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 4 

 

Introduction 

 
It is a difference of outlook, due – if such a metaphor is permissible – to the 

insertion of distance. This distance appears to lie between our own self and its 

affections, using the latter term in its broadest sense as anything which affects our 

being, bodily or spiritually, e.g., as sensation, perception, emotional state or idea. 

Usually, though not always, it amounts to the same thing to say that the Distance lies 

between our own self and such objects as are the sources or vehicles of such affections. 

 

This quote is derived from Edward Bullough’s text on “Psychical distance’ as a 

factor in art and an aesthetic principle’ (1912). After this passage, he continues by 

explaining that  

 

Distance is produced in the first instance by putting the phenomenon, so to 

speak, with our practical, actual self; by allowing it to stand outside the context of our 

personal needs.’ 

 

In a sense, this ‘objective’ – detached from our every-day life – look at art as it 

manifests itself in a museum is also described by Brian O’Doherty in his book Inside the 

White Cube, where the human psyche and the viewing of art are incorporated as well. 

O’Doherty disconnects the ‘eye’ from the ‘spectator’, discerning the analysing, intelligent 

side of looking at art from the physical space explorer, a side that only exists when the 

artwork is in the same space as the one viewing it, in a museum or gallery space. Where 

Bullough’s psychical distance is applicable in an undiscerning way to both painting and 

sculpture, O’Doherty’s ‘spectator’ is of a far greater importance to sculpture than it is to 

painting. The difference between sculpture and painting has been debated about 

extensively in the history of arts. Whether it was the supremacy of the one over the 

other or the differences – or, however less frequently, similarities – of influences or 

possibilities that formed the formal language of these art forms, the discussion has 

covered many a page. However, in the second half of the eighteenth century a new 

impulse was given to the insight about sculpture that distinguished it from painting in a 

hitherto unprecedented way. In his essay Plastik : einige Wahrnehmungen über Form 
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und Gestalt aus Pygmalions bildendem Träume from 1778, Johann Gottfried Herder 

identifies a sculpture as a volume imposing on the one viewing it, communicating with 

this viewer in a physical way. Thus, it discriminates itself from a painting in a way that 

seems to be undeniably inherent to this medium. 

This brings us to one of the main issues under discussion in this thesis, which is 

the space in which the viewer and the artwork meet. For it is in the twentieth century 

that we see the relationships in the spaces of the exhibitionary complex change along 

with a changing conception of what space is and how the artwork and the viewer take 

their place in it. In this century, a growing occupation with the activation of the viewer is 

appreciable, creating a new understanding of what the essence of sculpture was and – 

more specifically – a new understanding of how this essence should be conveyed to and 

even incorporate the viewer. An interesting claim against this development as it 

emerges in the 1960s is Michael Fried’s Art and Objecthood in which Fried campaigns 

against a growing ‘theatricality’ in certain art forms. 

Contemplating on Michael Fried’s notion of theatricality in The sculptural 

imagination Alex Potts states that 

 

Theatricality intervenes […] when we have the sense that the actors might 

recognise our being present, and so the question arises for us as to whether the scene 

taking place is real or illusory. 

 

For it is the looking at the interrelations effecting the intercourse between 

artwork, viewer and place of viewing that are in multiple respect comparable to what 

happens at the theatre. And it is in both the physical and the psychical sphere that the 

research into the core essence of this intercourse should be conducted. 

Without involving the immense paradigmatic discussion on the differences 

between sculpture and painting it is the idea Herder advances in his essay that forms 

my starting point for a line of thought that will be crucial in researching the functioning 

of exhibiting strategies for twentieth century sculpture. However odd it may seem to use 

a theory stemming from the eighteenth century for this purpose, the notion of a 

sculpture as a spatial entity imposing on the viewer and the involvement a sculpture 
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demands from its viewer has gained impetus throughout the time between the theory 

and the field I will be researching. 

In The sculptural imagination, Alex Potts gives a thoroughly description of this 

phenomenon. By combining some of the most influential texts on sculpture he rapidly 

comes to the beginning of modern sculpture and the difference of perception that 

accompanies it. Beginning with the work of Constantin Brancusi, he starts to emphasize 

the immediacy of the effect sculpture gets through its increasing objecthood. Specifying 

this objecthood he points at the importance of both the need for the sculpture to be 

conceived as an image itself and the context where it might be displayed to reach the 

effect opportune to modernist sculpture. Interesting in Potts’ case is the fact that while 

his book progresses, emphasis seems to shift from the motivation of sculpture as an 

autonomous discipline – separated from architecture and not subjected to painting – to 

the placing, siting and conception of it. While modernism is left behind, presenting 

sculpture goes beyond the exclusion of a pedestal, drawing the viewer closer and closer 

to the work, impinging on him in a physical and – maybe more importantly – psychical 

way. Interaction is created. 

 

∞ 

 

That a story can be told and motivated by the use – or misuse for that matter – 

of exhibitions becomes apparent when reading the text ‘The Exhibitionary Complex’ by 

Tony Bennett. In this text, Bennett subjects the emergence of spaces for exhibition to a 

comparison with Foucault’s theory ‘on the asylum, the clinic, and the prison as 

institutionalised articulations of power and knowledge relations’. Taking in regard this 

power to convince people of a point of view by exhibiting art, it would be right to 

assume that the institutionalised exhibiting space has a direct effect on the art exhibited 

in it. And indeed, this is a development which is very aptly pointed out in O’Doherty’s 

Inside the White Cube. O’Doherty explains how, as far as exhibiting paintings is 

concerned, the walls in a gallery became an aesthetic force instead of the ‘passive 

support for the art’ they have been. While paintings began to claim the walls, is it 

possible to state that sculptures have been claiming the space surrounding them?  
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Exploring different ways of occupying space or giving form to it has been an 

important development of sculpture in the twentieth century, which is especially well 

described in books such as Carola Giedion-Welcker’s Contemporary sculpture: an 

evolution in volume and space (1954). And it is specifically the combination of the space 

and the relationship a viewer and a work sharing this space take on, that seems to 

interest sculptors in the later half of the twentieth century. Artists like Morris and Judd 

have written articles concerning this matter and it becomes apparent that the exhibition 

space increasingly gets to take part in the sensation the work is to bring about. In the 

books Towards a new museum (1998) and Art and the power of placement (2005) 

Victoria Newhouse goes into detail about the architectural tradition of museums and the 

ideas about exhibiting this accompanies, which forms the ‘other’, more curatorial side of 

the discussion and therefore must not be overlooked. For it is the way that art is 

brought into society that leaves an undeniable mark on the artworks themselves. An 

illustrating example of the complexities behind this can be found in the writings of 

Daniel Buren. For instance his text on the ‘Function of the Museum’, published in 

Artforum in 1973, when he states that 

 

We can once again declare that the Museum makes its ‘mark,’ imposes its ‘frame’ 

(physical and moral) on everything that is exhibited in it, in a deep and indelible way. It 

does this all the more easily since everything that the Museum shows is only 

considered and produced in view of being set in it. 

 

This leads him to the conclusion that ‘art is not free, the artist does not express 

himself freely (he cannot).’1 Combining this with Thierry De Duve quoting Marcel 

Duchamp that ‘after all, the public represents half of the matter; art is also made 

through the admiration one has for it’2 I find it of the essence to approach the matter 

from a point of view that takes into account the awareness of the artist has of a viewer 

regarding his work in an institutionalised exhibition space. Taking into account that I 

hold this awareness to be one of the key concerns in the use of the exhibitionary space 

by sculptors, I have chosen to take the moment that I think this awareness to have 

                                                 
1 Buren 1973. 
2 De Duve 1994. 



 8 

found its definite way into the sculptural practice as an end of the period I will be 

discussing.  

Going back once more to Buren claiming that ‘art depends on [the 

Museum/Gallery and the cultural limits] precisely because it avoided situating itself in 

relation to them’ 3 I hold the view that it is around the time he claims this, artists are 

practising sculpture that ìs taking on those limits in different ways. Saying this I want to 

make clear that this thesis is not written with the objective of providing a definite 

description of a development in sculpture but is meant to contemplate how the 

consciousness of the space surrounding sculptures took a hold of the artists at the 

beginning of the twentieth century and developed into a manageable form in the work 

of some artists in the late 1960s. Therefore, I will not concern myself with how this way 

of using space and the matters surrounding it are applied after the period that frames 

my references.  

Since I will not go as far as to call myself an expert in the subjects that will be 

addressed in this thesis, it is mostly by combining sources I feel to be relevant and 

accurate that I will come to a closer understanding of the main issues that concern my 

thesis. Hoping to help create a more stable paradigm in which modern sculpture can be 

regarded, I will focus on the range of influences active when exhibiting a sculpture. As 

an artistic discipline that relies essentially on the physical presence of a viewer, since its 

effect cannot be translated to a reproductive medium as easily as with for instance 

painting, the space in which a sculpture is exhibited is of grave importance for its 

working. It is for that reason that I will try to find answers to the questions of how the 

field in which sculpture is exhibited is modelled and how the spatiality of the work and 

its surroundings relate to each other. After this, I expect to be able to create a more 

lucid analysis of how the structure of power underlying the encounter a viewer has with 

the artworks inside the exhibitionary complex. For this purpose I will focus on internal 

exhibition spaces since in these cases it is easier to rule out variables that infect the 

encounter and form a hermetic frame in which the interrelations can be examined. 

Furthermore, the concept of an exhibition space can be extended to a great variety of 

institutions and locations so in order to prevent a wide-ranging accumulation of different 

spaces I will limit my research to museums that function as such. This means I will stay 

                                                 
3 Buren 1970, p. 47. 
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away from temporary exhibition spaces like world fairs as well as from the kunsthalle-

type exhibition spaces that experienced an upsurge of popularity after the 1970s. The 

reason for neglecting these types of exhibition spaces is the problems the typological 

and functional differences of these buildings as opposed to the more traditional 

museums bring along with them, which constitute a variety of perspectives that have no 

place in this thesis. 

In order to be able to discuss how the space in the exhibitionary complex is 

governed by the multiple users of it, I will reason towards a better outline of the term 

space in this respect using Christian Norberg-Schulz’s theories on space. This will lead 

me to the culmination of a spatial territory in the exhibitionary complex over which three 

groups that are active in this complex – architect, curator and artist – seek to have 

control. The subject in this endeavour is the viewer which every group will try to 

activate in its own way. After contemplating on the theoretical side of the matters 

discussed in this thesis, I find it of importance to elaborate on the practical 

consequences of the spatial development. Therefore, as a tool to combine the ideas 

uttered in the theoretical part, I will finish this thesis with a case-study in which I will set 

these ideas free on the grounds of a museum that offers interesting features for 

reflection: the Stiftung Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum – Zentrum Internationale Skulptur. 

Since the term sculpture is not as clear-cut nowadays as it has been, I will set 

out what I will be referring to as sculpture in this thesis in the next few lines. In his text 

Specific Objects, Donald Judd identified a new form of art he saw coming into being in 

the art world surrounding him as three-dimensional work that is not painting, nor 

sculpture.4 Most art before 1946, Judd claims, kept the representational subordination of 

the whole to its parts. Whereas in the new work the shape, image, color and surface are 

single and not scattered. Furthermore, he claims that most sculpture is made part by 

part, by addition, composed. This last claim can hardly be upheld when regarding the 

long history of sculpting in marble – or every other kind of stone or wood for that matter 

– in which an image is created by getting rid of abundant material in stead of adding 

anything. It is specifically the wholeness to which Judd refers in which I think the 

essence of sculpture lies. Without leaving a qualitative mark, I will be regarding any 

spatial work in which the parts conjure a whole, appreciable by an unknowing viewer 

                                                 
4 Judd 1987.  
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and destined to fill space – and not just a wall – in an exhibitionary surrounding to be 

sculpture. I think it is important to notice that the viewer must be able to fathom this 

‘whole’ without having to rely on a strong narrative aspect of the work which seems to 

me as a striking difference between sculpture and other spatial art as for instance 

installation art. Nevertheless the line between sculpture and installation art or 

assemblage will often be quite thin. This is acceptable knowing that in most cases this 

resemblance will proof to be the consequence of exactly those spatial workings that will 

be addressed in this thesis. 
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1: Space Theoretical: the artists (making it) 

 

1.1 Introducing the chapter. 

 

Wir können die Werte der Daseinsform als Zahlenwerte auffassen, und wie man in der 

Algebra van dem Zahlenwert abstrahiert und den Wert nur als Verhältnismöglichkeit van 

a zu b zum Ausdruck bringt, so erhebt der bildliche Eindruck alle Wirklichen Raumgrößen 

zu Verhältniswerten, die nur fürs Auge eine Gültigkeit haben. Auf solche Weise kommt 

die Gleichung zwischen der Daseinsform und der Wirkungsform zustande.5 

 

These words by Adolf Hildebrand, a late nineteenth-, early twentieth-century 

sculptor and writer of the influential text Das problem der Form in der Bildenden Kunst 

(1893), reflect the existence of a concern for the way sculpture was viewed and the 

effects of setting on the perception of these works from as early as the end of the 

nineteenth century.  

 In the second chapter  of his book, Hildebrand stresses the fact that the image 

we form of a shape depends on the context we see it in. For instance, he describes 

seeing a finger on its own makes it a finger, while seeing an entire hand makes a finger 

part of the hand.6 He continues by exemplifying that this context has its influence on the 

qualities we attach to a shape as well. 

 

Die Hand kann mir an sich stark vorgekommen sein, als ich sie allein sah, im Verhältnis 

zum Arm erscheint sie vielleicht zart, weil der Arm sehr stark ist.7 

  

However, Hildebrand deploys this vision on the interplay of shapes, without regarding 

the exhibitionary space as a participant in this evocation of effects. He does regard the 

position of the bodily viewer, like Robert Morris will in his Notes on sculpture, but 

maintains a very two-dimensional view of things. In his text he is struggling with the 

pictorial qualities of sculptures. By praising the relief, he advocates the interplay of the 

                                                 
5 Hildebrand 1913, pp. 18-19. 
6 Hildebrand 1913, p. 19. 
7 Hildebrand 1913, p. 19. 
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surfaces of a sculpture to result in a clearly ‘felt’ viewpoint in which one can see the 

whole work, and therefore its intent, all at once. He blatantly declares that 

 

So lange eine plastische Figur sich in erster Linie als ein Kubisches geltend macht, ist sie 

noch im Anfangsstadium ihrer Gestaltung, erst wenn sie als ein Flaches wirkt, obschon 

die kubisch ist, gewinnt sie eine künstlerische Form.8 

  

It seems to be the getting rid of this need for a pictorial frame for sculpture, still 

holding Hildebrand in its grasp that occupies the minds of artists in the twentieth 

century. The advocating of a sculpture as a spatial entity – an object – in the 

exhibitionary space proves to be a goal shared by many an artist writing on this subject. 

