 
(February 2006): 178-183. 
92 Claire Doherty, “The New Situationists,” in Contemporary Art: From Studio to Situation, ed. 
Claire Doherty (London: Black Dog Publishing, 2004), 7-13. 
93 Doherty, “The New Situationists,” 9. 
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contemporary art since the publication of Bourriaud’s book on relational aes-
thetics in the late 1990s to a considerable degree moved outside of the art 
institution and became increasingly situation based. 

Much like minimalist sculpture redirected attention to the here and now of 
the exhibition space in the 1960s, the proliferation of moving image works in 
the gallery that started to take form in the late 1990s and then accelerated 
throughout the 2000s contributed to a renewed focus on context and the site 
of exhibition within the walls of the gallery. This is not to suggest a reversal 
of Kwon’s account but merely to highlight how the medium of film adds an-
other dimension to the concept of site specificity as it enables an interaction 
between a prerecorded setting and the constructed environment in which the 
viewers find themselves in the gallery. The examples that I discuss in this 
chapter further complicate the notion of site as a straightforward category and 
realize moments of tension between the foreign locations represented on-
screen and the site occupied by the viewer. The exchange between them de-
stabilizes the viewing position, paving the way for an experience characterized 
by a sense of embodied displacement. 

Depicting a Non-Place in Jesper Just’s Intercourses 
Danish artist Jesper Just’s five-channel film installation Intercourses intro-
duces the viewer to five separate scenes taking place in an empty city and its 
surroundings. The images are dispersed over four interconnected viewing ar-
eas and are projected directly onto the walls. The projection surfaces assume 
various sizes and the films are shot in a grey scale that resonates with the grey 
floor and the white walls of the gallery. The exhibition space has been fur-
nished with temporary white brick walls and the floors are in some areas cov-
ered with building dust and pieces of deconstructed building material, carrying 
the construction sites that appear in the films over into the site of projection. 
Rows of bamboo bushes are lined up along the walls and spread a distinct 
smell in the exhibition space. The grow lights located above them throw 
splashes of pink light onto the otherwise white walls and interfere with the 
projections. In this environment, the viewer is presented with images that at 
first sight seem to originate from Paris, but something disturbs this assump-
tion. The houses share the same exterior as the Haussmann buildings and even 
the Eiffel Tower pops up in one of the films, but the city is deserted and ap-
pears to be under construction. Everything looks a bit out of place but the 
images lead us astray. Eventually, we end up in a place that is far removed 
from the familiar one we first imagined. 

Intercourses was originally produced for the Danish pavilion at the 55th 
Venice Biennale in 2013. Before realizing the installation, Just researched the 
phenomenon of replica cities, often referred to as “duplitecture,” which are 
common in China. Intercourses was shot in a replica city of Paris, situated 
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outside the city of Hangzhou. It is by and large an architectural study in which 
the camera scans the area, examining the buildings by zooming in on columns, 
corbels, French balconies and unappealing air condition outlets, while the am-
biguous state of the non-place depicted in the films extends into the gallery 
space, turning the spectator into a co-actor in the search for a human encoun-
ter. Dominating the entire installation is the sound that empty bottles make 
when the wind hits them, a whispering, whistling sound that gives the rooms 
an eerie feel. The exhibition catalogue tells the story behind this soundscape. 
As the story goes, Danish bricklayers who were discontented with their pa-
trons immured empty bottles into the outer walls, causing the buildings to emit 
this haunting sound whenever the wind blew.94 In the largest viewing area, 
these bottles are repeatedly depicted in close-ups as the camera lingers on the 
walls of the buildings. In this way, the transitional state of the city as a con-
struction site is also enforced through sound. 

 
Figure 2: Jesper Just, Intercourses / Förbindelser, 2013 
Five-channel video installation, HD, bamboo, LED lights, Ytong concrete blocks. 
Loop 5 x 10 min.  
Installation shot from Citywalks [Stadsvandringar], Bonniers Konsthall 2015.  
Courtesy: Jesper Just, James Cohan Gallery, Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin and Galleri 
Nicolai Wallner. Photo: Per Kristiansen. 
 

                                                   
94 Sofia Curman, “Jesper Just,” in Bonniers konsthall, no. 8 (Spring 2015): 14-15. 
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Three characters are visible in the films and in the first room of the instal-
lation.95 A smaller projection surface displays two of them riding a scooter 
together, while a third man wanders around in the outskirts of the city, occu-
pying about two thirds of the adjacent wall. While his footsteps are deter-
mined, he looks disoriented and appears to be searching for something. At one 
point, the two men on the scooter burst out into a monotonous and repetitive 
call-and-response song, their expressionless faces giving nothing away. All 
three actors are of North African descent, gesturing toward the colonial history 
of France in this dubious place that is defined in equal measure by the archi-
tectural ideal of Paris and the open fields of the actual location that surrounds 
the replica city. The second room holds the largest projection surface and dis-
plays monumental views of the buildings that occupy the city, shot from dif-
ferent levels and angles. There are several elements here that resonate with 
Marc Augé’s description of a non-place. In a way, the replica city could be 
seen as the emblem of late capitalist globalization and the way it is depicted 
here speaks to Augé’s account of the non-place as characterized by anonymity 
and solitude. The three men in the films desperately try to connect with each 
other but find themselves lost in transit. Their destination remains unclear 
throughout the films; indeed, it does not even seem all that relevant where they 
are going. In the non-place, there is no social life and no history – everything 
amounts to the present moment.96 In a thought-provoking overlap, the non-
place onscreen could be regarded as a critique of the institutional site of the 
art world as a self-contained system based on circulation and consumption. 
But it also reverberates in the viewer’s place as they move through the gallery, 
in the here and now suggested by the films and upheld by the installation. 

                                                   
95 Because I want to be able to refer to different parts of the installation and relate them to each 
other internally, I have given the different viewing areas a numerical structure. It should be 
pointed out, though, that the installation actually had two entrance points and that the films 
could be viewed in any order so this ordering exists merely for practical reasons and should not 
be understood as part of the work’s underlying structure. See figure 4 for further clarification. 
96 Marc Augé, Non-Places: Introduction to an Anthropology of Supermodernity, trans. John 
Howe (London: Verso, 1995), 75-115. 
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Figure 3: Jesper Just, Intercourses / Förbindelser, 2013 
Five-channel video installation, HD, bamboo, LED lights, Ytong concrete blocks. 
Loop 5 x 10 min.  
Installation shot from Citywalks [Stadsvandringar], Bonniers Konsthall 2015.  
Courtesy: Jesper Just, James Cohan Gallery, Galerie Emmanuel Perrotin and Galleri 
Nicolai Wallner. Photo: Per Kristiansen. 
 

Haptic Images 
The third room barely holds more than two or three people at a time. To enter, 
the spectator must pass through a narrow passage. It is in the sequence that is 
projected here that the imaginary meeting, or intercourse, eventually occurs. 
The two men that are seen riding the scooter in the first room are in this film 
located in separate rooms or apartments, and one of them places a glass onto 
the wall and listens attentively, making a tentative sound, as if to test the 
acoustics of the room. The wanderer from the first room is also present in this 
sequence, but remains outside of the building, pressing his face and body to 
the façade. Extreme close-ups of faces, carefully listening with eyes closed, 
and of fingertips that search the walls for signs of contact, establish an intimate 
sphere of anticipation and bodily longing as we begin to wonder if these char-
acters have finally reached their destination and are attempting to connect to 
each other or if they are merely listening to the whistling sounds of the build-
ing. Staged here, then, is not only the longing for a bodily encounter but also 
an interaction between architecture and the human figure, a relationship that 
is highly dependent on scale and which reverberates in the different sizes and 
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positionings of the projection areas as well. The last film is located furthest 
away from the others and is projected in an unusual rectangular format. It dis-
plays what appear to be grains of sand falling onto a flat surface, making a 
subtle noise that is barely perceptible in the busy exhibition room. Depicted 
in close-up against a grey background, these images latch on to the intimate 
mode of the third projection area and relate back to the inside/outside divide 
that is constructed there through the cross-cutting between interior and exte-
rior shots. 

 
Figure 4: Floor plan of Jesper Just’s Intercourses as installed at Bonniers Konsthall 
in 2015. Please note that this illustration is an approximation. It is included here only 
as a means to clarify the argument concerning the spatial qualities of the installation 
and should not be regarded as an exact reproduction of the exhibition layout. 
 

These last two films approximate Marks’s definition of haptic imagery. Not 
only do they portray surface structures and body parts in extreme close-up, 
they are also difficult to visually master. In the third room, the viewing area is 
so small that the spectator is pushed up close to the projection, unable to step 
back and consume it in its entirety. Moreover, the images are distorted by the 
intense pink light that radiates from the grow lights located opposite or next 
to the projections. The projection surface is also partly covered by shadows 
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cast by the bamboo bushes. These types of interference with the image are not 
uncommon in the installation format and could be likened to the “diminished 
capacity” that Marks associates with the medium of video.97 In contrast to the 
largest projection area, where there are no such obvious distractions, these 
films call for another mode of viewing. There is a relational intimacy taking 
place here, created by a bodily confrontation between the subjects in the film, 
whose bodies assume attentive poses, and the spectators, who are cramped 
into this small space together while attempting to register what is happening 
on the screen in front of them. The sound also contributes to this set-up, as the 
act of listening is made central in the film. 

 
Figure 5: Intercourses, Jesper Just (Bonniers Konsthall, 2015).  
Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
 

For Marks, haptic images “do not invite identification with a figure so 
much as they encourage a bodily relationship between the viewer and the im-
age.”98 When opened up to the spatiality of the gallery context it becomes clear 
that instead of remaining on the side of representation, Marks’s theorization 
of the haptic image and haptic visuality could be fruitfully revisited in relation 
to the external relations that arise in the site of projection. Such contextual 
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factors were integral to the minimalist tradition and formed part of Bour-
riaud’s understanding of the gallery space as potentially intersubjective as 
well. Therefore, when dealing with film installations, the visual information 
within the frame needs to be considered in relation to the spatial manifestation 
of the work. In this case the materiality of the installation – the building dust 
and debris, the temporary brick walls that both shelter and obstruct our view, 
the characteristic smell of the bamboo plants and their intense pink grow lights 
– give rise to a multisensory response that interacts with the haptic visuality 
with which these films address the gallery visitor. In this way, the interplay 
between the architecture of the installation, the audiovisual material, and the 
movement carried out on-screen and in-between the different viewing areas 
results in a sensuous and embodied engagement. 

Feeling Out of Place? 
Intercourses raises questions about migration, both in the sense of being in 
transit and inhabiting foreign places, but also with regard to the relocation of 
the installation from its original context. Intercourses was first installed at the 
55th Venice Biennale in 2013. In this capacity, it was created for a specific 
context in which the artist was invited to represent his country in an interna-
tionally renowned art biennial where the exhibition site is fixed (the Danish 
pavilion), whereas at Bonniers Konsthall – which is the version that I am an-
alyzing here – Just’s installation formed part of the group exhibition Citywalks 
(April 2 – May 4, 2015). This transition highlights how the logic of site spec-
ificity is continuously renegotiated as artworks are adapted to feel at home in 
various institutions. If early installation art composed an alternative to the cap-
italist art market, the “unhinging” of site specificity has in some respects 
brought forth a reversal of this condition. In this instance, Connolly has sug-
gested that film installations, by virtue of their material demands on the exhi-
bition space (in terms of staging, lighting, sound requirements etc.), stage a 
“re-imagining of public space” in which “the movement of the visitor through 
the installation acquires a new meaning, paralleling the mobility (of bodies 
and capital) promised by the rhetoric of regeneration.”99 An ever-increasing 
number of biennials is another factor that greatly contributes to the transna-
tional circulation of installation works. Still, in their very capacity as installa-
tions, these are place-bound entities that draw people together, regardless of 
how often they are transported and reassembled in a variety of institutions. As 
such, they function as alternatives to more individualized modes of image con-
sumption that dominate the present. This idea has been voiced, for example, 
by Erika Balsom, who sees the museum as “a respite from the privatization of 
experience, providing a public space in which to excavate cultural memory, 
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contest a logic of technological progress, and imagine collectivity in an age of 
individualized consumption.”100 

Mobility indeed forms a central part of the installation format and while it 
is crucial to consider how previously site-specific art practices have adapted 
to suit a globalized and commercial art market, I would like to read the move-
ment of the spectator differently, approaching it through a phenomenologi-
cally informed framework, in which we “find our way” by relating to the po-
sition of others.101 On a very basic level, the introduction of multiple view-
points generates a reorganization of space. They propose a multitude of per-
spectives to a previously determined field of vision and hence open up a wide 
range of conceivable points of interaction. In Sara Ahmed’s view, “bodies as 
well as objects take shape through being orientated toward each other, as an 
orientation that may be experienced as the co-habitation or sharing of 
space.”102 That is, in “turning” toward other subjects or objects, we establish 
reciprocal relationships that affect or “direct” the space that we inhabit as well. 
As Ahmed is quick to point out, however, this does not suggest that space is 
always relative to where I am situated, but rather points to the fact that “the 
social depends in part on agreement about how we measure space and time, 
which is why social conflict can often be experienced as being ‘out of time’ 
as well as ‘out of place’ with others.”103 Thus, any attempt to posit the instal-
lation as an instance where we may share a space with others and become part 
of a temporary viewing collective must also take into account the moments of 
discomfort that may arise in such an environment, whether they are the result 
of people coming and going or amount to an insecurity in terms of where to 
look or where to position ourselves. Furthermore, in the case of Intercourses, 
disorientation or feeling “out of place” plays an essential part of the work it-
self. Circling around the city in an endless stroll, the wandering man inhabits 
an in-between or a non-place, located somewhere between Hangzhou and 
Paris and the spectators in turn reenact this displacement in a looped excava-
tion of the exhibition site.  

Ahmed’s account of a queer phenomenology offers productive ways of 
thinking about a scenario in which disorientation might enable us to come to-
gether by “[facing] a different way”104 and it is this kind of dislocated and 
disruptive gathering, I argue, that makes up the “momentary groupings” in the 
gallery. What is important to remember here is that the distractions and unreg-

                                                   
100 Balsom, Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art, 19. One may consider the extent to which 
the rapid growth of social media in the last decade or so has altered these conditions. I address 
these issues more extensively in chapter three. 
101 Sara Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology: Orientations, Objects, Others (Durham and London: 
Duke University Press, 2006), 6. 
102 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 54. 
103 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 2-3, 12-13. 
104 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 24. 
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ulated viewing patterns of film installation are not unwanted side effects re-
sulting in an inferior kind of cinematic output, but are part and parcel of the 
viewing experience and establish an alternative social arena in the form of a 
relational space that thrives on criticality, uncertainty, and contingency rather 
than on unquestioned collectivity. The provisional nature of this gesture is also 
key to unlocking the political potential of the migratory aesthetics that are in-
herent to Just’s installation. 

Migratory Aesthetics 
Mieke Bal and Miguel Á. Hernández-Navarro’s conceptualization of a migra-
tory culture starts from their firm belief in the political potential of instability 
and what they, with reference to Chantal Mouffe and Jacques Rancière, term 
productive tension. They treat migratory culture not as a theme or a topic but 
as “an ideal lens through which we can perceive the exclusive nature of … 
consensus.”105 Their main concern is to highlight the political spaces of art by 
focusing on art’s “staging” of tension, creating “a platform with which we can 
situate ourselves in that transit from one place and time to another, as a per-
manent state of impermanence.”106 Central to their theory is art’s materiality 
and its presumed overcoming of distance. Bal expands on these ideas in an 
earlier text in which she positions migratory aesthetics next to other relational 
theories of art, among them Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics.107 By focusing 
on inherent tension and instability, migratory aesthetics could be understood 
as an ideal counterpart to Bourriaud’s theory, which was criticized for mind-
lessly advocating collectivity and co-existence in an exclusive and apolitical 
culture of consensus. Bal’s description of the concept does, however, reveal 
similar traits to relational aesthetics in the sense that it sets up “an active in-
terface between viewer and artwork” and rests on an understanding of migra-
tory aesthetics “as a constructive focus of an aesthetics that does not leave the 
viewer, spectator, or user of art aloof and shielded, autonomous and in charge 
of the aesthetic experience.”108 Bal thus uses the word migratory in very broad 
terms, coupling it with mobility in a highly general sense, rather than with 
actual migrants. As Anne Ring Petersen points out, this vagueness “sets limits 

                                                   
105 Mieke Bal and Miguel Á. Hernández-Navarro, “Introduction,” in Art and Visibility in Mi-
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to the usefulness of the concept as an analytical tool.”109 Although I concur 
with Petersen that Bal does not offer a steady definition of the term (at one 
point even referring to it as a “non-concept”110), I argue that it gains specificity 
in relation to the site of reception, in the spaces of art where we may tempo-
rarily share a space with others. 

When taking part in Intercourses we are confronted with images of spatial 
inconsistencies, which contribute to the understanding of the city as an in-
between or a non-place. However, while the city is void of people, images of 
clothes hung out to dry indicate that this place is also someone’s home. These 
pieces of private property seem out of sync with the impersonal architectural 
investigation carried out by the camera and contribute to the construction of 
an unstable place, a grey area. The installation troubles the borders between 
the familiar and the unknown in its reorganization of our preconceived notions 
about a particular site or location. Considering Kwon’s theorization of site 
specificity as a notion that has literally lost its ground in favor of a more fluid 
and discursive understanding of the term, migratory aesthetics is a valuable 
concept for dealing with art practices that contribute to such an unfixed inter-
pretation of the meaning of location. For this reason, it seems strange perhaps 
that Bal considers art’s materiality to be so central to her understanding of the 
concept, even arguing that “since art making is a material practice, there is no 
such thing as site-unspecific art.”111 On second thought, however, Bal’s con-
viction has to be read in tandem with the performative qualities of the staging 
of “little resistances,” which depend on proximity. In this sense, and as I take 
it, materiality need not be the determining factor of the artwork itself, but ra-
ther is shaped in the spaces of art, the “domains of agency.”112 An in-between 
site is by nature relational and in the gallery the spectator becomes the insti-
gator of that relation. In transit “from one place and time to another,” the 
viewer embodies the platform from which those “little resistances” may be-
come realized. 

Turning now to a very different kind of film installation, I will continue to 
focus on the relation between the projected image and its off-screen surround-
ings and the restructuring of space that it produces from the point of view of 
the embodied spectator. Confronted with the limits of representation in docu-
mentary images that denote violence and death, the viewer’s place in Richard 
Mosse’s The Enclave is further problematized as it pushes us to the edges of 
the visible in a secluded location. 
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Framing Violence in Richard Mosse’s The Enclave 
The Enclave is a six-channel film installation shot in eastern DR Congo where 
filmmaker Richard Mosse, composer Ben Frost and cinematographer Trevor 
Tweeten travelled with armed rebel groups in order to document an “invisible” 
war. Framed as images from inside a war zone, the installation is presented as 
a unique insight into a violent and brutal conflict that remains largely out of 
sight to the outside world. As to be expected from such imagery these are 
scenes of atrocity, but the images are also highly aestheticized and signify a 
radical departure from the conventional sparse aesthetics usually associated 
with war reportage. Mosse has used an obsolete 16mm film stock that was 
originally employed by the US military in the 1940s to expose camouflage. 
This film “registers the invisible spectrum of infrared light reflected by the 
chlorophyll in green plants,” causing the foliage to come out in strikingly in-
tense nuances of pink.113 The almost neon pink color radiates from the screens 
and blends beautifully with blackened roads and lakes of clear blue water. 
Embedding nature in lavish shades of cerise, the images attain an almost paint-
erly quality, echoing the dramatic landscape views that occupied painters in 
the nineteenth century. Lasting for almost forty minutes and exhibited in a 
continuous loop, the installation is demanding in duration as well as in format. 
All of the six screens are suspended from the ceiling and are double-sided. 
Four of the screens create an enclosed rectangular space in the middle of the 
exhibition room that the spectator can step into, while the remaining two 
screens are situated on either side of the room. There is no given pattern sug-
gesting which screen will show what. Rather, the structure changes throughout 
and sometimes one or several of the screens turn black. The room is dark and 
the soundtrack composed by Frost is prominent and consists of a combination 
of sounds recorded on location and electronic sound effects. 

                                                   
113 Marie Laurberg, “The Invisible War,” exhibition poster for The Enclave by Richard Mosse 
at Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, February 5 – May 25, 2015. 
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Figure 6: The Enclave, Richard Mosse 
Courtesy: Louisiana Museum of Modern Art. 
Photo: Poul Buchard / Brøndum & Co. 
 

The Enclave starts off on a boat ride and continues deep into the bushes, 
following rebel groups who move confidently through the terrain. The camera 
moves steadily forward, at times with increasing speed and intensity. When 
the installation has run its course, we have visited deserted settlements and an 
internally displaced persons’ camp as well as what appears to be a local talent 
show. We have witnessed a burial, the relocation of a wooden house made 
possible through manual labor, and the delivery of a baby through C-section. 
We have lingered on beautiful views of the landscape and on one particularly 
serene occasion we have become bystanders to someone washing their clothes 
in the glistening Lac Vert, accompanied by a local lullaby that interrupts the 
turbulent flow of sounds that otherwise govern the soundtrack.114  But perhaps 
above all else, we have experienced the horrors of war in the form of dead 
bodies. In sweeping motions, the camera moves through the terrain and does 
not stop at the limits of what we bear to witness. Dead bodies are dispersed in 
the grass-covered grounds; they are left to decay on open roads and in villages. 
Referencing that which resists representation, these veritable traces of vio-
lence denote a place where brutality has become a part of everyday life. Where 
                                                   
114 A translation of the song’s lyrics is available to the visitor in the exhibition poster, revealing 
the horrendous conditions that are inscribed in this sweet little tune as it recounts the refugee’s 
despair in terms of hunger, thirst and disease, as well as the imminent threat of death, by knives 
or by gunshot. “Give thanks to God for still being alive” is the phrase that recurs throughout 
the song. 
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is our place in front of such images and how may we begin to understand them 
in relation to our own position in front of the screens? 

The installation is exhibited in tandem with a separate work consisting of 
still images taken in the same area, using the same infrared film, and these 
photographs occupy the first of the two exhibition rooms. These images are 
not as overtly horrendous as the ones that appear in the film installation. 
Mostly, they show stunning views of landscapes bathed in pink. To fully grasp 
their content, the viewer must step up close, take in the details and read the 
captions, which situate the photographs in a larger context in which industrial 
production exploits nature and supports military interests. These landscapes 
hold valuable minerals that are extracted by artisanal miners who are forced 
to pay taxes to the rebels while unsustainable charcoal production leads to the 
demolition of forests. The photographs also depict civilian settlements that 
have been swiftly abandoned due to territorial conflicts between various 
armed groups and the national army. This information is, however, largely 
external to the images and does not form part of the initial impression of the 
photographs. Directly upon entering, the museum visitor is invited to take a 
free poster home with them, which means that visitors who have not yet seen 
the installation and who are by then surrounded by large-scale, colorful pho-
tographs of beautiful and exotic landscapes are enticed to act on the invitation 
without second thought. There are two versions to choose from. One shows a 
man, his back to the camera, leaning his weapon on his shoulder while grab-
bing the arm of someone who is located outside of the frame. The other poster 
shows a man in frontal view whose head and face are covered with plants, 
perhaps as a means of camouflage. As those who continued into the installa-
tion eventually realized, these images reference an intangible conflict that has 
cost millions of lives. The effect of this arrangement is striking; as the rebels 
on-screen cling to their weapons, the spectators cling to their rolled up posters. 
Whether this should be read as an overt museum marketing scheme or as a 
tactic courtesy of the filmmaker who considers beauty to be “the sharpest tool 
in the box” when it comes to engaging the spectator in ethical issues is perhaps 
less important than considering how the fusion of these two distinctly separate 
spheres affects the reception of the images.115  

In the first scenario, there is a sharp sensation of cynicism as the posters 
become a token of the greed that westerners can afford themselves while oth-
ers live and perish in despair. Looking at it from another perspective, however, 
and following Jacques Rancière’s discussion of “the intolerable image,” it can 
be argued that the experience of the work in this particular set-up establishes 
a productive turn of expectations in which “a new landscape of the possible” 

                                                   
115 Frieze, “Richard Mosse: The Impossible Image,” accessed April 4, 2015, 
https://frieze.com/media/richard-mosse-impossible-image/. 
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becomes within reach.116 But in this case it is not only the meaning of the 
images that bears the anticipation that Rancière deems essential to such an 
outcome, but also the framing of the projection site in critical proximity to the 
commercial forces that have made the gift shop a central part of the museum 
experience. That is, the images that make up the exhibition draw closer and 
leave a more sustainable mark because they are initially understood merely as 
aesthetically appealing within a commercialized sphere. The spectator be-
comes enmeshed in a complex ethical situation that revolves around image 
consumption and guilt and which actualizes the contrasting incentives in-
volved in their taking a piece of the installation home with them. Although the 
political potential of this position should not be overestimated (there is, after 
all, a substantial leap from increased awareness to action or activism), this 
strategy does, however, contribute to a collapse of the distance between the 
lived reality of the viewer and the real that informs the images. In this partic-
ular context, then, the unstable status of the posters as material objects or cul-
tural artifacts in circulation helps to realize the “productive tension” that Bal 
and Hernández-Navarro deem central to migratory culture and the subsequent 
enactment of “little resistances.” 

Inhabiting an “Ethical Space” 
Although there are climactic passages in the juxtaposition of images appearing 
on separate screens, there is no explicit narrative structure at work in The En-
clave. There are, however, moments when there is a kind of staging of events 
– for example, when the rebels enact the seizing of a village or when they 
engage in what appears to be an inauguration ritual or some kind of spiritual 
cleansing. In these instances, the rebels become performative agents, assum-
ing poses and gesturing in front of the camera. Mosse has described their re-
lation to the camera as ambivalent, stating that they were “deeply defiant” 
toward it, while simultaneously exposing this kind of performative behav-
ior.117 This ambivalence is also present in some of the sequences that include 
children. Their faces express both anticipation and bewilderment at the sight 
of the camera team. In one particularly telling passage, a child runs away from 
the camera but suddenly changes his mind and starts to clap his hands and 
dance instead, acting out his own little performance in front of the lens. In 
what appears to be a talent show or a beauty pageant, there are also instances 
of performance and posing, but in these images the camera is not the prime 
receiver of the spectacle as the competitors are rather acting out in front of the 
jury or the audience that has gathered in the auditorium. This passage also 

                                                   
116 Jacques Rancière, The Emancipated Spectator, trans. Gregory Elliott (London and New 
York: Verso, 2009), 103. 
117 “Richard Mosse: The Impossible Image,” https://frieze.com/media/richard-mosse-impossi-
ble-image/. 
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deviates from the more explicit images of the consequences of war that govern 
the installation and gives us a rare glimpse of an event that we are familiar 
with and can relate to from our own experience. There is, however, no con-
viviality involved in these images and the presence of camouflage-covered 
men in the jury speaks for itself. The prominent role of the soundtrack is also 
underlined here as the music performed on stage is ignored in favor of an om-
inous ringing drone sound. The promise of familiarity is thus abruptly with-
drawn and we are left wondering how this event came into being and in whose 
interest.  

Occasionally, the sound is synchronized with the images and sometimes 
we hear voices but they are often muddled with other sounds, creating a fleet-
ing and chaotic soundscape in stark opposition to the documentary testimonial 
tradition. In addition, the absence of subtitles ensures that the words we do 
manage to make out remain foreign to most of us. In this sense, the installa-
tion’s depiction of perpetrators and victims of war could be perceived as prob-
lematic since it does not offer the subjects it portrays a voice of their own. Our 
inability to make sense of the voices we hear and the absence of an explanatory 
narrative that sets the record straight for us (we are never told who the rebels 
are and which military group they belong to or how they are connected to the 
lifeless bodies that are depicted in the installation) results in instability and 
disorientation, rather than increased understanding.118 Gunshots, distorted 
noise from walkie-talkies and other kinds of natural and electronic sounds 
blend and turn the exhibition space into an audiovisual landscape that encloses 
the viewer in the location that it represents. In this environment, the traces of 
violence and death leave their mark on the sensing body of the spectator as he 
or she comes to inhabit what Sobchack has described as an “ethical space” 
that “takes on the contours of the actual events that occur within it and the 
actions that make it cinematically visible” and that is determined in equal 
measure by “immediate encounter and mediated action.”119 As such, the ethi-
cal space encompasses both the filmmaker and the viewer and highlights the 
referentiality of the image in relation to the conditions of its production as well 
as its reception. 