Therefore, in a century in which so many sculptors went through great lengths to 

explain their sculptures with essays and statements accompanying them, it seems only 

right to give the contemplation by these sculptors on the topic of this thesis a place in it.  

Thus, in the next chapter I will deal with some key texts by twentieth century artists on 

the use of the space surrounding a sculpture. Keeping in mind that not all texts may 

especially speak of conscious use of space, I will try and distil a certain omnipresent 

attitude to it from the dense jungle of ‘isms’ emerging in this period.  

Starting off from this attitude I will deal with the work of three artists – Robert Morris, 

Richard Serra and Carl Andre – arguing that in their work three different manners of 

culminating the ideas on sculpture and the exhibitionary space that were developing in 

the century preceding them take shape. Linking the work of these artist to the artistic 

activity existing throughout the twentieth century will provide a clearer view on the 

comprehension these artists had of their doings, which is important for evaluating their 

actions. In order to confront their actions properly, I find the use of sources that come 

as close to the artist as possible to be of great importance. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
8 Hildebrand 1913, pp. 71-72. 
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1.2 Space in theory. 

1.2.1 First steps 

To be able to start contemplating the way sculptural activity in the twentieth 

century began to incorporate the space surrounding a sculpture in its objectives, it is of 

grave importance to provide a theoretical frame in which the objectives of the artists 

concerning this matter are combined. Especially from the beginning of the twentieth 

century, a great array of manifestos and other conventionalizing writings can be 

appropriated for distilling a common denominator as far as spatial interest is concerned. 

An overall appreciation that can be made is that in the period under discussion, the 

desire to create an illusionist image of a living body was, as an ultimate goal, abandoned 

by most sculptors. This caused a search for a new objective and new forms that lead 

artists in varying directions. A brief overview shows that some artists gazed ahead with 

an unbeatable believe in new technologies and the rapid speed of new urban culture, 

looking for forms and compositions to match the industrialised society, whereas others 

were revaluating the art created by the primitive peoples from Oceania and Africa, both 

for its forms and its symbolic properties. With these primitivist tendencies, simplicity of – 

often geometric – form and honesty of material were qualities that would have a great 

influence on the sculpture that was to follow. In response to Freud’s ideas on the 

subconscious there were also artists that started to explore subjects and subsequent 

forms that they found sprouting from within their own mind without ever knowing they 

were there. However the use of the human figure was not altogether abandoned. In the 

work of artists such as Artistide Maillol and Antoine Bourdelle we see a return to 

sculptural values prior to Renaissance classicism and even that of the Roman and 

Hellenistic artists. Inspired by the excavating of many an archaic statue at the time, 

especially Maillol was moved towards the creation of ‘honest’ sculptural masses. I will 

not be dealing with all these distinctive tendencies – nor with the ones I did not mention 

– in great detail, but it is of importance to notice that around the beginning of the 20th 

century a strong revaluation of the sculptural practice was taking place. 

Forthcoming examples of sculptural practices will show that most sculptural 

solutions these new directions in art introduced into the dialogue of sculpture with its 

surrounding space kept to the limits of the work itself. Therefore, in this part of the 
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chapter, the theoretical side of the matter will be considered, with an emphasis on the 

writings of the artists themselves. 

As mentioned, the search for new artistic objectives caused the publication of a 

vast array of manifestos. I will begin my search for spatial interest by regarding the way 

this is incorporated in the manifestos and additional important writings of the major 

artistic expressions of the first quarter of the twentieth century that included sculpture 

for materializing their objectives. However, most experiments were done in the pictorial 

sphere. An obvious example of this is the use of the primitive form-language, which was 

brought into the Western world through the sculpture of the peoples from Oceania and 

Africa and experienced an exceptional popularity at the beginning of the twentieth 

century. The new, highly geometric forms proved particularly useful for cubist art. 

However, space, in this case, was mostly an internal affair and sculpture did not 

particularly benefit from it.  

 

Le cubisme naquit de la simple façon de regarder l’objet : Cézanne peignait une 

tasse 20 centimètres plus bas que ses yeux, les cubistes la regardent tout d’en haut ; 

d’autres compliquent l’apparence en faisant une section perpendiculaire et en 

l’arrangeant sagement á côté. […] Le futuriste voit la même tasse en mouvement, 

succession d’objets un à côté de l’autre et ajoute malicieusement quelques lignes-forces. 

Cela n’empêche que la toile soit une bonne ou mauvaise peinture destinée au placement 

des capitaux intellectuels.9 

 

This citation from Tristan Tzara’s Dada Manifesto forms a very usable starting 

point in viewing the spatial concerns of two of the most influential artistic movements of 

the twentieth century: cubism and futurism. Both movements dealt with new ways of 

seeing subjects and translating this to their art.  

For cubism, one of the main concerns has been to render three-dimensions on a 

two-dimensional surface. Unlike their predecessors, they did not want to do this by 

creating an illusion of a spatial object but experimented with showing all its sides to the 

viewer, working their way forward from a clearly defined background. Avoiding a 

cluttered whole, they worked from the idea that only the ‘primary’ characteristics of an 

                                                 
9 From Tzara 1918. 
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object or form needed to be clearly depicted. These ‘primary’ characteristics were ‘the 

object’s form, and its position in space.’10 In this way, the cubists stressed the relation of 

an object to basic forms, leaving the incorporation of the ‘secondary characteristics such 

as color and tactile quality’11 which featured a deliberately minor role in the works, to 

the mind of the spectator. This incorporation of the secondary characteristics came 

down to an inclusion of ‘real details’ in the works, resulting in a ‘stimulus which carries 

with it memory images. Combining the ‘real’ stimulus and the scheme of forms, these 

images construct the finished object in the mind. Thus the desired physical 

representation comes into being in the spectator’s mind.’12 For Tzara’s cup, this would 

mean that a cubist representation of it would consist of a formally depicted junction of 

all of its faces – including the top – with some minor hints creating an image of an 

actual cup in the mind of the viewer. However, to translate these ideas to the medium 

of sculpture is in the strict sense of the word impossible without creating once again a 

sculpture that is based on a pictorial frame, viewed upon from one deliberately chosen 

viewpoint. Showing all sides of an object is inherent to sculpture and an attempt to 

show all sides at once from one point would lead to relief-like results. An obvious 

example of an artist trying to create cubist sculpture was Pablo Picasso. Nevertheless, 

his Head of a woman (1910) seems to have been the only example of a sculpture he 

made within the cubist body of thought, and not a very successful one. In The Rise of 

Cubism13, Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler defends Picasso’s Head of a Woman by stating that 

‘[Picasso] had tried to represent light instead of the solid body that had always been 

respected in European sculpture, which had crated “blocks”.’14 Nevertheless, it seems 

that most of the power of this sculpture lies in the translation of the exterior forms of 

the head to geometric shapes, placed in variable heights creating an interesting 

interplay of light and shadow.  

                                                 
10 As is lucidly explained by Daniel-Henry Kahnweiler in Der Weg zum Kubismus, 1920. Used for 
this thesis was the 1958 edition from Teufen (Switzerland). Translated citations are from: Robert 
Motherwell (ed.) Documents of Modern Art, New York 1949, pp. 9-14. 
11 Kahnweiler 1958. 
12 Indem nämlich ‘reale’ Einzelheiten dieser Art im Gemälde angebracht werden, entsteht dadurch 
ein Reiz, an den sich Erinnerungsbilder anknüpfen, die im Bewuβtsein nun aus dem 'realen’ Reize 
und dem Formenschema den fertigen Gegenstand konstruieren. So entsteht im Bewuβtsein des 
Beschauers die volle gewünschte körperliche Darstellung. Kahnweiler 1958, p. 52.  
13 Kahnweiler 1949. (There are no page-numbers) 
14 Kahnweiler 1949.  
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Yet, it does not represent the light itself, the mass is still there and space was not 

handled in a different manner than it had been before, nor does it fulfil other cubist 

promises. The fact that Picasso did not resume this experiment in his sculpture might be 

raised as the best argument that his intentions in this sculpture failed.  

The second movement Tzara mentioned was futurism, stating that they would 

display the cup in motion by presenting multiple cups, one besides the other and adding 

some malicious force-lines. In a way this somewhat sarcastic description of the 

objectives of the futurist movement corresponds with the search for a way to display 

motion the futurists undertook. Celebrating the new society and all the technical 

progress this brought along with it, they strived to abolish all that had been art in order 

to glorify a ‘whirling life of steel, of pride, of fever and of speed.’15 Futurists, basically, 

wanted to depict the ‘matter’ of speed and movement, exemplifying the way in which 

mankind had triumphed over nature through technology. In order to do this, it is 

necessary to accept that an object is not the stable, clear-cut entity we see before us; it 

                                                 
15 Boccioni 1910. 

Pablo Picasso 
Head of a woman (1910) 
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is a construct of ‘plastic zones’. Umberto Boccioni, the leading figure in applying the 

futurist ideas to the visual arts, thought the renewal of sculpture was to be found in the 

depiction of a ‘style of movement […] making a systematic and definitive synthesis of 

the fragmentary, accidental and hence analytical approach of the impressionists.’16 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In his writings Boccioni is remarkably clear on the way a piece of art and 

especially a sculpture, should relate to the space it exists in. A futurist sculpture was to 

‘contain all those wonderful mathematical and geometrical elements of which objects are 

composed in our own times.’17 This systematisation of space would produce a ‘sculpture 

of the environment’ since it would be a sculptural representation of the space the 

sculpture stands in. Boccioni wanted a sculpture to blend in with the atmosphere of the 

place where it is on view, opposing the traditional practice in which a sculpture would 

stand out. The environment was to be an actual part of the sculpture, a physical 

incorporation inside the figure that was represented. In practice, Boccioni did not go as 

far as to create the environmental sculpture he proclaimed. Only a few examples remain 

to confirm his writings. One, and maybe the best known of these examples is his Forme 

uniche della continuita' nello spazio (1913). This sculpture shows us how Boccioni 

                                                 
16 Boccioni 1912. 
17 Boccioni 1912, p. 62. 

Umberto Boccioni 
Forme uniche della continuita' 
nello spazio (1913) 

Umberto Boccioni 
Sviluppo di una bottiglia nello spazio (1912-13) 
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translated the movement of the figure in the space surrounding it to a plastic form. 

Distorting the figure, Boccioni wants to represent something that cannot be seen in 

everyday life simply because it has no solid form as opposed to the cubist solution to 

represent something that cannot be seen due to the viewer’s point of view. This 

becomes even more apparent when looking at another of Boccioni’s sculptures. In his 

Sviluppo di una bottiglia nello spazio (1912-13), the shape of the bottle is clearly defined 

by the ‘plastic zones’ Boccioni mentioned in his manifestos. Taking his ideas a step 

further he tried to intertwine a figure and its surroundings in one sculpture, trying to 

present the world he described in which ‘the pavement can jump up on to your table, or 

your head can cross a street, while your lamp twines a web of plaster rays from one 

house to the next.’18 But clearly this Fusione di una testa e di una finestra 

(1911-12) does not represent the ultimate solution to the incorporation of a sculpture 

and its actual surroundings. The sculpture does not blend in with the space it was 

presented in, which was a goal of Boccioni. For the further course of this thesis it is of 

importance to point at the fact that the space and surrounding environment that 

Boccioni speaks of, is interchangeable and he does not speak of the necessity of an 

appointed exhibitionary space. Just as the cubists did, the futurists dealt with artistic 

problems that come from within a work of art and its heritage seeking solutions in this 

same place, which explains the relevance of the last sentence uttered in Tzara’s citation. 

In the time following cubism and futurism, it is obvious that many artists are 

consciously striving for a new art. This avant-garde intent is clearly identifiable in the 

tampering with production dates and the self-declaration of many an artistic movement. 

One of the more popular solutions was the acknowledgement of universal creative 

powers as a motive for the creating of art. These universal qualities of art were sought 

in the absolute abandoning of representing nature, creating art from within the artist as 

a human being. Art was to be the ‘plastic expression of our whole being’ and 

consequently ‘must also be the direct expression of the universal in us – which is the 

exact appearance of the universal outside us.’19 These words are abstracted from a text 

by Piet Mondrian in which he states that art should be the equilibrium of relationships. It 

should be the universal expressed through the individual.  

                                                 
18 Boccioni 1912, p. 63. 
19 Mondriaan 1921. 
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When comparing Mondrian’s statements on how space was to function in this 

respect, a notable parallel with Boccioni can be estimated. For Mondrian thought the 

sculpture until his day to have destroyed ‘space as space by dividing it. The new 

sculpture […] must destroy the work of art as an object or thing.’20 So, as was the case 

with Boccioni’s futurist intentions, we see that Mondrian wants sculpture to be a part of 

the space it stands in, in stead of being a thing in space.  

The concern with a more transcendental approach to art seems to be the 

strongest common denominator in the great upsurge of manifestos and treatises that 

ushered in the 20th century. As I have pointed out with previous examples, a lot of effort 

was put in the creation of what can be called a new paradigm in the visual arts which 

would leave a permanent mark on artistic activities throughout the century. Emerging 

from the artistic upheaval of the 19th century was the concept of artistic media as an 

artistic cause in itself. The goal of art was no longer to construct a illusionist reflection 

on the world; the interplay between colours, masses and material among each other or 

themselves became a goal in itself.  

                                                 
20 Mondriaan 1921. 

Umberto Boccioni 
Fusione di una testa e di 
una finestra 
(1911-12) 
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Within this new paradigm, sculpture is starting to free itself from the dependence 

on a pictorial frame of reference and starts conquering the field Herder had already 

foreseen it would. For the modernistic attempt to find solutions for creating a final form 

of art led to a new conception of the third dimension, of space as something inherent to 

actuality. More and more, the notion of space as something to be construed in an 

illusionist way moved towards the conception of space as an authorising tension 

between the components forming a work of art and, successively, would start to regard 

the space a work stands in and even the people viewing it as one of these components. 

The importance this would carry for the development of sculpture is unambiguous.  

 

1.2.2 a new attempt 

The idea of a new form of art that would not be expected to represent something pre-

existing in the world seemed to be embodied and aptly described by respectively the art 

form that came to be known as Constructivism and the artist Naum Gabo. When saying 

that in this new art content and form cannot be but one and the same thing, Gabo 

states that this has not been the case before that time ‘because in all our previous Art 

concepts of the world a work of art could not have been conceived without the 

representation of the external aspect of the world.’21 It was the insight ‘that the 

elements of a visual art such as lines, colours, shapes, possess  their own forces of 

expression independent of any association with the external aspects of the world; that 

their life and their action are self-conditioned psychological phenomena rooted in human 

nature; that those elements are not chosen by convention for any utilitarian or other 

reason as words or figures are, they are not merely abstract signs, but they are 

immediately and organically bound up with human emotions’22 that provided an 

important set of tools for the artists, opening up a range of possibilities for 

communicating with the viewer.  

Stating this in the publication Circle – International Survey of Constructive Art 

(1937)23, the same publication featured a contribution by sculptress Barbara Hepworth 

who went as far as to state that ‘a plastic projection of thought can only live by its inner 

                                                 
21 Martin, Nicholson and Gabo 1937, p.6. 
22 Martin, Nicholson and Gabo 1937, p. 7. 
23 Martin, Nicholson and Gabo 1937. p. 1-10. 
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power and not by physical content.’24 To me, this seems a clear example of how 

sculpture’s objectives were redirected away from sculpture being a final cause 

(representing), towards a state in which it functions as a transporting vessel. The focus 

has shifted to addressing ‘inner’ qualities, finally creating the possibility – and desire – to 

focus on qualities that are not literally physical, such as the working of space. 

It is with this revaluation of sculpture in mind that I want to fast-forward the 

story to the 1960s. For it was at this time that artists were active who expressed their 

artistic intentions as making art that served its own. The difference with the l’art pour 

l’art principle emerging some hundred years before it is that in this case it wasn’t about 

art‘s social value but its formal one. Art came to represent art. In an interview with Peter 

Eisenman in 1983, Richard Serra said that ‘as soon as art is forced or persuaded to 

serve alien values it ceases to serve its own. To deprive art of its uselessness is to make 

it other than art.’25 Interesting enough, the artists working with sculpture I will be 

discussing – most of whom were to be considered Minimalist – have all expressed their 

‘urge’ to move to ‘literal’ space.26 When discussing the theoretical point of view of such 

artists, the writings of Robert Morris proof to be very useful. Not only did he produce a 

usable amount of essays concerning the issues under discussion here, he also tried to 

put the objectives of his time in a historical perspective. This is especially well 

acknowledgeable in his essay ‘The present Tense of Space’27 where he makes ‘some 

generalizations about the nature of this recent work, as well as work in the past that 

focuses itself spatially.’28 

In this essay, Morris speaks of two major examples in sculptural history that 

shed an interesting light on the housing of sculpture and the spatial effects that go 

along with this. His first example is Michelangelo and his designs for both the Medici 

Chapel and the Laurentian Library. Being both sculptor and architect, Michelangelo, in 

the first mentioned project, creates a ‘new relationship’ between the sculptures and the 

space they stand in. By braking with the traditional placement of sculptures in alcoves 

                                                 
24 Martin, Nicholson and Gabo 1937. p. 114. 
25 Eisenman 1994. 
26 The term ‘literal’ space were the words Serra used in his interview with Eisenman. However, it 
proves well applicable to the notions of Morris and Andre as well. 
27 Originally published in Art in America, vol. 66, no.1 (January-February 1978) pp. 70-81, the 
text used in this thesis is taken from: Continuous Project Altered Daily: the writings of Robert 
Morris, Cambridge/Massachusetts, 1993, pp. 175-207. 
28 Morris 1978. 
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and ‘balancing’ his Night, Day, Dawn and Dusk on their supporting ridges, Morris finds 

Michelangelo to have awakened a sense of gravity unseen before, making the figures 

not only representations but sculptural masses in space.29 The same thing Morris 

recognises in Laurentian Library where the ‘architectural details [are] being 

overstressed, pulled out in to the space as objects.’30 

The second example Morris brings to the fore is Rodin’s Gates of Hell project. 

Opposed to the attempt by Michelangelo to charge the space surrounding the object by 

letting it occupy its ‘habitat’ instead of just placing it there, Rodin is used for his attempt 

to depict the actual space. Since Morris states that ‘miniaturization and the relief were 

the twin strategies by which Rodin attempted to trap a depicted space in his work’31 

makes me fear that Morris is trying to make his point by using examples that still work 

from the use of space that relies on its architectural confinement or the need for a 

frontal view to create an illusionist sense of space. However, another thing he stresses 

when discussing the Gates of Hell is the fact that Rodin set forth to depict “mental 

space” by using the iconography of the Thinker. By creating a way for the viewer to 

think of an interior space, Rodin creates the ‘quality of a nonplace of indefinite depth, 

analogous not to the real world but to that of mental space.’32 It is this particular line of 

thinking that I saw developing in Morris’s writing, most of which was – very 

paradoxically – written before ‘The Present Tense of Space.’ For it is in his series ‘Notes 

on Sculpture’ – published in Artforum in the cause of 1966-67 – that Morris writes down 

his ideas on what he finds to be the key issues of the sculpture of his time. In part 

one,33 the main topic Morris reaches in his reasoning is the workings of the ‘gestalt’ a 

polyhedron can incite in the viewer’s mind, providing it the possibility to entice 

sensations. With the gestalt of – for instance – a cube in mind, the viewer is not 

bothered by “external distractions” since with the establishment of the gestalt ‘all the 

information about it, qua gestalt, is exhausted. […] Furthermore, once it is established, 

it does not disintegrate.’34 

                                                 
29 Or in Morris’s words: ‘Beyond their identities as figures and allegories they function as masses 
charged with potential kinetic energy wanting to slide out into space.’ Morris 1978, p. 184. 
30 Morris 1978, p. 184. 
31 Morris 1978, p. 185. 
32 Morris 1978, p. 186. 
33 Morris 1966a. 
34 Morris 1966a, p. 44. 
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In the second part of his Notes, Morris is hitting on the subject of space in 

regard to sculptural practice in a way that is of particular value to the point of this 

thesis. It is in this part that Morris starts to involve the viewer in a physical way, 

stressing the relationship between the work and the viewer as opposed to the 

relationships within the work itself. Morris starts off by stating the difference in 

comprehension between a work that is larger than body size and a work that is smaller 

than body size. Tending towards the first, the qualities one attaches to it become more 

and more public while the smaller works get more personal. However, the more 

interesting aspect in his reasoning is the difference in regarding these two ‘types’ of 

works. He states that ‘space does not exist for intimate objects’35 whilst the larger the 

object is, the more space it encloses both physically and actively by forcing the viewer 

back to make it possible to see the work as a whole. Combining this notion of scale with 

his concerns with the gestalt of a sculpture uttered in the first part of the Notes, Morris 

expresses his objections to ‘intimacy-producing’ relations that create a value of their 

own and in that sense separate themselves – and a part of the work with them – from 

the whole, ‘thus setting up relationships within the work.’36 Morris labels the works that 

succeed in exterminating these internal relations as better works since the lack of 

internal relationships helps to bring about the understanding for the viewer to exist in 

the same space as the work. Morris is not denying that a relation between viewer and 

work can be established when the work is liable to its internal relations, but this relation 

is based on details which ‘pull him into an intimate relation with the work and out of the 

space in which the object exists.’ It is this remark that shows how deliberate Morris is in 

his spatial intent. 

It has become clear that this idea, which brings the “meaning” of the work 

outside of its physical presence, might have embodied the new identity for sculpture 

Morris was looking for.37 Nevertheless, this new insight did not seem to be solid enough, 

                                                 
35 Morris 1966b, p. 21. 
36 Morris 1966b, p. 22. 
37 In ‘Notes on Sculpture, Part 3: Notes and Non Sequiturs’ [Artforum, vol. 5, no. 10 (June 1967), 
pp. 24-29] Morris is trying to give his new description of the term sculpture, as is used in the 
introduction of this thesis. In short, the description given deals with the extrovert qualities of new 
sculpture as opposed to the introverted ‘old’ sculpture, claiming the ability of the former to make 
‘this extroverted inclusiveness felt in other ways – sometimes through distributions of volumes, 
sometimes through blocking off or “reserving” amounts of space that the work does not 
physically occupy.’ 
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neither for the art critics of the time nor for Morris himself. In ‘Recentness of Sculpture’38 

Clement Greenberg stresses the ‘one-time surprise’ as the only artistic value of Minimal 

Art which occurs because of the lack of aesthetic surprise and even quotes an article by 

Darby Bannard stating that ‘it is a part of the nature of these works to act as triggers for 

thought and emotion pre-existing in the viewer….It may be fair to say that these styles 

have been nourished by the ubiquitous question: “but what does it mean?”’39 And even 

Morris, in his later writings, turned away from the convictions he expressed in his 

‘Notes’.  

 

 

1.3 Space experienced. 

1.3.1 perceiving space 

In order to estimate the justness of abandoning the thoughts on sculpture as they were 

articulated by Morris and to have a look at this subject from a different perspective I’ll 

be considering the more psychological side of the matter in this part. I will link the 

writings and ideas of non art-historical scholars trained in the field of perception and 

experience with those uttered by art historians and practised by artists themselves.  

In his influential text Phénoménologie de la Perception40 (1945), Maurice 

Merleau-Ponty goes into detail to interpret the meaning of perceiving. In the course of 

his analyses, he too hits on the relation between parts and their functioning when 

perceiving the whole. However, he states that we see a ‘whole’ as one thing, which 

makes it possible for us to estimate similarities between a variety of these ‘wholes’. With 

this line of thought he agonises against adherents of the Gestalt psychology who claim 

that the stimuli that resemble each other most, tend towards the same configuration 

when perceived.41 In the last chapter of Phénoménologie de la Perception he explains to 

the reader what the gestalt should be and how it functions in his opinion. What it comes 

down to is that we perceive the things we encounter in the world by immediately adding 

the meaning they have to our own self to it. The gestalt is ‘l’apparition même du monde 

                                                 
38Greenberg 1967. 
39 Quoted by Greenberg, taken from: Darby Bannard, ‘Present-day art and ready-made styles: In 
which the formal contribution of Pop art is found to he negligible,’ in: Artforum, vol. 5, no. 4 
(December 1966), pp. 30-5. 
40 Merleau-Ponty 1945. 
41 Merleau-Ponty 1945, pp. 23-24. 
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et non sa condition de possibilité, elle est la naissance d’une norme et ne se réalise pas 

d’après une norme, elle est l’identité de l’extérieur et de l’intérieur et non pas la 

projection de l’intérieur dans l’extérieur.’42 In this sense, stripping a sculpture of its 

internal relations – as Morris advocates – has a two-fold significance. On the one hand, 

it strengthens the work by allowing the viewer to encounter it from a formally neutral 

point – the work being without the personal touch of the artist, functioning as a self-

sufficient entity – and thus letting it work in a very physical manner, but on the other 

hand relations between the ‘intimacy producing’ relationships within a work would not 

exist because what the viewer would see is a whole.  

In an essay on Richard Serra, Rosalind Krauss uses Merleau-Ponty’s text as 

advocating the effects of the work of this artist.43 In this essay, she stresses on a 

feature of the text that proves to be interesting to a perception of space that is very 

compatible to the situation of an artwork as it is exhibited. In the text, she takes one of 

Merleau-Ponty’s most lucid thoughts considering the perceived context altering the 

quality we attach to what we see.44 For in this ‘assumption of a “preobjective 

experience” that underlies all perception’45 Krauss thinks the ‘Minimal’ artists to have 

found ‘intellectual and theoretical ballast’, since it provided an analysis of “a spatiality 

without things.”46 The choice for Merleau-Ponty was not a strange one since 

Phenomenology of Perception has had a noticeable influence on the American artists 

under discussion here after it was translated into English in 1962. However, when 

looking at Merleau-Ponty’s’ texts on art, we read only of painting and on how painters – 

and especially Cézanne – have changed the way of transferring what they see to the 

canvas. This does not seem to coincide with his ideas of the être au monde in which he 

changes the weight of his phenomenology from consciousness to existence.47 The 

discrepancy between his writings on art and the way he gave meaning to 

phenomenology was already noted by the artists in the 1960s or they just did not read 

                                                 
42 Merleau-Ponty 1945, p. 74. 
43 Krauss 2000 
44 Apparent when quoting Merlau-Ponty: Is not a man smaller at two hundred yards than at five 
yards away? […] He becomes so if I isolate him from  the perceived context and measure his 
apparent size. Otherwise he is neither smaller nor indeed equal in size: he is anterior to equality; 
he is the same man seen from farther away. Krauss 2000, p. 126. 
45 Krauss, p. 128. 
46 Krauss, p. 128. 
47 Merleau-Ponty 1948, p. 12. 
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these former texts since they only referred to phenomenological ideas, which is why I 

will do the same. For it is when we look at one of the philosophers that have influenced 

Merleau-Ponty’s thoughts on phenomenology, we suddenly discover a link with 

Hildebrand stressing the context in which we see things. It is Wittgenstein and his ideas 

on Umgebung that show how the properties of a subject are depending on the 

properties of surrounding subjects: ‘A color shines in its Umgebung. (Just as eyes only 

smile in a face)’; or ‘something is grey or white only in a particular Umgebung.’ 48 And in 

a broader sense, when looking at how to perceive people in the world, Wittgenstein 

states that ‘if I imagine […] a person I also imagine a reality, a world that surrounds 

him.’49 This relation to the human body is something that would come to interest 

Merleau-Ponty, considering his strong pre-occupation with the subjective character of 

the human body. In his description of the ‘body-subject’ – considered to be one of his 

most important phenomenological discoveries – Merleau-Ponty agonizes against the 

dualistic view of body and spirit, negating the opposition between these two, which 

might be part of what Edward Bullough meant when describing physical reactions 

caused by psychical stimuli. 

The functioning of the human body as a subject was conceived by Merleau-Ponty 

based on the argument that there are many different forms of meaning which do not 

function independently from us but, at the same time, are not the result of a conscious 

giving of meaning from our part. And thus ‘man must already be a meaning-giving 

existence on the preconscious and not-yet-free level, on the level of bodily existence.’50 

Related to this, are Merleau-Pontys’ ideas on space which too incorporate the human 

body. He argues that it is impossible to differ between a space and the subjects that are 

in this space51 and that our ‘lived’ space – ‘the concrete space in which our life runs its 

course’ – is oriented.52 The denominators of this orientation – high, low, right, left etc. – 

are seen form the point of view of the ‘thinking subject’ (i.e. a person). And this might 

be one of the more important reasons that Merleau-Ponty is so interesting for sculpture, 

since it involves the viewer as a free, ‘thinking’ subject but functioning through a certain 

set of expectable actions.  

                                                 
48 Wittgenstein 1977, pp. 9, 46. 
49 Wittgenstein 1969, §595. 
50 Kwant 1963, p. 21. 
51 Merleau-Ponty 1948, p. 40. 
52 Kwant 1963, p. 21. 
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1.3.2 Space through activity 

It is the manipulation of these expectable actions that are a key-issue in the 

work of Richard Serra but can also be appreciated in the work of many of his 

contemporaries, including the artists under discussion in this thesis. So when we go 

back to Rosalind Krauss stating that the work of Merleau-Ponty provided the ‘Minimal’ 

artists an analyses of a “spatiality without things” it would have been better to state that 

Merleau-Ponty created a spatiality wìth things, making them equal to one another. 