Discussing documentary images, Sobchack suggests that death brings us to 
the edge of representation. Beyond the limits of the visible, “it can only be 
pointed toward, the terminus of its indexical sign forever offscreen, forever 
out of sight.”120 In The Enclave, what is seen and what remains out of view is 
                                                   
118 Butler’s analysis of The Enclave provides more background information about the conflict 
and how it is portrayed in the installation. It also includes a consideration of how the work has 
been received in reviews and critical discourse. Discussing two different versions of the instal-
lation (Venice and London), her account relies on repeated visits and suggests an inherent 
chronological structure to the work, which sets it apart from my reading. Butler, Displacements, 
116-124. 
119 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 255. 
120 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 233. 
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not only made central in the installation’s technological basis through the de-
ployment of a film designed to detect what camouflage had once made invis-
ible, but is also present in the attempt to document an “unseen” war. The di-
vide between visibility and what is impossible to register is also realized quite 
literally in the exhibition space. The staging of the installation makes it im-
possible to take all six screens into account at the same time, which means that 
the unfolding of the work becomes dependent on where the spectator is situ-
ated at a given moment. This in itself is not unique because, as Ahmed tells 
us, this relational structure is also a basic condition of perception itself. Ref-
erencing Edmund Husserl, she explains how objects are never apprehended in 
their entirety, but come into view in segments as we move around them: “what 
we do not see (say, the back or side of the object), is hidden from view and 
can only be intended.”121 In the installation we must “intend” the other side of 
the screens, much as we must intend or imagine what life is like beyond the 
screen, in DR Congo. The projection site, then, becomes infused with the doc-
umentary pull of the images and the immediacy of this encounter, I would 
argue, is pushed to the forefront in the installation format because it forces the 
viewer to relate physically to the spatial organization of the screens, creating 
a direct and bodily encounter with the images. This encounter also involves a 
certain degree of performativity as we simultaneously take into account the 
movement of others. 

Staying in Line, Getting in Place 
Ahmed explains how becoming part of a community involves “follow[ing] the 
line that is followed by others,” resulting in a “collective direction.” These 
lines, in turn, “depend on the repetition of norms and conventions, of routes 
and paths taken, but they are also created as an effect of this repetition.”122 The 
requirement that demands that the subject of a community gets “in line” is a 
reflection of this structure. In the installation, the viewer may be explicitly 
directed to turn a certain way because the staging of the work demands a cer-
tain pattern of interaction, but he or she might also be inadvertently influenced 
by the paths taken by others. In Ahmed’s view, groups come into being 
through this kind of “shared direction toward an object,” the object itself being 
“an effect of the repetition of the orientation toward ‘it’.”123 However, in The 
Enclave (as in many film installations), devoting attention to or facing one 
screen also means turning your back to another. In this sense, then, there is an 
inherent tension in how temporary viewing communities are constructed in 
these instances – that is, there is no natural “destination” that we as an audi-
ence collective can direct ourselves toward. For example, even though four of 

                                                   
121 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 37. 
122 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 15-16. 
123 Ahmed, Queer Phenomenology, 117, 119. 
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the screens in The Enclave were arranged so that viewers could step inside of 
the rectangular structure that they formed, during my visit very few actually 
did venture into this space. In addition, the installation is marked in equal 
measure by those who do not get “in line” – the people who block our view or 
converse loudly and the people who come and go. Julian Hanich has explored 
the collective experience of watching films in a conventional cinema setting 
and argues that the shared and silent attention toward a single object creates a 
“we-intention to watch the film together.”124 Positing these particularities 
against what he considers to be the individualistic gallery experience, he ar-
gues that the latter is unable to instigate this kind of “joint action.” On the 
contrary, I argue that the disruptive elements of the installation are an effect 
of the gallery being a social space in the first place, a place in which we are 
forced to interact with others, and possibly find a platform from which we may 
relate to each other and act in “momentary groupings.” As such, the gallery 
experience complicates any straightforward notion of collectivity by making 
viewers aware of their own spectatorial behavior, which paves the way for an 
understanding of “joint action” as a continuous reevaluation of what is before 
(or behind) us. 

Mirroring what Kwon describes as the “unhinging” of place in site-specific 
art practices, Butler has identified what she terms “a deictic turn” within gal-
lery film and video installation, within which the treatment of space and loca-
tion has become increasingly intricate and multifaceted.125 She argues con-
vincingly that the spatial reconfigurations that inform these works are an effect 
of their interdisciplinary nature (in between cinema and the art world) and that 
the displacement that they stage reflects a contemporary globalized culture in 
which new media offer novel ways of relating to space as a virtual category. 
Using deixis as a tool to analyze their merging of referential and actual space, 
Butler’s account seeks novel ways of dealing with the interplay between the 
film and the gallery context. Discussing deixis in film she references Mary 
Ann Doane’s account of indexicality in relation to medium specificity, in 
which the deictic is exemplified by the pointing finger that marks the limits of 
the frame by indicating something that lies beyond its scope. The frame, then, 
becomes “the cinematic equivalent of the ‘this’,” that is “a specific and singu-
lar object or situation, comprehensible only within the given discourse.”126 
Unlike the trace that invokes a presence of an absence (Barthes’s ça-a-été), 
deixis relies on the specificities of a given moment to make sense. In this way, 
Doane points out, it is connected to presence. “This” can only be understood 
in relation to something else. As such, the trace and the deictic comprise two 

                                                   
124 Julian Hanich, “Watching a Film with Others: Towards a Theory of Collective Spectator-
ship,” Screen 55, no. 3 (Autumn 2014): 350. 
125 Butler, “A Deictic Turn,” 305-323. 
126 Mary Ann Doane, “The Indexical and the Concept of Medium Specificity,” Differences 18, 
no. 1 (2007): 134, 140. 
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opposing dimensions of the index.127 In The Enclave, “this” points to where 
death happens (beyond the visible), but it is also connected to the “here” of 
the body, firmly situated in the here and now of the projection site. In this 
sense, Sobchack’s understanding of death as being “forever offscreen” is di-
rectly related to the lived body of the viewer and the “ethical space” that he or 
she inhabits.128 This urges the viewer to imagine what lies beyond the screen 
and to reflect upon his or her position in front of those images as well as the 
borders that separate them. 

Like Intercourses, The Enclave premiered at the 55th Venice Biennale in 
2013 where it was exhibited in the Irish pavilion. Following the “social turn” 
within contemporary installation art and the “deictic turn” that Butler attrib-
utes to contemporary gallery film, this coincidence could perhaps be under-
stood to signal an ongoing “locational turn” within film installation in which 
the representation of foreign and unstable places are “brought home” in the 
embodied here and now of the site of exhibition. As we have seen, the con-
struction of space in film installation is also dependent on the performative 
and provisional gatherings that take place in front of the screens. Bourriaud’s 
ideas about the exhibition as a “social interstice” and the gallery as an “‘arena 
of exchange’” are productive in this context because they refuse to see the 
spaces of art in isolation from the outside world, but they are hardly unprece-
dented.129 For instance, video and performance artist Vito Acconci suggested 
in an article in 1980 that “the gallery … could be thought of as a community 
meeting-place, a place where a community could be formed, where a commu-
nity could be called to order, called to a particular purpose.”130 With regard to 
The Enclave this “particular purpose” could be thought of in terms of exposing 
the lived reality behind an unseen war, while in Intercourses it entails finding 
models for intersubjective encounters in an otherwise unstable world. It is not 
surprising, then, if contemporary art practices have abandoned the geograph-
ical marker of the site in favor of a socially informed understanding of the 
word. But a locational turn also raises questions about referentiality and posits 
art as a mediator in the overcoming of distances. The representational medium 
of film is perhaps particularly well suited for realizing these criteria while the 
embodied displacement of the installation format ensures that the construction 
of temporary viewing collectives is continuously reenacted.  

                                                   
127 Doane, “The Indexical and the Concept of Medium Specificity,” 136. 
128 Sobchack, Carnal Thoughts, 233. 
129 Bourriaud, Relational Aesthetics, 16, 18. 
130 Vito Acconci as cited in Amelia Jones, “The 1970s ‘Situation’ and Recent Installation: Jo-
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2. Animating the Archival: The Gallery as a 
Site for Memory Work 

While the preceding chapter explored embodied displacement in film instal-
lation and was focused on determining how spatial arrangements structure the 
viewing experience, this chapter directs attention to how contemporary ar-
chival art practices make use of the gallery as a shared space for reviewing the 
past in the present. Starting from Hal Foster’s seminal article on the archival 
impulse from 2004, I consider how the archival document is brought to life in 
a gallery context, departing from two case studies.131 In my discussion of Leb-
anese artist Akram Zaatari’s exhibition Unfolding (Moderna Museet, Stock-
holm, 2015) I demonstrate how narrative strategies and framing devices 
within and external to the exhibited material enable a shift from indexical au-
thenticity and a linear understanding of history to an affective and personal 
encounter with the archival document, generated by its reanimation in the gal-
lery. Turning then to Indonesian-Australian Fiona Tan’s Geography of Time 
(Museet for samtidskunst, Oslo, 2015-2016), I discuss the staging of private 
photo albums in the public space of the gallery and consider the significance 
of the notion of the in-between as a spectatorial position typically associated 
with the gallery experience as well as a liminal state that is probed within the 
artworks themselves. Even though their points of departure are different, both 
exhibitions bring questions about ownership and identity to the fore and direct 
our attention to how photography and film are formative in the production and 
reproduction of cultural memory. The reuse of images and the “reanimation” 
of the archival object turns the gallery into a possible site for public memory 
work, reminding us of how a conflicted past reverberates in the present. 

Archival Art Practices 
Since the beginning of the 2000s, a significant number of installation artists 
have turned to the archive as an unstable entity or body of knowledge to be 
reinvestigated within the walls of the gallery. For Foster, this archival impulse, 
as he calls it, involves an increased concern with the materiality of the archival 
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object and should be viewed in tandem with a will to affectively engage view-
ers and to construct alternative and idiosyncratic collections that are open to 
“critical revisions.” Within this tendency, Foster identifies an urge to “relate” 
rather than to “totalize” and a need to bring forth “a gesture of alternative 
knowledge or counter-memory.”132 Rather than preserving a static record of 
the past for the indefinite future, these artists regularly question the legitimacy 
of the archival document by opening it up to new and future interpretations, 
accentuating that meaning is continuously produced in the present. Foster also 
takes note of the “quasi-archival logic” that regularly permeates these works. 
Archival art practices are, however, diverse and difficult to order into a coher-
ent category. They range from the remodeling of preexisting archives to the 
creation of alternative, unofficial archives and the adoption of archival princi-
ples in the formal structure of an artwork. They also include appropriations of 
photographic records or cinematic material that in Foster’s description are 
“drawn from the archives of mass culture, to ensure a legibility that can then 
be disturbed or detourné.”133 Within the archival impulse there is also an evi-
dent interest in the materiality of the image and a prominent need to reflect on 
the technological basis of the visual material as it changes over time. This 
desire is especially pronounced in one of the two case studies that I will be 
discussing here. In the case of installation, the issue of the archive is also en-
forced, simply because installations are ephemeral art events that rely heavily 
on photographic documentation for their distribution across the art world. That 
is, installation works are dependent on various kinds of visual reproduction in 
order to live beyond their short life span in the gallery and, hence, form ar-
chives of their own (I will return to this issue in chapter four). Some artists, 
such as Christian Boltanski, have also pursued self-archiving by using archival 
methods such as listing, resulting in artworks that both document and further 
add to their ongoing artistic practice.134 The “archival” in these instances is 
thus a multifaceted phenomenon that takes place on several levels and as-
sumes various shapes and forms depending on context. 

Even though Foster’s essay pinpointed an ongoing surge, the incorporation 
of archival material or the adoption of archival principles is far from a new 
phenomenon. From a film historical point of view, found footage and compi-
lation films are obvious points of reference that stretch over several genres, 
avant-garde or experimental film and documentary being the most relevant 
ones in this context. In particular, the examples that I discuss in this chapter 
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illustrate a growing rapprochement between moving image art and contempo-
rary experimental documentary practices. By appropriating archival material 
they face similar ethical dilemmas that have formed the basis of discussions 
on the exploitation of the documentary subject.135 In their treatment of family 
photographs these examples also tie into issues previously explored in schol-
arship on home movies and amateur filmmaking while also adding to autoeth-
nographic approaches to family images as presented in the work of Annette 
Kuhn, for example.136 

From an art historical perspective, the recycling and reassembling of im-
ages and objects can be traced back to Dadaist collage and Surrealist assem-
blage. Aby Warburg’s uncompleted Mnemosyne Atlas (1924–1929) is another 
historical point of reference, particularly as it is regularly positioned next to 
Gerhard Richter’s Atlas project initiated in the 1960s. Marcel Duchamp’s 
Boîte-en-valise from the 1930s is often mentioned as an early example of an 
archival artwork, as it gathers reproductions of his previous works in order to 
reflect on his artistic production, while also considering the relationship be-
tween original and copy. Marcel Broodthaers and his Musée d’Art Moderne, 
Département des Aigles, meanwhile, is one of the most prominent examples 
from the late 1960s and a recurring point of reference in discussions on ar-
chival art. In this series of installations, Broodthaers created his own museum 
which included multiple sections, the most well-known of these being the Sec-
tion des Figures, in which he displayed various manifestations of an eagle in 
order to shed light on the traditional ordering of knowledge represented by the 
museum and the possible consequences of such a categorization praxis.  

Indeed, historically, artistic probing of the archive has often been coupled 
with institutional critique. Archival art practices must therefore be understood 
against this background – as caught up in the structures that enable them and 
as running parallel with theoretical reinvestigations of the concept of the ar-
chive as discursively determined. Even though contemporary archival art 
practices are less prone to critically direct attention to the institution as such 
(“that that the museum has been ruined as a coherent system in a public sphere 

                                                   
135 Michael Renov, writing about documentary as art, has proposed that while contemporary 
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is generally assumed, not triumphally proclaimed or melancholically pon-
dered,” Foster says137), I would argue that the legibility and context provided 
by the institution persists and has contributed to the momentum that archival 
art continues to hold. The archival impulse identified by Foster in the begin-
ning of the twenty-first century should also be viewed in tandem with a gen-
eral concern for the epistemological function of the archive when entering into 
the digital era. That archival artists working with film or photography regu-
larly address the material status of the image and show interest in its techno-
logical base is a reflection of this condition. In the gradual disintegration of 
the analogue image there is tangible proof of an era left behind.  

The concept of the archive, for all its inclination toward factuality and ra-
tionality, is always also bound up with personal experience. For this reason, 
the archival belongs to the public domain as much as to the private realm and 
it is frequently the inherent tension between the two that is made manifest in 
archival art, and particularly so I would say in a gallery setting. This is because 
the gallery restructures viewing conventions, especially when it comes to fam-
ily pictures that were meant for an intimate setting. Here, the family album 
transgresses the privacy of an inner sphere to become a collective and shared 
memory experience. In such cases, the framing that the institutional context 
provides is not inessential. In the ambivalence between the shared experience 
and an individual response, the gallery as a social space makes itself known 
as a co-editor of meaning. 

The title of this chapter suggests an animation of the archival within the 
walls of the gallery. By animation I mean the activation of the archival docu-
ment, often starting from personal recollection processes in the form of 
memory work.138 The memory work that is carried out here takes place on 
several levels. It involves the artistic staging of the archival and exists in the 
framed documents and objects that are disclosed in the exhibition but it also 
includes the viewers’ joint effort in approaching and interpreting this material 
in relation to their own personal experiences. The animation of the archival in 
this context opens up a room of possibility that takes shape in conjunction with 
the viewer’s imagination and which resists closure. In this way, the gallery 
spatializes the existential and political complexity of the archival image. 
Through these animated records of the past we may begin to grasp the intri-
cacy of what they reference – not necessarily in the larger historical context, 
                                                   
137 Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” 5. 
138 In my use of the term I draw from Annette Kuhn’s definition of memory work as “an active 
practice of remembering which takes an inquiring attitude towards the past and the activity of 
its (re)construction through memory. Memory work undercuts assumptions about the transpar-
ency or the authenticity of what is remembered, treating it not as ‘truth’ but as evidence of a 
particular sort: material for interpretation, to be interrogated, mined for its meanings and its 
possibilities. Memory work is a conscious and purposeful staging of memory.” Annette Kuhn, 
“A Journey Through Memory,” in Memory and Methodology, ed. Susannah Radstone (London 
and New York: Bloomsbury Academic, 2000), 186. 



55 

but perhaps more importantly, for the individuals who live through the effects 
of the events that these images reference, on a daily basis. 

Framing the Archival in Akram Zaatari’s Unfolding 

With time, the image of digging became emblematic of my work, my interest 
in excavation, unearthing documents. I am a curious person, and my curiosity 
reaches out to others’ social spaces and other time spaces. In this sense, what I 
am doing has more to do with the present than with the past.139 

 
Lebanese artist Akram Zaatari’s oeuvre most definitely forms part of the ar-
chival tendency that Foster outlines. He is a founding member of the Arab 
Image Foundation (AIF), an organization dedicated to collecting and research-
ing photographic images from the Arab region and his works often depart from 
or deal explicitly with the aftermaths of the Lebanese Civil War by probing 
and rearticulating the mediated history of the region and shedding light on 
minor histories that are located outside of public records. As other scholarly 
contributions have made clear, Zaatari is not alone in examining the specifics 
of the Lebanese context using archival strategies that undermine indexical 
promises. Anthony Downey suggests that “the often elided distinction be-
tween fact and fiction has become something of a genre in contemporary Leb-
anese visual culture, as has the sense that meaning, even for those who expe-
rienced the civil war at first hand, remains elusive and often disinclined to 
emerge from within traditional narratives.”140 T.J. Demos has made a similar 
observation, pointing to how Lebanese artists since the civil war have investi-
gated memory and critically interrogated the mechanisms of the archive in 
order to counteract “a culture of forgetting.”141 That archival art practices from 
this area are interlinked with finding ways of coping with personal trauma by 
resisting traditional representational strategies and instead produce alternative 
memory documents that resonate with a shared sentiment of the past is symp-

                                                   
139 Akram Zaatari as cited in Chad Elias, “The Libidinal Archive: A Conversation with Akram 
Zaatari,” Tate Papers no. 19 (Spring 2013), accessed November 30, 2017, 
http://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/19/the-libidinal-archive-a-conversa-
tion-with-akram-zaatari/. 
140 Anthony Downey, “Contingency, Dissonance and Performativity: Critical Archives and 
Knowledge Production in Contemporary Art,” in Dissonant Archives: Contemporary Visual 
Culture and Contested Narratives in the Middle East, ed. Anthony Downey (London: I.B. Tau-
ris & Co., 2015), 102. 
141 T.J. Demos, The Migrant Image: The Art and Politics of Documentary during Global Crisis 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 2013), 180-182. 
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tomatic of the “affective historiography” that archival art practices may gen-
erate.142 It is, however, important to underline that these artists’ purposeful 
(and at times playful) investigation of the borders between fact and fiction is 
also a response to an actual situation in which visual evidence is scarce. There-
fore, the use of fragments and the tendency toward non-representation should 
not only be regarded as a formal or stylistic choice but also as an artistic ap-
proach born out of necessity. 

Zaatari’s Unfolding is what we may refer to as a hybrid exhibition in the 
sense that it includes several different media and makes use of various exhi-
bition formats.143 The exhibition can be divided into two separate but interre-
lated parts. The first part explores the photographic collection of the Sheh-
razade Studio in the Lebanese city Saida, which is the life work of professional 
photographer Hashem el Madani. The second part is constituted by a film in-
stallation that I will discuss in more detail further down. The Madani collec-
tion is part of the Arab Image Foundation’s holdings and has been an object 
of study for Zaatari since the late 1990s. Ernst van Alphen underlines the im-
portance of the work carried out by the foundation, stating that “until AIF 
started to collect these images and negatives, the photographic practices of 
these commercial studios was [sic] largely invisible because they were not 
included in the public register of archivable knowledge.”144 Zaatari’s explora-
tion of Madani’s practice can therefore be seen as an oppositional gesture 
against the official or publicly sanctioned selection of images that denote the 
past. Zaatari has described Madani’s studio in terms of a theater, a place where 
people could come and try out different identities. It is little surprising that 
these types of images, which include subjects posing with various props or 
cross-dressing, remain outside of the domains of the public archive.145 In the 
Unfolding exhibition, however, it is the technology that enabled Madani’s 
practice and which conditions the present status of the collection that forms 
the primary focus. 

The exhibition presents us with analogue projectors as well as digital trans-
fers from analogue film, video as well as digitally produced moving images, 
bulky television monitors as well as smooth projection surfaces. Thus, while 
Unfolding can be seen as an inventory or excavation of Madani’s photographic 
practice, it also stages an archaeology of the photographic medium and high-
lights the vulnerability of the archival document as a product of outmoded 
technology. This is perhaps most evident in the Twenty-Eight Nights and a 

                                                   
142 Anu Koivunen, “Affective Historiography: Archival Aesthetics and the Temporalities of 
Televisual Nation-Building,” International Journal of Communication 10 (2016): 5270-5283. 
143 Akram Zaatari, Unfolding, exhibited at Moderna Museet in Stockholm, March 7–August 
16, 2015. 
144 van Alphen, Staging the Archive, 229. 
145 “Akram Zaatari – Photographs, YouTube and Memory,” uploaded by TateShots July 21, 
2016, accessed January 2, 2018, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CsPfEwfXmuw/.  
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Poem series in which Zaatari explores material that has been damaged due to 
poor storage conditions. One example is a series of images of bodybuilders 
that Madani often got asked to make copies of, which is why he kept them out 
and accessible instead of storing them in metal boxes. This resulted in their 
premature deterioration. Unfolding includes one of those images, enlarged so 
as to fill a large portion of the wall. Covered in decay, the strained pose of the 
bodybuilder and his determined facial expression still stand out from the pho-
tograph’s decomposing surface. The series also includes a short film that Zaa-
tari made out of an expired Super 8 film stock that he found in Madani’s studio 
as well as a short “making-of” documentary in which the viewer is invited to 
take part in the production process. Three small-format screens mounted next 
to each other also form part of the series. They display cameras and other ob-
jects from the studio that are ordered in different ways – according to size or 
arranged so as to fill the entire screen.146 To further situate the viewer in the 
archival framework that the exhibition presupposes, three archival cabinets of 
the pre-digital era occupy the center of the exhibition space. As pillars of the 
traditional archive they function both as sculptural elements and as monu-
ments of an analogue era that is still very much alive and well within the em-
balming walls of the museum. 

Ownership and Narration 
Although the emphasis on materiality is appropriate and necessary given the 
archaeological framing of the exhibition, it also pushes questions regarding 
the images’ indexical status as well as their significance in a larger sociohis-
torical context to the periphery. The discrepancy between the material presen-
tation of the images and their testimonial function as figures of the past calls 
for further investigation. To begin with, the material that makes up the first 
part of Unfolding has undergone several transitions. The images have travelled 
from a local to a global context, from handicrafts to fine art objects and, not 
least, from a private to a public sphere. Together they present a cross-section 
of Madani’s photographic collection, but they also function as material traces 
of what constituted life in Saida in the 1940s and 1950s. Through Zaatari’s 
artistic practice their status as cultural memory documents has been made vis-
ible for a larger audience. Their narrative function is thus important to con-
sider here, not only to examine the referential status of the archival document 
in its own right, but also to uncover how it corresponds with the construction 
of a consistent exhibition theme. In my opinion, there is a general tendency in 
archival art practices to overlook the ways in which the material has been 

                                                   
146 A photographer’s tools (2010) and Many cameras to fill a frame (2010). The third screen 
displays images of a reel-to-reel tape recorder, a work entitled 1/4 inch reel playing Mohammed 
Abdel Wahab’s song “Fil Bahr” (2010). This tape recorder also plays a prominent role in the 
second part of the exhibition. 



58 

molded to cater to the artist’s intentions or to fit the hosting institution’s inter-
ests. The artistic intervention regularly takes precedence over the source ma-
terial. This sets the stage for an initiated and engaged interpretation of previ-
ously uncharted material, but it also risks producing an ahistorical account 
lacking in context, which falls short in addressing the ideological structures 
behind the material and in questioning its authority, which – assumedly – is 
the primary impetus behind the archival impulse to begin with. 

Zaatari does address this issue by placing an aging Madani next to his im-
ages, however. For instance, Madani appears in a film that Zaatari has shot 
where he has been instructed to position himself in the same manner that he 
asked his own family members to perform in front of the camera in their va-
cation films (which are also displayed in the exhibition). This mirrored gesture 
points to the performative elements in the films and images included in the 
exhibition.147 In addition, Zaatari’s presence in the exhibition testifies to an 
awareness of the difficulty of distancing himself from the material. A large 
projection area shows a short, looped sequence where Zaatari and Madani are 
seen watching a performance of Lebanese singer Melhem Barakat together on 
a laptop. Their gazes remain fixed on the screen and we cannot see the musical 
performance for ourselves, but we can certainly hear the music, as it travels 
across the entire exhibition space. By physically inscribing himself and 
Madani into the exhibition, Zaatari acknowledges the presence of both authors 
within the installation and actively reinstates their co-presence as producers 
of the material and as voices of authority. Although Zaatari has undoubtedly 
left his mark on and ultimately controls the selection of material and the omis-
sion of potential gaps, this inclusion brings our attention to the performative 
qualities inherent in the material itself (indeed, one could argue, to all archival 
material), as well as to Zaatari’s own artistic contribution. In addition, that 
Madani and Zaatari are present as observing agents in their own right indicates 
that they are also participants in the joint effort to gain access to and engage 
with the memory of a bygone era within the walls of the gallery. Along with 
the visitors they form part of what Jayce Salloum has referred to as “the ex-
tended archive,” which sets the archival material off in different directions.148  

                                                   
147 Zaatari has made other works that investigate the act of posing, such as The Vehicle (1999) 
and Another Resolution (1998), both of which are discussed in van Alphen, Staging the Archive, 
229-232. 
148 Jayce Salloum, “sans titre/untitled: Video Installation as an Active Archive,” in Projecting 
Migration: Transcultural Documentary Practice, ed. Alan Grossman and Áine O’Brien (Lon-
don and New York: Wallflower Press, 2007), 174. 
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Figure 7: Unfolding, Akram Zaatari 
Photo: Åsa Lundén / Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 
 

Questions about ownership are indeed central when staging a preexisting 
image collection and I would like to discuss this matter further by focusing on 
one of the images included in the exhibition that portrays a certain Mrs. 
Baqari. This woman was apparently photographed without her husband’s con-
sent, causing him to demand Madani to destroy the pictures, which he refused 
to do. He did, however, agree to scratch the negatives, forever leaving the 
husband’s mark on the portrait. The interference is violent and irreversible and 
acutely points to the conditions in which the image was conceived, creating a 
vivid historical link and a veritable imprint of the past. The scratched portrait 
also points to the precarious state of the source material and its openness to 
manipulation. But Mrs. Baqari’s portrait is also indicative of the significance 
of framing when it comes to presenting archival material in a gallery context. 
In this case, the story behind the image is presented to the viewer both in the 
image caption and in the exhibition folder. The indexical claim of the photo-
graph has thus been reinforced by the accompanying texts, creating a narrative 
that the viewer can hold on to when examining the truthfulness of the image. 
“Captions,” Tess Takahashi asserts, “seek to provide guarantees for images 
that have become detached from their material point of origin.”149 By anchor-
ing the image in textual background information, the photograph regains 
something of what has been lost in the transition. In this case, it also helps to 
establish a legible exhibition narrative that is relatively easily accessible to the 
gallery visitor. But the story about the scratched negatives actually tells us 
                                                   
149 Tess Takahashi, “Walid Ra’ad and The Atlas Group: The Photograph and the Archive in 
Experimental Documentary,” The Moving Image Review and Art Journal 2, no. 1 (2013): 74. 
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very little about Mrs. Baqari herself and her reasons for agreeing to have her 
picture taken, despite her husband’s potential objections. The image before us 
becomes proof of Madani’s salvaging act and visible evidence of the vulnera-
bility of the photographic record, while the narrative framing deems Mrs. 
Baqari’s intentions as inferior. This strategy strengthens the material presen-
tation of the image as it provides a direct explanation for its current status, but 
it fails to situate these facts in a larger socio-historical framework that ac-
counts for the social inequalities that the portrait represents. Mrs. Baqari did 
not own the right to have her picture taken, nor does she own the right to her 
portrait as it circulates across the globalized art sphere.  

 
Figure 8: Unfolding, Akram Zaatari 
Photo: Åsa Lundén / Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 
 

Nevertheless, the portrait seems in part to transgress the narrative frame-
work to which it has been attached. Unlike the more straightforward body-
builder image located next to it, it has an enigmatic quality that invites us to 
look beyond its scratched surface and to dig deeper into the fate of the woman 
in front of us. The portrait actualizes the uncertainty surrounding the archival 
document, its enthralling quality being a result of its indexical claim combined 
with our own imagination about things past. This ambivalence of the archival 
record is central in Jaimie Baron’s discussion of “the archive effect.” Writing 
about what she calls “appropriation film,” Baron argues that archival docu-
ments should be understood “as an experience of reception,” underlining how 
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they perform in relation to the spectator.150 This is important because it shifts 
attention from the factuality of the document to the receiving end, underlining 
the need to consider not only the truthfulness of the image but also “the ar-
chival” as contingent on the viewer’s assumptions and inferences in the mo-
ment of looking. It is only by considering how meaning is articulated in the 
present that we may begin to understand the promise of authenticity that the 
archival material brings. 

Opposing a strict division between archival footage as belonging to the 
realm of documentary and found footage to the sphere of experimental film, 
Baron suggests that “foundness” is rather a determining trait of all archival 
documents: 

This ‘foundness’ of the archival document exists in contradistinction to docu-
ments that we perceive as produced by the filmmaker specifically for a given 
film, and this sense of ‘foundness’ is integral to the experience of the archive 
effect. It is part of what lends the archival document in the appropriation film 
its aura of ‘authenticity’ and enhances its seemingly evidentiary value.151  

 
The archive effect hinges on this temporal gap between the past of the archival 
document and the present tense of the appropriation film – what Baron terms 
temporal disparity. This is different from the kind of archival art practice I am 
discussing here in which there is no such easily accessible distinction to be 
made between the artistic contribution and the archival material. In fact, al-
most all of the material in the first part of the Zaatari exhibition is presented 
as if it belongs to the sphere of what has been “found.” Furthermore, while 
Baron acknowledges that there are in fact three levels of temporal awareness 
involved in the experience of the archival document in appropriation film – 
“the ‘then’ of the archival footage, the ‘now’ of the production of the appro-
priation film, and the ‘now’ of watching the appropriation film” – she also 
maintains that the archive effect “is a function of the relationship between dif-
ferent elements of the same text, between a document placed within a new 
textual context, and not of the relationship between a text and the extratextual 
context in which it is shown.”152 What becomes clear when discussing these 
terms in relation to a gallery context is that it is difficult to make such clear-
cut distinctions between the intertextual realm and the extratextual infor-
mation that conditions the experience of the archive effect. However, given 
Baron’s emphasis on the archival as co-produced by the viewer, it seems rea-
sonable to consider in what ways the extratextual context does intervene and 

                                                   
150 Jaimie Baron, The Archive Effect: Found Footage and the Audiovisual Experience of His-
tory (London and New York: Routledge, 2014), 7. 
151 Baron, The Archive Effect, 17. 
152 Baron, The Archive Effect, 22. 
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shape our mediated encounter with the past. Therefore, I see potential for elab-
orating on Baron’s claims by discussing them in relation to the specificities 
that the site of exhibition brings. 

In addition to the separate but co-existing timeframes that generate tem-
poral disparity within the appropriation film, Baron also introduces the idea 
of an intentional disparity. This term acknowledges the original production 
context of the archival document, the traces of which remain in the form of “a 
previous intention” that is discernible in the material. Baron’s claim here is 
that we cannot disregard the original intention of the archival document and 
the fact that it came into being for a different purpose. In short, its meaning 
cannot be locked down or confined to the intention of the appropriation 
filmmaker: “Indeed, it is this sense of the document’s resistance to definitive 
comprehension that makes it perceived as intentionally disparate – and gives 
it its aura of evidentiary authority.”153 According to this line of reasoning, the 
element of uncertainty in the appropriated material somewhat paradoxically 
increases its truth claim. This could explain why there is such tension in the 
Baqari portrait. Despite narratological efforts to confine the significance of 
the portrait to its position within the Madani collection by foregrounding its 
material status, it is Mrs. Baqari’s story that in its inaccessibility charges the 
aesthetic experience with the contours of the past. What it offers is something 
above the ordinary. It is an image that despite its status as “useless” – as far as 
a portrait goes – has been considered worth keeping. Within the collection it 
has gained a safe space and via Zaatari’s exhibition it has also been invested 
with emotional significance. If objects that have been extracted from their 
original context in order to become museum artifacts are sometimes consid-
ered to be dead objects, this image has made a reversed journey. It is within 
the walls of the museum that Mrs. Baqari’s crossed over face comes to life 
once more and it is through the gallery visitors that the portrait reaches its full 
affective potential. 

Affective Responses and Emotional Truths 
In addition to the “archive effect,” Baron also attempts to account for the emo-
tional charge of the archival document that resists factual determinacy in terms 
of an “archive affect.” This is generated by certain appropriation films that 
refrain from presenting a totalizing account of historical events and instead 
present the viewer with the gaps of the archive. The archive affect comes into 
being as a result of our wish to emotionally engage with the past in the present, 
while at the same time realizing that what we see are mere glimpses of a larger 
picture that is forever out of our reach. As such, it is based in “the desire for 
presence …, for an awareness of the passage of time and the partiality of its 
remains, for an embodied experience of confronting what has been lost, and 
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the mortal human condition.”154 Baron emphasizes the affective potential of 
the archival record, even when we are faced with incompleteness or outright 
fabrications. In fact, it is the fragmentary nature of the archival document and 
its metonymic relationship to the world that is underlined here. Presence, in 
these cases, is more pronounced than meaning. This condition is exemplified 
and explained further by Bill Morrison’s found footage film Decasia: The 
State of Decay (2002), which makes use of partially decomposed moving im-
ages from nitrate-based films that were not properly preserved. Here, Baron 
suggests that the material status of the film actualizes the impossibility of 
grasping the past in its wholeness, leaving us with fragments that, in accord-
ance with Marks’s concept of haptic visuality, generate “a tactile and embod-
ied experience – the physical, material presence and disintegration of the 
(original) film strip.”155  

If we apply this reasoning to the Madani collection, an archive affect could 
be understood as stemming, in part, from the fragile state that the material 
included in this part of the exhibition is presented in, particularly the works 
that compose the aforementioned Twenty-Eight Nights and a Poem series. 
Here we find several examples of images that have been permanently dam-
aged but which still can offer us a glimpse of Madani’s practice and point to 
the world which surrounded him and his photographic studio at the time. The 
photographic material becomes a stand-in for the complexity of a bygone era 
that the exhibition attempts to capture. Then again, all archival material could 
be described as relating metonymically to the outside world. Furthermore, 
every encounter with archival records implicates a certain partiality since 
every archive has its gaps. While Baron underlines that the affective dimen-
sion of the archival record is available both within the document itself (its 
status as a fragment denoting a missing whole) as well as in the moment that 
we receive it (the insight that we can never regain this missing whole), she 
does not account for how the archive affect is different from or relates to her 
overarching concept of the archive effect. It seems reasonable to assume that 
an affective response is more likely to occur in some instances than others, but 
it remains unclear in what sense an archive affect co-exists with and corre-
sponds to other claims that the archival typically makes, such as historical 
accuracy or credibility. Even though I acknowledge Baron’s attempt to ac-
count for the emotional register of the archival, her argument would gain spec-
ificity if we were to consider how the “now” of watching interacts with ques-
tions of authenticity and affect. Focusing on an exhibition format that – like 
installation – insists on literal presence allows us to study the contiguity that 
links the archival to the outside and to consider the context through which the 
metonymic is granted meaning in the present. 
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A strategy often used in archival art practices in order to overcome histor-
ical distance and to evoke emotional presence is reenactment. By staging his-
torical events, reenactment offers a possibility to reconnect with past ideas or 
knowledge that has been lost, but it also points forward by calling attention to 
how renegotiations of the past reverberate into the future. Reenactment can 
also be used as an oppugning gesture that questions prevailing historiography 
and motions toward a counter-memory. From the point of view of the specta-
tor, reenactment can make the connection between the past and the present 
more palpable by virtue of how it allows for a more direct experience of the 
conditions that determined the lives of others. Writing about documentary, 
Bill Nichols underlines the affective quality of reenactment by referring to its 
capacity for “vivify[ing] the sense of the lived experience, the vécu, of oth-
ers.”156 Reenactment should not, however, be regarded as historical evidence, 
but rather as a means for breathing new life into the past. In this sense, its 
connection to the past is illusory, because in its effort to reanimate what once 
was, it also generates a new experience that is based on the absence of the 
historical event or object:  

Unlike the contemporaneous representation of an event – the classic documen-
tary image, where an indexical link between image and historical occurrence 
exists – the reenactment forfeits its indexical bond to the original event. It draws 
its fantasmatic power from this very fact. The shift of levels engenders an im-
possible task for the reenactment: to retrieve a lost object in its original form 
even as the very act of retrieval generates a new object and a new pleasure. The 
viewer experiences the uncanny sense of a repetition of what remains histori-
cally unique. A specter haunts the text.157 

 
What the reenactment signifies is not the historical event per se, but rather 

the artistic intervention. Indexically speaking, reenactments refer back to the 
moment of their production, not the actual historical moment that preceded it. 
This, Nichols states, is different from how archival footage works. Archival 
footage refers to actual situations or events (even if it remains open what such 
images signify). However, this distinction may lose some of its significance 
when archival documents are treated as starting points from which to question 
the writing of history, rather than as records carrying an unbroken indexical 
bond. One could also argue that Nichols’s description of how reenactment 
functions is analogous to how Baron envisions the archive affect in terms of 
an experience of loss. This would suggest that certain works that appropriate 
or make use of the archival do so in order to come closer to the historical real 
through an emotional investment rather than by focusing on describing histor-
ical events in exact detail. 
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In the Lebanese art context in particular, artists have worked actively 
against the legitimizing power of the archive by producing archival material 
that challenges the adequacy of authenticity. Such is the case in some of Zaa-
tari’s work but it is more pronounced in the work of Walid Raad.158 In her 
discussion of Raad’s The Atlas Group Archive, an idiosyncratic collection that 
occupied Raad for fifteen years (1996-2004) and which builds on the traumas 
of the Lebanese Civil War, Tess Takahashi proposes that his work draws on 
the photographic record’s ability to capture not a truthful representation but 
an emotion of a particular time and place in order to produce “an archive of 
feeling” that resonates with the collective suffering of the people.159 Takahashi 
situates Raad’s work in the light of an “epistemological anxiety” concerning 
the truth claim of the image that was caused by digitalization and which initi-
ated a turn within experimental documentary away from indexical security 
and hard facts toward what she calls “emotional truth.”160 Takahashi also links 
this tendency to an increased interest in the embodied viewing subject and 
theories of affect. Even though it is commonly advanced, this connection – 
which is also implicit in Baron’s chapter on affect – is somewhat curious to 
me because it implies that an embodied or emotional experience is somehow 
incompatible with “hard facts,” or, to be blunt, truth. It is as if an affective 
response is by necessity in conflict with the rationality of the archival record. 
This is, of course, a familiar line of reasoning that echoes back to the mind-
body division of Cartesian thought and which has been of major concern to 
feminist scholars who in various ways have questioned the basis for this “gen-
dered epistemological dilemma.”161 While it is true that archival art practices 
often brace against the locking down of meaning and instead attempt to open 
up the archival record to alternative interpretations, we should be careful to 
assume that an affective response takes place at the expense of the viewer’s 
ability to critically assess or relate to what the material signifies. 

It is also important to point out that what drives archival art such as Raad’s 
and Zaatari’s is nothing less than the promise of the real and the urge to depict 

                                                   
158 According to Sara Callahan, Walid Raad’s work represents “a core example, or model, of 
archive art.” In addition to the “convergence between fact and fiction” she also mentions “overt 
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those parts of reality that have escaped representation and official records. In-
dexicality and affectivity are not conflicting terms, but aesthetic strategies 
such as reenactment or the use of imaginary archives allow us to approach the 
real in different ways. Therefore, I think it is potentially misleading to speak 
about emotional truth in these instances, because it signals a subjectivity that 
undermines the collective address (which Takahashi is careful to point out). 
Instead, I would propose that these artists attempt to take hold of the relational 
quality of the archival – the fact that it comes into being in the moment of 
reception. The gallery becomes an active site for these memory processes to 
take form and advance, as well as a shared space in which to explore alterna-
tive historiography. In line with Baron’s notion of the archive affect, this could 
involve those moments when we are confronted with the volatility of our own 
existence, which reveal our position as outside of the historical domain repre-
sented in the images. But it could also entail that sensation of falling through 
the folds of memory or grasping for long gone moments of personal signifi-
cance. Or it could be a matter of being reminded of the constructed nature of 
history and made to critically reflect on how film and photography shape and 
condition our experience of the past.  

That archival objects, images and documents are summoned to reference 
the past goes without saying, but Foster’s article on an archival impulse also 
directs attention to how artists aspire to allow the archival to embark on new 
paths and to become a vehicle for the future, opening up new points of depar-
ture.162 The desire to transcend the finitude of a historical period is especially 
pronounced in Zaatari’s Itinerary project (2008). This work draws on a con-
siderable number of still photographs that Madani took of shop owners in the 
old market areas of Saida in the 1940s and 1950s. Zaatari and the Arab Image 
Foundation produced copies of Madani’s pictures and installed them at the 
same sites where they had been taken some sixty years earlier. In the gallery, 
Madani’s original photographs are exhibited side by side with images of the 
same sites taken by Zaatari. These use a similar formal staging as Madani’s 
original images and were taken after the installment of the Madani copies. A 
map that indicates where the different sites were located also forms part of the 
work. The Itinerary project is thus a logical continuation of Madani’s photo-
graphic practice as well as a (re)mediated archaeological exploration of the 
city of Saida.  

                                                   
162 Foster, “An Archival Impulse,” 5. 
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Figure 9: Itinerary, Akram Zaatari 
Photo: Åsa Lundén / Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 
 

With Itinerary, Zaatari performs a kind of ethnography from within, prem-
iering the original location while at the same time making the city’s communal 
history and cultural specificity available for the larger audience in the art gal-
lery. By situating the material in the original sites of production and by ex-
tending Madani’s project into the present day, Zaatari’s Itinerary offers a his-
toric and geographic contextualization that stays true to the original document, 
while simultaneously initiating new beginnings. As gallery visitors we are 
simultaneously performing our own itinerary. Like Zaatari’s project this is a 
journey that moves back and forth – through the exhibition hall but also 
through time. Here we have moved from the inside of Madani’s studio – 
greeted, as we were, by a large triptych of the studio reception space upon 
entering the exhibition – to the outside, now moving through the market 
blocks of present day Saida. Our transition in time has been made possible by 
our movement in space. This journey takes place in constant interaction with 
the room that enfolds us and the people that surround us. In the second part of 
the exhibition we will continue our exploration of Saida, consistently moving 
forwards and backwards in both time and space.  

Revisiting Saida: The Diary as Historiography 
The second part of Unfolding is constituted by a reconstruction of Zaatari’s 
2013 contribution to the Venice Bienniale, a film installation entitled Letter to 
a Refusing Pilot. It continues the archival trajectory initiated in the first part 
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of the exhibition as it incorporates archival material of different kinds that 
produces a palimpsestic narrative of the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in 1982. 
What sets it apart from Zaatari’s treatment of the Madani collection is that it 
revolves more around personal memory and is less concerned with recounting 
details behind the archival material that it includes. For the most part it refrains 
from dealing with visual evidence of the conflict, even though we do get to 
see its aftermath in the form of bomb-damaged buildings. Exhibited in a sep-
arate but adjacent room, the installation stays true to the geographical limita-
tion of the rest of the exhibition and brings Zaatari’s preoccupation with his 
hometown Saida to a new level of personal significance. Primarily, it attempts 
to find reconciliation in present conditions by recalling the myth of a man who 
stood up against the demands of war. 

The film tells the story of the Israeli air force pilot Hagai Tamir who upon 
realizing that the building he was about to bomb was either a hospital or a 
school (being trained as an architect he recognized the structure of the building 
as either one of the two) decided to drop his bombs over the ocean instead. 
The building was the Saida Secondary School for Boys, which was founded 
by Zaatari’s father, hence Zaatari’s personal interest in the story. The film in-
corporates present-day images from inside and outside of the school as well 
as archival footage of the school and the surrounding buildings, before and 
after the bombings (despite Tamir’s intervention the school became the target 
of an air raid only hours later). The film also includes faded photographs of 
children (possibly Zaatari himself and his family members as we are informed 
that he spent a lot of time playing in the garden of the school as a child) and 
other personal artifacts marked by the passing of time, such as a notebook, a 
diary and the 1943 novella Le Petit Prince.163  

These memory documents are presented to the spectator on a light box by 
hands wearing white cotton gloves. The light box is also used as a drawing 
table where mental images of a particular place and time are transformed into 
architectural sketches that point outward to the location in question. In this 
way, the light box becomes the surface upon which memory work is enacted 
and where traces from the past are projected. The importance of this process 
is enforced through the spatial staging of the work as well. Light rods that 
have been installed along the edges of the room light up whenever we visit the 
light box in the film, thereby carrying the probing light of the archivist over 

                                                   
163 That it is the story about a pilot who upon crashing his airplane in the desert encounters a 
prince who teaches him about the true values in life that is foregrounded here is symptomatic 
for how the film uses Tamir’s moral compass as a starting point for dealing with the aftermath 
of war. It also points to the intertextual level at work in the film. The author of Le Petit Prince, 
Antoine de Saint-Exupéry, was also a pilot and the book is inspired by his own experience of 
being stranded in the Sahara after an air race gone wrong. Alison Butler also draws attention to 
how the title of Zaatari’s film installation references Albert Camus’s Lettres à un ami allemand, 
written during World War II, which further adds to the intertextuality of the work. Butler, Dis-
placements, 132. 
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into the exhibition space. The fusion between the screen and its surroundings 
charges the exhibition space with the emotional weight of the material and 
accentuates the viewer’s role as a co-interpreter of the meaning. Our ability to 
perform accordingly is complicated, however, by the composition of the gal-
lery. When sitting down on one of the stools that have been placed at irregular 
intervals in front of the main screen, we have our backs to another work that 
also forms part of the installation. This makes it difficult to focus entirely on 
what takes place before us. In addition, the exit is located behind us meaning 
that people pass that way when leaving the exhibition. This puts us in an un-
stable viewing position that makes us vulnerable to what goes on in the exhi-
bition space. Even if the sudden light issuing from the light box and light rods 
regularly punctuates the semidarkness that otherwise enfolds us and redirects 
our attention back to the screen in front of us, we are nevertheless not in a 
position to sit back and relax. This vulnerability does, however, also invest the 
viewing space with a certain intensity, which the film profits from in terms of 
a heightened sensibility for changes in sound, lighting, tempo, etc.  

 
Figure 10: Letter to a Refusing Pilot, Akram Zaatari 
Photo: Åsa Lundén / Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 
 

Zaatari’s use of the archival document here works more toward fragment 
than sustained narrative and starts more explicitly from his personal connec-
tion to and idiosyncratic treatment of the images. For this reason, the affective 
register is more pronounced here than in the first part of the exhibition. The 
film uses intertitles that provide the viewer with basic contextual background, 
but they also express the subjective voice of the filmmaker and reference his 
own emotional investment in the material. For example, one of the intertitles 
reads: “On the 2nd of July 1982, my brother Ahmad wrote in his diary ‘Today 
my father took us to visit the school, which was damaged during an air strike, 
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and Akram took a few pictures.’ A few pages before that, my brother has in-
serted a small newspaper cutout showing an Israeli jet during an air raid.” In 
the following shot, the diary page in question is presented to the viewer, ef-
fectively grounding the statement in the materiality of the archival document. 

During the course of the film we are presented with several photographs of 
the school and the surrounding buildings, but these images are seldom static. 
Instead, the camera moves around over the still image, either focusing on a 
detail to then zoom out to reveal the larger picture, or by slowly tracking over 
the photograph. This indicates a refusal to see the past as a finished chapter. 
On the light box, journals, diaries, books and photo albums are flipped through 
and held up to the viewer as if the act of opening up these memory banks also 
opens up the gates of history. As the recipients of these documents, we are 
entrusted with their sentimental value, but we are also asked to consider their 
significance as records of history.  

The film also includes some archival footage of the invasion, the source of 
which is “an Israeli army documentary commemorating the invasion.”164 Alt-
hough these documentary images do not provide us with anything resembling 
a comprehensible account of the event, the voiceover (presumably originating 
from the same source) is subtitled and recounts the event from a military per-
spective. Significantly, besides the reading out of the date that marks the first 
day of the invasion, it is the only voice we hear throughout the film. The qual-
ity of the sound recording is raw and the message relentless. With a choice of 
words that clearly positions it as originating from the opposing side, it tells us 
what division was responsible for the occupation of Saida, the general tactics 
behind the offensive, and how long it lasted. This section of the film consti-
tutes an exception because it offers a clearly articulated statement about what 
happened in Saida at this historical juncture. Moreover, the statement origi-
nates from the invading party and stands in stark contrast to the pacifist act of 
resistance carried out by Tamir. The sequence distinctly references war in an 
otherwise restrained and more poetically driven narrative. The hostile sounds 
of explosions and machine guns and the grainy voiceover recounting the suc-
cess of the military strategies employed are therefore deeply unsettling and 
serve as a reminder of the larger conflict that the film’s narrative is embedded 
in. Displayed on a tablet placed on top of the light box, it is primarily the sound 
and not the visual material from the documentary that is foregrounded. Next 
to the tablet, a photograph of the school compensates for the lack of clarity in 
the documentary images by acting as a didactic visual aid. When a finger 
reaches out and taps on the photograph, instant explosions flare up within the 
frame. This shot is also emblematic for how the analogue and the digital co-
operate in this part of the exhibition. Here, digital post-production is used to 
represent that which escapes our view in the documentary images.  
                                                   
164 Moderna Museet website, “In-Depth Akram Zaatari,” accessed January 12, 2018,  
https://www.modernamuseet.se/stockholm/en/exhibitions/akram-zaatari/about-the-exhibition/. 
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In the remainder of the film, the invasion is represented by other, less ex-
plicit means. For example, airplanes are a recurring motif that is presented 
visually in the form of paper planes, aurally in the roaring motors of jet planes, 
and through cinematographic choices such as the use of drone images. The 
sudden appearance of a crosshair serves as an uncanny reminder of the capac-
ity of the flying war machine. Tamir himself does not appear in the film, nor 
are we offered any visible proof of his intervention. One sequence does ex-
plicitly reference his actions, however. This passage begins with the folding 
of paper planes that are then ritually thrown out into the air from rooftops and 
balconies. These planes are animated to perform synchronized loops and be-
come symbolic entities loaded with historical significance as the sequence 
ends with a stylistic reenactment of Tamir’s bombs detonating in the ocean. 
Opposite the main projection area, a 16mm projector runs images filmed by 
Zaatari on the first day of the invasion (a work entitled Saida June 6, 1982). 
In front of the small screen there is a single cinema chair dedicated to Tamir, 
illuminated by a single spotlight. The empty chair does, however, denote an 
absence – the recipient of the letter, the refusing pilot. We who are present in 
the gallery are no longer just spectators. Having taken part in  Zaatari’s film, 
we have become witnesses to how Tamir’s decision, futile as it was in the 
larger picture, nevertheless made a difference on a smaller scale. Therefore, 
our presence in the gallery compensates for Tamir’s absence, as we project 
onto that empty chair the mythology surrounding his figure. 

Although this part of the exhibition marks a different approach to archival 
material than the staging of the Madani collection, they overlap because of 
their connection to Saida. For example, Ahmad’s picture of an Israeli jet plane 
points back to the first part of the exhibition in which large, black-and-white 
still images of airplanes were mounted on the wall next to Madani’s documen-
tation of an evolving housing project taking shape in close proximity to the 
school in the late 1950s (the Taamir project) – buildings which also appear in 
the film. The preoccupation with technological history initiated in the first part 
of the exhibition is continued here as well. For instance, the portable reel-to-
reel tape recorder that occupied a small screen in the first exhibition room has 
a prominent function as it plays a French pop song (Comment te dire adieu, 
performed by Françoise Hardy in the late 1960s) that forms a substantial part 
of the soundtrack. Zaatari’s devotion to approaching the past through a medi-
ated history is in this case intertwined with the specific conditions surrounding 
the geographical context as the song in this particular context could be read as 
gesturing to the end of the French Mandate over Lebanon in 1943. These re-
currences reduce the perceived distance between the different parts of the ex-
hibition and provide the viewer with an emotionally informed framework for 
approaching the Madani collection as well, proposing a trajectory that runs 
back and forth between the different parts of the exhibition. 

Through the interaction between present-day shots of the school and ar-
chival material that originates from the private realm of Zaatari and his family, 
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we move back and forth between the larger historical event and its effects on 
a deeply personal level. Inside the school, we see students getting ready to 
start class and outside, the camera documents the building in a slow lateral 
tracking shot, as if to underline that its walls are still standing. In the garden, 
where Zaatari used to play as a child among rich greenery, blossoming flowers 
and bird song, there is a distinct shift in tone and tempo. What follows is a 
prolonged scene, underscored by hypnotic piano music, which reaches almost 
meditative qualities as the camera slowly revolves around a sculpture of two 
individuals holding on to each other in the center of the garden. Here, in the 
comfort, stability and safety of a treasured place from childhood, everything 
else comes to a stop and we are invited to take part in an affective “now” in 
which to reflect on what happened here some thirty years ago. This opens up 
a space for raising questions and for considering the political implications of 
Zaatari’s poetic staging of the archive. This is both a public space, where the 
contours of the historical event are sketched out and provided with an institu-
tional frame, and a private space, in which personal memory documents be-
come the means by which we come into contact with the emotional trauma 
behind it. As such, this sequence enables an instance where we as gallery vis-
itors may consider the ethical and the aesthetic dimension together. The scene 
ends abruptly with the school bell, signaling that the lesson is over. 

In Zaatari’s film, we are not offered a straightforward historical account 
nor are we urged to take a stand, but as bystanders to his treatment of the 
conflict, we are nonetheless called upon to participate in the unravelling of 
these traumatic events that must have shaped his adolescence. As embodied 
subjects in this particular room, we are implicated in the suffering that they 
caused, although this is never explicitly referenced in the images. Malin Wahl-
berg has explained how the spectator is summoned by the kind of memory 
work suggested here in terms of an imperative, stating that “there is an imper-
ative to engage in a process of recollection and critical reassessment.”165 The 
consequences of this imperative may very well resonate with our own personal 
experience as well. This is because, as Kuhn puts it, “even the most apparently 
‘personal’ and concrete contents and forms of remembering may have a pur-
chase in the intersubjective domain of shared meanings, shared feelings, 
shared memories.”166 

                                                   
165 Malin Wahlberg, “Memory, History, and Forgetting: Knowledge Production and Commem-
oration in the Films by Susana de Sousa Dias,” in History in Images: Towards an (Audio)Visual 
Historiography, ed. Peter Aronsson, Andrej Slávik and Birgitta Svensson (Stockholm: Kungl. 
Vitterhets Historie och Antikvitets Akademien (KVHAA), Konferenser 99, 2020), 217. 
166 Kuhn, “A Journey Through Memory,” 191. 
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Cross-Border Images in Fiona Tan’s Geography of Time 
Like Zaatari’s Unfolding, Fiona Tan’s exhibition Geography of Time com-
bines diverse media and exhibition formats.167 However, Tan is not preoccu-
pied with a specific place in time, but rather in overcoming these two catego-
ries altogether. The exhibition title indicates a slippage in semantics and the 
exhibition challenges any conventional understanding of time and space as 
separate entities. Here, they are merged through the crossing of actual and 
imaginary borders and the interaction between multiple timeframes. In con-
trast to Zaatari’s persistent return to Saida, Tan’s exhibition questions the idea 
of a unified cultural identity and uses the journey as a leitmotif. Geography of 
Time represents an inward journey from childhood to adult life as well as an 
actual journey from east to west and vice versa, but also a journey from one 
person to the next. Tan’s own background is worth mentioning here, as she 
was born in Indonesia to a Chinese father and an Australian mother and later 
moved to the Netherlands where she still lives. Her previous work has dealt 
more overtly with post-colonial issues – for example, her compilation films 
that appropriate ethnographic or colonial footage.168 Tan’s staging of the ar-
chive is based on a variety of sources that range from amateur family photo-
graphs to images of Japanese schoolgirls taken from a 1929 yearbook. Geog-
raphy of Time also includes works that function as alternative image archives 
in their own right. This material, some of it compiled over a long period, ac-
tualizes questions regarding memory, authenticity, and identity in a playful 
and existential manner that triggers the viewer’s imagination. 