Furthermore, she should have added that in this spatiality, the thinking subject – the 

viewer – functions to a set of expectable actions that emerge in him at a preconscious 

level. For when we look at the work of Richard Serra we see a quest for creating 

assemblies that function on the edge of what can be expected. When looking at his 

Props or his Stacked Steel Slabs we see the artist looking for the most extreme tension 

the equal pieces of material can have without being in need of a system to uphold them. 

The energy coming from this lies in the fact that when looking at these works, the 

viewer expects them to do something they don’t, which is to tumble. Combining this 

with the artist’s predilection for human action it is not surprising that the next step in his 

oeuvre is an attempt to involve the viewer in the manipulation.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Richard Serra 
Stacked Steel Slabs from the Skullcracker Series 
1969 
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Already in the earlier works by Serra, a strong favouring of human action is 

appreciable. He intensely stresses the value of the artist as a creator of the work. With 

the Verb List of 1967-196853, compiling the actions an artist can undertake when 

creating a work, Serra shows the importance he places on human action when it comes 

to art. In his works, activating the viewer would be an important and returning theme, 

often being the key to the understanding of the work. When discussing some of his 

works in an interview by Friedrich Teja Bach in 1975, Serra mentiones his occupation 

with creating centers. 

 

The centers are spaces. […] Your body is defining that center by where you have 

to move to understand it. When not only the centering of the place of the work but the 

centering of yourself in that place becomes the condition of the work – to hold you in a 

position of being able to perceive the entirety of the structure by locating yourself – you 

must locate yourself at the core.54 

 

A good example of a work where this centring is very clear is Serra’s 1972 

Circuit. It is remarkable that when Carter Ratcliff writes about this piece being presented 

at Documenta 5, he immediately stresses the importance of both the spatial working 

and the way the work functions by activating the viewer.55 By pointing out the absence 

of narrative and illustrational side-effects, Ratcliff reasons that ‘Serra “captures” a room’ 

in which ‘one must enter and attend to the visual and tactile specifics there.’56 The use 

of the verb to capture in this respects appeals to me greatly since it is indeed a fact that 

Serra does not create a new room or just accepts the room but in a way reinvents the 

space this room exists of and activates its being in a manner that is completely dictated 

by the work. This is in keeping with the description by Hal Foster of how Serra ‘wanted 

to defeat […] pictoriality […] in sculptural terms.’57 In search for an answer to the 

question ‘What does making sculpture mean to you [Serra] right now?’ Foster touches 

on the formulation of sculpture ‘as a relay between site and subject that (re)defines the 

                                                 
53 See Serra 1994, pp.  3-4.  
54 Serra 1994, p. 32. 
55 Ratcliff 1972. 
56 Ratcliff 1972. 
57 Foster 2000, p 177. 
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topology of a place through the motivation of a viewer’58 that he distils from Serra’s 

exclamations on the subject. In the same text, Foster aptly describes that the relation 

between sculpture and the human body, as far as Serra is concerned, is that of 

activation and not representation. Irrefutable, this shift in ideas is of grave importance in 

the search for a way to insert the surrounding space into sculptural activity. 

 

 

 

 

When interfering with space, Serra is not just activating the viewer. The manner 

in which the activation of the viewer is accomplished starts with the components of the 

works themselves. In an interview by Nicholas Serota and Davis Sylvester, Serra very 

clearly states the difference between the way his works ‘cut space’ and the way a 

sculptural attempt by Barnett Newman fails to do so. 

 

[Newman] seems to have literalized the zip with a thin vertical steel plate hoping 

that it would divide the space as the zips had divided the plane in his paintings. The fact 

of the matter is that the steel plates just stand there like objects. I think when Newman 

saw Strike he realized that it was possible to cut space with sculpture as he had done in 

painting […]59 

 

                                                 
58 Foster 2000, p. 178. 
59 Serra 1994, pp. 279-280. 

Richard Serra 
Circuit (1972) 
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The fact that Serra points out the deficiency in Newman’s Here pieces to be that 

the steel plates do not succumb their object status, makes us aware of him thinking the 

elements of his own works to be activated into playing a certain role. Taking into 

account his casting pieces in which Serra thrusts lead into a corner only to peel it of 

later to come up with a work that is formed by the behaviour of the artist and the 

material, it has often been said that Serra’s works ‘represent the behavioral properties of 

the material that account for their form.’60 However, in works like Circuit and Delineator 

one can hardly uphold this opinion even though something can be said for the fact that 

the appearance of the steel plates is dictated by the way they are most often processed. 

Nevertheless, as mentioned before, it is the behavioural properties of the materials that 

account for the effect of the pieces. Doing away with the pedestal that in Serra’s opinion 

‘established a separation of the object from the behavioral space of the viewer’,61 the 

work becomes an actor on the same plan, or – if you will – stage as the viewer, acting 

together to create the dialogue that stands at the core of the effect of Serra’s work. In 

this respect it is of grave importance that in order for the work to have effect, the space 

it occupies provides this ‘stage-like’ surrounding, being a totality with both work and 

viewer. Thus, it is not just a quality of Serra to ‘“capture” a room’, it is a necessity if his 

work is to succeed.  

 

1.4 Space in practice. 

1.4.1 Alternative positioning of works. 

After dealing with the more theoretical and philosophical/phenomenological side of the 

spatial interest existing throughout the century, it is of importance to reflect on the more 

practical side of the story. Not only will looking at the practical examples clarify the 

theories concerning the matter, the hands on approach by many an artist that did not 

mingle in the theoretical debate will prove to be no less important to the development of 

the new thoughts on and practicing of sculpture than that of the ones that did. 

An important step in casting aside the before mentioned pictorial frame to which 

the considering of sculpture still seemed to be subjected was – very paradoxically – a 

relatively new medium in the pictorial field. By taking photographic pictures of their 

                                                 
60 Rorimer 2001, p. 25. But this is just one example. 
61 Serra 1994, p. 141. 
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works, two titans of sculpture at the beginning of the twentieth century gave their work 

something sculpture was craving for. Both Auguste Rodin and Constantin Brancusi have 

been staging their sculptures in photographs in a way that gave their works a surplus 

value: an atmosphere surrounding the works, enforcing their intent was created. 

Especially the photographs in which the sculptures were positioned in the studio while 

photographed from multiple angles and in varying arrangements give evidence of an 

insight in the spatial and representational functioning of sculpture that supersedes that 

of Hildebrand.  

More important than the mostly pictorial surplus was the fact that these 

photographs showed that sculpture could function on its own, without depending on an 

architectural surrounding to legitimate their being. For until this moment, architecture 

had legitimated sculpture for the better part. However, it will prove to be the 

architectural surrounding in which their sculptures were to be exhibited that moved 

many sculptors to express their opinions on the place and manner in which this was to 

be done. Therefore, it is interesting to look at a briefly mentioned aspect of the 

photographs of Brancusi’s and Rodin’s work, concentrating on those made by the first of 

these artists. With both artists, their studio became an important location for presenting 

their work to a more public audience than was usual at the time. In 1905, Rodin 

organized an exhibition in his studio, presenting his own work in his own way. Brancusi 

took this a step further. The photographs of the interior of his studio, which was shaped 

in a style reminiscent of the houses in his home town Hobitza, Rumania, showed his 

work in a way he liked it to be shown or showed the sculptor working, dressed in an 

very artisan-like manner. All of this helped him to create a kind of myth surrounding his 

work and himself, a myth of Brancusi as an ‘artisan-sculptor’ instead of a ‘gentleman-

sculptor’ that would prove to hold for a long time. It could be said that Brancusi created 

an environment in which his work existed in its fullest potential. The acknowledgement 

of the value of this studio and its mythical qualities is noticeable today in the fact that a 

reproduction still exists as a part of the Musée d’Art Moderne in Paris. 
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The choice of both Rodin and Brancusi to present their work in an exhibitionary 

space of their own choice seems to be representational for the attitude of sculptors 

throughout the twentieth century. More and more, sculptors will become aware of the 

surroundings in which their art is exhibited. An important figure in the revaluation of the 

representational space of art is Marcel Duchamp. In his oeuvre, various projects can be 

appointed to be serious attempts to strive for a new way of presenting art, using scale 

and setting in way that would surely stir the public. A first compelling example of this is 

1,200 Bags of Coal at the International Exhibition of Surrealism in Paris in 1938.  

Even though this piece would surely be labelled an installation, it is a bold move 

as far as presenting spatial works in a traditional exhibition area is concerned. Important 

here is not that Duchamp created or chose his own area in which he presented his work 

but the fact that he opened up new possibilities in the existing area. In stead of 

presenting his 1,200 Bags on the gallery floor, he used the ceiling as his exhibition area. 

The impact this would have had on the people visiting the Galerie des Beaux Arts for 

this exhibition is not hard to imagine. Both the unexpectedness of the positioning of the 

bags as the physical threat of 1,200 bags of coal hovering above their heads would 

surely have startled them, even though sane reasoning would surely have lead everyone 

to the conclusion that those bags could not actually have been stuffed with coal. It is 

one of the first actual penetrations of exhibitional conventions, putting into practice the 

Marcel Duchamp 
1,200 Bags of Coal (detail) (1938) 
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idea that spatial works should, above all, interact with the public in an exhibitionary 

space. 

A second example of Duchamp’s genius for alternatives in exposing his art is the 

invention of his ‘Boîte-en-valise’, of which he created multiple copies between 1941 and 

1968. In an ultimate expression of scale-tampering wit, he made miniature copies of all 

of his works and placed them all in one suitcase. Aside from creating a unique portable 

exhibitionary environment, the ‘Boîte-en-valise’ stresses the ‘objecthood’ of Duchamp’s 

art. It is this objecthood that will prove to be a delicate subject as far as twentieth 

century sculpture is concerned. The negative connotations this term provokes aside, the 

importance of especially Duchamp’s ready-mades for the attention sculpture will get 

after this must not be underestimated. For, if the objections to sculpture in museums 

have long been that it was something ‘you bump into when you back up to look at a 

painting’62 it were the objects made into art by Duchamp that would make people mind 

their steps around any object they encounter in the museum. 

What can be distinguished in the, for the better part surrealist, objects that 

follow Duchamp’s artistic injection is a growing meddling of the artist in the presentation 

of the work. Very often, this is the result of the working of the work itself. For instance, 

when looking at Duchamp’s Trébuchet (coat-rack, 1917) it becomes apparent that the 

artist wants the viewer to experience the same amount of nuisance he did himself when 

the work was in his studio. Fact is, that Duchamp connected the Trébuchet to the floor 

of his studio, creating the danger of stumbling over it. When a work like this is to be 

exhibited, a curator will decrease the meaning and importance of the work when not 

attaching it to the floor, activating the viewer in a sense, especially since it is, once 

again, not a position one will expect a work to be. Not at that time anyway. The 

hindrance and discomfort Duchamp incites with the Trébuchet finds a direct resonance 

in many of the Objets désagréables by Giacometti from the early 1930s. In the title 

alone, these works clearly provoke reactions from the viewers. As is the case with many 

‘Surrealist Objects’, these works start to rely on the relationship they build with the 

human being, the viewer.63 Next to the fact that Giacometti and other artists start to 

focus on the way the viewer responds to their work by influencing the way it is 

                                                 
62 As it was aptly described by Ad Reinhardt in the late 1950s.  
63 Curtis 1999, p. 150. 
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exhibited, some of his sculptures are meddling in the concept of space as well. For 

instance with his Boule Suspendue, which he placed inside a grid construction, causing 

the space in which it is exhibited to be constant and determined by the artist. It is clear 

that in this case, the space in the proximity of the sculpture has become of importance 

to the entire being of the sculpture.  

1.4.2 Alternatives for showing the works. 

Until this point in history, artists seemed to take for granted that their works 

would be exhibited in ways art had been exhibited in the preceding century. The way 

the space in which their work was conceived was altered, depended on the alteration of 

conventional exhibition practices and not on the actual structure of the exhibitionary 

space. An interesting and well-known exception to this is the Merzbau (1930) of Kurt 

Schwitters. This collage-like spatial structure that emerged from the artist’s studio and 

eventually took over more of the living space in his house, was an artistic expression 

that would give a viewer no clue about how to look at it or even where to begin. Given 

that it was the artist’s own house that provided the space for exhibiting – it even 

became a part of the work – one might label Merzbau as an ultimate appropriation of a 

space chosen solely by the artist in which the work was granted its most splendid 

habitat. However, one could hardly regard Merzbau as sculpture, ‘spatial collage’ or 

simply ‘environment’ would be a better name for it. Nevertheless, an example of a space 

altered by an artist to invoke a better understanding or perception of the art exhibited in 

it can be found in Frederick Kiesler’s design for Peggy Guggenheim’s ‘Art of This 

Century’ gallery (1942-1947) which was given a great deal of attention in the quite 

recently published Peggy Guggenheim & Frederick Kiesler: The story of art of this 

century.64 The exceptional manner in which Kiesler led the viewer along the works of art 

in this gallery was entirely correspondent with the effect the art exhibited entails. Still, 

besides being an artist, Frederick Kiesler was chiefly an architect; therefore I will discuss 

his creation in the next chapter for it should not be seen as an art in dialogue with its 

surroundings but as art that provides a surrounding for art to flourish in. 

Thus far, the artists mentioned have been occupied with their works creating a 

link with the viewers and the manipulating of spatial effects, but they worked from 

within the works. Until this point in time, we have not encountered sculptures that used 

                                                 
64 Davidson and Rylands 2004. 
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the actual space surrounding them to send out or strengthen their intention. One might 

say that it was more an awareness of atmosphere that lead sculptors to an occupation 

with the surroundings in which their sculptures might have a better effect. It was not an 

intrinsically direct dialogue with the actual space that was effectively pursued. An 

important step in the development towards a sculptural form that does physically seem 

to merge with the space surrounding it is the disappearance of the pedestal. After the 

placement of objects in a museum environment and thus making them art by Duchamp, 

the placement of autonomous sculptures on the ground required the sculptures to 

abandon the comfort of the pedestal. The first sculptor to really exploit this seems to be 

Carl Andre. His early works like those of the Element Series from 1960 infiltrated the 

viewers’ territory by standing on the same floor as they did. Because they were not 

presented in the way art was supposed to be at the time, the bulky piles of lumber 

mingled with the audience and with this, Andre created a new and provoking way of 

representation. Something of the kind we have also seen done by Serra a little more 

than a decade later but a difference between the two is that Andre shows more interest 

in the effect this has on the understanding of the space whereas Serra was more 

involved with the experiencing of the space. The effect this brought along was enlarged 

even more when Andre started to combine smaller forms in repetition, stretched over an 

even larger range of space.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Carl Andre 
Lever (1966) 
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The firebricks in Lever (1966) or the squares of hot-rolled steel in 64 Steel 

Square (1967) approach the viewer in an essentially different manner than Duchamp’s 

bags of coal did. Where Duchamp surprised the viewer with an odd placement of his art, 

Andre challenges the very principles of the conservative presentation of sculpture. The 

fact that viewing these works means stepping over or even on them enforces an effect 

of a physical encounter, as we have already seen with Duchamp’s Trébuchet. However, 

in this case it is not an object functioning as a sculpture, but much more a sculpture 

functioning as an object. It is the disappearance of illusionism through association in 

Andre’s work that makes it more capable to interact with the space it shares with the 

ones viewing it. Apart from the fake danger of Duchamp’s bags of coal, this and his 

other works refer to known things from outside the exhibition space and therefore have 

a more commentary role than the activating role Andre’s works take on. 