A Voice of the People and a Voice of One’s Own 
The work entitled Vox Populi takes center stage in Tan’s exhibition. It consists 
of a multitude of photographs that Tan has selected from private family al-
bums in different parts of the world.169 Assembled together on the wall, the 
small photographs (13 x 18 cm) form substantial, asymmetrical collages that 
spread out across the gallery walls, creating what the curator Eva Klerck 

                                                   
167 Fiona Tan, Geography of Time, exhibited at Museet for samtidskunst in Oslo, September 
25, 2015 – January 31, 2016. 
168 Smoke Screen (1997), Facing Forward (1999) and Tuareg (2000) all make use of film ma-
terial from the Nederlands Filmmuseum. 
169 Vox Populi was originally created for the Norwegian parliament in Oslo in 2004. The work 
then expanded, covering several continents. Included in this particular exhibition were photo-
graphs from London (2012), Sydney (2006) and Tokyo (2007). More information about the 
starting point for the original artwork can be found in “Open House: A Conversation about Vox 
Populi, Norway 2004 between Dag Erik Elgin and Fiona Tan,” in Fiona Tan: Mirror Maker, 
ed. Thorsten Sadowsky, Martin Hochleitner, Colleen Higgins and Fiona Tan (Linz: Oberöster-
reichische Landesmuseen, 2006), 72-81. 
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Gange refers to as a “public frieze.”170 In sharp contrast to the still images in 
Zaatari’s Itinerary project that were presented in a strictly ordered series, the 
pictures that make up Vox Populi initially appear to have been mounted ran-
domly on the wall. This would indicate a certain disinclination toward impos-
ing an archival structure upon them, suggesting a more arbitrary and incon-
sistent exhibition style. Discussing various implementations of the archival 
order within the genre of archival art, Ernst van Alphen distinguishes between 
storage and collection. Whereas storage is the result of arbitrary assembling, 
putting one thing on top of another in no particular order and without any 
thought to a unitary whole, in a collection “each element … is considered to 
be different as well as representative.” It is the objects’ interrelationship that 
grants the collection its identity.171 If we subscribe to van Alphen’s definition, 
it would seem as though the images in Vox Populi fall under the category of 
storage. They are, however, grouped according to their geographical origin 
and each collage occupies a wall of its own, thereby adhering to traditional 
archival categorization practice. In addition, when looking more closely we 
soon discover recurring motifs across the gallery – weddings, vacations, trav-
els, sports activities, birthdays, etc. – suggesting that although the photographs 
originate from different locations, they express a common interest in certain 
notable events in the course of life. The familiarity of certain images creates 
moments of intimacy that draw us further in, but the spatial arrangement also 
produces a panoramic view that invites a more distanced mode of looking. On 
closer examination there also appears to be some structuring principle at work 
within the individual collages. For example, several images of sunsets are 
grouped together on the top, pictures of children on the beach constitute the 
middle area, and wedding pictures and staged family photographs take up 
other parts.  

                                                   
170 Eva Klerck Gange, “The Remembrance of Geography,” in Fiona Tan: Geography of Time 
(London: Koenig Books, 2015), 21. 
171 van Alphen, Staging the Archive, 55-56. Emphasis added. 
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Figure 11: Vox Populi, Fiona Tan  
Photo: Børre Høstland/Nasjonalmuseet. 
 

Recalling the effort of going through thousands of images and finding a 
way to assemble them in a satisfactory manner, Tan reveals that the medium 
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of photography troubled her because she was more accustomed to working 
with moving images. It was not until she started to think of the process of 
physically arranging the images on the wall in terms of editing that she felt 
more at ease: “I suddenly realised what I was doing – I was editing – but in-
stead of a film, the film was unfolding on the wall and I had all these little 
scenarios that I could then play with.”172 Tan’s need to fall back on film as her 
primary means of expression underlines the importance of considering the 
spatial manifestation of the work in conjunction with its durational qualities, 
as a form of montage. The spectator can step up close and scrutinize the im-
ages, which is time consuming but also gratifying to the extent that we may 
“see ourselves” in the images, or take a step back and examine the pictures 
with a sweeping gaze, cross-cutting between the three collages on view in the 
search for a common denominator. The formal setting of the work thus chal-
lenges the viewer to seek out similarities and discrepancies across geograph-
ical borders – that is, to investigate the double logic that has fed into the mak-
ing of the collection and, ultimately, defines it. In the interplay between zoom-
ing in and zooming out, Vox Populi actualizes the dual nature of the collected 
item as both different and representative. Taken together, these collages posit 
geographical representation vis-à-vis a collective or shared cultural memory 
and point explicitly to the overcoming of distance in an imagined global com-
munity. Beyond nationalities and cultural specificities, the images resonate 
with familiarity and enable the sharing of lived experiences within the gallery. 

In close proximity to Vox Populi, presented on a temporary white wall that 
has been inserted in the middle of the lavish 1907 Art Nouveau museum build-
ing, is the installation The Changeling (2006). This work consists of two 
screens, one displaying a slideshow of nearly 200 class photos of Japanese 
schoolgirls that the artist has taken from a 1929 yearbook, all dressed in the 
same uniform and with similar haircuts. The other screen focuses on only one 
of the girls, whose fictional life story is presented by the accompanying voice-
over. The Changeling and Vox Populi represent two distinctly different strat-
egies for approaching archival material, but because of their close proximity 
in the gallery space, they invite parallel gazes. If Vox Populi is about finding 
similarities and recurring patterns beyond geographical borders and individual 
differences, The Changeling is about finding difference and singularity in ap-
parent conformity.173 The title is also significant in this regard as it marks like-
ness as potentially suspicious. In Vox Populi the sheer quantity of images is 
the defining formal trait of the work. It lacks narrative beyond what can be 

                                                   
172 “Open House: A Conversation about Vox Populi, Norway 2004 between Dag Erik Elgin and 
Fiona Tan,” 78. 
173 In Tan’s view, the formal set-up of the work with the slideshow being the spectator’s first 
encounter with the work “both references and critiques that facetious cliché ‘All Asians look 
alike’.” “Fiona Tan on Geography in Time,” Objektiv, accessed November 7, 2017, 
http://www.objektiv.no/realises/2015/10/9/fiona-tan-on-geography-in-time/.  
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found within the frames of each image and its spatial arrangement builds on a 
montage aesthetics that requires a mobile viewer who can edit the different 
parts of the work together. The prominent role of the voiceover in The 
Changeling, on the other hand, makes storytelling a central part of the work 
and creates a narrative for the one among the many, demanding that we stay 
fixed in one place. 

 
Figure 12: Geography of Time, Fiona Tan 
Photo: Børre Høstland/Nasjonalmuseet. 

The narrator takes on different personas: I, She, Mother and Grandmother. 
The I is located on a meta-level; introspective and self-critical, it reveals the 
artist’s thoughts on the formation of the work: “I can make a work gleefully 
disregarding where the photos come from and perhaps distort the image. An-
ecdotal, autobiographical, it can be all these things.” This self-reflexive com-
ment addresses the homelessness of the photograph and the fact that it has 
been found and placed in a new context in which it is called upon to perform 
a certain function. Grandmother, meanwhile, responds directly to the image 
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and comments on the girl’s appearance: “Yes, that’s me. How pretty I was 
then, but also how serious! … The photographer came to take our pictures. 
We were vain and all brushed our hair at least one hundred times. My hair had 
been trimmed the day before, just touching the eyebrows.” Mother describes 
her daughter and reflects on their relationship: “I feel I have failed in my duties 
as a mother; I could not save you from pain. We fight about daily chores and 
you battle my expectations. You seem to hate me and to love me in that order.” 
She, finally, provides us with the girl’s perspective, but this voice is also en-
tangled with the extratextual insights of the artist I: “She is the girl, who had 
earned two badges, who is so good at fitting in but who nonetheless wants to 
stand out. In another version of this story her picture is deliberately out of 
focus.”174  

The shifts in subjectivity and the various timeframes involved in the voice-
over reflect the multiple temporalities at work within the archival document 
itself, as well as its openness to manipulation in its newfound context. 
Whereas in Vox Populi we are looking at life unfolding through images that 
belong to a strictly private order, life in The Changeling stands still in portraits 
that were made to last as official records. For the gallery visitor the difference 
is striking. Vox Populi is in color, bathing in light and busy with life. The 
portrait of the Japanese schoolgirl seems isolated and anonymous in compar-
ison. But the voiceover disqualifies this stasis by breathing new life into the 
girl, turning her into a figure of our imagination. That the archival thrives on 
narration is therefore a basic premise for the artwork to evolve beyond its ma-
terial form. Tan’s staging of the archival here is evocative and speculative and 
points to hypothetical life stories. Through fabulation the photograph enters a 
fictional framework that increases visibility but which also imposes a personal 
and domestic order upon it that makes it more in tune with Vox Populi.175 The 
importance of narration is also manifested in the formal realization of the work 
because each time the installation is relocated, the voiceover is rerecorded by 
a local actor in her own language. More importantly, the translation is based 

                                                   
174 “The Changeling, Voice-over for an Installation,” in Fiona Tan: Mirror Maker, ed. Thorsten 
Sadowsky, Martin Hochleitner, Colleen Higgins and Fiona Tan (Linz: Oberösterreichische 
Landesmuseen, 2006), 86-89. 
175 Indeed, Tan’s treatment of the archival here could be placed next to Ilona Hongisto’s account 
of documentary fabulation as an attempt to “envision new ways of being in the world” (21). By 
offering an alternative to more categorical approaches that draw a clear line between truth and 
fiction, documentary fabulation can function “as an act of resistance” (96) that grants the doc-
umentary subject some leeway in articulating their story which, by extension, creates a greater 
understanding for their actual conditions and expands their operating space in real life as well. 
This could be paralleled to Tan’s insistence on multiple subjectivities in her giving voice to the 
Japanese schoolgirl, as well as her decision to allow the story to be in a state of continuous flux. 
Ilona Hongisto, Soul of the Documentary: Framing, Expression, Ethics (Amsterdam: Amster-
dam University Press, 2015). 



79 

on the previous version of the work, ensuring that what we hear is continu-
ously evolving and that it moves further away from the original text with each 
installment. While the images in Vox Populi remain anchored in their referen-
tiality, the schoolgirl in The Changeling meets a slightly different destiny in 
every new location she visits. 

Dwelling in the In-Between 
The third and final work that I would like to discuss in Tan’s exhibition is 
Diptych (2006-2011), which centers around fifteen pairs of identical twins liv-
ing in Gotland, Sweden, who the artist documented once a year over a five-
year period. There is no incorporation of external archival material in Diptych; 
rather, the archival impulse manifests itself through the staging of an alterna-
tive family photo album within the public space of the gallery, creating an 
idiosyncratic collection that leaves room for future revisits. The film runs for 
about thirty minutes and is exhibited in a loop. The twins are depicted in si-
lence and assume everyday poses, their gazes fixed somewhere in the distance 
or turned toward the camera. They are portrayed in various positions: some-
times we see them in a standing frontal position, and sometimes they are 
seated or portrayed in a medium close-up. In some images, they are positioned 
next to their sibling. The work also includes images of the subjects’ home 
environment, such as their bedrooms, or details from a kitchen in the form of 
a class photo hanging on the fridge. The most striking formal feature of these 
portraits is that the twins are filmed as if posing for a still image, resulting in 
very subtle movements within the frame. This marginal space in-between the 
still and the moving image, which the artist refers to as “the twilight zone 
between film and photography or between movement and stillness,” is a re-
curring feature in Tan’s work.176 It has a heightened durational quality that 
generates anticipation. Here, it also underlines the liminal state between child-
hood and adult life that some of the subjects find themselves in. The living 
portraits become visual records of time passing. As spectators dwell in front 
of the screen, the younger subjects of the project move into adolescence.  

Because Diptych was exhibited in two adjacent but secluded viewing areas, 
each room carrying two projection surfaces, it was impossible to cover the 
entirety of the work at once. This resulted in a split experience. Always in-
between screens, the viewer must decide where to focus his or her attention, 
but can never fully grasp the entire story. In addition, contrary to what one 
would expect, the twins occupy separate rooms, but this information remains 
unknown to the gallery visitors. The striking resemblance depicted on-screen 

                                                   
176 Fiona Tan in conversation with Ruth Direktor, “Geography of Time: An Encounter with the 
Artist Fiona Tan and the Curator Ruth Direktor” from February 17, 2017, uploaded by the Tel 
Aviv Museum of Art, accessed November 20, 2017, https://vimeo.com/205432503. 
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raises questions about identity and authenticity as the viewer attempts to un-
derstand who is who when we are in fact looking at two different shots of the 
same person. This intricacy is taken a step further when the twins hold up 
mirrors in which the sibling is reflected, as if to say, “I see myself in you.” In 
this way, the work plays with the notion of the mirror image and the projected 
self. Tan herself has stated that “both film and memories can transport you to 
a different place, a different time. The experience is like a double projection, 
of being at two places at once.”177 In Diptych, we are faced with this double 
projection quite literally.  

The in-between is also enforced by the subject matter in the sense that the 
viewer often occupies a position in between the two siblings. Twins form an 
undeniable unit, but in this set-up their individuality is accentuated. Thus, 
Tan’s staging of the work – in a very tangible sense – takes hold of the in-
between as indicating both contact and separation. The bordered space that the 
viewer occupies is charged by the existential inquiry that characterizes the 
five-year study. If The Changeling made a point of and benefited from the 
elusive temporality of the image, here it is the inevitable passing of time that 
frames the entire project. By filming the subjects in a similar pose and manner 
each year, the work uses a semi-static approach that contrasts with the pro-
gression of the project as the signs of time’s passing are inscribed upon the 
bodies of the twins growing older. The few seconds’ worth of movement are 
crucial in this aspect for how they flesh out the in-between and animate the 
images with the vibrancy of life unfolding and time stretching out before our 
very eyes. 

                                                   
177 Fiona Tan as cited in Christophe Gallois, “On Fiona Tan’s ‘Visual Letters’,” in Fiona Tan: 
Geography of Time (London: Koenig Books, 2015), 42. 
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Figure 13: Diptych, Fiona Tan (Geography of Time, Museet for samtidskunst, 2015-
2016). Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
 

The works that I have discussed in this chapter reflect the diversity of ar-
chival art and the conceptual insights provided by the gallery experience. As 
we become attentive to the formative role of images and framing devices, we 
gain access to the critical in-between that links the installation to its imagined 
realms. What unites these two exhibitions is an attempt to bridge the gap be-
tween the archival past and the directness of lived experience – the “vécu of 
others,” as Nichols puts it. The viewer participates in situating these archival 
documents as figures of history, but the setting also resists narrative closure 
as it regularly interferes with the material. Acknowledging the transition that 
the images have undergone in order to reach their current (but temporary) des-
tination is key to unlocking their full potential as agents of the past. However, 
archival documents do not only deal with times past but also with specific 
places in times past. Both Zaatari’s and Tan’s practice ties into the idea of an 
ongoing locational turn in contemporary installation art. Through artistic uses 
of archival material, the distance imposed by time and geographical markers 
can be overcome in order to bring that which may be perceived as remote 
closer. In this sense, the archival artworks included in this chapter demonstrate 
how animating the archival within the walls of the gallery may enable a reac-
tivation of cultural memory that travels effortlessly across borders and, 
through the art world, comes to inhabit new contexts and gains new momen-
tum in the present moment of looking.  
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3. Engage, Interact, Experience: The 
Installation as Event 

In the last twenty years or so we have witnessed a gradual expansion of the 
so-called blockbuster exhibition, stimulated by the globalization of the art 
market and a fast-evolving biennial culture. Within this tendency, installation 
art has secured its position on the contemporary art scene with ever more spec-
tacular displays of visual culture. The steady presence of moving images in 
the gallery has by no means halted this development. If anything, the intro-
duction of multiple and monumental screens and the new levels of interactiv-
ity made possible by digital technology have spurred the excitement for im-
mersive and captivating environments that in their grandiosity and immediate 
address attract spectators and generate instant attention through extensive me-
dia coverage. But parallel to this development we have also seen instances 
where the museum or the gallery has come to function as a contemplative 
space, offering an exception to the busy outside world. One such example is 
Olafur Eliasson’s The Weather Project, exhibited at Tate Modern’s Turbine 
Hall in 2003. This seminal installation gained widespread attention at the time 
of its exhibition and has become a recurring point of reference in literature 
dealing with installation art ever since. Spectacular as it was, the idea behind 
it was simple: through the use of mirrors, lighting and artificial mist, the spec-
tator was given the impression of a magnificent sun hovering over the exhibi-
tion space. Significantly, it triggered unusually relaxed and direct responses 
from the audience, as people lay down on the floor in order to experience its 
full effect. This suggests that the piece offered a rare occasion for museum 
visitors to reconnect with their environment, with their senses, and with each 
other in a limited space and time sealed off from the outside world. 

Even though these two seemingly opposed modes – installation as specta-
cle and installation as contemplation – appear to draw up very different posi-
tions for the spectator, this chapter proposes that Eliasson’s way of construct-
ing space is symptomatic of how they may come to interact with and feed on 
each other. In arranging sites that play with our perception and redirect our 
attention to the environment that surrounds us and in orchestrating works that 
are instant, yet “safe” in terms of spectator involvement (interaction can take 
place without running the risk of diverging from social protocol), Eliasson’s 
installations regularly build on a combination of astonishment and meditation. 
They successfully place the viewer in a state of playful investigation while 
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also offering spaces that call for sensory reflection. That these spaces some-
times enact artificial representations of sites we would normally consider to 
be peaceful outside of the museum, such as a riverbed landscape or a waterfall, 
only makes this connection even stronger. Eliasson’s practice continuously 
pushes the limits of what a gallery space can hold and imagines the gallery 
visitor as more than a mere receiver of an art experience: 

Who are the people who come to the museum? Do we see them as consumers, 
who are passive, or do we see them as active producers? Do we believe in em-
powering people or essentially also decentralizing the authority that we all 
have? … The opportunity in the social media also has to do with decentraliza-
tion of who owns the experience. Who owns the artwork? … Museums being, 
generally speaking, very afraid of letting go … of the narrative of the show [but 
if] done rightly, and this is what we are working on in the team, how can we 
actually empower the visitor to be very strong in creating their own narrative?178 

 
Eliasson’s strong emphasis on emancipating the spectator calls for a more 

in-depth probing of prefabricated ideas about how visitors are meant to engage 
with and respond physically to the works in order to gain access to the full 
sensory experience. In other words, it is imperative to consider where the au-
thority is located in these instances. Has the author really “let go,” as Eliasson 
suggests in the above quote, or are we simply doing as we are told? Do these 
exhibitions produce an empowered audience or do they on the contrary for-
mulate a prescribed place for the gallery visitor and generate submissive au-
dience responses? Such questions bring our attention to the performative qual-
ities of these artworks and the social and institutional nature of the spaces they 
inhabit. Although not explicitly participatory in a strict sense, they nonetheless 
rely on an audience that is willing to actively take part in the realization of the 
works and, as Eliasson puts it, “create their own narrative” inside the exhibi-
tion space, as well as beyond. Eliasson’s comment about how social media 
decentralizes the experience also prompts us to consider how the visitor’s per-
ception of the here and now is shaped by the reconstructed exhibition experi-
ence that resurfaces online. This aspect should not be overlooked as major 
exhibitions like these encourage a mediated view where the “selfie moment” 
in front of or from within the artwork creates a series of images online that 
help to define (or stand in for) our first-hand encounter with the exhibition 
(while also marketing the show for the wider audience). 

The installation in these instances, then, has come to function as an event 
that takes place in real and virtual time and which plays out on multiple plat-
forms at once. But what, one might wonder, does this enterprise signify? Is it 

                                                   
178 Olafur Eliasson at The New York Times Art Leaders Network. “Olafur Eliasson: ‘Who 
Owns the Artwork?’,” published April 27, 2018 by TIMESVIDEO, accessed May 9, 2018. 
https://www.nytimes.com/video/arts/100000005871645/olafur-eliasson-who-owns-the-art-
work.html/.	
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apolitical, simply fulfilling the needs of the experience economy? Is it pure 
spectacle, in which the ultimate goal is to activate the spectator by simulating 
a rollercoaster ride of the senses? Or is it about temporarily destabilizing our 
idea of reality by bringing our attention to naturally occurring phenomena in 
a controlled environment in which we can allow ourselves to succumb to the 
experience of being caught up in the moment alongside other people? This 
chapter examines the issue of spectator involvement in these kinds of spectac-
ular exhibitions of contemporary art. More specifically, it attempts to unravel 
the role of the spectator as determined by the contradictory forces at work in 
Eliasson’s installations that posit viewer interaction as effortless and marked 
by wonder on the one hand, and as challenging and warranting critical reflec-
tion on the other. In the following, I will focus on Eliasson’s installation works 
intended for a gallery context, starting from my engagement with two exhibi-
tions: Riverbed (Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, Humlebæk, 2014-2015) 
and a selection of works included in Reality Machines (Moderna Museet, 
Stockholm, 2015-2016). These, I argue, represent the two main strands in his 
installation art. In addition, I will take a closer look at Eliasson’s online pro-
duction – in particular, his website, which functions as an extension of the 
artist’s studio. Here, I argue that the ambitious presentation of Eliasson’s oeu-
vre online not only prolongs the aesthetic experience but also serves as a fram-
ing device that promotes the intended purpose of the artworks in the gallery 
space. 

The Role of the Spectator 
While Eliasson’s practice is extensive and diverse he is mostly known for his 
large-scale installations, often incorporating organic material in some form, 
which have been exhibited in public spaces as well as in museums worldwide. 
In this capacity he is sometimes considered to expand on the legacy of land 
art in the 1970s. The interaction between lighting, mirrors, geometrical shapes 
and color is also a recurring feature in his oeuvre and for this reason he has 
also regularly been placed next to the Californian Light and Space Movement 
of the 1960s. In works that belong to the latter category the audience is often 
presented with perceptual challenges that deconstruct our understanding of 
our surroundings as a rational and unified space. The land art–inspired instal-
lations more notably raise questions about the relationship between inside and 
outside and examine how the gallery space contributes to and structures this 
relationship. A central concern throughout Eliasson’s practice is his firm be-
lief in encouraging interaction and relentlessly calling attention to the viewer’s 
subjective experience of the works in the present moment. Since his break-
through on the art scene in the 1990s, Eliasson has expanded his artistic prac-
tice considerably and is currently moving in several directions. Beyond his 
collaborative Studio Olafur Eliasson (SOE), he has also started an office for 
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art and architecture (Studio Other Spaces), and he has recently become in-
creasingly engaged in the food business (SOE Kitchen 101). He has also co-
founded a social business (Little Sun) that promotes sustainable energy 
through the production, distribution, and retail of solar-powered lamps.179 

Eliasson’s strong focus on the interaction between viewer and artwork can 
be coupled with the renewed interest in phenomenology in the 1990s, which 
shed new light on the embodied experience as a significant factor in the en-
counter with art. It also goes hand in hand with the importance that he ascribes 
to movement. Movement is of central concern in Eliasson’s mindset as that 
which structures our understanding of space and governs our way of interact-
ing with the artworks. This is visible in his reasoning around the installation 
Riverbed.180 In this site-specific installation, the entire south wing of the Lou-
isiana Museum of Modern Art had been converted into a stony riverbed land-
scape with streams of water running through the different levels of the exhi-
bition space. Entering this environment, there was an immediate activation of 
the senses; from breathing in the distinct smell of the wet stones to balancing 
the uneven, rocky surface or kneeling down to touch the pouring water, it 
would have been difficult (if not impossible) to refrain from bodily engaging 
with the materials included in the installation, unless one simply turned the 
other way upon entering. In this sense, the installation generated a forced par-
ticipation, where entering the exhibition space became synonymous with tak-
ing part in the artwork as it was intended, that is by walking across the land-
scape. When sharing his view on the Icelandic landscape that served as inspi-
ration for Riverbed, Eliasson states that: 

The time it takes to move in this landscape becomes tangible, the simple act of 
moving through the world, through space, as opposed to just standing still … 
As you walk, you realize that the walking itself, the movement, becomes instru-
mental to how you view the landscape … You are challenged, physically and 
perceptually, because you suddenly have to renew your contract with the world, 
so to speak. You update your presence.181 

 

                                                   
179 More information is available at the Little Sun website, https://littlesun.com/. 
180 That movement is central in Eliasson’s thinking is also evident in his artists’ films Movement 
Microscope (2011) and Your Embodied Garden (2013) that use minimalist dance as a means to 
investigate spatial dimensions in relation to the human figure. While the former takes place 
inside of the artist’s studio, the latter is located outside in a Chinese garden that has been sup-
plemented with a circular mirror device in order to complicate our understanding of the dancer’s 
position vis-à-vis his surroundings. 
181 Olafur Eliasson in “A Conversation: Olafur Eliasson & Poul Erik Töjner,” in Olafur Eli-
asson: Riverbed, ed. Michael Juul Holm (Rosendahls/Esbjerg, 2014), 86. 
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Figure 14: Riverbed, Olafur Eliasson 
Courtesy: Louisiana Museum of Modern Art.  
Photo: Anders Sune Berg. 
 

Transferred to an art historical discourse this account can be placed next to 
what minimalist sculpture sought to accomplish in the 1960s, but it also pin-
points one of the main attractions of Eliasson’s landscape installations as I see 
it, namely that they lay the grounds for seeing the world anew but ask for very 
little in return. All we have to do is to take that first step out onto that rocky 
surface. Indeed, I see this kind of low-risk, straightforward participation as 
one of the keys to Eliasson’s success. When performing this task, the artwork 
opens up and unfolds before the viewer, but once inside we are also fulfilling 
the intended purpose of the installation, whether we want to or not. In this 
sense, it creates an illusion of volition and turns skeptical bystanders into 
(physically) active participants. 
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Figure 15: Exhibition map Riverbed, Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 2014-2015. 
 

Activating the Viewer 
While it is often underlined that installation art requires an active viewer, few 
have formulated a theory that explains what the interaction between viewer 
and artwork may actually look like on a more general level (as opposed to how 
the viewing subject is conceived of in relation to individual works). Claire 
Bishop’s account of the decentered and activated viewer is one of the most 
clearly articulated attempts to come to terms with this situation. Her argument 
builds on the familiar idea that installation art, by offering a fragmented expe-
rience that is enforced by the multiple viewpoints from which we may ap-
proach the work, responds to the post-structuralist notion of a decentered sub-
ject. However, Bishop discerns an underlying paradox in this equation because 
in order for the viewer to be active and undergo the process of decentering 
that the installation sets up, it also requires that he or she is a coherent and 
rationally sound subject upon entering the installation. In this way, Bishop 
claims, installation art builds on an interplay between the decentered, ideal 
subject and the activated, literal viewer: 

This tension – between the dispersed and fragmented model subject of post-
structuralist theory and a self-reflexive viewing subject capable of recognising 
its own fragmentation – is demonstrated in the apparent contradiction between 
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installation art’s claims to both decentre and activate the viewer. After all, de-
centring implies the lack of a unified subject, while activated spectatorship calls 
for a fully present, autonomous subject of conscious will (that is, a ‘modern’ 
subject).182 

 
Investigating to what extent the work manages to reduce the distance between 
these two, Bishop suggests, may provide a guiding principle when assessing 
its aesthetic qualities.183 Although she presents this theory in relation to works 
that helped to define what installation art is (or can be) in a historical account 
that is biased toward older works, I think it is relevant in relation to a more 
contemporary situation as well. Considering the installation experience as de-
termined by these contradictory forces allows us to think of the viewer as 
someone who alternates between different viewing positions –  on the one 
hand, actively responding to the installation format’s emphasis on being in the 
here and now, and on the other, conditioned by the split attention that it re-
quires. As I will elaborate on below, present day technology (in the form of 
smart phones etc.) has added to this situation by profiting on the installation’s 
claim to presence while simultaneously requiring a multitasking (and thus 
fragmented) viewing subject. 

Anne Ring Petersen has questioned the legitimacy of Bishop’s theory by 
arguing that the opposition she sets up between the active and the decentered 
spectator puts too much emphasis on the viewer as a coherent and capable 
viewing subject. From her perspective the viewer need not be in control nor 
fully put-together in order to be activated. Rather, the very idea is to relieve 
the spectator of that control in order to trigger a reaction.184 Petersen’s critique 
brings our attention to the neighboring issue of how we may understand the 
spectator as in control on the one hand and as submissive or governed by 
chance encounters on the other. Nevertheless, focusing on to what extent the 
installation manages to bridge the gap between actual viewing conditions that 
bring forth certain spectatorial strategies and an ideal scenario (often corre-
sponding to an artistic or curatorial intention) allows us to consider both ex-
ternal and internal factors that contribute to the aesthetic experience in equal 
measure. This is in keeping with Bishop’s firm commitment to thinking the 
political and the aesthetic together, even in cases where the ethical or moral 
aspect is the most prominent feature of the artwork (as is often the case in 
community art, which Bishop has written extensively on) or when the artwork 

                                                   
182 Bishop, Installation Art, 131. 
183 Bishop, Installation Art, 133. Bishop’s theory should also be understood in a larger frame-
work in which she uses Ernesto Laclau’s and Chantal Mouffe’s antagonism theory that is “un-
derpinned by an idea of subjectivity as irremediably decentred and incomplete” (120) in order 
to question the idea that open-ended participation stands in direct correlation to democratic and 
emancipatory values. 
184 Petersen, Installation Art, 414. 
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itself is more or less immaterial (as in dialogical art185) or geared toward pro-
ducing social relations (as in certain variants of relational aesthetics). In the 
case of Eliasson, it could help us to understand the duality at play in his works 
as they appropriate the means of spectacle in order to bring forth moments of 
inward reflection that, in an ideal scenario, make us renegotiate our subject 
position in relation to our surroundings. 

Eliasson’s emphasis on activating the viewer through movement can also 
be placed next to the “myth of activity” that surrounds the ambulatory mode 
initially associated with viewing moving images in the gallery.186 As moving 
image art of various kinds started to become a standard feature in the gallery 
there were several attempts to distinguish this kind of spectatorship from a 
more conventional and cinematic mode of looking based on the promise of 
movement. This resulted in a rather fruitless dichotomy where traditional, cin-
ematic spectatorship was defined as passive in comparison to the active, em-
powered gallery spectator. By advocating the image of the browsing, sampling 
(individual) spectator who is “free to roam,” the gallery space was described 
in emancipatory terms and was positioned in opposition to the silent confine-
ment of the movie theater. Balsom’s account from 2013 rectifies this image 
by recognizing that while the idea of the passive cinematic spectator has cer-
tain historical value within a film theoretical framework (in relation to appa-
ratus theory), the simplified gallery narrative that couples activity with criti-
cality is based on a misconception: “The notion that the cinema spectator is 
passive while the gallery spectator is inherently active rests on a spurious map-
ping of passive/active binaries onto this architectural difference, as if to con-
flate physical stasis with regressive mystification and physical ambulation 
with criticality – a claim that holds true on neither end.”187 

Writing on participatory art, Bishop calls attention to how the active/pas-
sive dichotomy remains futile from a more political perspective as well in that 
it renders the spectator either as someone with limited capacity for action (as 
opposed to the artist or performer) or, conversely, as someone who lacks the 

                                                   
185 See, for example, Grant Kester, Conversation Pieces: Community and Communication in 
Modern Art (Berkeley and London: University of California Press, 2004). 
186 Balsom, Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art, 50-55. 
187 Balsom, Exhibiting Cinema in Contemporary Art, 51. Balsom’s account also references 
Dominique Païni to shed light on how the ambivalent figure of the flâneur has been used as a 
model to describe the gallery spectator in these instances. Although not ruling out the usefulness 
of this affinity, she underlines (via reference to Anne Friedberg) the importance of maintaining 
the duality embedded in Benjamin’s term, as the flâneur signals both mobility and consumption, 
and to “resist a simple equation of mobility with either criticality or freedom.” (54) I would also 
add that a one-dimensional account of the gallery spectator as free and active completely ig-
nores other factors that constitute the gallery experience, which affect how spectators approach 
the moving image in this particular context, such as the ideological nature of the gallery space, 
the institutional framing of the artwork, the presence of other gallery visitors etc. – factors that 
I discuss extensively in this dissertation. 
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possibility to distance themselves and critically evaluate the situation (as op-
posed to the detached bystander).188 Even so, in Bishop’s account of partici-
patory art, the urge to activate audiences in order to liberate and empower 
them from “a state of alienation induced by the dominant ideological order” 
is a common thread that runs through the various incarnations of the art-
form.189 Although participatory art is premised on the involvement of the au-
dience in a sense that installation art is not, they do share a certain interest in 
thinking of the viewer as a co-producer or at least “activator” of the work. 
When Eliasson envisions the museum as an institution capable of realizing “a 
parliamentary idea” that allows people with disparate views to come to-
gether,190 it is surely along the lines of what Bishop describes as one of the 
main objectives of participatory art, which is “to restore and realise a commu-
nal, collective space of shared social engagement.”191 The difference is that in 
installation art, these ideals are almost always located on a theoretical level 
next to the artworks, while participatory art to a greater extent creates mo-
ments of actual interaction in their very execution. Significantly, in the context 
that Bishop is writing here (community or social art), the gallery is typically 
thought of in passive terms in contrast to the more explicitly active mode of 
participatory or collaborative art.192 Given these contradictory views on what 
it means to be active in the gallery space, Eliasson’s endeavor to activate gal-
lery visitors must be considered beyond physical activation in the form of bod-
ily movement. Likewise, his artistic intention to empower audiences and allow 
them to find their own way in the museum must be thought of in relation to 
the institutional context. 

Minor Participation 
James Meyer has drawn attention to how Eliasson’s works are sometimes 
thought to expose the museum as a constructed site by allowing audiences to 
uncover the mechanisms at work behind the artworks. That is, while Eli-
asson’s works sometimes appear to have “magical” qualities, they are not in-
tended to fool or trick the spectator by keeping them at arm’s length. On the 
contrary, they regularly invite the viewer to examine them from different per-
spectives. Seeking to account for a general understanding of Eliasson’s prac-
tice as permeated by phenomenological aspirations (in particular the philoso-
phy of Maurice Merleau-Ponty), Meyer describes one of Eliasson’s earlier and 
often-mentioned works Beauty (1993) as an instance where “we are rendered 

                                                   
188 Claire Bishop, Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship (London: 
Verso, 2012), 38. 
189 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 275. 
190 “A Conversation: Olafur Eliasson & Poul Erik Töjner,” 88. 
191 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 275. 
192 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 37. 
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conscious of the act of looking.”193 More than that, however, I see it as a 
demonstration of Eliasson’s aim to both entrance the viewer and question the 
museum context that historically has prevented the audience from disturbing 
the beauty of the elevated art object. In this piece, a spotlight projects light 
onto a curtain of mist (actually small drops of water emitted from a perforated 
hose in the ceiling), creating a rainbow that flickers in and out of our view in 
an otherwise darkened room. Like The Weather Project, Beauty uses small 
means to artificially reproduce a naturally occurring phenomenon outside of 
the museum that we typically associate with a sense of wonder. At the same 
time, it allows the viewer to uncover the beauty of the show, so to speak, by 
passing through the curtain and interrupting the number that is played out be-
fore us. This generates an alternative experience that is based more on touch 
than on vision, as anyone who crosses the imaginary line brought about by the 
hose in the ceiling will experience the subtle dampness of the very small drops 
of water hitting their skin and clothes first-hand as they become part of the 
performance. 

 
Figure 16: Beauty, Olafur Eliasson 
Photo: Åsa Lundén / Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 
 

Participation in Eliasson’s works is most often limited to minor actions of 
this kind, with little risk involved. The question, then, is how to conceive of 

                                                   
193 James Meyer, “No More Scale: The Experience of Size in Contemporary Sculpture,” Art-
forum 42, no. 10 (Summer 2004): 222. 
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the role assigned to the viewer in these instances. Meyer, writing in 2004, sit-
uates The Weather Project in a larger framework in which he discerns an in-
creased fascination with grandiosity in contemporary sculpture. His claim is 
that in contrast to minimalist sculpture that was dependent on the scale of the 
human figure, contemporary installations have come to favor size over criti-
cality. Here, he suggests that the sheer monumentality of Eliasson’s installa-
tion results in submissive audience responses: 

We lie down – and lose ourselves, become part of, indeed become, the spectacle 
before us. The phenomenological practices of the '60s and '70s, to which Eli-
asson's work is sometimes compared, prized an active spectator – one who 
could ‘see’ and, in seeing, make informed decisions. But The Weather Project 
delivers a mass audience that cannot fail to be overwhelmed by the magnitude 
of the installation itself: The museum is not so much “revealed” as transformed 
into a destination, an event.194 

 
Meyer’s critique here is symptomatic of a view that sees spectacular installa-
tions of this kind as stripped of political significance as it associates them with 
mere entertainment value and artistic grandstanding, an argument that in its 
utmost shape reduces the audience to helpless and passive dupes. In this case, 
one of the great virtues of the installation – its “mass audience” – was that it 
encouraged people to come together and jointly explore the limits of the illu-
sion under the same mirror roof. The social function, then, was central. For 
this reason, it is strange that Meyer’s article underlines this very aspect but 
refrains from considering its inherent political potential: “We look at our-
selves, and at others looking at themselves. The Weather Project's perceptual 
qualities, as such, are ultimately less compelling than the work's social effects. 
The enormous Turbine Hall has been transformed into a gathering place, a 
place to ‘people- watch,’ a place to be.”195 In his critique of the bigger is better 
tendency, Meyer connects works that favor the somatic over the architectural 
scale with critical reflexivity and suggests that the expanding art of size, in 
contrast,  “is often marshaled to overwhelm and pacify.”196 This kind of rea-
soning could be compared to early research on media effects, where intersub-
jective exchange was disregarded in favor of a one-dimensional account of the 
viewer “as part of a mindless, homogeneous mass.”197 

However, since Eliasson’s more spectacular displays could be said to walk 
a fine line between nourishing the experience economy and creating instances 
of togetherness and shared experiences, understanding the role of the spectator 
becomes essential for how we position Eliasson’s installations on a political 

                                                   
194 Meyer, “No More Scale,” 222-223. 
195 Meyer, “No More Scale,” 222. 
196 Meyer, “No More Scale,” 228. 
197 Sonia Livingstone, “The Influence of Personal Influence on the Study of Audiences,” An-
nals of the American Academy of Political and Social Science, vol 608 (2006): 236. 
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scale – as dulcified entertainment or as enabling a communal gathering space 
that calls for introspection. Eliasson himself underlines that audiences are 
called upon to critically reflect on the constructed nature of the experience 
while taking part in the artwork and accentuates the importance of “critical 
evaluation” as an ongoing spectatorial strategy.198 In fact, in a conversation 
about Riverbed Eliasson posits the demands of the experience economy in op-
position to the activated museum visitor who takes responsibility for the out-
come of their visit: 

Viewers are spoiled by all the blockbuster shows they are always attending, so 
we’re turning the tables a bit in this case. We have to work to somehow make 
people stop asking what they can get out of the museum and start asking them-
selves what they can do to make the museum do something for them. … It’s 
about their visit being activating. People are actually very resourceful and hap-
pily go around participating.199 

 
As a direct response to this rather provocative comment, one may begin by 

asking where the authority is located in such a scenario. Even if museum vis-
itors are encouraged to find their own way of interacting with the artworks, 
there is still a preferred reading or an intended take-away from the visit that 
seeps down through exhibition charts, introductory texts and marketing mate-
rial and which is difficult to ignore. Participation tends to yield prescribed 
audience responses, even more so perhaps in cases where it is of the more 
subdued kind as is often the case in Eliasson’s works. Writing on screen-based 
installations, Mondloch directs our attention to how “the viewer’s presumably 
open-ended participatory experience with a given work is instead imposed by 
the very art form of installation; by necessitating active spectator involvement, 
whether implicitly or explicitly, installation artworks may simultaneously 
constitute environments of controlled passive response.”200 Bishop makes a 
similar observation when noting that “participation as an artistic device … 
rapidly becomes a highly ideologised convention in its own right, one by 
which the viewer in turn is manipulated in order to complete the work ‘cor-
rectly’.”201 While Eliasson has stated that he is curious about the museum’s 
institutional obligation and that “the idea of feeling secure, on the one hand, 
and, on the other, daring to take a risk” is of great interest to him,202 most of 
his gallery works present the spectator with a fairly limited set of possible 
ways of interacting and a relatively low degree of physical or social “risk-

                                                   
198 “Daniel Birnbaum and Olafur Eliasson in Conversation,” in Reality Machines, Moderna 
Museet Exhibition Catalogue no. 388, ed. Matilda Olof-ors (London: Koenig Books, 2015). 
199 “A Conversation: Olafur Eliasson & Poul Erik Töjner,” 87. 
200 Mondloch, 26. 
201 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 93. 
202 “Telephone Relay” in Olafur Eliasson: Riverbed, ed. Michael Juul Holm and Anna Engberg-
Pedersen (Rosendahls/Esbjerg, 2014), 49. 
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taking.” On the other hand, Eliasson’s comment could be understood as a met-
aphor for the demands and rewards that are involved in any meaningful en-
counter with art. In that sense the museum does stage an encounter between 
what is safe and familiar and what lies beyond that horizon. Although Eli-
asson’s works are not challenging or daunting in the sense that we must go out 
on a limb in order to take part in them, they may certainly be challenging for 
other reasons. 

Through the Lens of Film 
Although Eliasson has worked with film on certain notable occasions, the bulk 
of his work does not involve moving images. It is, however, notable that sev-
eral of his gallery pieces incorporate key components from film or photog-
raphy, such as projection, the phenomenon of the after-image, color experi-
ments, the strobe or flash, and the interval. Movement is also a central com-
ponent, but more in the sense of an anticipated movement performed by the 
gallery visitors in interaction with the sculptural elements of the works. In 
these works, Eliasson approximates other sculptural works that also make use 
of cinematic elements, such as Anthony McCall’s light sculptures (sometimes 
referred to as paracinema203). These works offer a mediated view of the world 
and place the viewer in the middle of this effect. But they also allude to the 
sense of wonder and magic brought on by early or pre-cinematic devices. In 
Eliasson’s Room for one color (1997), for example, mono-frequency lamps 
mounted in the ceiling of a sealed-off room make the spectator perceive the 
world in yellow and black. In Big bang fountain (2014), a stroboscope illumi-
nates splashes of water that at regular intervals jettison up from the surface in 
the otherwise completely darkened room, in effect limiting the spectator’s 
view to momentary flashes of light. In I only see things when they move 
(2004), a device consisting of a lamp and revolving colored glass filters placed 
in the middle of the exhibition room casts the surrounding walls in columns 
of various colors and in The seeing space and The sunny space (both from 
2015) the viewer is treated to an inverted version of the neighboring exhibition 
room, reminiscent of the camera obscura effect. Even in the Weather Project 
it could be argued that the viewer is offered a cinematic special effect of sorts, 
the mirror ceiling creating the illusion of a perfect sun eternally about to set 
before the eyes of spectator. This piece could also be likened to more immer-
sive cinematic experiences made possible by screens such as the IMAX dome, 
where the spectator is enclosed by the screen.204 

                                                   
203 Jonathan Walley, “The Material of Film and the Idea of Cinema: Contrasting Practices in 
Sixties and Seventies Avant-Garde Film,” October 103 (Winter 2003): 15-30. 
204 Other works by Eliasson that explicitly reference the medium of film are his installation 
pieces Your roundabout movie from 2010 and Reality projector from 2018.  
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Figure 17: Exhibition map Reality Machines [Verklighetsmaskiner], Moderna Mu-
seet, 2015-2016. 
 

Taken together, these works indicate that Eliasson’s artistic practice shares 
some of the core concerns of film theory. To begin with, Eliasson’s insistence 
on making the viewer see the world differently is accomplished either by re-
constructing reality using organic material or, conversely, by deconstructing 
it through various optical effects as in the works described above. This could 
be likened to the traditional formalist/realist divide in film theory. In such a 
scenario, Eliasson’s landscape pieces would subscribe to the idea of allowing 
reality to unfold before the viewer (as a window onto the world), whereas the 
other category of works would aspire to produce a less coherent (but more 
truthful, according to the formalist vein) viewpoint in a series of colliding im-
ages similar to montage aesthetics. This would also suggest that the former 
category has a centrifugal force and insists on a continuous space beyond what 
can be grasped inside of the gallery (pointing outwards), while works belong-
ing to the latter category would work centripetally by maintaining focus on 
the “picture” plane. This analogy may seem promising at first, but it is com-
plicated by works that actively cross the border between the two categories.  

Looking Inward/Looking Outward/Looking Through 
Less ego wall (2015) echoes one of Eliasson’s earlier video works, the ten-
minute film Innen Stadt Außen (2010). In this film our worldview is chal-
lenged by mirrors that have been mounted on a moving truck and then filmed, 
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resulting in a surprising and disorienting tour of the city of Berlin. In Less ego 
wall, the mirrors are static but arranged in geometrical shapes that create 
equally distorted images, this time of the surrounding gallery space. In addi-
tion, because of the size of the work, our fragmented mirrored image is always 
relative to the disjointed reflections of other gallery visitors that occupy the 
same space as us or who are located on the opposite side of the wall. This is 
because the wall does not merely reflect what is in front of it, but also reveals 
what is behind it through openings that allow us to peek through the wall. 
When looking at Less ego wall we are faced with an unfamiliar and bizarre 
version of our reflected selves but we are also allowed to look through the 
work onto the other side. The mirror, then, traverses the frame/window dichot-
omy by allowing the meaning-making spectator back into the equation and 
(from the point of view of psychoanalytic film theory) serves as a metaphor 
for identification by accounting for the imaginary order that the spectator en-
ters into when investing in the work. Its function here is, however, quite literal 
as it throws our attention back onto ourselves and to our fellow spectators. 
While the openings in the wall allow us to see through a previously closed 
surface – as if the curtains were suddenly drawn – the multiple and juxtaposed 
mirror images form a montage of cropped reflections that condition our un-
derstanding of the space that we occupy and set it in conflict with normalized 
perception.  

 
Figure 18: Less ego wall, Olafur Eliasson (Reality Machines, Moderna Museet, 
2015-2016). Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
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The example of Less ego wall indicates that the relationship between inside 
and outside and between spectator and art object (or screen) is more intricate 
than the frame/window division would allow. In addition, the embodied sub-
ject of installation art that alternates between different viewing positions is 
hardly compatible with the view obtained from Alberti’s window. Eliasson’s 
aspiration to create instances where we as viewing subjects “see ourselves 
seeing” is clearly indebted to phenomenology’s call for self-reflexivity.205 It 
is, however, this explicit focus on the nature of the subjective experience 
which is central to a phenomenological framework that is regularly criticized 
for leading to solipsism. David Sorfa, for example, cautions against an all too 
exclusive focus on personal experience that leaves us “trapped in a hall of 
mirrors where all we see in what we look at is a reflection of ourselves.” But 
he also suggests that a critically balanced phenomenological approach “can 
perhaps point to the flaws and joins in the mirror that allow us to see some-
thing that we are not.”206 In the case of Less ego wall, the interaction between 
the work and the gallery as a social space is rendered uncertain and the audi-
ence comes to function almost like an organic sculpture. When taking part in 
the work we experience ourselves as taking shape – as being in the world – in 
relation to others. The work renders our environment temporarily unfamiliar 
as we seek out our scattered mirror image. But the work also reflects whatever 
is going on in the exhibition space at any given moment, which leaves it open 
to infinite variation. This brings our attention to how the gallery experience is 
both directed and structured by chance or randomness and, quite literally in 
this case, stages an in-between that the viewer is called to act upon. 

Another illustrative example that incorporates this duality and also con-
notes the cinematic by means of the interval is The sandstorm park (1999). In 
a room covered with sand, a hose hangs from the ceiling. It is connected to an 
air compressor and whenever a visitor enters the room, a sensor activates the 
compressor, which fills the hose with air, making it twist and turn, scattering 
sand as it goes. The air is emitted in intervals, making the movement of the 
hose unpredictable and jerky. Even though the work is dependent on the 
viewer to activate the work, once inside we are in the hands of the random 
twitches of the hose. If you wait long enough, the hose will stop moving and 
only the traces left in the sand will give the show away for the next person 
entering. In this way, the durational quality of the work is at the forefront as it 
builds on anticipation (and counters our expectations that associate sand-cov-
ered grounds with a hose with running water) and repetition. It positions the 

                                                   
205 Eliasson’s Seeing Yourself Seeing from 2001 is another work of his that playfully combines  
the perspectives I mention here as it is composed of a framed glass rectangular that hangs from 
the ceiling, onto which mirror glass has been attached in a striped pattern. Standing in front of 
the structure the viewer sees their reflection while also being able to look through the rectangu-
lar, which then functions as a window. 
206 Sorfa, “Phenomenology and Film,” 358. 
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viewer in a situation where we experience movement without the presence of 
a camera, while in-between we are in effect staring at a set. Because the sand 
is rather deep (6-10 cm), we intuitively adapt our footsteps to the uneven 
ground, making the transition from the previous room noticeable and rooted 
in an embodied awareness. This aspect was accentuated at Moderna Museet 
because the work was installed in a spherical room. Pressed up against the 
wall, gallery visitors made their way through the room, totally conditioned by 
the movements of the hose and completely exposed to the gazes of fellow 
gallery visitors. Here, we could quite literally follow in the footsteps of others 
as we negotiated our way around the erratic behavior of the hose. In this way, 
the playful exploration of the materiality of the installation incorporates the 
index as a trace, while also relying on the gallery visitors’ responses and reac-
tions in the present. 

 
Figure 19: The sandstorm park, Olafur Eliasson 
Photo: Åsa Lundén / Moderna Museet, Stockholm. 
 

The inclusion of organic material in The sandstorm park also calls attention 
to how the work interprets the borders between inside and outside and between 
order and chaos. The notion of entropy and the relationship between here and 
an “elsewhere” outside of the gallery has been explored previously by Robert 
Smithson whose site/non-site works counteracted the privileged status of the 
gallery space. When asked why he nonetheless continued to exhibit in the gal-
lery he responded, “I like the artificial limits that the gallery presents. I would 
say my art exists in two realms – in my outdoor sites which can be visited only 
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and which have no objects imposed on them, and indoors, where objects do 
exist.”207 However, unlike Smithson’s non-site works, Eliasson’s landscape 
installations – although they resemble an outside environment – do not index 
the outside. Instead, they point back in – to the limited space of the gallery 
and to our bodily experience of a confined, and, to a large part, controlled 
environment. This inward movement is in concordance with Fowler’s take on 
how the centrifugal image functions in gallery film in that it leads us “not out 
into the fictional/real world but rather into the gallery space.”208 This suggests 
that in order to account for the double nature of Eliasson’s practice we must 
leave the formalist/realist analogy behind. 

Spectacle vs. Reflection 
The interdependence between spectacle and reflection that I suggest is central 
to Eliasson’s artistic practice harks back to discussions on early cinematic 
spectatorship. In this framework, Tom Gunning has suggested that the novelty 
of cinematic technology positioned viewers in a state of bewilderment that 
was based on “a pleasurable vacillation between belief and doubt.”209 It is the 
apparently contradictory aspects involved in the viewing experience that I 
wish to highlight here in relation to the experience of Eliasson’s works. Gun-
ning’s account builds on his firm belief in the spectator’s ability to separate 
illusion from reality, even at such an early stage. To this end, he understands 
the introduction of moving images in a larger historical context as a logical 
continuation of a fin-de-siècle fascination with the trompe l’oeil effect (visible 
in painting and magic theater), underlining that the uncanny nature of the ex-
perience had to do with the representation of reality being so truthful: “I know, 
but yet I see.” While new cinematic technology made images come to life and 
did indeed cause “shock and astonishment,” it did not induce terror in the 
sense that viewers mistook the train onscreen for an actual train heading to-
ward them as the great myth surrounding the first projections implies. Rather, 
the thrill was built into the experience and was part of the attraction that the 
new invention enabled.210 

A similar account could be used when attempting to describe the gallery 
visitor’s experience of Eliasson’s more landscape-oriented installations. There 
are, however, important contextual differences that need to be considered. Riv-
erbed is an illustrative example as it asks that we step into the illusion and 
become fully immersed within it while at the same time marveling over the 

                                                   
207 Robert Smithson as quoted in Voorhies, Beyond Objecthood, 24. 
208 Fowler, “Room for Experiment,” 333. 
209 Tom Gunning, “An Aesthetic of Astonishment: Early Film and the (In)Credulous Specta-
tor,” in Viewing Positions: Ways of Seeing Film, ed. Linda Williams (New Brunswick: Rutgers 
University Press, 1995), 117. 
210 Gunning, “An Aesthetic of Astonishment,” 116-117. 
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near-perfect arrangement of stones and rippling water within the white walls 
of the modernist art museum. For the contemporary spectator in this case, the 
uncanny effect once produced by the life-like qualities of the illusion itself has 
been complemented by other things. While Riverbed is certainly impressive 
in both scope and execution, it is not primarily that we are astounded or taken 
aback by the likeness to nature per se. This definitely forms part of the expe-
rience, but it is not, I would argue, the defining trait of the installation. Rather 
it is the confrontation between the traditional museum context and an envi-
ronment that belongs outside of the museum that gives the installation its main 
appeal. It is spectacular to some extent (Look at what they’ve done to the 
place!), but it also calls for contemplation (What will I make of it?) This in-
terdependence is further enforced by the fact that the enacted landscape refer-
ences an environment typically associated with harmony and reflection out-
side of the museum, but also because the museum itself is a site that tradition-
ally favors a silent and contemplative approach. This is in sharp contrast to the 
vaudeville context of early cinema. Whereas Gunning describes the attrac-
tional mode of early cinema as totally oppositional to contemplation and ab-
sorption, Eliasson’s installations successfully combine the two.211 

My proposal is not that we simply extract aspects from models associated 
with early cinematic spectatorship and apply them to Eliasson’s installations, 
but to look at how these traits are enacted and adapted to play with the speci-
ficities of the gallery. This, I believe, could also generate a more profound 
understanding of why and in what ways the spectator of film installations and 
gallery films is regularly described as being “in-between.” For it seems to me 
that it is the same mechanisms at work in both instances – that is, an interplay 
between here and now and there and then. This interplay also forms part of 
Bishop’s account of the activated and decentered viewer of installation art. 
Furthermore, in Eliasson’s practice the art experience is consciously dispersed 
across several different contexts, making it difficult to separate the museum 
experience entirely from the virtual one. This aspect is not seldom enhanced 
by the hosting institution, which profits on the marketing possibilities that it 
offers – for example, by encouraging viewers to share their experience on so-
cial media. Therefore, in order to fully grasp the issue of spectator involve-
ment in these instances we must also take into account the extended online 
event as it plays out on multiple virtual platforms. This involves at least three 

                                                   
211 The relationship between absorption and theatricality has famously been explored by Mi-
chael Fried in his description of eighteenth-century French painting (a continuation of his cri-
tique of minimalist sculpture as “theatrical”). Fried argues that because of how these paintings 
seem to disregard the viewer by portraying subjects that are consumed by an activity or some 
other object, the viewer is drawn into a contemplative mode and becomes engrossed in the 
sphere of the painting. This is in opposition to the distance produced by theatricality, here rep-
resented by rococo painting where the subjects are depicted as if on a stage. Michael Fried, 
Absorption and Theatricality: Painting and Beholder in the Age of Diderot (Chicago: Univer-
sity of Chicago Press, 1988). 
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levels: the digital platforms of the gallery or museum; the artist’s showcasing 
of the work on various digital channels; and the gallery visitors’ use of smart 
phones and social media in order to document and share the gallery experience 
as a recorded event. These various levels of communication give rise to dif-
ferent representations of the installation as an event as it travels through pri-
vate and public contexts. This is also evident within the framework of this 
dissertation when considering the difference between my own selfie moment 
inside of Riverbed (figure 20 below) and the official press photo from the in-
stallation (figure 14). There is a similar discrepancy between the very first 
image of this dissertation, which documents my encounter with Room for one 
colour, and how the installation is usually represented. Since the effect of the 
mono-frequency lamps is difficult to capture, the focus is usually on the lamps 
themselves. 

The Extended Online Experience 
In the early days of installation art, several artists regarded the gallery with 
skepticism as a space that presupposed a traditional and static kind of specta-
torship. Activating the gallery visitor in this context was thought of as a polit-
ical strategy and served as an antidote to “the pacifying effects of mass-me-
dia.”212 Eliasson’s heavy presence on various online channels reconfigures 
this argument by extending the art experience into an online event. While 
Meyer sees The Weather Project as reinstating a mass audience, our current 
media culture also introduces novel ways of interacting with artworks that 
risks overshadowing the first-hand experience, while at the same time offering 
groundbreaking possibilities for documenting the embodied mode of looking 
that is inherent in the installation format. The experience in this sense is no 
longer confined to the elevated status of the museum building, but is pro-
longed and has a logical continuation in another site and at another time, cre-
ating an essentially transmedial experience. 