As opposed to the work of Serra, Andre’s first concern is not the activation of the 

viewer. Answering with a brief and clear ‘no’ to the question whether or not the viewer 

is considered in the making of his work65, Andre shows that he is not so much occupied 

with manipulating the viewer’s apprehension of his works as he is with using his 

‘materials as cuts in space.’66 However, this remark lays bare the dualistic side of Andre’s 

work, for he does rate primary experience the highest and further more believes his 

works to create a dialogue with the viewer. So even thought he does not consider the 

viewer while making his works, he is very much concerned with the actuality and 

physicality of his works in the sense of them being there. He declares that instead of 

existing in the mind, art is ‘more a total thing; it’s experienced with the body and the 

organs of sense and sight,’67and furthermore, that ‘art is always in a concrete space. So 

whenever we are talking about a work of art, whether we admit or not, we’re talking 

about where it is. But for some reason people are automatically aware of this in my 

work.’68 From this you can distil that in stead of playing on the mind of the viewer, as 

Serra does, Andre wants to create circumstance for a proper dialogue between work and 

viewer, making sure both are there at the same physical level. 

                                                 
65 In an interview with Paul Suttinen, Krefeld/Wolfsburg 1996, pp. 54-55.  
66 Krefeld/Wolfsburg 1996, p. 54. 
67 Cummings 1979, p. 195. 
68 Cumminigs 1979, p. 188. 
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Of course, the place where this dialogue is taking place is of importance when 

speaking of such a physical encounter. The importance of place to the work of Andre 

becomes clear when he describes his artistic development going from ‘form in sculpture 

to structure in sculpture to what I wound up with as place in sculpture.’69 However, his 

concept of place can be translated to a place being classified into generic spaces. He 

does not matter much for the exact place his works are put, if only the generic space is 

appropriate. From this point of view I want to go into Andre’s use of space. 

For Andre, space seems to be working in a very direct manner. As I have 

mentioned, he thinks the places his woks can be exhibited in are condensed into 

classes; generic spaces. The particular place the work is to be shown does not matter, 

but it is of importance to know whether it is ‘going to be the size of Grand Central 

Station or […] the size of a small room.’70 In these words, the way his works relate to 

these spaces seems to be a matter of scale. Furthermore, when Phyllis Tuchman in an 

                                                 
69 In an interview with Phyllis Tuchman, Krefeld/Wolfsburg 1996, pp. 46-51. 
70 Krefeld/Wolfsburg, p. 46. 

Carl Andre  
Equivalents I-VIII (1966) 
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interview asks Andre to what extend he regards his metal plates as flat sculpture, he 

answers: 

 

I don’t think of them as being flat at all. I think, in a sense, that each piece 

supports a column of air that extends to the top of the atmosphere […] obviously, they 

‘are’ flat but, that’s curious, I don’t think of them as being flat.’71 

 

Combining these two assumptions, you should conclude that each particle in 

Andre’s works acts out a spatial effect. But in order to take on an entire space, these 

particles have to be present in an appropriate multitude. The power of this repetitive use 

of equal forms is derived from the work of Brancusi. In Brancusi’s Endless Column, 

Andre found a form that would ‘reach up and […] drive into the earth with a kind of 

verticality which is not terminal.’72 However, in stead of using the verticality of the work 

– a quality that has always been inherent to sculpture – Andre put the forms on the 

floor. This provides the work with the quality to work not just upwards – taking in 

account Andre’s opinion on the flatness of his steel plates – but also along the surface of 

a space. The fact that his works consist of particles that are equal and not attached to 

one another makes it able for a variety of forms to adapt to multiple generic spaces. 

The use of equal and unattached particles creates a variety of possibilities for the 

handling of space. In the Equivalents series (1966), Andre shows shaping space on quite 

a small scale when we see eight possible ways of grouping 120 sand-lime bricks, 

creating forms that are equal in volume but different in appearance. Seen apart from 

each other they represent merely bricks occupying a small amount of space, but seen 

together they defy the very idea of space as being something pre-set, ordered by the 

parts it is compiled of. This last concept works even stronger when regarding works 

such as Lever. Put against the wall, this line of repetition takes on the space of the room 

entirely. Cutting through it, the power of repetition gives way to the possibility in the 

mind of the viewer that the line continues through the wall, causing it to cut through the 

physical apprehension the viewer has of the space he is in. This brings into scope again 

                                                 
71 Krefeld/Wolfsburg, p. 49. 
72 Krefeld/Wolfsburg, p. 50. 
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Andre’s idea of experiencing art as being a ‘total thing’ and quite literally matches with 

his idea of sculpture being a road. 

 

That is, a road doesn’t reveal itself at any particular point or from any particular 

point. Roads appear and disappear. We either have to travel on them or beside them. 

[…] Most of my works – certainly the successful ones – have been ones that are in a 

way causeways – they cause you to make your way along them or around them or to 

move the spectator over them. They’re like roads, but certainly not fixed point vistas. I 

think sculpture should have an infinite point of view. There should be no one place nor 

even a group of places where you should be.73 

  

Here also, the fact that it is possible to stand on the metal plates comes to the 

fore, inviting ‘the viewer to join in the space of the piece.’74 A very good example in 

which this joining in the space of the work is combined with the piercing of the existing 

physical space is the Altstadt Rectangle (1967). What makes the effect of this work even 

stronger is the fact that it does not only attach multiple rooms – which obviously the 

hallway in which it lies already does but only on an architectural level – but the idea of 

this ‘road’ of steel plates going on beyond the physical borders of the space is 

strengthened by the way the work adapts to the scale of its surroundings and thereby 

stresses the repetitive scheme of it.  

It seems to be an extremely fit example of taking Brancusi’s Endless Column 

motif down and appropriating it to take on space as a whole in stead of just the vertical 

axis of it. Appreciating Andre’s work, comparing it to works produced earlier in the 

century, we see a sharp redefinition of handling the exhibitionary space. Whereas in 

earlier examples we see the artist being occupied with creating circumstance for his 

work to function when taking on the problem of space, Andre has created a form in 

which the works can adapt to spaces. This provides his work with the ability to work in a 

very direct and physical manner since the concern with creating an own ‘fit’ in the 

exhibitionary space has become obsolete, giving the work the possibility to really 

function in the existing space. 

                                                 
73 Krefeld/Wolfsburg, p. 47. 
74 Krefeld/Wolfsburg, p. 50. 
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Carl Andre 
Altstadt Rectangle (1967) 



 41 

2: Space Executive: the museum (exhibiting it) 

2.1 Introducing the chapter 

Every place radically imbues (formally, architecturally, sociologically, politically) 

with its meaning the object (work/creation) shown there. Art in general refuses to be 

implied a priori and so pretends to ignore or reject the draconian role imposed by the 

museum (the gallery), a role both cultural and architectural.75 

 

This lucid thought on matters of exhibiting expressed by Daniel Buren is a good 

profile of the problem under discussion in this chapter. Having considered the interest of 

the artists and their dealings with incorporating the space enveloping their sculpture in 

the previous chapter, I will use this chapter to describe the identity of the spaces in 

which these works were most likely to be exhibited: the museum or gallery space, which 

will be addressed by using the umbrella term exhibitionary complex. 

Taking in account the way museums as institutions came into existence it seems 

proper to give an overview of their development into the places of exhibiting art as we 

know them today. However, I will not go into detail as far as this matter is concerned 

since there already are extensive studies into this subject, providing thorough overall 

descriptions.76 Furthermore, I will be directing the emphasis in the reasoning in this 

chapter towards the museum practices of the twentieth century to provide a usable 

format for comparing this chapter and the previous. What I intend to do, is direct 

attention to the way in which the museum has made it possible for people to experience 

the things it shows in their own private way. For it is my opinion that in order to relate 

to the art we see in such an institution in a way that artists may have intended it to be 

seen, the work of art should be able to retain as much of its identity as is possible 

without being overshadowed by its surroundings. 

In order to estimate the way the viewer of a work of art in a museum relates to 

the surroundings it is of importance to take a look at the accessibility of these 

surroundings. In an article in which he tests the compatibility of Michel Foucault’s ideas 

on the incarceration system with the museum, Tony Bennett sketches a development in 

which the practice of presenting art opens up more and more throughout the centuries, 

                                                 
75 Buren, in: Greenberg, Ferguson and Nairne (eds.) 1996, p. 315. 
76 A good example of such a study is: E. Bergvelt, D.J. Meijers and M. Rijnders (eds.), 
Verzamelen, van rariteitenkabinet tot kunstmuseum, Heerlen 1993. 
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as opposed to the practice of incarceration. To this development Bennett specifically 

attaches the social and representational value the accessibility of these two practices 

has for the executive powers governing the social structure they are in. 

 

The exhibitionary complex was also a response to the problem of order, but one 

which worked differently in seeking to transform that problem into culture – a question 

of winning hearts and minds as well as the disciplining and training of bodies. As such, 

its constituent institutions reversed the orientation of the disciplinary apparatus in 

seeking to render the forces and principles of order visible to the populace […] rather 

than vice versa. They sought not to map the social body in order to know the populace 

by rendering it visible to power. Instead, through the provision of object lessons in 

power […] they sought to allow the people, and en masse rather than individually, to 

know rather than be known, to become the subjects rather than objects of knowledge.77 

 

Keeping in mind that in origin, showing collections in most cases functioned 

foremost as a means to brag and leave the visitor astonished, the exhibitionary complex 

has had various identities ever since. Leading from a ragbag of freaks of nature to an 

encyclopaedic array of the wonders of science to the showing of art as we understand it 

now, the museum has developed alongside the understanding of the conception of art. 

Furthermore, this also means that the people visiting the museum have grown 

accustomed to acknowledge the objects they see exhibited to be art. Therefore, the 

power a museum exerts over the identity of the work of art and the way the viewer 

comes into contact with it, should not be underestimated. 

Victoira Newhouse too, in the two books she wrote on the presentation of art in 

museums, stresses the circumstantial effect of the way art is brought to the attention of 

the viewer on individual art objects as well as on collections as a whole. With chapters 

carrying subtitles such as ‘How Place Affects Perception’ and ‘How Display Defines the 

Object’ Newhouse clearly recognises the more sociologic and anthropological side of the 

matter in her book Art and the Power of Placement. In Towards a New Museum she lays 

more emphasis on the architecture of the museum, providing art with a more and more 

deliberately customised framework. 

                                                 
77 Bennett, in: Greenberg, Ferguson and Nairne (eds.) 1996, p. 84. 
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By mentioning these examples of studies into the power structure that lays 

behind the museum or exhibitionary complex in this introduction, I want to make clear 

that this chapter will be about the fact that when entering a museum we never see a 

work of art on its own. There will always be a construct of rules and regulations and 

other works claiming attention that play a role when the viewer is looking at a work of 

art. The goal of this chapter will be to create an understanding of the way this effect 

takes a hold on art and more specifically the sculpture as mentioned in the previous 

chapter. As those sculptures dealt with the artist’s conceptions of space, it will be of 

importance to know whether or not these concepts of space – and therefore the 

sculptures themselves – exist in a museum. 

 

2.2 To function as a museum 

2.2.1 creating interest 

The word museum can stand for both the institution that is the exhibitionary 

complex and the actual building being the physical state of it. Both identities leave a 

significant mark on the objects that are in them and again this happens at both a 

metaphysical and a physical level. Being undeniably intertwined, both aspects of the 

museum developed alongside each other in the cause of centuries. Interesting in this 

development in regard to the way the museum functions in society is the relation 

between the concepts private and public since in order for collections to enter society, 

they have to be made public in a certain way. However, a degree of secrecy can 

regulate the power that can be exercised through the showing of a collection. This was 

particularly the case with early courtly collections through which the social standing of 

the viewer could be exemplified by the amount of items in the collection the viewer was 

allowed to see. In such a private sort of collection, the collector is the one who makes 

out who is to see the collection, the viewer hoping to be invited. Comparing it to the 

museum of the present day we still see a certain amount of secrecy being attached to 

the museum and its collection finding certain prove in the fact that even today people 

pay money to see the collection apparently considering it a privilege to enter the realm 

of the collector, be it a municipal or private one. So even today people are putting effort 

in making sure that they have visited these ‘public’ places we call museums in order to 

be able to say that they ‘have been there,’ even though reproductions of the works on 
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display are easy to come by. To belong to a certain group that has been to the 

museums that are said to have a good collection and to have seen the ‘real thing’ still 

causes people to pay up. 

In an article discussing the moving out of the confines of the old concept of the 

museum – being a building on one location, showing artefacts in a one-way traffic 

manner – calling this new development ‘event-specificity,’ Johanne Lamoureux stresses 

motives for visiting museums other than social standing.78 When describing the 

transformation of the Louvre palace into a museum in the late eighteenth century, she 

describes the grande galerie as ‘a wide boulevard, a fast-lane where the history of 

painting unfolds school by school, and where one travels without detour or traffic jam.’79 

With a deliberate choice of words she hints on the museum as a refuge she sees it 

developing in to. With urbanization growing throughout the nineteenth century, 

Lamoureux considers the private life to become a refuge from the roaring city life. 

Accordingly, in the museum practice a trend towards producing a sense of intimacy can 

be recognized. Introducing the flâneur as a new type of museum visitor during this 

period, Lamoureux puts emphasis on new attitudes towards the visitors, who grew in 

number as the museum got more public. In the flâneur, she recognises a visitor that 

would wonder through the exhibitionary complex as going through a bazaar, stopping 

and going at own will. Becoming a harbour where one could escape the busy city life 

and enjoy the studious atmosphere the museum provided without someone pushing you 

in certain directions, the museum got a growing cultural meaning in a growing society.  