Reaching Out 
That technological advancements have made it possible to reach out and con-
nect with people outside of the exhibition in an instant and that this behavior 
is regularly encouraged and profited on by the blockbuster exhibition and the 
commercialized sphere of contemporary art adds another dimension to the “in-
between” of the gallery experience and suggests a new type of oscillating 
movement at work within the viewer. If the early cinema spectator, as Gun-
ning argues, “[vacillated] between belief and incredulity,” the contemporary 
viewer is always at potential risk of being torn between the here and now and 
                                                   
212 Bishop, Installation Art, 32. 
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the impulse to bring it back home by using digital technology, thereby break-
ing the immersion. What is more, the digitally documented version typically 
highlights the spectacular dimension but downplays the more contemplative 
aspects of the experience, thereby reducing the encounter to what looks ap-
pealing but still can fit within the frame of a selfie.213 

 
Figure 20: Riverbed, Olafur Eliasson, Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 2014-
2015. Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
 

There is a shift in tense involved in these constructed narratives as the first-
hand experience is replaced by and relived through screen-based versions of 
the original event. These records form online memory banks – active sites 
where the art event is not only documented but also repeatedly recontextual-
ized alongside other content. Therefore, the accumulation of audience-gener-
ated images online cannot simply be discarded as emblems of a narcissistic 
and image-saturated culture of visibility. Instead, we may think of them as 
supplements to the real-time gallery experience, creating a forum for sharing 
                                                   
213 I would not deny that some of Eliasson’s less monumental works function more one-dimen-
sionally according to the principles at work in Gunning’s “cinema of attractions” by directly 
addressing the viewer in the here and now, seeking their “immediate reaction” (Gunning, op. 
cit., 122) in an exhibitionist vein. These artworks do not require the visitor to be fully present 
or focused to take part in them. Instead, they offer a relatively low degree of contemplation and 
variation and are therefore even more prone to cater to a selfie-universe. To be sure, this aspect 
is not unique to Eliasson’s practice. On the contrary, it has been employed by several installa-
tion artists as a means to engage the visitor and offer alternative museum experiences. Carsten 
Höller’s slides taking visitors on a veritable joyride through the museum is perhaps the most 
striking example. But even in these more spectacular instances the context in which the works 
are made accessible to the viewer (i.e., the gallery or the museum) adds an undeniable dimen-
sion to the experience. The provisional character of this space always ensures some degree of 
variation. 
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subjective experiences with a dynamic and continuously evolving viewing 
collective. Although the waving smart phone arm may be perceived as a dis-
turbing element within the installation, it also forms part of the work in the 
sense that visitors are united in a gesture that documents the intimacy of their 
experiences. The extended experience as it resurfaces online is therefore also 
characterized by two opposing forces: the will to open up the artwork, to point 
outward, and the concurrent desire to share a personal experience that points 
inward. 

Navigating Through “Your Uncertain Archive” 
The SOE website must also be considered here as it offers an alternative ap-
proach to showcasing the entirety of Eliasson’s oeuvre. In line with Eliasson’s 
habit of using the possessive pronoun “your” in his artwork titles, the section 
of the website where the user can browse through Eliasson’s career is entitled 
“Your uncertain archive,” thereby implying a randomized and unique encoun-
ter while simultaneously underlining the provisional status of the archive. Re-
sisting a chronological overview, the artworks are organized according to key-
words (tags or connections), but can also be accessed via a “drift” mode where 
the artworks approach the user in the form of a multitude of thumbnails that 
appear to be floating in (virtual) space. When using the keyword view, art-
works that correspond to the same tag are arranged into a sphere that circles 
on the screen while awaiting to be unpacked and explored by the user. In this 
way the archive acts as a personalized guide to the Eliasson universe by 
providing the spectator with additional information that leads him or her in 
certain directions, based on what connections appear. As such, it functions as 
a framing device that ensures that the artistically sanctioned interpretation of 
the artworks is carried over to the gallery space. Returning once more to Gun-
ning’s discussion of early cinematic spectatorship, the website and various 
social media channels could be said to fulfill a similar function as the show-
man who introduced moving images to an exhilarated audience, by “[building] 
an atmosphere of expectation, a pronounced curiosity leavened with anxiety 
as he stresses the novelty and astonishing properties which the attraction about 
to be revealed will possess.”214 But the archive is also listed as a piece of art 
in its own right and is designed to be in a state of permanent flux: “Not merely 
a container for facts and dates, Your uncertain archive is organised around 
associations and experiences. It is a reality-producing machine, built to gen-
erate new content through proximity and contact. It is a living archive that 
expands continuously.”215 
 

                                                   
214 Gunning, “An Aesthetic of Astonishment,” 120. 
215 The Studio Olafur Eliasson website, “Your Uncertain Archive,” accessed October 24, 2018. 
https://olafureliasson.net/archive/artwork/WEK109131/your-uncertain-archive/. 
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Figure 21: Screen shot of Your uncertain archive from the Olafur Eliasson website. 

 

The archive also features longer and shorter film clips from past exhibitions 
that are very far from the standardized installation shot. Available for stream-
ing alongside more conventionally organized documentation material, these 
clips form a radical alternative to what Brian O’Doherty has described as “the 
installation shot sans figures.”216 O’Doherty’s critique, published in Artforum 
in 1976, was aimed at the ideology of the modernist white cube where the 
“Eye” has sovereignty over the bodily being of the spectator. Although the 
body has arguably been allowed back into the gallery space since then, the 
installation shot void of spectators is still a regular feature. This is problematic, 
of course, because it ignores the social aspects of the gallery experience and 
gives the impression of an ideal viewing position that is impossible to attain 
in real life. By refusing to bracket the spectator and by offering moving image 
accounts of the embodied and social experience of the artworks, Eliasson’s 
website presents material that is in agreement with his artistic hallmark. 

The website regularly incorporates works by other artists and highlights 
quotes and ideas from authors, researchers, and other professionals in various 
fields. This approach is symptomatic of the collaborative approach that per-
meates Eliasson’s artistic output in general. His Studio Olafur Eliasson em-
ploys around one hundred people, making it an artistic enterprise of significant 
dimensions. In addition, followers are invited to take part in the creative pro-
cess of the studio through social media and the studio is also a recurring host 
for workshops conducted by external guests that are documented and then 
shared through various online channels. It is, however, interesting to note that 
despite this obvious tendency toward shared authorship, Eliasson still remains 
the big star of the show. One could see this as a token of how the art market 

                                                   
216 O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube, 15. 
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encourages individual success and promotes the idea of an auteur, even though 
most large-scale installations these days tend to involve a sizable production 
team.217 The Eliasson team’s use of social media can of course be understood 
as a carefully calculated business strategy that draws audiences to areas of his 
practice that receive less attention in the art sphere, such as his more research-
driven projects. His presence on online media thus fulfills multiple functions 
and serves several interests, from the artistic framing of material and the dis-
closure of an artistic intentionality to a more commercially oriented approach 
where cross promotion is a central component. However, it also enables a new 
form of art documentation that resists the dry account of the archival record 
and that builds on a collective effort that renegotiates the border separating the 
artist’s creative output from the sphere of the audience.  

The achievements of modern technology notwithstanding, when the mu-
seum’s call for viewers that want to engage, interact, and experience is paired 
with the desires of a selfie-seeking audience surrounded by spectacular dis-
plays, the borders between the aesthetic experience and consumer culture be-
come increasingly blurred. If the museum remains a “sacred space”218 in the 
sense that it offers an experience that we are unlikely to come across in our 
everyday life, what should we make of the attractional mode within the mu-
seum? Apart from increasing visiting numbers, what can be gained from in-
troducing fairground elements into the gallery? Bishop connects the expansion 
of participatory art with times of political turbulence, but also proposes that 
the distance between participation and spectacle has gradually decreased to 
the extent that it is now difficult to separate the two. This, she argues, results 
in a paradoxical situation in which participation is in compliance with a pop-
ulist, neoliberal agenda: 

From the audience’s perspective, we can chart this as a shift from an audience 
that demands a role (expressed as hostility towards avantgarde artists who keep 
control of the proscenium), to an audience that enjoys its subordination to 
strange experiences devised for them by an artist, to an audience that is encour-
aged to be a co-producer of the work (and who, occasionally, can even get paid 
for this involvement). This could be seen as an heroic narrative of the increased 
activation and agency of the audience, but we might also see it as a story of our 
ever-increasing voluntary subordination to the artists’ will, and of the commod-
ification of human bodies in a service economy (since voluntary participation 
is also unpaid labour).219 

 
                                                   
217 Indeed, in his critique of Bourriaud’s relational aesthetics, Dean Kenning highlights the 
individualism fostered and maintained by the art world where the “the artistic persona often 
persists as the privileged centre around which discursive and material effects take shape” as 
antithetical to the social relations that Bourriaud describes. Kenning, “Art Relations and the 
Presence of Absence,” 437. 
218 Connolly, The Place of Artists’ Cinema, 214. 
219 Bishop, Artificial Hells, 277. 



106 

As a counterweight to this development, Bishop argues that the various cri-
tiques of capitalism brought forth by the “social view” on the one hand (stress-
ing moral obligation and ethical dimensions) and the “artistic view” on the 
other (stressing that all art practices are potential forms of opposition and in 
defense of the importance of artistic freedom) have to work side by side in 
order to create constructive friction. To Eliasson, part of the appeal lies in the 
idea of the museum itself – that people may come together on various grounds. 
The museum, in Eliasson’s words, offers a rare occasion to implement “a par-
liamentary idea.” While some would argue that it is easy to dismiss several of 
his works as mere attractions that feed the art market’s hunger for dazzling but 
easily digestible exhibitions that attract a wide audience, what I have proposed 
in this chapter is that by appropriating the means of spectacle, some of these 
installations in fact realize occasions where we may momentarily become dis-
assembled and put together again by hesitantly but willfully taking part in and 
becoming subject to alternative world views, and, not least, sharing this expe-
rience with others. The contemplative approach is characterized by a medita-
tive focus that suggests a turning inward. As such, it is antithetical to the ex-
hibitionist tendencies of the spectacular. By successfully combining these two 
oppositional modes, Eliasson’s installations create instances where the spec-
tacular and the most commercially viable is also the most intimate and sub-
jective. 
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4. Remembering the Gallery Experience: 
Installation and Documentation 

Installation art’s insistence on the first-hand experience makes it difficult to 
assess such works based on pure documentation since one of its defining fea-
tures is arguably missing. Some would argue that the demand for presence is 
so essential that it overrides all attempts at immortalizing the installation 
through photographic reproduction. Margaret Morse, discussing video instal-
lations, expresses such a view when stating that: 

While an installation can be diagrammed, photographed, videotaped, or de-
scribed in language, its crucial element is ultimately missing from any such 
two-dimensional construction, that is, ‘the space-in-between,’ or the actual con-
struction of a passage for bodies or figures in space and time. Indeed, I would 
argue, the part that collapses whenever the installation isn’t installed is the 
art.220  

 
Even though it is difficult to object to Morse’s claim from the point of view 
of this dissertation, documentation may offer other virtues that end up contrib-
uting to the original experience or triggering discussions that lead to valuable 
insights and further development of the work. In addition, approaching the 
work through documentation provides a historical framework that is difficult 
to attain or fully grasp at the moment of exhibition and opens a possible path 
for understanding the specificity of the singular event after the fact. In this 
sense, documentation enables another kind of “in-between” that is realized in 
the contiguity between the ephemeral original event and its reconfiguration in 
more long-lasting archival processes. Furthermore, given the demands of the 
contemporary art scene, discarding documentation on the grounds that it be-
trays the original experience is not a viable option since installations rely on 
textual and photographic reproduction for their dissemination across the glob-
alized art world. The issue is, however, an intricate one and goes beyond the 
matter of documentation for preservation purposes, as it is primarily through 
various types of documentation processes that installations and other ephem-
eral art practices are inscribed into art history. How we consider documenta-
tion in relation to the original event is also important for understanding the 

                                                   
220 Morse, “Video Installation Art,” 154. 
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nature of the embodied aesthetic experience as bound to a particular place and 
time or as a more versatile state that can be accessed at a later stage. 

Whereas the previous chapter proposed that online encounters with art-
works extend the aesthetic experience into online space, this chapter continues 
on this path by looking more closely at how installation art is made to last 
through various documentation strategies. Rather than describing preservation 
methods in detail – others have done that proficiently221 – what I would like 
to focus on here is how these documentations function: as second-hand ac-
counts of a first-hand aesthetic experience, or as alternative versions offering 
new ways of understanding the artwork or exhibition. What has become clear 
in the three preceding chapters is that the gallery experience cannot be de-
scribed in terms of an original occurrence or as a “pure” event or sensation, 
but rather is composed of several factors which take place on various interre-
lated levels of interaction. Documentation offers a possibility to (re)visit the 
installation not in the flesh, but through textual and (audio)visual material and 
is also essential for approaching the installation as a repeatable event. Without 
documentation, the installation ceases to exist, as does the art institution’s 
claim to its materialization in the here and now of the exhibition space. In this 
sense installation art shares affinities with performance art, as a unique event 
unfolding in the present.  

Although I will depart from installation art as a whole, my discussion will 
be biased toward film installation. This is because the reproducible medium 
of film offers particular challenges in this context, not only in terms of preser-
vation but also because it complicates the relationship between original and 
copy and the connection to site. In order to situate my account in a theoretical 
framework I will use some of the main standpoints in discussions on the doc-
umentation of performance art. This is not to suggest that the two artforms are 
identical in their attention to presence but rather to reflect on and compare the 
ontological shifts involved in studying mediated versions of “live” art events. 
While scholars such as Margaret Morse have directed attention to the prob-
lems involved in documenting film installation, little has been done in terms 
                                                   
221 See, for example, Bruce Altshuler, ed., Collecting the New: Museums and Contemporary 
Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005); Julia Noordegraaf et al. eds., Preserving 
and Exhibiting Media Art: Challenges and Perspectives (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University 
Press, 2013); Erika Balsom, “Original Copies: How Film and Video Became Art Objects,” Cin-
ema Journal 53 no. 1 (Fall 2013): 97-118; Annet Dekker, Collecting and Conserving Net Art: 
Moving Beyond Conventional Methods (London and New York: Routledge, 2018); Pip Lauren-
son, “Authenticity, Change and Loss in the Conservation of Time-Based Media Installations,” 
Tate Papers no. 6 (Autumn, 2006), accessed February 25, 2019, https://www.tate.org.uk/re-
search/publications/tate-papers/06/authenticity-change-and-loss-conservation-of-time-based-
media-installations/; Pip Laurenson, “Can Artworks Live in a Museum’s Collection?”, talk de-
livered on September 19, 2016 at MoMA, published by The Institute of Fine Arts, accessed 
January 17, 2019, https://vimeo.com/184868009/; William A. Real, “Toward Guidelines for 
Practice in the Preservation and Documentation of Technology-Based Installation Art,” Journal 
of the American Institute for Conservation 40, no. 3, (Autumn - Winter, 2001): 211-231. 
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of understanding film installation as an archived entity.222 This is surprising, 
given that installation as an ephemeral event that builds on presence (“here 
and now”) already presumes a temporal disposition toward finitude (“there 
and then”). Documentation becomes the means by which we approach the in-
stallation “after-the-fact” and thus forms a major part of the research process. 
Rethinking documentation as something that goes beyond a two-dimensional 
and static account of the installation suggests a reassessment of the aesthetic 
experience as an unstable and performative entity that can be reactivated at a 
later stage. 

Documenting Mutability 
An installation is more often than not a temporary event that depends on ade-
quate documentation, not only for preservation purposes but also to ensure 
visibility. Documentation, then, is essential for inscribing the installation in 
institutional memory and for situating it in contemporary art discourse. It is 
primarily through textual and photographic material that installations circulate 
and become known outside of the site of exhibition. Photographs, catalogue 
texts and other types of exhibition material help to situate the installation at a 
particular point in time and are important marketing tools, not only from an 
institutional perspective but also for the artist. In these representations the in-
stallation is dislodged from its claim for presence and resurfaces as a com-
pressed but more long-lasting version of its original appearance. Thus, in order 
to secure a place in the fast-revolving art world, the installation sheds one of 
its most prominent features – the place-bound and embodied experience of a 
here and now that is conditioned by contextual factors. In its place, we get a 
mediated view which, at least in the case of still photography, reduces the 
experience of the installation to a set of motifs and angles that excludes any 
social aspect.  

Documentation is carried out on several levels and tends to emphasize dif-
ferent aspects of the installation depending on who is creating the content. 
While detailed information about technical and architectural choices are par-
amount from the point of view of the hosting institution, visitors tend to 
choose more subjectively oriented ways of documenting their experiences. 
Purposes may overlap, however, as visitors regularly contribute to museums’ 
and artists’ self-representation strategies through privately produced and up-
loaded content. Publicly available material such as reviews or press releases 

                                                   
222 Monica E. McTighe has written about photography’s relation to installation art both in terms 
of memory and documentation practices. Her chapter on film installation, however, focuses 
mainly on the exhibition of analogue film as an obsolete medium in the work of Tacita Dean 
and Matthew Buckingham. Monica E. McTighe, Framed Spaces: Photography and Memory in 
Contemporary Installation Art (Dartmouth College Press, 2012). 
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is seldom focused on explaining the layout of the installation or providing 
clearly stated information about what exactly constitutes the work (for in-
stance, through floor plans) but rather focuses on explaining either the the-
matic framework suggested by the exhibition or the experiential aspects in-
volved in taking part in the installation. Internal information, on the other 
hand, must also include hands-on and practical details about the realization of 
the artwork. Documentation is thus a heterogenous process, carried out for 
various reasons by both public and private actors. Despite its insistence on the 
first-hand experience, installation thrives on these mediated proofs of its ex-
istence. The installation as a mediated event is not dependent on presence nor 
does it require any active participation on behalf of the viewer. Through pho-
tographs and textual material, the installation is not only made more accessible 
but also more finite, its meaning locked down into the reassuring familiarity 
of image and text and the occasional video clip. 

Questions of authorship and control, selection, and the correlation between 
the original event and its subsequent representation in text, image, or exhibi-
tion form are all of central concern when considering how installations are 
remembered and maintained. The occupational status of the curator has also 
proven to be relevant for issues pertaining to preservation, documentation and 
the subsequent archiving of art events as it is sometimes suggested that the 
rise of the independent curator (as opposed to someone who is affiliated to an 
institution) has contributed to the so-called “amnesia of the art world.” The 
rapid increase in biennials since the 1990s has not only expanded the contem-
porary art scene considerably but also offers a faster production pace than the 
traditional art institution, which may not go hand in hand with establishing 
long-term documentation praxes.223 Parallel to this development, the more or 
less concurrent return of archival art practices that spiraled in the early 2000s 
placed the act of remembering center stage. Archival artworks question insti-
tutional memory, challenge accepted truths about collected objects and contest 
the hierarchy involved in the kind of knowledge production associated with 
the museum. These insights also testify to some of the difficulties involved in 
revisiting the gallery experience as an archived event.  

                                                   
223 Pascal Gielen, “Curating with Love, or a Plea for Inflexibility,” Manifesta Journal, no. 10 
(2009/2010): 14-25; Rafal B. Niemojewski, “Where Do You Come From? And Where Are You 
Going? On the Memory and Identity of Biennials,” Manifesta Journal, no. 6 (Autumn/Winter 
2005): 342-353. The “amnesia of the art world” is a quote by curator Hans-Ulrich Obrist which 
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Manifesta Journal no. 6 (a special issue entitled “Archive: Memory of the Show”) in Marco 
Scotini’s article “Collecting Disobedience: An Archive of Art and Political Action” but without 
proper reference to the original source. Obrist does, however, come back to this remark in an 
interview by Leigh Silver from 2014, published on complex.com: “Interview: Hans Ulrich 
Obrist Talks His Instagram Project ‘The Art of Handwriting’.” Available at: https://www.com-
plex.com/style/2014/02/hans-ulrich-obrist-interview-instagram-art-of-handwriting/. Accessed 
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Considering Walter Benjamin’s conception of aura as intimately coupled 
with site, it is noteworthy that it is largely by way of the “copy” that installa-
tion art gains a reputation and is remembered in the art world, despite its re-
curring insistence on site specificity.224 Foster has proposed that Benjamin’s 
claims amount to “a definitive rupture of the museum forced by mechanical 
reproduction,” in contrast to André Malraux’s musée imaginaire, where re-
production instead leads to the museum’s “indefinite expansion” by enabling 
artworks to exist side by side in a vast collection that is not limited by geo-
graphical distance. Foster’s pairing of the two sums up what is at stake when 
considering the circulation of more or less ephemeral artworks outside of the 
sanctioned order – originality, site specificity, and authenticity on the one 
hand, and availability and expansion on the other.225 This raises questions not 
only about the relationship between original and copy, but also regarding the 
shifting appearance of the artwork as it travels in-between contexts and the 
different viewing experiences they generate. 

Part of the problem when discussing the documentation of film installation 
is that it may be difficult to discern what exactly constitutes the aura of the 
artwork in this context. While it would seem straightforward to locate the core 
of the work in the audiovisual material, the claim that this dissertation makes 
is that contextual factors and the composition of the gallery in the moment of 
looking condition the material to such an extent that it would not function or 
be experienced in the same way in another setting. Conversely, one could ar-
gue that the contextual framework could be expanded ad infinitum to the point 
where it would be impossible to decide where the work begins and ends. This 
could be said to be the case in parts of Eliasson’s practice where artworks are 
showcased and made available through multiple online channels both prior to 
and after their realization in the gallery. In order to fully understand in what 
ways the aura of the artwork is potentially restored or corrupted, it is not suf-
ficient to look solely to material guidelines. Instead, we must take into account 
how the identity of the work shifts with the archival perspective that docu-
mentation practices bring. 

Authenticity vs. Accessibility 
Julia Noordegraaf explains that “often the inaugural exhibition is a key mo-
ment in defining the work and an important reference point for collection or 

                                                   
224 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Its Technological Reproducibility,” in 
Critical Visions in Film Theory: Classic and Contemporary Readings, ed. Timothy Corrigan, 
Patricia White and Meta Mazaj (Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2011): 230-252. 
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preservation issues.”226 However, when it comes to installations that are reg-
ularly relocated in various geographic locations and thematic contexts there is 
seldom such a straightforward point of origin to fall back on. These works are 
oftentimes reworked and adapted to fit their current location and thematic 
framework, albeit with the approval of the artist. Scale and dimension as well 
as other spatial and technical factors may vary considerably while the instal-
lation as an entity remains intact – unharmed, as it were – by its repeated re-
configurations. This mutability makes it difficult to define any manifestation 
of the installation as an original in the traditional sense of the word. The iden-
tity of the work is thus more fluid and open to circumstance. The distinction 
between original and copy that is so prominent in the conservation of fine art 
objects thus loses some of its centrality. An installation is not a permanent 
object that can be preserved in the same way as a painting.  

Pip Laurenson, Head of Time-based Media Conservation at Tate, discusses 
these matters in relation to time-based installations and proposes that if in tra-
ditional conservation practice the conservator’s main objective was to stay 
true to the original object, these types of installations leave “room for inter-
pretation.”227 Indeed, installations that involve time-based media seem quite 
remote from questions that have been of central concern in traditional conser-
vation theory, which tend to focus on the original status of the object with the 
aim of ensuring authenticity. To regard film installations as “authentic ob-
jects” in this sense is problematic. Even in cases where the artist is meticulous 
about installing the work, it is impossible to fully master or control the viewing 
situation due to the performative quality of installation as an exhibition format. 
Thus, while Laurenson’s remark that “time-based media installations exist on 
the ontological continuum somewhere between performance and sculpture” is 
apposite, it does not account for if and how – in terms of conservation – time-
based media installations behave differently than installations that do not in-
clude moving images or other temporal elements. Instead, she highlights the 
need to establish “work-defining properties” which form the basis for docu-
mentation. These could entail everything from technical requirements to more 
loosely formulated thoughts on the experience of the work. Instead of starting 
from an original that is to be preserved or restored, conservation of time-based 
installation is geared toward maintaining these work-defining properties in or-
der to “preserve the identity of the work of art” (my emphasis).228 

Film installation does, however, possess an uncompromising durational 
quality that determines its realization in the gallery and which sets it apart 
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from sculptural installations. This basic element also poses other types of chal-
lenges in terms of preservation. As Chrissie Iles and Henriette Huldisch ex-
plain, most museums and art institutions did not start adding moving image 
works to their permanent collections until the 1990s and preservation routines 
were then far from standardized: 

In the flurry of selling and collecting that followed, an often contradictory array 
of arbitrary procedures emerged. Works were sold on VHS videotapes – some-
times signed by the artist – on specially editioned laser discs and, later, on DVD 
(which was mistakenly interpreted as a medium in its own right). Film loop 
works were acquired often with no clear agreement regarding preservation, ac-
cess to the original negative, or the potential migration of film to video.229 

 
This observation is indicative of how film brings up questions regarding me-
dium specificity which demand that preservation decisions have to be contin-
uously modified according to the present-day availability of various techno-
logical solutions. As is well known, film preservation is a double-edged 
sword. While film copies can be stored and remain intact in optimal condi-
tions, screening the material is another matter, especially when considering 
that projectors too have become more vulnerable to wear and tear as we move 
further into the digital era and spare parts become increasingly difficult to 
come by. Preservation procedures may therefore involve acquiring analogue 
archive copies as well as digital submasters that are then used for making new 
exhibition copies. As Iles and Huldisch note, this results in a somewhat para-
doxical situation where “duplication thus becomes a strategy of conserva-
tion.”230 Again, we are reminded of how film works very differently from the 
fine art object when it comes to preservation issues. The reproducible medium 
of film that Benjamin once held responsible for the liquidation of aura thus 
finds itself in a context which celebrates both singularity (the uniqueness of 
the ephemeral art event) and repeatability (the possibility of revisiting the in-
stallation at another place and in another time).  

Since the gradual expansion of moving images within the art scene, acquir-
ing time-based artworks has, however, become a far more streamlined proce-
dure and one important factor behind this development is the success of the 
limited-edition model. Balsom has traced its history from its turn-of-the-cen-
tury appearance to its currency in the distribution of film and video as art ob-
jects today. Unlike experimental filmmakers who were not traditionally based 
in an art context and who opted for a distribution model based on accessibility 
through various rental services, film and video artists embraced the promise 
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that the limited edition holds in terms of financial revenue and content con-
trol.231 This is a token of the separate histories of experimental film on the one 
hand and artists’ film on the other. In this instance, Jonathan Walley also 
points to the differing production processes and varying views of the filmic 
material within the two categories. “Simply put,” he asserts, “artists’ film re-
gards the film print as an art object in a way that avant-garde cinema does 
not.”232 It seems symptomatic, perhaps, that experimental filmmakers sided 
with the potentials offered by reproducibility, while film and video artists took 
the opposite direction and actively limited this defining feature of the medium. 
But even within the limited-edition model, film remains an unruly art object, 
beholden to its reproducible nature. Balsom explains: “Though moving-image 
media do possess a kind of objecthood, it is crucial to recognize that what is 
for sale is less this object per se than a set of permissions, privileges, and re-
sponsibilities concerning the exhibition and guardianship of a given work over 
time.”233 The limited edition thus carries with it an assurance that the work 
will not be screened in poor conditions where essential elements of the work 
(for instance, a specific architectural setup) is missing. In this way, the artist 
may be able to keep a certain “quality control” over the work, even though it 
technically remains within the order of the copy rather than within that of a 
priceless, authentic original. That several museums only accept editioned art-
works into their collections also suggests that in order to become part of a 
larger institutional (and art historical) framework, the limited-edition model is 
the only viable option.234  

The strengths of the limited-edition model notwithstanding, many of these 
works still find their way to the internet and are made available for download 
or streaming on large viewing platforms that support user-generated content. 
Add to this websites devoted to making rare avant-garde material available to 
a larger audience and museums’ own online archives and subscription services 
that offer access to artworks otherwise unavailable outside of the institution 
and the number of possible sources for retrieving the artwork in a more or less 
complete state have multiplied. As was demonstrated in the preceding chapter 
in relation to Eliasson’s artistic practice, some artists happily embrace the pos-
sibilities offered by online sharing, while others reject the inferiority they as-
sociate with the less than ideal viewing conditions offered by the internet. This 
would appear to be a more pressing issue for artists working with film, perhaps 
because contextual factors that contribute to the film installation, or technical 
requirements, such as a filmmaker’s devotion to analogue film or demands on 
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aspect ratio, are generally perceived as less important to the totality of the 
work compared to how sculptural objects are understood to function in non-
time-based installations. In this sense, installations that involve audiovisual 
material are generally more vulnerable to the manipulation of content.  

Hito Steyerl’s article “In Defense of the Poor Image” is an attempt to 
reevaluate the status of the inferior copy in the form of substandard images 
that circulate the internet. The poor image is dependent on digital technology 
and “transforms quality into accessibility, exhibition value into cult value, 
films into clips, contemplation into distraction.” To reach this status it has un-
dergone several transitional processes, from analogue film and video to vari-
ous digital formats, the tribulations of which have by no means left it unaf-
fected. The poor image gains momentum from the speed with which it travels 
through various online contexts and creates “anonymous global networks just 
as it creates a shared history.”235 Steyerl’s account thus positions the poor im-
age as a subversive force by calling attention to how it grants access and pro-
duces community by operating outside of the excluding logic of social and 
economic institutions. As such it ties into the idea of digital technology as 
possessing a democratizing potential, the value of which overrides aesthetic 
considerations. The flip side of such a claim is of course that the digital also 
courts other interests, such as control and surveillance. While Steyerl 
acknowledges that the low-quality image copy is well suited to a mediascape 
that prefers the fast and easily dispensable over the more durable and that “the 
circulation of poor images feeds into both capitalist media assembly lines and 
alternative audiovisual economies,” Balsom goes further in her critique of 
Steyerl’s celebration of the digital image. By accounting for corporate right 
holders’ innovative strategies for dealing with copyright infringement, Bal-
som questions the political force behind the poor image. When there is profit 
to be made, even from illegally uploaded material (for example by adding ad-
vertisements), the poor image is poor only from the point of view of the spec-
tator in the form of substandard quality. Therefore, Balsom contends, we can 
no longer trust the poor image to be “aligned with an antagonistic stance to-
ward private property.”236 

Even though I concur with Balsom’s view that we should think twice before 
attributing the poor image with too much subversive potential, the kind of im-
age that Steyerl describes is by now so ubiquitous that it is almost a moot 
point. Instead, the radical implication of Steyerl’s article is the promise of a 
new kind of aura that is situated in “the transience of the copy” and which 
exists independently of institutions that are upheld either by a nation state or 
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driven primarily by commercial interests. In this sense, the poor image is a 
figure of a larger paradigm shift that has set the idea of the archive in motion, 
initiating a reassessment of the original as an unquestioned source of authen-
ticity. But Steyerl’s account also focuses on how the poor image has generated 
increased visibility for marginal and avant-garde cinemas. Of particular inter-
est in this instance is her description of how “clandestine cell-phone videos 
smuggled out of museums are broadcast on YouTube.” There is, however, 
reason to be mindful of the decontextualization brought on by this kind of 
extraction of images. When it comes to film installation the stakes are argua-
bly higher, since removing the images from their intended surrounding and, 
in the case of multi-channel works, denying them the “spatial editing” that 
installation permits significantly alters the reception of the images.  

Zaatari’s Letter to a Refusing Pilot, which I discussed in chapter two, is one 
such work that circulates in various variants online. In this case it is a single-
channel film that, in theory at least, could be adapted to suit other types of 
exhibition formats. In practice, however, the non-authorized filming of the 
screen inside of the installation that ends up on online video platforms gener-
ates a viewing experience that is not only lacking in terms of image quality 
but also betrays the complexity of the work as it incorporates spatial elements 
and, crucially, unfolds in dialogue with the 16mm film running opposite the 
main screen in the installation. Certainly, some artists choose to issue their 
work in different versions. Eija-Liisa Ahtila, for instance, has made DVD ver-
sions of her installation works that greatly increase availability and multiply 
distribution channels. But even if we disregard for a moment the substantial 
difference in taking part in officially sanctioned alternative versions and 
watching material that has been covertly filmed from within the installation, 
we are still dealing with an adaptation of sorts. While alternative or under-the-
table versions can have merits of their own, if nothing else than as possessing 
an undeniable connection to the “original,” they cannot substitute the experi-
ence in situ. They can, however, add to this experience by offering other per-
spectives on the original event. 

Fiona Tan’s Vox Populi series (as discussed in chapter two) also exists in 
alternative versions in the form of artist’s books, one for each geographical 
location that she has collected archival images from. In contrast to the instal-
lation, which builds on the interaction between an up-close examination of the 
images and a more distanced mode of looking (inviting comparisons between 
the different locations on view across the gallery space), the publications rely 
entirely on an intimate viewing mode that is appropriate for the book format. 
Here, the images are allowed to spread out and assume various sizes and 
forms, unlike how they are all exhibited in the same format in the gallery. 
Focusing on only one of the locations at a time arguably changes both the 
angle and the scope of the work and allows for a more dedicated and in-depth 
survey of the individual images. Significantly, the artist’s website describes 
these books as accompaniments to the installations. This clearly positions 
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them in a state of dependency which allows them to reveal and engage with 
other aspects of the work without corrupting any of its core features. In addi-
tion, the books document important elements of the installation that may be 
difficult to capture in installation shots. As such, these artist’s books offer a 
deepened understanding of the image material in the original installation.  

Alternative Documentation Practices 
Because photographic and textual material provided by the hosting institution 
is essential not only from the point of view of documentation, but also for how 
it situates the installation in a larger art historical framework, it is important 
to take note of how the work itself is conditioned by such material. Petersen 
even proposes that “to a certain extent, the publication has taken over the site’s 
significance as the place where the meaning of the work is determined.”237 
This prompts us to consider the nature of such publications because, as Char-
lotte Bydler points out, “catalogue texts are …, like reviews, strongly attached 
to the issuing institution and cannot be expected to do anything but speak in 
their defense.”238 From this perspective, exhibition catalogues are a problem-
atic source of knowledge since the interpretative framework has been handed 
over to the hosting institution. Once assimilated to fit the format of the exhi-
bition catalogue, the essence of the work is imprinted in time while its mean-
ing is tied down and restricted to the focus of the publication. As I have already 
touched upon, photographs are problematic for other reasons. For example, 
capturing the complexity of the physical manifestation of an artwork in an 
installation shot is oftentimes at odds with attempting to represent the aesthetic 
experience of the same piece. This dilemma is accentuated in film installations 
that use multiple screens, where the photographer is presented with the impos-
sible task of providing an overview as well as capturing the spectator’s frag-
mented viewing experience. 

Video Documentation 
In contrast to the static installation shot, video documentation is an alternative 
route that allows for a more experientially focused way of documenting in-
stallations. Reesa Greenberg discusses one such example and suggests that it 
“allows screen viewers to identify with exhibition viewers” by underlining the 
rhythmic handling of the camera and the inclusion of sound: 
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Shattering the silence of traditional photographic modes of remembering exhi-
bitions signals a desire to remember bodies as well as art works in exhibition 
spaces, to construct a more corporeal, less abstract portrayal of the contempo-
rary exhibition viewing experience. Whether or not people are shown, non-
fixed cameras presuppose the body in the exhibition space in ways that fixed 
cameras or traditional installation photographs do not.239 

 
This kind of documentation provides some level of compensation for the dry-
ness of the archival record in comparison to the actual event by offering an 
embodied view that attempts to stay true to the sensory experience of “being 
there.” Video documentation of this kind seems to be particularly apt for cap-
turing large-scale installation works that include sound and which depend on 
the ability to move around or in-between screens. Another example is the 
working methods of Vernissage TV, an online archive that “covers exhibitions 
and events in the fields of contemporary art, design and architecture” and 
which presently holds more than three thousand films. Their coverage of Car-
sten Höller’s exhibition Test Site at Tate Modern in 2006 is indicative of how 
a more experientially focused documentation strategy can be successfully 
combined with traditional photographic representation. In this particular clip 
we may enjoy a ride down one of Höller’s infamous slides virtually first-hand 
as the cameraman tumbles down the large tube with the camera attached to his 
chest. These shots from within the slide are complemented with more conven-
tional footage from within the gallery, creating a versatile account of the ex-
hibition experience.240 The more experimentally oriented documentation strat-
egies adopted by the Studio Olafur Eliasson are also worth mentioning again 
here. By posting short films that convey a bodily investment in the artworks, 
the website intersperses traditional installation shots with clips that provide a 
rarely seen fidelity to the first-hand experience and which are biased toward 
the subjective encounter rather than aimed at capturing the totality of the in-
stallation. For example, in a short clip documenting the Riverbed installation 
at Louisiana, the shaky handheld camera, the first-person perspective and the 
scraping sound emanating from walking on a surface covered with stones and 
gravel – as well as the inclusion of a multitude of fellow gallery visitors – 
allows the viewer to sense the atmosphere of the installation in an embodied 
and indexically anchored kind of way.241 
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Regardless of how the documentation process is carried out, the very act 
engenders further questions about the relationship between the original event 
and the nature of the resulting documentation. Annet Dekker poses two sig-
nificant questions in this regard: “Can or should documentation evoke its ab-
sent object or event, or would it be enough to provide an impression or trans-
late the atmosphere? Is it possible to think of an expanded understanding of 
documentation as presentation?”242 Dekker proposes a mode of documenta-
tion that may operate as “a critical space in its own right” and goes beyond the 
secondary (and inevitably partial) account of an art event. This new, highly 
subjective version may even “elaborate on the original work” and is thus sep-
arated from its initial referent.243 With Dekker’s proposition, the documenta-
tion of the art event approaches the sphere of archival art. No longer mere 
representation or static record of a past event, the documentation itself enters 
into the aesthetic realm. To think of documentation along these lines goes 
hand in hand with the impulse that drives archival art practices and suggests 
an ontological shift on behalf of the archival record as it moves indetermi-
nately in-between categories. Dekker’s reasoning asks that we liberate the 
documentary record from the constraints of its signifying object and allow it 
to become self-contained. This results in a shift in authority, whereby the orig-
inal event loses its status as that which remains always slightly out of reach 
while embodying the only legible source to the historical and experiential 
“truth.” When reconsidering the representation as an artistic contribution on 
its own merits, the reader becomes the primary interpreter of meaning.  

Important historical predecessors to the more experimentally oriented ap-
proach to documenting art that I am describing here are the short art films 
produced for television throughout Europe in the 1950s. These films aimed to 
educate the audience on art – for example, by portraying the works of pivotal 
figures in art history such as van Gogh and Picasso, but also by making use of 
aesthetic traits from experimental film, making the final product an interesting 
mix between the educational format and more challenging cinematography 
that pushed the limits of the television medium. These art documentaries at-
tempted to make art more accessible to the general audience and also covered 
major events in the art world, such as the Venice Biennale. Acknowledging 
this genre is important for understanding how art events have formed part of 
a mediated history and how film and TV have participated in the dissemination 
of art practices in ways that go beyond the review or reportage format. In ad-
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dition, these films testify to how intermedial approaches have allowed sepa-
rate spheres of artistic expression to rub off on each other and generate inter-
esting examples of “hybrid aesthetics.”244 

Instant Archiving 
At the opposite end from the self-reliant documentary record, we find artworks 
that cannot be separated from their archival shadow. Ludovica Fales provides 
one particularly telling example when discussing the 18 days in Egypt inter-
active platform, an online project that gathers images from the Egyptian rev-
olution in 2011, consisting solely of user-generated content which taken to-
gether creates an interactive documentary. The platform allows people to write 
their own history by creating a testimonial archive that incorporates several 
different viewpoints of the same event, enabling the user to cross-check infor-
mation.245 Another example that is more firmly situated in the art world is 
Rafael Lozano-Hemmer’s Please Empty Your Pockets from 2010. In this 
work, gallery visitors are asked to place whatever items they happen to have 
in their pockets on a conveyor belt. These objects are then scanned and once 
removed reappear as an imprint on the other side of the belt, alongside previ-
ously scanned objects extracted from the memory bank of the installation that 
can hold up to 600,000 objects.246 In Lozano-Hemmer’s installation, gallery 
visitors in different cities are united through their personal belongings, which 
in turn decide the appearance of the artwork. In these cases, it is impossible to 
distinguish artwork from documentation as they come together in their very 
means of production, creating what Fales refers to as an “instant archive.”247 
The idea of an instant archive is intriguing because it counteracts the after-the-
fact condition that normally characterizes the archival record. It also points to 
the documentary record’s role in actively shaping the actual event. In this re-
gard, Fales describes the 18 days in Egypt platform as “being inextricably 
linked to the historical real” and the instant archive strategy as an instance 
where “storytelling is incorporated in the archiving process itself.” 248 As such, 
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the platform is an illustrative example of how embodied memory and oral his-
tory can be transposed into mediated accounts without forfeiting their subjec-
tive character and how the archive can be constituted of a palimpsest of voices 
that set it in continuous motion.  

We find a similar documentary impulse at work in the live tweeting of art 
events. Through Twitter, the live event is made available to a larger audience 
while it is simultaneously reworked and commented upon from various sub-
jective positions, creating a discursive framework from which the authenticity 
of the original moment may be experienced in alternative form. Joanna Buck-
nell and Kirsty Sedgman argue that live tweeting works as a counterforce to 
the exclusivity of the first-hand experience and produces a “direct and imme-
diate document of reflection; an enunciation of participants’ embodied expe-
rience authorized by their role as an audience member.”249 The immediacy is 
indeed central here, since it carries with it the promise of here and now, even 
though we are in fact experiencing the work from afar. While Bucknell and 
Sedgman express similar concerns as Balsom when it comes to the dual inter-
ests represented by online platforms – accessibility and user-generated mate-
rial on the one hand and external monitoring for promotional or financial rea-
sons on the other – they conclude by proposing that social media documenta-
tion strategies of this kind nevertheless constitute “resistant forms of docu-
mentation” that “[embrace] experiential divergence” and “reverse … 
traditional power dynamics” with the aim of allowing the audience “to take 
ownership over their participation.”250 Even though I am sympathetic to the 
emancipatory potential of these claims, I also believe that the distanced eval-
uation that watching a live transmission enables deviates considerably from 
taking part in the performance or installation first-hand. Given that the gallery 
space is a site conditioned by ideological forces, social constructs, and a par-
ticular architectural set-up, it is not difficult to imagine that removing these 
aspects generates an experience that is much easier for the viewer to control 
and monitor. Therefore, I find the promise of a reversed power dynamic un-
substantial. Participation in terms of tweeting cannot be likened to participa-
tion in the gallery. Live tweeting may, however, offer an alternative form of 
collective documentation in the shape of numerous audience accounts that po-
sition the original event in a more nuanced and complex framework that al-
lows for dialogic interaction. 
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Performance and Photography 
The relationship between the original event and its subsequent reproduction 
has been at the heart of theoretical discussions concerning the documentation 
of performance art. In these cases, presence is a crucial component that is 
manifested primarily through the performing body of the artist, a presence that 
photographs can only approximate. Although installation art is usually not 
limited to a one-time-only event, it nonetheless shares with performance art a 
certain disposition toward singularity and a privileging of the space in which 
the artwork unfolds. Film installation in particular shares notable affinities 
with performance art because it involves a durational component – that is, 
something that unfolds in time regardless of the spectator. In performance 
studies, discussions on documentation have tended to revolve around two ex-
tremes: disappearance vis-à-vis remains. Peggy Phelan’s influential account 
from 1993 treats performance as a non-repeatable event constituted by its very 
disappearance. Performance cannot be documented or reproduced in any way, 
since it exists only in the present. In Phelan’s reading, the driving force of 
performance – that it exists outside of “the circulation of capital” – amounts 
to its resistance to reproduction. This leaves it unaffected by questions of au-
thenticity (as opposed to the photograph where the truth claim of the image 
tends to be of central concern).251 Body art scholar Amelia Jones’s seminal 
article from 1997 expresses the opposite view when arguing that presence is 
not a determining factor for understanding the essence and impact of the work: 
“While the experience of viewing a photograph and reading a text is clearly 
different from that of sitting in a small room watching an artist perform, nei-
ther has a privileged relationship to the historical ‘truth’ of the perfor-
mance.”252 For Jones, the relationship between performance (body art is her 
preferred term) and photography builds on a mutual dependence: “The body 
art event needs the photograph to confirm its having happened; the photograph 
needs the body art event as an ontological ‘anchor’ of its indexicality.”253 Yet 
Jones’s reasoning is by no means blind to the malleability of the photographic 
record, but rather questions the very possibility of having “an unmediated re-
lationship to any kind of cultural product.”254 Considering how social media 
and the internet have rearranged our encounters with the world, I would argue 
that this claim holds an even larger potential today. This does, however, call 
for a more elaborate discussion on how the photographic record restructures 
our understanding of the live event, taking note of the volatility and staged 
nature of both. 
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Philip Auslander develops Jones’s rather vague reasoning about the index-
ical bond between photography and the live event by suggesting that since 
performance is regularly staged for the camera, the issue of presence is actu-
ally of secondary interest when discussing performance documentation. 
Auslander underlines that even early on, performance artists were well aware 
of how photography would complement the work at a later stage and sought 
to control this process by taking an active part in how the performance would 
subsequently be represented (for example, by working closely with the pho-
tographer or by selecting a number of images that would then come to speak 
for the work). In these instances, the actual performance functions as “raw 
material” for its afterlife in representation. According to Auslander, this indi-
cates that performance documents function much like J.L. Austin’s performa-
tive statements – that is, they embody the action they mediate and therefore, 
“the act of documenting an event as a performance is what constitutes it as 
such.”255 Auslander’s claim turns the tables as it suggests that we consider 
documentation as constitutive of but also separate from its source, thus effi-
ciently sidestepping the very reason why documentation has proven to be such 
a contentious issue. The presence of an initial audience is of little importance 
to Auslander since what is documented is the work as a fine art object, not the 
interaction between artist and audience (which has often been thought of as 
one of the distinctive features of performance art). The interaction between 
performer and audience falls outside of the scope of Auslander’s argument 
since his claim builds on the proposition that from the point of view of docu-
mentation, the original audience is irrelevant. As such, performance documen-
tation operates outside of “the ethnographic tradition of capturing events.”256 

Auslander’s contribution to this discussion is important because, like 
Jones’s article, it underlines the mediated nature of art events. The myth of 
presence that secures access to the original meaning-making moment is thus 
interrogated and destabilized. That both performance art and installation 
works are regularly reenacted or relocated also testifies to the limits of Phe-
lan’s argument. Installation art was also initially hailed for its anti-commercial 
stance and resistance to the capitalist logic of the art market, but has since then 
been adapted to the demands of the global art world. Auslander’s account is 
also relevant when considering how artists’ self-representational strategies in-
tersect with the impact of the work and for understanding how intention and 
selection come to structure the experience for the audience. Nevertheless, I 
find the omission of the spectator disturbing because approaching artworks 

                                                   
255 Philip Auslander, “The Performativity of Performance Documentation,” PAJ: A Journal of 
Performance and Art 28, no. 3 (September 2006): 1-10. Emphasis in original. 
256 Auslander, “The Performativity of Performance Documentation,” 6. 



124 

through documentation alone is by necessity a compromise that can never re-
place the embodied experience of a shared here and now.257 Even so, docu-
mentation may function in other ways that are meaningful and supplementary 
to the original event. While Auslander successfully manages to avoid as-
sessing documentation in relation to the first-hand experience, I find his ob-
servation that documentation procedures have been less focused on under-
standing the social interaction in the experience of performance and more 
geared toward capturing it as an object of art highly interesting. This tendency 
not only downplays duration and presence as key elements (by imposing on 
the event a false status of a finite and autonomous art object), but also com-
pletely ignores the significance of the gallery as an ideological place that 
through audience interaction is invested with ritual. In contrast, a more ethno-
graphically oriented approach to documentation (as proposed by this thesis) 
would have to consider how the gallery is constituted by both control and a 
degree of randomness and how the spectator’s experience is conditioned by 
limits of access as well as obligation to social protocol.  

Phelan’s idea of performance as marked by disappearance has also been 
contested by scholars who emphasize the legitimacy of alternative ways of 
remembering that resist the constraints of the photographic or written record 
but still function as documentation strategies in their own right. Rebecca 
Schneider makes such a claim by pointing to embodied modes of remember-
ing, such as storytelling, orature, and reenactment. Arguing that “performance 
resists a cultural habituation to the ocular” and as such counteracts the impe-
rialist and exclusionary logic of the archive that opposes such “primitive” 
sources of history, she suggests that equating performance with disappearance 
is “hugely culturally myopic.” Schneider thus objects to the idea that memory 
cannot be “housed in the body” or persist in body-to-body encounters. She 
argues that because of its dependence on repetition and its openness to modi-
fication, oral history can never attain the status of the original that the archive 
so desperately clings to, thereby further adding to its non-conforming status 
when compared to the traditional archival document.258 Indeed, the real issue 
for Schneider is not really about disappearance as such but rather that perfor-
mance “remains in ways that resist archontic ‘house arrest’ and ‘domicilia-
tion.’259 Significantly, this is not very far from Phelan’s argument that perfor-
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mance “disappears into memory, into the realm of invisibility and the uncon-
scious where it eludes regulation and control.”260 The debate over disappear-
ance versus remains, then, is perhaps more a question of how performance 
surpasses traditional modes of archiving and yet persists in two-dimensional 
accounts that seem antithetical to its nature. Performance is received and en-
dures through the body, but how we choose to communicate that memory 
leaves traces beyond the skin. Paul Clarke et al. offer a middle way when ar-
guing that we need not limit ourselves to an understanding of performance as 
either disappearance or remains, because both are important from the point of 
view of the archived object and its future usage. Performance leaves traces 
and “remains entangled in the things by which it is known” (including flesh-
to-flesh interaction and oral history) and can therefore be signified by an ab-
sence as well as by that which can be rebuilt or restored from these remains.261 

What these theoretical considerations show is that more embodied modes 
of remembering are vital as oppositional alternatives to the limits of the writ-
ten or photographic record. This is something that I apply in this dissertation 
in my analysis of situated and embodied experience. Oral history has now also 
become a virtually informed history as knowledge communities online share 
insights and participate in disseminating the art event across a greater field. 
This development, I argue, goes hand in hand with the waning significance of 
the officially sanctioned archival document as the main locus of historio-
graphic accuracy. This prompts us to consider in what ways embodied 
memory can be communicated within the hegemony of the visible. In con-
cordance with Clarke et al., I believe that what is crucial here is to maintain 
an understanding of the real-time event after-the-fact as constituted by both 
loss and residue (much like the photograph itself). Such a more nuanced ap-
proach is also discernible in the concluding remark of Auslander’s article 
where he positions the document not “as an indexical access point to a past 
event but … as a performance that directly reflects an artist’s aesthetic project 
or sensibility and for which we are the present audience.”262 It is only through 
an awareness of the various levels involved in the documentation process that 
we may grasp the significance of such records as abstractions of the “original” 
event. 
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Relocating or Revisiting the Installation 
The relocation of installations is by now such a standardized procedure that it 
is seldom brought to the fore or problematized outside of the sphere of pro-
duction. For example, Jesper Just’s Intercourses, which I analyzed in chapter 
one, was commissioned by the Danish Arts Foundation for the 2013 Venice 
Biennale. As such, it was conceived for the Danish pavilion specifically with 
the commissioner’s clearly stated objective of “re-thinking the pavilion’s ar-
chitecture” in mind, which it also did quite radically by mounting a temporary 
brick wall in front of the building that partially obscured it.263 In the press 
release that was published on the Foundation’s website on the same day as the 
opening, Just explains his thoughts on this architectural arrangement: 
 

I want the experience of the work to begin already before you enter the pavilion. 
In the film, they build a city, which at the same time is decaying. I was taken 
by the idea of a ruin under construction. Therefore, I have used bricks similar 
to those in the film to create walls or partial walls around the pavilion.264 

 
Considering that the installation revolves around the construction of a well-
known geographical place inside of another, less familiar one (Paris vs. Hang-
zhou), this comment seems to highlight a central idea behind the work. This 
connection is arguably lost in the version exhibited at Bonniers Konsthall. In 
Stockholm, there was no brick wall that anticipated the unravelling of the in-
stallation in full (even though changes in lighting and a secluded exhibition 
area did set it apart from the rest of the works included in the group exhibi-
tion). Instead, the brick wall was included within the exhibition space. The 
change in setting caused one critic to reflect on the differing experiences of 
the work in architectural terms: “Then [at the Venice Biennale] a site-specific, 
intimate and labyrinthine ruin, enclosed in the Danish pavilion, now [at Bon-
niers Konsthall] a spacious and fairly rigid gallery work whose expansive pro-
jections and atmospheric soundscape thrive on a dystopic and shimmering dis-
quietude.”265 As was discussed in the first chapter, the meaning of site in the 
ambiguous term site-specific has changed over time. Once strictly limited to 
artworks that occupied a particular geographical place, it is now perceived as 
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a broader concept that may be understood discursively or socially. Neverthe-
less, in this particular case the original meaning of the term seems fitting con-
sidering the demands of the commissioner and Just’s response to those re-
quirements in the realization of the work. I have already argued that referring 
to later installments of a work as secondary to or less authentic than the orig-
inal one is misleading because it overlooks the singularity involved in each 
manifestation of the work as it has been sanctioned by the artist. Even so, later 
versions are often forced to relate to the original installation in some regard, 
especially when it involves such a prestigious context as the Venice Biennale. 
For this reason, it is important to acknowledge that different realizations of 
the same work may emphasize different aspects of the viewing experience. By 
treating different versions as independent variations we get a clearer picture 
of how contextual and spatial parameters of a given gallery space resonate 
with and call attention to the various implications of the work. Although a 
comparative approach may be valuable in certain respects, it is not a require-
ment for understanding how the installation functions in its unique staging in 
each location. 

While contemporaneous relocations form part of the modus operandi of the 
contemporary art scene, the reinstallation of past exhibitions has received less 
attention. Art historian Reesa Greenberg suggests that this practice be called 
“remembering exhibitions” and divides it into three subdivisions: the replica 
(recreating a past exhibition), the riff (reconnecting a historical exhibition to 
a contemporary situation), and the reprise (remembering an exhibition through 
textual and/or visual publications or online material).266 Greenberg’s account 
from 2009 suggests an increased prevalence of exhibitions of this type, which 
is notable in light of the alleged “amnesia of the art world.” Significantly, 
Greenberg also added yet another category to her typology in 2012: the “ar-
chival remembering exhibition.” Often relying exclusively on archival mate-
rial, the archival remembering exhibition is not theatrical or sensory based, 
but rather builds on documentation in order to “place the historical exhibition 
… in a nexus of period documents that elucidate the specificities of production 
and reception.”267 The growing interest in remembering exhibitions that 
Greenberg outlines can be understood as a logical continuation of ongoing 
artistic explorations of the mechanisms of the archive. It can also be read 
against the background of an increased interest in the exhibition as an artistic 
form and medium in its own right, in part due to the establishment of educa-
tional programs in curating. 

The archival remembering exhibition as described by Greenberg is, how-
ever, not concerned with vivifying the archival document, but uses it in a ra-
ther conventional and straightforward manner to describe what the exhibition 
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in question looked like and to shed light on circumstances surrounding the 
exhibitions – for example, by including correspondence and other archival 
records that reveal pragmatic and administrative decisions that contributed to 
its realization. Greenberg underlines that this type of exhibition tends to be 
challenging for the spectator, as it is information heavy but offers very little 
in terms of participation. The archival remembering exhibition “demands 
close study but typically keeps viewers at a distance from material placed be-
hind glass or presented in facsimile form.”268 These traits seem quite remote 
from what characterizes artistic explorations of the archive. While archival art 
practices draw on the archive as a contested site of knowledge production and 
are mounted on a distinct skepticism vis-à-vis the stasis of the archival object, 
this aspect is generally less pronounced (or non-existent) on the institutional 
side of things, at least as far as remembering exhibitions go. In addition, 
whereas artists that are associated with the archival impulse typically start 
from an understanding of the archive as partial and intently seek out gaps and 
inconsistencies in order to question the truth claim of the archival document, 
the kinds of exhibitions that Greenberg discusses seem to strive for the im-
pression of totality by including as much material as possible – “as if the mass 
of material signifies the very existence of the event and its importance.”269 
This could be understood as a result of the art institution’s need to create an 
institutional memory and to account for their own position in the writing of 
art history. I will conclude this chapter on art and documentation by looking 
more closely at two examples of archival remembering exhibitions that were 
exhibited concurrently at Moderna Museet in Stockholm in 2019. Drawing on 
Greenberg’s account, I will attempt to situate these in a larger development 
that sets the archival object in motion and sees the past projected into the fu-
ture. These exhibitions form part of the archival impulse and are noteworthy 
for how they formulate and contribute to the writing of institutional history. 