Presenting the findings of a study on the cultural identity of the museum, 

‘Museum Visiting as a Cultural Phenomenon’ provides a usable tool for approaching the 

reasons people visit museums.80 Even though the author of the presenting article Nick 

Merriman points out that the study is conducted from a very British points of view and 

considering that it was conducted in 1985, I take it some qualities inherent to the 

museum and its visitors can be distilled from it that transcend these boundaries. In the 

study, a picture of the visitors is being sketched based on answers given to certain 

questions asked when visiting the museum. From this, the total group of people 

questioned is divided in groups of frequent visitors (three or more visits per year), 

                                                 
78 Lamoureux, in: Greenberg, Ferguson and Nairne (eds.) 1996, pp. 113-131. 
79 Lamoureux, in: Greenberg, Ferguson and Nairne (eds.) 1996, p. 120. 
80 Merriman, in: Vergo (ed.) 1989, pp. 149-171. 
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regular visitors (one or two visits per year), occasional visitors (last visit between one 

and four years ago), rare visitors (last visit four or more years ago) and non-visitors 

(never visited a museum before). From the answers given by the people in these 

groups, a description can be made of the people you are most likely to encounter in the 

museum and their motives for it. One of the findings is that the groups of frequent and 

regular visitors are mostly good educated people with a higher social standing aged 

below 60, substantiating the aristocratic standing the museum has remained to have in 

society. An explanation that is given for this is expressed through the work of Pierre 

Bourdieu and his ideas on ‘cultural capital’.  

Bourdieu recognises two types of cultural capital, the first taking the ‘form of the 

taste, manners and style deriving from prolonged exposure to higher, or bourgeois 

culture.’ Besides this capital of the mind, ‘the second kind of cultural capital is the 

material manifestation of these cultivated ‘dispositions’, such as school and university 

certificates.’ 81 Through the acquiring and maintaining of this cultural capital, ‘symbolic’ 

power can be created, which in its turn can mobilise ‘economic’ power. So, according to 

Bourdieu’s reasoning, the dominant class in a society can maintain its power by gaining 

cultural capital which can be acquired by inflicting its ideas in the schooling system. 

Since the school has ‘the illusion of neutrality, [an] arbitrary set of values is 

misrecognised as legitimate and natural.’82 Projecting this vision on the museum, 

Bourdieu finds the works of art exhibited in these institutions to contain encrypted 

messages which can only be read by participants of the society’s schooling or museum 

system. 

A certain kind of familiarity with the museum seemed of great relevance in the 

forming of an opinion of it by the visitor. The study proofed that the more familiar the 

visitor is with the museum, the more he thinks the museum to breath quietness or a 

studious atmosphere, while for the rare visitor the museum can be intimidating or even 

‘deathly’. To show that this development is not very odd, Merriman points out the 

historical background of the museum taking us back to the fact that they were originally 

‘associated with large aristocratic homes where the collections were a testimony to the 

power of the owner.’83 The opinions on the museum seem to be socially transmissible – 

                                                 
81 Merriman, in: Vergo (ed.) 1989, p. 161. 
82 Merriman, in: Vergo (ed.) 1989, 162. 
83 Merriman, in: Vergo (ed.) 1989, p. 165. 
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taking into account that the non-visitors expressed their opinion on the museum too – 

and thus this negative attitude has proven to be maintained in the lower ranks of 

society. Nevertheless, the study also proofs that for these people, visiting the museum is 

‘just one of the leisure activities they are socialised into doing.’ So, in other words, 

visiting the museum has gained somewhat of a permanent place in the scala of leisure 

activities in society. Thus, in the museum, society can be addressed, but at varying 

levels. Besides a differing pattern of visits, the reasons for visiting for the frequent and 

regular visitors is different from the rare ones in that the former have a more specific 

purpose such as exhibitions or temporary displays, whereas the latter comes for 

permanent displays. Therefore, the museum seems to be forced to make a choice 

between luring in or maintaining the visitors that are not that familiar with the museum 

or the ‘code’ on the one hand and creating new points of attention over and over again 

to keep attracting the visitor that is familiar with it, even though the latter will be 

reluctant to stop visiting. 

2.2.2 a construct of power 

Considering the history of the museum or exhibitionary complex on the whole 

and the way it functions in society, a key word in defining them seems to be power. 

Describing the visitor in the previous part of the chapter, we should also consider the 

fact that the museum needs its visitors in order to function. Even though going to the 

museum can be described as a ‘leisure activity’, it has often been considered to be a 

teaching facility. As we have seen in the reasoning of Bourdieu, to teach is to maintain 

power. Linking the spreading of ‘messages of power’ to the museum, Tony Bennett 

emphasizes the importance of the fact that this happens in more and more open and 

public arenas.84 For the identity of the museum, this means that in most cases it can be 

considered a vessel for an exhibitionary scheme to be unfolded. For the collection it 

means that it serves some sort of a greater good. An example of this is mentioned by 

Bennett when describing the effect the rivalry between France and England had on what 

was to be included in a historical display, leading to an inclusion of remnants of the 

Egyptian and Mesopotamian civilisations. With – at another instance – nineteenth 

century imperialism leading the way towards a presentation depicting Western 

                                                 
84 Bennett, in: Greenberg, Ferguson and Nairne (eds.) 1996, p. 82. 
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civilisation as a natural ruler, it seems to be clear that the curatorial power in most cases 

was still with the governing state. 

It was only at the beginning of the twentieth century that the display of art in 

museums grew towards a greater emphasis on the individual work of art. In the first few 

years after 1900, some museum directors switched to presenting the works of art with 

growing amounts of space between them. Furthermore, the walls and ceilings were 

stripped from abundant decorative elements and were painted in light colours.85 Not 

only did this new policy of isolation affect the display of individual works of art, the 

arrangement got more thematic as well, isolating coherent works of art but without 

negating their individual value. These new strategies of presenting art paved the way for 

a new breed of exhibitions including retrospectives of individual artists and exhibitions 

that reflected on developments in the contemporary art scene. This development also 

stimulated many artists or artist groups to take on alternative ways of presenting their 

art in order to strengthen the propagating of their opinions on what art was to be. As I 

showed in chapter 1, Duchamp was one of these artists but the dada movement, the 

surrealists and constructivist should also be mentioned in this respect. Nevertheless, 

more than stressing their opinions on art or providing a new form of art, the alternatives 

for the positioning of art were attacking the presentation of art as it had been until that 

moment. In this respect it should be considered as being an attempt to activate the 

viewer by making him aware of the conventional way he had been looking at art, 

obviously expecting viewers that were able to appreciate the fact that things changed. 

In order to be able to attack these standards of presentation that had ruled the 

museums – even though changes to this were beginning to take shape – the 

aforementioned artists needed the viewer, for it is impossible to make a point without 

having a public to speak to. 

As mentioned before in this chapter, a growing interest for the viewer could be 

appreciated from as early as the late eighteenth century as the use of museums entered 

the ‘education’ of the public and the shape of the museum was somewhat adapted to 

make the visitor at ease, providing him with a more intimate surrounding. But it is only 

at the beginning of the twentieth century that the visitor entered the museum in full 

throttle. Contemplating the new appearance of the exhibitionary complex Brian 

                                                 
85 Bergvelt, Meijers and Rijnders (eds.) 1993, p. 431. 
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O’Doherty’s Inside the White Cube (first published as essays in Artforum in 1976) is a 

leading publication. In it, O’Doherty begins by describing the gallery space – which is his 

term for what I in this thesis name exhibitionary complex – as a place that is cut off 

from the outside world and possesses some sort of power to convert objects into works 

of art when they enter this ‘space where powerful ideas about art focus on them’.86 

Comparing twentieth century exhibition practices with those of the nineteenth century, 

O’Doherty describes the works of art in the latter to be isles on a wall, every separate 

painting of this period was a ‘neatly wrapped parcel of space.’87 O’Doherty concludes 

this line of reasoning by stating that this ‘self-sustainability’ was a result of the use of 

mathematical perspective. This means that with the ‘literalization of the picture plane 

[…] composition and subject matter and metaphysics all overflow the edge.’88 In this 

development, O’Doherty sees the emerging of the ‘spectator’ in the gallery, being the 

physically activated viewer which was occasionally cooperating with his cousin the ‘eye’ 

which was able to comprehend the space of the work of art, having the possibility to 

explore the metaphysical space that was conjured up by the work of art. It is in this 

notion of space, even, that O’Doherty finds the cultural importance of art to be since ‘if 

art has any cultural reference (apart from being “culture”) surely it is in the definition of 

our space and time.’89 

Coming back to O’Doherty’s concept of space, it is of interest to look at his 

opinion on the 1,200 bags of coal by Duchamp. Notwithstanding the statement that it 

mainly has a self-contained way of dealing with space and should be seen as a comment 

on or agitation against exhibition standards, O’Doherty hits on an interesting aspect of 

it. He states that this piece was ‘the first time an artist subsumed an entire gallery in a 

single gesture – and managed to do so while it was full of other art.’ And in doing so, 

created ‘a seepage of energy from art to its surroundings.’90 It is in his reasoning 

following this, that O’Doherty stresses the importance of ‘containment/inside/outside’ 

and the artist/audience dialogue as a ‘testing of the social order by radical propositions,’ 

considering the exhibitionary complex to be a ‘support system’ in getting this message 

                                                 
86 O’Doherty 1986, p. 14. 
87 O’Doherty 1986, p. 16. 
88 O’Doherty 1986, p. 22. 
89 O’Doherty 1986, p. 38. 
90 O’Doherty 1986, p. 69. 
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to the public.91 However, considering the exhibitionary complex to be nothing but a 

support system implies that the power over how their works reach their public is in the 

hands of the artists themselves. From the aforegoing it can be assumed that the power 

relations within the exhibitionary complex are not that simple.  

When we look at The Subject and Power by Michel Foucault (1982)92 we see a 

twofold definition of power. On the one hand, Foucault states that  

 

power exists only when it is put into action93 

 

and on the other hand he aptly points out that  

 

power is exercised only over free subjects, and only insofar as they are free. By 

this we mean individual or collective subjects who are faced with a field of possibilities in 

which several ways of behaving, several reactions and diverse comportments, may be 

realized.94 

 

Accepting this twofold definition of power it is of interest to look at the way an 

artist can distribute the kind of power O’Doherty implies within the exhibitionary 

complex. Considering power being put into action, we should view the work of art as a 

vessel for the artist to exert this power since that is what the public comes into contact 

with. So in order to express power, the work of art is to have some sort of activating 

quality. Since we are looking at whether or not the artist is able to use the exhibitionary 

complex as a ‘support system’, the content of the work is not that important in this 

equation but the way this content is translated towards the viewer is. And in this case, 

activation often takes place in the exhibitionary complex since people come to see the 

works of art; they look at them, move around them and – when the quality of the work 

allows it – experience a certain sense of satisfaction in doing so. However, as far as the 

‘testing of the social order by radical propositions’ is concerned the second part of the 

definition of power comes into play. When O’Doherty shows his appreciation for 

                                                 
91 O’Doherty 1986, p. 74. 
92 This essay was written by Foucault as an after word for: H. L. Dreyfus, Michel Foucault: 
beyond structuralism and hermeneutics, University of Chicago 1982.  
93 Foucault 1982, p. 426. 
94 Foucault 1982, p. 428. 
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Duchamp being the first artist to subsume an entire gallery including the works in it, we 

should not forget the position of these other works. For this is just one of the possible 

scenarios when a work of art enters the exhibitionary complex, but it can be assumed 

that anywhere else the surroundings have an effect on the work one way or another as 

well. When we consider power to be exercised over free subjects we should be clear on 

whether or not the subjects that are to spread this power – in this case the works of art 

– are free themselves. Even though works of art would rather be considered objects 

than subjects, their activating role being representatives of their creator makes their 

function that of the subject even though their possibilities are as rigid as those of an 

object. This gives the input in the interaction a very strong one-way structure for it is 

the viewer that creates the intend for the interaction while the ‘radical proposition’ is 

pre-conceived by the artist, who has relatively little authority regarding the conditions in 

which his proposition enters the exhibitionary complex. This means that the possibilities 

for understanding the proposition of the artist through seeing the work are severely 

one-way oriented as well, which denies the viewer the artist/audience dialogue. This 

leaves the viewer with no choice than to relate to the work with the stimuli he 

experiences at the moment, which are so versatile that the artist lacks the power to 

motivate the viewer into making a choice from the possibilities with which he can 

fathom the work without incorporating the motivations from the other artists present. In 

this sense, the individual artist is denied the power to make so explicit a statement 

about something relatively tangible as the social order. 

This provides the need to look at the power relations within the exhibitionary 

complex from a different perspective for the intend with which the viewer approaches 

the work often depends on its surroundings, meaning not just the physical surroundings 

but also the ideological conditions within which the work is shown. As O’Doherty has 

also shown, the white cube was sealed off from the outside world with the ‘windows […] 

usually sealed off. Walls painted white. The ceiling becomes the source of light.’95 

Combining this with the aforementioned new kind of exhibitions which focussed more 

and more on the history of art itself than explicitly on the history of the governing social 

class, a more introvert relation to society can be appreciated in the exhibitionary 

complex. It got a more autonomous way of life as far as the presenting of art is 
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concerned, causing a shift in control – and thus power – over the way art found its way 

to the viewer. In the light of this thesis’s objectives and emphasis on the art that starred 

in the museums after this shift, I will be considering these power relations as they were 

from that moment on. 

2.2.3 curatorial power 

Coming back to the quotation opening this chapter, I want to stress that the 

surroundings that leave a mark of meaning on the object in it do not rely only on the 

architectural shape. However, that other part of the ‘draconian role of the museum’, 

culture, is not as clear cut as the other. For while I tried to explain some of the main 

consideration about the cultural role and value of the exhibitionary complex, there is still 

a main issue that might be seen as having the strongest effect on the appreciation of an 

object. This issue is not as much the cultural role the exhibitionary complex takes on in 

society but can be seen as the culture of the exhibitionary complex itself. As I have 

argued, the museum developed into having a more autonomous way of presenting art in 

the sense that it evolved from being some sort of tool for the governing social class into 

being more of an evaluating tool that started to focus on the construct of the art world 

itself. By this I mean that the emphasis shifted towards the shaping of canons and 

discourse. This was mainly made possible by the aforementioned new kinds of 

exhibitions causing an entirely new perspective on the way art and the object behave 

inside the exhibitionary complex and the latter’s role in the creating of culture. This issue 

can be exemplified through another quote of Daniel Buren: 

 

Placing/exhibiting a work of art in a baker’s will in no way change the function of 

the aforementioned baker’s, which will never change the work of art into a bit of bread 

either. 

Placing/exhibiting a bit of bread in a museum will in no way change the function 

of the aforementioned museum, but the latter will change the bit of bread into a work of 

art, at least for the duration of its exhibition. 
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Now let’s exhibit a bit of bread in a baker’s and it will be very difficult, if not 

impossible, to distinguish it from the other bits of bread. Now let’s exhibit a work of art 

– of any kind – in a museum: can we really distinguish it from other works of art?96 

 

This parable makes us aware of the fact that art may devaluate on certain levels 

when it is exhibited in the exhibitionary complex because of the multitude of art works 

surrounding it. This being the missing part of the cultural role I took from Buren’s first 

quotation, it might be one of the reasons for the emergence of the new types of 

exhibitions. Whether or not this is the case is not very important to this thesis but it is 

important to see that these new exhibitions do form a solution to the problem 

mentioned. For in order to distinguish a work of art from other works of art, it is of good 

use to attach a story to it. The ‘story’ of the work in the oeuvre of its creator; its place in 

time or in the history of art. In other words, it is not a matter of placing works of art in 

the exhibitionary complex, but it is a matter of how they are placed there. 

An illustrative example of how the positioning of a work of art can determine the 

status of the work is offered in Victoria Newhouse’s Art and the Power of Placement 

when the Nike of Samothrace is discussed. When describing the different places at 

which the Nike has been exhibited, Newhouse points at the relationship between the 

value attached to it and the manner and location through which it was presented to the 

public. When the – then incomplete – Nike entered the Louvre in 1866, it was exhibited 

the Salle des Caryatides. In this rather small room, it was surrounded by statues from 

the Greek as well as the late Roman era, including replica’s. When visiting the museum, 

it was very well possible to miss it altogether. After this, it was briefly exhibited 

somewhat more prominently in the centre of the Salle du Tibre where it seemed to have 

been set off against four life-sized atlantes97, which would not have been an 

improvement for making the work stand out from other works in the collection. 

As Newhouse points out, ‘isolation and visual focus denote importance,’98which 

leads to the conclusion that the more important a work is, the more effort is put into 

letting it stand out for the visitor. But who determines this importance? In the case of 

the Nike of Samothrace it seems to have been the efforts of the curator of antiquities 

                                                 
96 Buren, in: Greenberg, Ferguson and Nairne (eds.) 1996, p. 314. 
97 These male-versions of caryatids are shown in the corresponding chapter in Newhouse 2005. 
98 Newhouse 2005, p. 58. 
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Jean-Gaspard-Félix Ravaisson-Mollien that led to its ‘promotion’. It was Ravaisson-

Mollien who in 1870 started to work on restoring the Nike in its totality, attaching the 

upper body and the wings and eventually placing it on top of the ship-formed base. The 

sheer size of the statue alone was reason enough for finding an alternative exhibiting 

space to avoid suffocation in the packed sculpture galleries. The place that was singled 

out was the high end of the Daru stairway, which offered a wide and open area. 

Although practical circumstances demanded such a place for the Nike, which was truly 

monumental in size after its completing restoration, this particular spot would prove to 

have a good influence on the perception of the work. Looking at the position itself, it is 

not only the fact that the Nike now topped a wide and massive stairway. This position 

also formed the main approach route towards the museum’s collection of French and 

Italian Renaissance paintings, which were considered to form the most valuable part of 

the collection.  
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But it was not just the positioning that was adapted in order to provide the Nike 

with a more appropriate space. At the Daru stairway, the Nike was surrounded by 

mosaics and plaster replicas of works that had no direct linkage to it. So even though 

the position offered possibilities for attracting attention worthy of one of the museums 

masterpieces, the viewer might not be so sure about what was showing exactly. When 

in 1927 the Louvre’s new director Henri Verne took everything from the stairway but the 

Nike, the viewer’s understanding would surely have changed. For when climbing the 

stairway, seeing nothing but the Nike, gradually revealing itself in the light of the cupola 

window in a surrounding that matched its colour, it is hard to imagine any viewer that is 

not in awe of this statue that is clearly lord and master in this massive space. Coming 

close to presenting it the way it is supposed to have been presented by its creators, the 

perception of the Nike by the viewer has been governed by the people holding the 

reigns inside the exhibitionary complex: the directors and curators. Willingly or not, by 

the choices made considering the manner in which the Nike has been presented, 

successive curators and directors of the Louvre gave it a status that is not in its entirety 

in accordance to the status the artist had in mind. Furthermore, the choice of the work 

that is offered this status is to a circumstantial degree dependent on the taste and policy 

of these curators and directors. 

Shifting this issue to a different level into the sphere of the exhibition, you might 

go as far as to see the works presented in an exhibition as functional tools for the 

curator to convey a message. It is in the kind of exhibitions mentioned that this has 

been done to a certain extend, offering a twofold set of values to the works. At the one 

hand, the problem that is recognised by Buren is being sidestepped since creating a 

function for a work, allowing it to have a significant meaning in the overall intention of 

the exhibition and allowing it to be seen from multiple perspectives makes the work 

stand out for its individual meaning. However, on the other hand, this means that as 

soon as the work enters the exhibitionary complex, its meaning is for a good part in the 

hands of the curator, creating the context in which the viewer encounters the work and 

thus creating the possible perspectives in which the individual meaning of the work can 

be recognized.  
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2.3 To build a museum 

2.3.1 the outside world 

In order to be able to discuss the functioning of space in the exhibitionary 

complex, it is necessary to take a look at the architectural frame in which space can be 

activated, however brief this look may be. I will not offer an analyses of museum 

architecture but I do feel that the effect of the physical housing of art works needs to be 

addressed in order to consider the way changes have been made in presenting art, and 

sculpture in particular. It is from this point of view that architectural practices will be 

considered. Looking at tendencies in recent museum building, a difficult relation 

between the architecture and methods of display can be distinguished. In 1976, 

Nikolaus Pevsner already recognised this, pointing to Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim 

to express his feelings: 

 

What else needs saying by way of criticism of new museums? Display can be 

handled by architects so cleverly that one’s attention to it makes one forget to look at 

the objects displayed.99 

 

 This criticism is in accordance with the worries that can be discerned 

when reading Victoria Newhouse’s Towards a New Museum in which she takes a critical 

look at museum architecture. On multiple locations in the cause of this report the 

concerns regarding this architecture surface, for example when quoting William Rubin 

stating that ‘Museums are essentially compromises […] Their weakness is that they are 

necessarily homogenized – emptied of all connotations other than art. And that is, 

finally, an artificial situation.’100What it seems to get down to is the question whether the 

museum ‘should be an active or a passive container, a background or a foreground for 

the museum’s contents.’101  

Approaching the story of the museum chronologically backwards, it can be 

acknowledged that lately, a popular opinion on the function the museum tends towards 

the realm of entertainment. Apart from art, most museums now present the public with 
                                                 
99 Pevsner 1976, p. 138. 
100 Quoted after William Rubin in Newhouse 1998, p. 16. Originally, the quote came from: L. 
Alloway and J. Coplans, ‘Talking with William Rubin: The Museum Concept is Not Infinitely 
Expandable.’ Artforum, October 1974, pp. 51-57. 
101 Newhouse 1998, p. 220. 
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other attractions as well. Part of this development can be explained in economic terms 

since government support is reduced, causing a need for the museums to get money 

out of alternative resources, including the public. Keeping the aforementioned study by 

Merriman in mind, it seems only logical that in search for the attraction of a wider 

audience non-cultural services are incorporated in the structure. The museum, in this 

respect, has become some sort of brand that needs selling and therefore has to be 

attractive in multiple ways in order to attract a variety of visitors. As far as the 

architecture is concerned, this often means that the building is to function as a landmark 

in order to attract attention and serve public relation purposes.  

An important example in museum architecture incorporating an entertaining role 

is the Centre National d’Art et de Culture Georges Pompidou in Paris, arguably being the 

first successful museum doing so. An important aspect of this piece of architecture by 

Renzo Piano and Richard Rogers is its openness towards the outside world. Preceding 

the ‘museum as entertainment’, Newhouse discloses the function of the museum to be 

more of a sacred place. As an architectural choice for museums, the idea of a museum 

as a ‘temple’ or ‘cathedral’ for art is still being applied, but the peak of this line of 

thinking seems to have been at its end when the Centre Pompidou was built. The most 

circumstantial difference in architecture between these two variations on the function of 

the museum seems to be the interaction with the outside world, or the lack thereof. 

Comprehensive for the way the ‘sacred’ variant deals with the outside world seems to be 

the title of O’Doherty’s Inside the White Cube. As mentioned, O’Doherty describes the 

white cube as being sealed off from the outside world and it is the addition of the word 

‘inside’, stating the orientation of the viewer, that describes the dealing with the outside 

world best. With the Centre Pompidou, on the contrary, this sealing off from the outside 

world was not one of the objectives of the architects. Taking most of the spaces that do 

not function as an exhibitionary space – escalators, ventilation and drainage systems – 

outside the structure of the building and making the supporting structure external for 

the better part as well, floor wide exhibition spaces are created that are ended only 

physically by glass walls that add the surroundings of the museum to it in experience. 

In order to get a better picture of this shift in museum architecture from a 

closed-off milieu for contemplative experience towards an open, multi-facetted 

institution in which ‘it was hoped that visitors headed for one facility would wander 
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naturally into others’102, it is of importance to engage on typical factors in the relation 

between the architecture and the function of the museum. A different aspect mentioned 

by O’Doherty is the fact that with modernism, works of art started to seep energy into 

their surroundings; their effect started to work outside of their frame. This affects the 

architecture of museums as well. Before the twentieth century, museums could be 

distinguished a building type, as is described in Nikolaus Pevsner’s A History of Building 

Types, dependent mostly on new developments in architecture. However, as art in the 

cause of the twentieth century started to ‘seep’ their energy into their surroundings, 

manipulating it and abandoning the fairly save and easy to exhibit boundaries of a frame 

(for painting) or a distinct viewpoint (for sculpture, often strengthened by the placement 

on a base near a wall), the architecture was forced to interact with the objects in it. 

From this moment on, museum architecture left the idea of a distinct building type for 

museums, being dependent on developments in overall architecture, and started to 

participate in developments in the art world itself. Nevertheless, the first result of this 

development turned out to be a building type once again, for it is with this development 

that we see the birth of the white cube. But the important thing is that the aim of 

creating a white cube has been to provide art with a neutral environment, without being 

dictated by the enveloping architecture. It is after this ‘neutral’ architecture became an 

identifiable form of architecture once again and thus lost its neutrality, that different 

opinions began to coincide.  

However, it is the function of the museum that will leave a mark on its 

architecture just as much as the artistic developments in the art world will. For this 

function remains that of an intermediary between that what is considered art and the 

viewer. No matter what the architectural or artistic opinions on how best to show art 

are, the museums main function is to offer a space in which art can be presented. 

2.3.2 spatial architectonics 

In The Production of Space (1974), Henri Lefebvre dedicates a chapter to spatial 

architectonics, ending his analyses with the concept of a building, stating that it  
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embraces […] the whole paradigm of space: space as domination/appropriation 

[…]; space as work and product […]; space as immediacy and mediation.103 

  

Applying this set of qualities to the museum in function, it should be possible to 

create a theoretic analysis of the museum as an architectonic container of exhibitionary 

space. The first of these qualities immediately brings us to one of the major issues 

concerning the context in which art is to be presented. As mentioned, the appearance of 

the white cube format – so to speak – came about when common opinion was that the 

building was not to inflict on the workings of the art exhibited. However, in the fact that 

a building by definition dominates the space that it envelopes lies the impossibility to 

create a completely neutral space in it, as is proven by the failure in trying to accomplish 

this by building white cubes. Besides the mere physical domination of a building, the 

appropriation of it when the function of the building is concerned adds to the mere 

impossibility of creating neutral conditions since appropriation comes with opinion. 

Furthermore, appropriation does not just take effect on the neutrality of spaces. To stick 

to the Centre Georges Pompidou, a good example is offered of how the ideas of the 

architects for new ways of appropriating the space in which art is exhibited do not 

correspond to the mediating role of the space.  

Newhouse points out that a much criticized aspect of the building has been the 

installation of the permanent collection. Considering the fact that during the phase of 

designing the building the identity of the collection was still uncertain, this is not hard to 

explain because for a long time the architects were asked to design a building with the 

function of a Kunsthalle.104 Nevertheless, for the installation of the permanent collection, 

which did not seem to benefit from the vast spaces provided by the architects, a 

renovation program was undertaken in 1984 by Gae Aulenti. The solution seemed to 

have been to create some sort of a building-like structure inside, with corridors topped 

with glass ceilings connecting rooms in varied proportions. The rooms were white with 

artificial light coming from a newly designed system in the ceilings, approaching the 

format of the white cube frightfully close. In a sense, this renovation can be considered 

to be a ‘permanent temporary exhibition’ of the permanent collection, providing it with 
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what seemed still to be regarded as most fit as a museum background and in doing so 

taking away the function of museum from the original structure, diminishing it to a roof 

and walls that offer protection from the outside world.  

This example shows the obvious fact that the effect architecture and the art it 

houses have on each other cannot be explained by looking at the overall architecture of 

the exhibitionary complex as a building incorporating functions other than the showing 

of art. Much more, the way in which the exhibition spaces are incorporated in the overall 

structure should be considered in order to estimate the role of architecture in the 

exhibitionary process.  

Coming down to one of the basics of architecture it is of use to mention how 

Lefebvre summarizes one of Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz’s arguments on the matter of 

spatial architectonics by stating that ‘it is necessary for space to be occupied’.’105 And in 

designing museum architecture the space is to be occupied by two types of entities that 

need to be dealt with, being the work of art – predictable in its movements – and the 

ever moving visitor. An early example of museum architecture actively trying to unify 

these two entities is Frederick Kiesler’s design of Peggy Guggenheim’s Art of This 

Century Gallery, opening in 1942, mentioned in the first chapter of this thesis. Kiesler’s 

concept of exhibiting art to the public was derived from the idea that ‘Primitive man 

knew no separate worlds of vision and of fact. He knew one world in which both were 

continually present within in [sic] the pattern of every-day experience.’106 In his 

architectural design of the gallery, Kiesler wanted to re-create this condition by doing 

away with the frame and traditional ways of presenting art, considering them0 causes 

for ‘a plastic barrier across which man looks from the world he inhabits to the alien 

world in which the work of art has its being.’107 This re-creation, he saw as a task for the 

architectural technician ‘by expressing through the methods of his profession his 

answers to the problems of life and that aspect of life which is art.’108 In his approach 

towards realising this, an interesting similarity with Gae Aulenti’s work in the Centre 
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Pompidou can be estimated. For when Peggy Guggenheim asked Kiesler to design the 

gallery, she did not ask him to built an entire museum since the galley was to be housed 

in two lofts at 28-30 West 57th Street in New York. As Aulenti did, Kiesler constructed an 

exhibition space inside the existing architectural structure, shutting it off from the 

outside world. Nevertheless, the motives for doing so were different just as the methods 

used were. Where Aulenti kept the ‘plastic barrier’ intact by referring to previous 

museum architecture – and a rigidly clinical type of it for that matter – Kiesler designed 

a framework in which no standing conventions on placing art which could easily be 

disassembled and put together again in any space ‘without additional installation costs 

or the necessity of drilling holes into precious walls or floors.’109 In stead of pursuing 

neutrality, providing possibilities for the curators to fill the space as they want to without 

the architecture and the art affecting one another, as seems to have been the case with 

Aulenti, Kiesler provides the tools to create a stage on which art and the viewer can 

correspond in as much an appropriate surrounding as can be. 