Exhibiting Institutional Memory 
Warhol 1968 was not an attempt to reconstruct or even describe the original 
Andy Warhol exhibition in 1968 in any detail but rather focused on explaining 
how the exhibition was perceived at the time. It also seized the opportunity to 
draw further attention to the museum’s own entanglement with the legacy of 
Andy Warhol by incorporating the story behind museum director Pontus Hul-
tén’s construction of more than one hundred Brillo Boxes in 1990 (based on 
the ones used during the 1968 exhibition), their circulation on the art market, 
and their subsequent de-authentication by The Andy Warhol Art Authentica-
tion Board in New York in 2010. The exhibition featured an extensive range 
of quotes from contemporaneous art reviews in major Swedish newspapers, 
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which occupied an entire wall in the exhibition space. Also included were en-
larged photographs from the exhibition and well-known Warhol quotes 
printed on posters, which were available for purchase in the gift shop. A num-
ber of original artworks from the museum collection formed part of the exhi-
bition as well, such as Marilyn Monroe in Black and White (1962), Ten-Foot 
Flowers (1967) and Cows (1982–1987). The exhibition was placed in a his-
torical context through wall-printed texts that described the political climate 
at the time and the significance of the year 1968, as well as commented on 
major developments in Warhol’s life and career. Part of the appeal of this par-
ticular exhibition in this instance is the strong emphasis on the relationship 
between original and copy that permeates Warhol’s practice and the classic 
archive aesthetics employed in his Brillo boxes, for example. Warhol’s en-
dorsement of the interdependency between art and commercialism is also rel-
evant, since it builds a credible connection between the exhibition as a point 
of historical relevance (both for the museum and for Warhol himself – that 
this was his first individual show in Europe is repeated as a way of underlining 
the importance of the exhibition at the time) and the indulgence in Warholiana 
offered by the gift shop. 

 
Figure 22: The gift shop at Moderna Museet during the Warhol 1968 exhibition, 
2019. Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
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In line with Greenberg’s article, Warhol 1968 incorporated inside infor-
mation about the production of the exhibition, which tended to emphasize the 
museum’s limited budget. But it also included a few elements of a more the-
atrical nature. The exhibition space was covered in aluminum foil, just like 
Warhol’s The Factory, and the music of The Velvet Underground reverber-
ated in the exhibition space just as it once did in the original 1968 exhibition. 
Compared to the parallel archival exhibition Remembering She – A Cathedral, 
where such traits were non-existent, Warhol 1968 (significantly larger) de-
noted a stronger interest in creating an atmosphere in which the visitor could 
more easily reimagine the impact of the original exhibition. In this sense, Re-
membering She – A Cathedral represented a more conventional approach to 
the staging of archival documents in exhibition form and focused more on 
production than on reception. Consisting of photographs from the original ex-
hibition She – A Cathedral in 1966, a film documenting the making of the 
exhibition, sketches and original artworks, and correspondence material that 
shed light on the production phase, the exhibition was rich in material despite 
its limited size. It also included a model of the figure (a pregnant woman) that 
in the original exhibition measured 23x6 meters and which museum visitors 
entered (through the vagina) in order to find a variety of recreational activities, 
such as “a small cinema that showed a Greta Garbo movie, a slide for kids, 
and many other surprises.”270  

The exhibition was a joint effort by artists Niki de Saint Phalle, Jean Tin-
guely and P.O. Ultvedt, but museum director Hultén is also credited as a col-
laborator, which asserts his central role in realizing the exhibition. Indeed, 
Hultén’s relevance was emphasized throughout the remembering exhibition. 
For example, it included a number of artworks by Niki de Saint Phalle that 
were in his possession and which were donated to the museum shortly before 
his death. The exhibition was also located in an area of the museum that is 
entirely dedicated to the legacy of Hultén (Pontus Hulténs visningsarkiv). Hul-
tén’s influence as both curator and museum director, and the significance of 
the museum as a leading actor in the contemporary art scene at the time was 
thus reinforced. 271 (Notably, Hultén was also the curator of the Warhol exhi-
bition.) 

Greenberg discusses a similar endeavor that was carried out at the Stedelijk 
Museum in Amsterdam in 2011, in which two parallel archival remembering 
exhibitions promoted the legacy of Willem Sandberg, who was the museum 
director in the 1960s and whose “renowned institutional and international 

                                                   
270 Quote from the exhibition. 
271 Moderna Museet is currently pursuing a research project on Pontus Hultén and his central 
place in the museum’s history, “Pontus Hultén and Moderna Museet – research and learning 
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leadership” was accentuated by the publicity surrounding the remembering 
exhibitions which “privileged Sandberg, rather than the curators, the artists or 
the work on display.”272 Although the importance of Hultén’s leadership did 
not overshadow the artworks to the same extent in the remembering exhibi-
tions described here, it nevertheless permeated the effort to evaluate these past 
exhibitions in present conditions. More importantly, while Greenberg de-
scribes a resistance to nostalgia in the Stedelijk case that was made apparent 
through “gaps in the structure, content and layout of the exhibition,” the two 
remembering exhibitions at Moderna Museet in 2019 were less occupied with 
dealing with archival lacunae. Looking at these two exhibitions together it be-
comes clear that they are primarily concerned with communicating founda-
tional moments of an institution’s history. Their success cannot be separated 
from their hosting institution as they become vehicles for translating institu-
tional memory into material sites of commemoration and celebration. Even 
so, the parallel exhibition of two archival remembering exhibitions is note-
worthy and indicative of how the process of reanimating the archival docu-
ment emerges at all levels of the art sphere, although it is articulated in differ-
ent ways. 

 
Figure 23: Remembering She – A Cathedral [Att minnas Hon – En katedral], Mo-
derna Museet, 2019. Photo: Olivia Eriksson. 
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Greenberg proposes that “spatializing the archive in exhibition form ren-
ders what was an ephemeral event solid, more so than a two-dimensional pub-
lication.”273 According to this reasoning, archival documents benefit from the 
grounding that a material site provides, a situatedness that anchors them as 
referents of historical events and enforces their significance as markers of the 
past. The gallery also offers a counterpart to the solitary confinement of the 
archival collection in the sense that it provides a space for a shared archival 
encounter, enabling a collective unraveling and evaluation of the material in 
question. Boris Groys takes a similar approach when suggesting that since 
aura in Benjamin’s view is topologically determined, the exhibition room, by 
providing a “life space,” reattributes archival material with the aura of the 
original: “In the installation the documentation gains a site – the here and now 
of a historical event.”274 This act of housing, however, risks attributing the 
material with too much acclaim or enforcing a contemporary perspective upon 
it that goes hand in hand with the aim of the remembering exhibition, but falls 
short in addressing its archival status. Indeed, Boris’s claim that “installation 
makes originals out of copies” gestures in such a direction.275 The urge to re-
animate archival documents by placing them in the gallery space also involves 
shifting their status as they move from the second order of reproduction to 
become that which they represent. In this regard, the role of the curator is 
crucial as the person who stands in-between the archival resources and the 
subsequent staging of the material in the gallery. The relational function of the 
curator is accentuated here, where we are dealing with two discursive practices 
at once – archiving and curating – both of which could be tied to or reside 
within a larger institution, or conversely, be situated outside of any reviewing 
agency. 

O’Doherty has suggested that avant-garde art typically has two audiences, 
“one which was there and one – most of us – which wasn’t.” He continues: 
“The original audience is often restless and bored by its forced tenancy of a 
moment it cannot fully perceive … We from a distance know better. The pho-
tographs of the event restore to us the original moment, but with much ambi-
guity.”276 This remark pinpoints much of what is at stake when dealing with 
documentations of art events or installations. In this chapter I have reflected 
on how the installation that presumes a first-hand encounter in the here and 
now is nevertheless dependent on various documentation practices. I have 
traced its reappearances from its most basic transformation in the form of con-
temporaneous relocation to more complex adaptations that resurface online. 
Finally, I have also discussed how the installation may be granted a second 
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life through remembering exhibitions. Although I have remained skeptical to-
ward abandoning the specificities of the gallery space that ties the installation 
to a particular place and time, my discussion has also opened up the possibility 
of treating the documentation of installations as a freestanding entity with ar-
tistic potential of its own. In this instance it is imperative to consider the in-
sights that historical perspective grants and to interpret the contextual frame-
work of the exhibition in relation to its original presentation. Indeed, this is 
one of the merits that documentation brings: the ability to reflect on how in-
stitutional memory and an artist’s legacy come together in the reassembling 
of a work that brings new frames of reference. Sometimes – for better or for 
worse – taking part in an inferior copy or an approximation of that moment 
may be the only viable option. As Sol LeWitt states in defense of a question-
able reconstruction of Robert Smithson’s Floating Island based on one of his 
unfinished sketches, “something … is better than nothing.”277 What is im-
portant, however, is to be mindful of the shifting ontological status of the orig-
inal object of study in its continued malleability.  
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5. Final Discussion 

In the introduction to this thesis, I set out to find out what constitutes a gallery 
experience. Using a case study approach, my investigation has been carried 
out in close dialogue with the individual installations that I discuss, starting 
from the site-specific encounter with the work in the gallery. By focusing on 
institutional context, viewer interaction, and the situated and embodied re-
sponse to issues explored within the works, I have maintained a double focus 
where the contextual specificity of the gallery is examined in tandem with 
thematic analysis. This duality, I argue, is essential for understanding how 
contemporary installation artists formulate their subject matter on-screen in 
relation to viewers and to the space in-between. Adopting an interdisciplinary 
perspective that combines film theoretical research on the embodied experi-
ence with art historical research on the gallery as a social and institutional 
context, I have offered a theoretical analysis that correlates with the aesthetic 
and site-specific complexity of these works. In their formal set-up, thematic 
address, and architectural design, the case studies included here propose dif-
ferent modes of engagement and varying degrees of audience interaction. In 
this sense, they complement each other by shedding light on different facets 
of what constitutes a gallery experience. This diversity has also been decisive 
for understanding what types of issues contemporary installation art is en-
gaged with and for my further conceptualization of gallery spectatorship. 

My decision to use a film phenomenological framework grew out of a need 
to maintain, on the level of analysis, a truthfulness to the richness of first-hand 
experience. Seeking to move beyond familiar accounts of an individual, mo-
bile, and essentially active gallery spectator, I was curious to find out how 
Vivian Sobchack’s theorization of the embodied viewing subject would work 
in surroundings where the exchange between viewing context and subject mat-
ter forms an undeniable whole – the one informing the other. Relying on thick 
description, I have been dedicated to the contextual specificity that informs 
the experience of the works in their performative particularity. Their status as 
both empirical material and as conceptual examples has allowed me to inves-
tigate how they resist or pose challenges to preexisting models of viewer in-
teraction and rearticulate the concerns of classical film theory regarding spec-
tatorship and the experience of moving images and photography. 
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Five main case studies form the basis of this dissertation: Intercourses by 
Jesper Just (Bonniers Konsthall, 2015), The Enclave by Richard Mosse (Lou-
isiana Museum of Modern Art, 2015), Unfolding by Akram Zaatari (Moderna 
Museet, 2015), Geography of Time by Fiona Tan (Museet for samtidskunst, 
2015-2016), and Reality Machines (Moderna Museet, 2015-2016) and Riv-
erbed (Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 2014-2015) by Olafur Eliasson. 
Starting from my “covering the exhibition floor,” my method of inquiry has 
been intimately bound up with the realization of these works in a specific time 
and place and this has been a conscious, distinctive methodological choice. In 
this sense this is a site-specific study even though most of the works that I 
discuss have been installed in various art institutions across the world at an 
earlier or later stage. I would like to think that this delimitation adds a certain 
historical distinction to my work that will prove relevant in future research on 
installation art. It also underlines the theoretical insights into the significance 
of the gallery as social space that this dissertation has put forward. As gallery 
visitors we form part of the exhibition space where we move and are moved 
by a work of art that is also informed by our actions and reactions. In the 
process, the gallery experience also turns into an object of documentation, as 
we pose and take pictures, and contribute to the artist’s as well as the art insti-
tution’s own practices of remediation and documentation. In this sense the 
case studies included here do not only constitute interesting examples that I 
have been able to study on-site; they also shed light on installation art as a 
contemporary artistic practice, as a public event, and as forming part of a vis-
ual culture that generates new and exciting perspectives on mediation. To-
gether they offer an in-depth consideration of how the gallery experience com-
plicates predominant models of aesthetic experience and provide new insights 
into its social, performative, and remediated aspects as a shared and embodied 
event. 

Although several scholars have made use of the notion of the in-between 
to account for the interstitial position of the viewer in film installations, my 
account proposes a more substantial and extensive application of the term.278 
The case studies included in this dissertation have allowed me to elaborate on 
how this at times rather vague and general notion can be developed to better 
describe the specificity of the gallery experience. I have argued that the notion 
of the in-between makes that elusive threshold state in which the viewer’s 
place is permeated with the immediacy of the images more tangible in the 
form of a shared space. It is not merely a matter of a split experience in the 
sense that our attention is dispersed onto multiple screens, nor should we limit 
this claim to the interdisciplinary character of these works. Rather, the poten-
tial of the in-between takes shape in relation to the specificity of the gallery as 
characterized by multiple and at times contradictory forces.  
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This is perhaps most evident in my analysis of the work of Olafur Eliasson. 
I commenced this dissertation by describing my experience of his Room for 
one colour. With this first encounter I wanted to draw the reader’s attention to 
how this study is concerned with the spatial and temporal complexity of the 
gallery experience, which does not necessarily involve moving images. In Eli-
asson’s work, it is explicitly about “your” experience. Yet his installations are 
also clear examples of how we, in this day and age, are almost incapable of 
having a meaningful experience without having a camera present. His work 
seems to encourage not only an interactive audience, but also a communica-
tive audience that steps in the way of the camera. The successful formula be-
hind his works, including the collaborative approach of his studio, upsets pre-
viously established norms concerning the relationship between artist, artwork, 
and audience. His large-scale installations are not static environments; on the 
contrary, they unfold in unison with the gallery visitors, who also contribute 
to their further dissemination by documenting and sharing their experiences 
online. Even so, the artist is very much present in all levels of the art experi-
ence, despite his insistence on “handing over” the work to the audience. How 
audiences deal with this task is interesting not only from the point of view of 
participation in the gallery but also as a form of media critique. For this reason, 
the chapter on Eliasson constitutes an exception to my dedication to individual 
works rather than an artistic signature. Even though all of the installations that 
I discuss in this dissertation are by internationally acclaimed artists, my meth-
odology focuses on works and site-specific experiences, thereby sidelining the 
emphasis on auteurs otherwise prevalent in both cinema studies and, even 
more so, in contemporary art discourse. 

Eliasson’s artistic practice caused me to reflect on what role contemporary 
installation art plays in a museum culture that is increasingly entwined with 
the experience economy. With regard to Reality Machines and Riverbed I ar-
gued that his installations position gallery visitors in a state of playful investi-
gation, creating environments that are both spectacular and call for a turning 
inward. The traditional function of the gallery or museum as a site for con-
templation and knowledge production is, however, more pronounced within 
the “archival impulse” as outlined by Hal Foster.279 In this sense, the artistic 
interest in the mechanisms of the archive constitutes a counterweight to the 
more sensational address of the blockbuster exhibition. In my analysis of Un-
folding and Geography of Time I underlined how these hybrid exhibitions 
make use of the archive as a performative entity to position the viewer in-
between mediated memory and lived experience. This creates a shared space 
in which to explore alternative historiography, turning the gallery into a site 
for collective memory work. My discussion of these works reveals how the 
gallery context resists narrative closure and contributes to the opening up of 
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the archival record, moving from indexical claims and hard facts to an “ar-
chive affect,” conditioned by the installation as a social event unfolding in the 
present.280 

This interest in the archive also points to the formative function of film and 
photography in the production of institutional memory, as visible in my dis-
cussion of two parallel “archival remembering exhibitions” in chapter four.281 
The ontological shifts involved in taking part in mediated accounts of live art 
events and the relationship between original and copy, with particular regard 
to the reproducible medium of film, also contributed to my discussion of art 
documentation. By probing the constituents of that “original moment” which 
make up the gallery experience and examining how these features are adapted, 
extended, and dispersed through institutional, artistic, and viewer-driven doc-
umentation practices, this chapter also serves as a meta-reflection on my own 
research method. Gesturing toward a renegotiation of the concept of aura, the 
various strategies employed to secure the memory of the art event as described 
here suggest interesting ways of rethinking the status of the copy or the ar-
chival record as freestanding entities belonging to the aesthetic realm. It also 
indicates how the art experience persists in embodied memory. 

As has become clear throughout this thesis, the idea of the gallery or the 
museum as a site for community or as an alternative public sphere has been a 
recurring one since the late 1990s. It is evident in relational art practices, in-
novative institutional efforts and curatorial strategies, and in current research 
on contemporary gallery works. However, it seems to me that the idea of the 
gallery as a public and communal site for dialogical exchange collapses if we 
do not pay attention to how the gallery as an institutional context also resists 
this framework. This became evident in the critique of Bourriaud’s account of 
relational aesthetics, which underlined the need to consider the ideological and 
exclusive nature of the spaces of art.282 But it also involves thinking about the 
gallery as an enacted space that is shaped by an artistic and curatorial vision, 
as well as by the anticipated movement on behalf of the visitors. In studying 
the gallery as a social space I have maintained that it is also a disruptive place. 
People interrupt, they come and go, and they get in the way. Screening condi-
tions are at times sub-standard and viewing comfort is more often than not a 
non-issue. These, I believe, are important aspects of any gallery experience 
that are often overlooked on the grounds that they do not form part of the 
work. In my description of the works that I discuss I have consciously included 
these kinds of external factors. This, a highlighted aspect of my methodology, 
is a novel approach in discussing installation art as it differs from how a pre-
ferred reading presupposes an assimilated audience and mimics the artistic 
intention. Viewer interaction forms part of the work even in those cases when 
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viewers do not behave according to the preconceived structure. There is no 
such thing as an “ideal” experience in this kind of viewing context. There is 
“room for interpretation,” to come back to Pip Laurensen’s wording, and this 
“room” is important.283 It is what separates these viewing practices from con-
ventional cinematic viewing and it also points to the limits of what constitutes 
the work. The gallery engenders another kind of collective viewing that is un-
deniably directed but also open to chance encounters and circumstance. The 
work in itself can only do so much. Viewers come together to form part of the 
social space in dialogue with the work, whether they perform according to the 
intended plan or not. My research design has enabled me to consider how this 
tension adds to the experience and to theorize the elusiveness of the art en-
counter in its aesthetic and contextual complexity. 

A case in point is the spatial structure of The Enclave. While the four-screen 
rectangular formation in the middle of the room was big enough for viewers 
to position themselves in so as to be literally surrounded by the screens, the 
lack of clearly formulated viewing conventions in combination with the ethi-
cal complexity of the subject matter kept viewers pressed up against the walls. 
This indicates how the position of the viewer is relative not only to the screens 
and the position of other bodies in space but also with regard to the referenti-
ality of the images, which in this case point to the limits of representation by 
depicting the atrocities of war, camouflaged in beauty. This was also made 
evident in my analysis of Intercourses, where the disorientation and spatial 
inconsistencies depicted on-screen engender a sense of embodied displace-
ment in the viewer as well. By focusing on the position of the viewer in rela-
tion to the projection surfaces and the search for human contact portrayed in 
the films, this case study clearly illustrates how film theoretical insights that 
remain on the side of representation, such as Laura U. Marks’s account of 
haptic images, can be rethought in conjunction with the spatial and sculptural 
elements of installation in order to stake out new paths for conceptualizing the 
embodied viewing experience.  

To conclude, I would like to delineate a few suggestions for future research 
that build on and further develop some of the insights of this dissertation. To 
begin with, I see great potential for exploring the documentation of art events 
further, especially with regard to the formation of institutional memory and 
matters of medium specificity, as this area of research remains surprisingly 
uncharted in documentary scholarship, as well as in art history. As I have al-
ready indicated in the introduction, a more in-depth probing of this phenome-
non would, however, require an approach that distinguishes between public 
and private art institutions and would most probably rely more on traditional 
archival research. This would also offer new possibilities for considering the 
gallery experience as a historical event, a path that I hope that I will be able to 
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pursue in the future. Important to bear in mind here is that the temporal con-
tingency of installations already indicates a certain disposition toward the me-
diated account and the prolonged gallery experience as an archived object. 
Therefore, a more in-depth and empirical analysis of how gallery experiences 
resurface online by collective effort would also be useful in this instance – for 
example, by tracing hashtags and comparing subjective narratives and visual 
material. This could also include considering artists’ strategies for “packag-
ing” and marketing their artistic output – for example, by directing content in 
various online channels. 

The institutional and pedagogical framing of contemporary installation art 
and the function of guided tours also merit further investigation. This would 
include thinking about exhibition design in a more pragmatic way and consid-
ering research findings from other disciplines such as museology, museum 
education, and curator studies. This study could also be supplemented by a 
closer look at how biennial culture has evolved in relation to art institutions as 
well as a more pronounced focus on the role of the curator as a social mediator 
between artworks and audiences and as a key figure in the acquisition and 
relocation of works. 

Finally, I envision several possibilities for expanding on the idea of the 
gallery as an in-between or a liminal site. One phenomenon that I have ex-
cluded here is the exhibition of single-channel works in so-called black boxes 
that make use of screening conventions that are much closer to the movie the-
ater than film installation (what I would refer to as gallery film). Here I see 
potential for exploring how this kind of environment combines elements from 
both contexts as well as considering how it breaks completely with established 
accounts of how the moving image came to inhabit the spaces of art via struc-
tural filmmakers such as Michael Snow, the sculptural experiments of “para-
cinema” as in the works of Anthony McCall, and through expanded cinema 
practitioners such as Carolee Schneemann, who combined film and perfor-
mance. The notion of the in-between could also be further developed in rela-
tion to contemporary gallery works that deal explicitly with critical issues that 
govern our present condition, such as mass migration and the environmental 
threats posed by the Anthropocene. In this instance, the function of the gallery 
as an alternative public space would need to be considered more fully in rela-
tion to political theory. Gallery works by artists who raise these issues, such 
as Isaac Julien, John Akomfrah and Aeronaut Mik, would also have to be sit-
uated next to concerns raised within the documentary tradition in films that 
depict and rebel against social injustice in order to grasp how they continue 
and reformulate these issues by using formal traits and narrative constructions 
that have been accustomed to fit the particularities of the gallery. 
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Svensk sammanfattning 

Denna avhandling undersöker galleriupplevelse som en platsspecifik förete-
else. Genom ett interdisciplinärt angreppssätt som förenar konsthistorisk 
forskning med filmvetenskapliga perspektiv på förkroppsligad upplevelse er-
bjuder den kontextualiserade och djuplodande analyser av ett begränsat antal 
samtida installationsverk som visades i Sverige, Norge och Danmark under 
perioden 2014-2016. Avhandlingen utforskar hur dessa fallstudier komplice-
rar förhållandet mellan åskådare och bildskärmar genom att titta närmare på 
hur de aktualiserar ett slags mellanrum – både tematiskt och ifråga om de spe-
cifika omständigheter som gallerirummet tillför. Genom att kombinera ett 
filmfenomenologiskt ramverk med konsthistoriska studier av relationella 
konstpraktiker utvecklar denna avhandling nydanande sätt att förstå för-
kroppsligade åskådarteorier i galleriet som ett socialt rum. 

Studien bygger på en kombination av platsbundna undersökningar av in-
stallationerna genom så kallad tät beskrivning (”thick description”) och vidare 
analys genom ovan nämnda teoretiska perspektiv. Gallerirummets betydelse 
som en institutionell kontext och som ett offentligt rum som på olika sätt vill-
korar den unika konsthändelsen betraktas här som central. Därmed tillför av-
handlingen en ny dimension till tidigare forskning av filmfenomenologisk ka-
raktär där kontextuella aspekter ägnats liten uppmärksamhet. Avhandlingen 
framhåller att gallerirummet är en iscensatt plats som styrs av den konstnärliga 
och curatoriska visionen och den institutionella inramningen, men att det 
också finns utrymme för mer slumpartade betingelser i form av tillfälliga mö-
ten och olika typer av interaktion galleribesökare och verk emellan. Genom 
att ta fasta på hur dessa yttre faktorer påverkar upplevelsen av verken belyser 
avhandlingen hur de aktuella fallstudierna utmanar en traditionell förståelse 
av estetisk upplevelse samt vidareutvecklar rådande teoribildning kring gal-
leriåskådaren. 

Kapitel ett tar en närmare titt på hur rumsliga arrangemang och skulpturala 
element strukturerar upplevelsen i Jesper Justs femkanaliga filminstallation 
Intercourses (Bonniers Konsthall, Stockholm, 2015). En genomlysning av be-
greppet platsspecificitet och dess successiva upplösning som ett rent geogra-
fiskt betingat koncept bildar bakgrund till analysen. Fokus riktas även mot hur 
verket iscensätter ett mellanrum eller en ”icke-plats” genom ett intrikat sam-
spel mellan utställningsrummet och de geografiska inkonsekvenser som gör 



141 

sig påminda i den replika-stad av Paris (belägen strax utanför Kinesiska Hang-
zhou) som verket skildrar. Här diskuteras även hur samtida installationskonst 
och gallerirummet som en social plats kan förstås i förhållande till relationell 
estetik. I dialog med verken visar kapitlet prov på hur detta begrepp kan om-
förhandlas för att fånga upp de provisoriska åskådarkollektiv som gallerirum-
met möjliggör, vilka präglas av tvekan och instabilitet snarare än harmoni och 
samhörighet. Detta resonemang vidareutvecklas i analysen av Richard Mosses 
sexkanaliga filminstallation The Enclave (Louisiana Museum of Modern Art, 
Humlebæk, 2015). Här problematiseras även åskådarens plats och represen-
tationens begränsning i relation till verkets estetiska tilltal i skildringen av krig 
och död i DR Kongo genom att undersöka hur gränserna mellan estetik och 
etik suddas ut i utställningsrummet.  

Kapitel två behandlar arkivkonst och fokuserar på hur gallerirummet kan 
komma att fungera som en plats för ett delat minnesarbete. Här diskuteras två 
hybridutställningar, vilka innefattar flera olika typer av mediala uttryck. I det 
första fallet, Akram Zaataris Unfolding (Moderna Museet, Stockholm, 2015), 
utforskas kulturellt minne i en Libanesisk kontext utifrån de arkivbilder och 
minnesdokument som presenteras i utställningen. Här lyfts förflyttningen från 
indexikalitet till arkivbildens affektiva funktion fram, samtidigt som den in-
stitutionella inramningen ägnas särskilt utrymme. I det andra fallet, Fiona 
Tans Geography of Time (Museet for samtidskunst, Oslo, 2015-2016), ligger 
fokus på hur utställningen ger upphov till olika slags idiosynkratiska sam-
lingar och möjliggör ett delande av levd erfarenhet i form av en publik iscen-
sättning av det privata fotoalbumet. I båda fallen betraktas de verk som utgör 
utställningarna som ett slags alternativ och affektiv historieskrivning. 

Kapitel tre undersöker mer aktivt åskådarens deltagande roll genom en ana-
lys av ett antal verk av Olafur Eliasson utifrån utställningarna Riverbed (Lou-
isiana Museum of Modern Art, 2014-2015) och Reality Machines (Moderna 
Museet, 2015-2016). Här diskuteras även de kommersiella aspekterna av den 
globala konstvärlden och den så kallade ”blockbuster-utställningen” i relation 
till galleriets eller museets traditionella funktion som en plats för stillhet och 
kontemplation. Genom att peka på hur Eliassons installationer åstadkommer 
en balans mellan spektakulära inslag och mer inåtriktade ansatser där galleri-
besökaren uppmanas att reflektera över sin medverkan föreslås det att hans 
konstnärliga praktik, likt åskådarteorier kring tidig filmupplevelse, bygger på 
en kombination av dessa två modus. Detta sätts i relation till gallerirummet 
som en offentlig plats och dess ideologiska funktion. 

Kapitel fyra diskuterar installationskonstens efemära natur och utforskar 
olika typer av dokumentationspraktiker som syftar till att bevara den unika 
konsthändelsen. Detta diskuteras bland annat med hjälp av den debatt som 
uppstått kring dokumentation av performance-konst som i än högre grad be-
gränsar sig till uppförandets här och nu. Kapitlet använder flera illustrativa 
exempel för att problematisera och visa på möjligheterna som dokumentation 
medför, i flera fall med utgångspunkt i de aktuella fallstudierna behandlade i 



142 

tidigare kapitel. Genom att undersöka hur dessa processer omstrukturerar för-
ståelsen av autenticitet och aura visar detta kapitel hur galleriupplevelsen för-
längs och lever vidare som en medierad händelse, i form av ett institutionellt 
minne, i alternativa versioner eller som kroppsminne. 

Slutledningsvis konstateras att fallstudierna kräver ett tvådelat fokus där 
tematisk analys och kontextuella faktorer iakttas parallellt. Genom att argu-
mentera för en platsbunden analysmodell som tar fasta på galleriet som ett 
socialt rum och en institutionell plats framhåller den avslutande diskussionen 
vikten av att inte bortse från utställningsrummets potentiellt distraherande ka-
raktär. Galleriupplevelse konceptualiseras här i termer av en delad händelse 
där bilder, skulpturala element och interaktionen mellan verk och åskådare 
tillsammans möjliggör nya former för ett förkroppsligat åskådarskap. Avhand-
lingen avslutas med att öppna upp för tänkbar vidare forskning inom området. 
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