Comparing Kiesler’s methods to building a stage inside a theatre would not be 

such a strange thing to do considering his history in stage design. In his contribution to 

the book on the story of the Art of This Century Gallery, Dieter Bogner points out the 

relevance of Kiesler’s experience in stage design for his other design activities.110 

Besides building a ‘space set’ consisting of moveable wall partitions that are reminiscent 

of those in the Art of This Century gallery, one of his major accomplishments was the 

design of a stage transgressing the boundaries between the actors and the audience for 

the ‘Internationale Ausstellung Neuer Theatertechnik’ in 1924. This design was an 

attempt to unify the active stage space with the space from where the audience was 

passively looking at it, not unlike his ideas for the gallery space even though in that case 

the question of who the active actor is and who the passive public arises, which I will 

come back to later. It was in seeking ways to unify the space occupied by the two types 

of entities in the gallery that Kiesler found his answer for overcoming the ‘plastic 

barrier’. In stead of a space occupied by art through which the viewer could move, 

without being an actual occupant of it, he wanted to create a space occupied by both 

the art and the viewer by breaking the space open and forcing the viewer to 
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acknowledge he is in a space with art and activate him. The means to accomplish this 

were essentially structural: not by combining artworks as a curator, but by creating an 

architectural structure. Kiesler did highlight the common denominator between artworks 

in a room, but conceptually the exhibitionary set-up was ever equal and aimed at a 

realisation of the artworks as objects sharing space with the viewer; staging them in 

search of an activating approach to visiting the exhibitionary complex. Nevertheless, as 

is the case with theatre stages, the space remains in a way fictional, being constructed 

within a building. Just as sculptors at the beginning of the century were trying to 

capture space with the sculpture, Kiesler created an essentially fictitious condition, filling 

the stage with props to enhance the experience of looking at art in stead of creating an 

actual stage on which art and viewer share the space on an equal basis.  

Skipping forward in time, we can see an interesting example of how the 

exhibition tactics can be compared to the forming of a stage as well in Philip Johnson’s 

Sculpture Gallery, designed in New Canaan, Connecticut in 1970. In this relatively small 

gallery, Johnson designed a asymmetrical, plaza-like structure in which a stairway spirals 

down leaving five platforms – or ‘shelves’ as he calls them – at various heights. Fulfilling 

the architects wish that each sculpture should be provided with its own background111, 

the differences in height prevent the sculptures from standing directly in front of or 

behind each other. Furthermore, the slanted glass roof provides every piece of sculpture 

with its own, unique bit of surroundings since the variations in heights and directions in 

relation to the centre makes the way the light falls on each platform differ. Finally, the 

openness of the structure makes the space so sizeable that the visitors are in size 

diminished to non-disturbing factors for each other when looking at the individual works 

at the different levels of height and, furthermore, the overall view remains intact from 

‘everywhere in the sculpture gallery [allowing] a dialogue between the artworks.’112  

Besides creating a stage-like surrounding for the sculptures presented on each 

platform, another aspect in the work of Johnson can be seen in a more theatrical 

atmosphere, combining viewer and works of art. In his text ‘Whence and Whither: The 

Processional Element in Architecture’113 Johnson stresses the fact that in his opinion 

‘Architecture is surely not the design of space […] the main point […] is the organization 
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of procession.’114 He continues that the main importance for an architect should be the 

aspects of the processional, starting with the approach of the building. The next 

experience is that of ‘entering, the shock of big space, or dark space, as it encloses (in 

time always) the visitor.’115  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Bringing to back to mind Leibnitz and his idea that space always needs to be 

occupied, it is interesting to see that Johnson takes this assumption and turns it 180 

degrees, making us aware of the fact that when space has to be occupied, the occupier 

will always be enclosed by the space. In the case of the occupier being a thinking 

subject – the viewer – this will have a great influence on the space. It is Johnson’s 

opinion that architecture should be clear; the ‘walker-through-the-space’ should always 

be able to know ‘whence’ he came and ‘whither’ he aims to go.116 Applying this to the 

museum architecture, he acknowledges the importance of combining the functional role 

with that of grandeur. Taking the Guggenheim and the MoMA, both in New York, as 

opposites, Johnson remarks that the rotunda of Frank Lloyd Wright’s Guggenheim is a 
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great space but at the expense of considerations such as storage, lightning and 

flexibility whilst the efficiency of the MoMA lacks ‘a little magnificence’117 From this you 

can gather that Johnson’s ‘walker-through-the-space’ should not only have a clear path 

to follow but should be overwhelmed by the architectural space every once and again as 

well.  

Johnson’s statement that ‘one feels better in a theater seat […] if the spaces 

traversed getting there are uncrowded straight – in other words, clear’118 can quite 

easily be associated with the neutrality of the white cube. However, to regard this idea 

of a space being clear and that of a space being neutral as the same thing would do 

harm to the processional value of the clear space. In stead of being neutral, the 

understanding of the ‘whence’ and ‘whither’ in these clear spaces can add a great deal 

to the understanding of the objects being presented in it by the subjects moving 

through it, being submitted to the ‘power’ of the processional in the architecture. In this 

way, the architect can have an influence on the way artworks are conceived since a 

procession consists of goals and proceedings towards those goals. A striking example of 

this has for a long time been the Grande Galerie of the Louvre: leading towards one of 

the museum’s most famous masterpieces – the Mona Lisa – the gallery was filled with 

the masterpieces of the Italian Renaissance that were more often than not passed in 

high speed by many, in order to get to the goal of proceeding through this gallery. In 

this case, however, the fame of the work itself was there before it was a goal of an 

architectural procession. Designing a museum, an architect can present the curators 

with the possibility of placing specific works of art in spaces that radiate ‘a little 

magnificence’ and by doing so highlighting their importance. Nevertheless, in order to 

leave a permanent mark on the collection exhibited in the building, the architect should 

be able to pursue a discussion with a strongly coherent collection. Therefore, it can be 

estimated that in the growing voice of architecture in the dialogue between art and 

museum architecture, the most fruitful results spring from the architecture that is to 

house private collections or public collections with a strongly defined character. 
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2.4 To occupy a museum 

2.4.1 space concepts and the exhibitionary complex 

Thus far, this chapter has touched on various different aspects of the 

exhibitionary complex. Looking at these aspects in a broader context, they could be 

divided amongst five ‘space concepts’ given by Christian Norberg-Schultz in his 

Existence, Space & Architecture.119 Elaborating on systems of space, Norberg-Schulz 

distinguishes ‘the pragmatic space of physical action, the perceptual space of immediate 

orientation, the existential space which forms man’s stable image of his environment, 

the cognitive space of the physical world and the abstract space of pure logical 

relations.’120 When linking these concepts to the exhibitionary complex, we can relate to 

the pragmatic space as the building structure; the perceptual space as the space 

experienced by the visitor as he moves through the building structure; the existential 

space as the space where the visitor is surrounded by other visitors – subjects – as well 

as non-moving objects; the cognitive space as the space where the visitor is aware of 

the fact that he and the other visitors have come to the building to see the non-moving 

objects; and the logical space where the visitor concludes that the non-moving objects 

apparently are of some value. This, of course, is a very abstract way of looking at the 

matter but it helps us to understand that the identity of the museum as opposed to that 

of a mere building in which objects are present – a description fit for every household or 

mere shed for that matter – developed only at a certain level.  

Taking into account the aforementioned study by Nick Merriman and the growing 

activities around merging forms of entertainment with the exhibitionary complex it can 

be concluded that in the cause of the twentieth century, a shift occurred in the cognitive 

and logical space of the exhibitionary complex, making them more dependent on the 

individual visitor. The exhibitionary complex remains a place where objects and thinking 

subjects meet, but the value of this meeting can range from education to entertainment, 

depending on the intention of the visitor. An outcome of Merriman’s study was that 

generally, rare visitors do not have a particular cause besides that of undertaking a 

‘leisure activity’ whilst the frequent visitor pays visits most to exhibitions and temporal 

displays, hence with a specific cause. For the architecture too, the more demarcated a 
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collection is, the easier it is for the architect to create a powerful relation between the 

building and its contents. For the creation of architecture itself, Norberg-Schulz 

introduces a sixth kind of space which he describes in the following words: 

 

From remote times man has not only acted in space, perceived space, existed in 

space and thought about space, but he has also created space to express the structure 

of his world as a real imago mundi.121 

 

This space he calls expressive space, which as regard to the other five concepts, 

should be estimated alongside cognitive space. Norberg-Schulz renames this expressive 

space, architectural space quite fast in his book but in regard to the museum, this is the 

space where the director and curator come into the picture. For when we look at 

creating space as an expression of the imago mundi of the museum, the way the 

museum and its components as a whole are conceived, I have already argued that the 

role of the director and curator is of unmistakable importance besides that of the 

architect. It is at this point that the concept of power rears its head.  

The most feasible exertion of power in the exhibitionary complex lies in the 

directing of the visitors. In this respect Johnson’s attitude towards architecture as being 

before all else a matter of procession is of great value, placing the management of the 

pragmatic, perceptual and existential space in the hands of the architect. Directing the 

cognitive and logical space seem to be liable to the functional side and the content of 

the function of the museum. After the more political value of collecting and presenting 

art has been abandoned for a more inward look into the art world itself throughout the 

twentieth century, with cultural capital apparently stable enough to be governed 

autonomously, directing appreciation of art objects inside the exhibitionary complex has 

fallen into the hands of the more abstract construct of the art world, being the directors 

and curators as well as critics and scholars. This is done mostly by altering the value or 

original intent of the artwork one way or another by placing it inside the procession and 

attach a story to it, be it emphatically by placing it in an exhibition or more subtle 

through the works that form its surroundings. As Norberg-Schulz points out that 

expressive space exists next to cognitive space it can be argued that in the exhibitionary 
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complex this is the space where architecture and the abstract construct of the art world 

coincide in the overall structuring of how the artworks relate to the visitors. 

 

2.4.2 theatricality and expressive space 

At this moment it would be good to take a look at matters in combination with 

the previous chapter. In the artistic tendencies to which Morris, Serra and Andre can be 

reckoned – be it called minimal, literalist or primary is not of concern here – we find a 

good example of how the abstract construct of the art world, art works themselves and 

the way they function within the exhibitionary complex interrelate. A key text in this 

issue is Michael Fried’s ‘Art and Objecthood’ (originally published in Artforum in 1967) 

for it is in this text that Fried considers the main concerns of the art works he calls 

literalist art – a term that I will use as well when discussing his article – and the 

connection of these concerns to the exhibitionary complex as a reason to declare them 

‘antithetical to art.’122 Fried’s reasoning behind this statement is that ‘the literalist 

espousal of objecthood amounts to nothing other than a plea for a new genre of 

theatre, and theatre is now the negation of art.’123 Considering the previous part of this 

chapter and the role I feel theatricality has come to play in the exhibitionary complex 

throughout the twentieth century I believe it to be of interest to subject Fried’s 

arguments to a closer investigation in respect to this thesis. 

Fried’s opinion on the quality of literalist art is not always entirely clear in ‘Art 

and Objecthood’ but the main issue he reproaches it is the literalist works’ dependency 

of presence, which he describes as being theatrical. Without stating a definition of what 

theatre or theatricality mean in this respect, Fried offers a line of reasoning for why he 

finds the literalist sensibility to be just this. To begin with, he states that ‘it [literalist 

work] is concerned with the actual circumstances in which the beholder encounters 

literalist work.’124 Therefore, the beholder is included in the experience of literalist art. 

This point he makes clear by quoting Morris on how the ‘new aesthetic […] is in some 

way more reflexive because one’s awareness of oneself existing in the same space of 

the work is stronger than in previous work.’ Following on this Fried identifies Morris’s 
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concept of the public mode – caused by using a more than man-sized scale for a work, 

causing the viewer to actively take distance in order to appreciate the work in its totality 

– as being theatrical since it distances the viewer both physically and psychically, 

making him the subject. Therefore, fried argues that the objective of the literalist artist 

is to gain full control over the entire situation in which the work is encountered, 

including the body of the viewer, making apparent the objecthood of the work. 

Taking matters a step further, Fried reasons that the presence of literalist is ‘a 

kind of stage presence’. It is not just that the work through scale can force the viewer to 

move, but also the demand to be taken into account that Fried finds the presence of the 

literalist works to be. He even suggests that ‘being distanced by such objects is not […] 

entirely unlike being distanced, or crowded, by the silent presence of another person.’125 

He supports this suggestion with three arguments. First he finds Morris’s remarks about 

the size of literalist works implying that much of these works in size compare closely 

with that of the human body. Second, Fried argues that the literalist search for the non-

relational and holistic is, in everyday life’s experience, best approached by other persons 

and the order they seek ‘is rooted not, as Judd seems to believe, in new philosophical 

and scientific principles […] but in nature.’126 And third, Fried considers the ‘apparent 

hollowness of most literalist work – the quality of having an inside – […] almost blatantly 

anthropomorphic.’127 It is in this alleged naturalism that Fried recognises the core of 

literalist theory and practice; the ‘hiddenness’ of the anthropomorphism in literalist art 

makes it ‘incurably theatrical.’  

Following from the preceding, what Fried seems to mean by theatre in describing 

the qualities of literalist art can be best described as staging: creating an artificial 

circumstance. What is not clear, however, is the role of the work of art. On the one 

hand he stresses the objectification of it, pointing at the fact that the viewer is turned 

into the subject in the equation. In this case, the work of art could be considered as the 

equivalent of a stage-prop. On the other hand, Fried goes into length to describe 

anthropomorphic qualities of the works, which in the case of staging might imply that 

they physically act on the stage. That would make the work the equivalent of an actor. 

However, this seems to be a concept more important to this thesis than to Fried’s essay 
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for as a way of concluding it, Fried expounds his claim that ‘theater and theatricality are 

at war today […] with art as such.’128 Breaking this claim down into three theses, Fried 

makes clear that he is not altogether interested in the relational value between artwork 

and viewer but is more concerned for the intrinsic value of art. 

In the first of these three theses, Fried hypothesises that the survival of the arts 

growingly dependent on its ability to ‘defeat’ theatre. Symptomatic of this he finds 

theatre itself in which new theories by Brecht and Artaud have established a new 

relationship with the audience. Especially in Bertolt Brecht’s case, this new relationship 

meant piercing the illusion of another world existing on the stage by keeping the 

spectator from identifying with any of the characters at the stage, making the spectator 

an active and critical participant. This epic theatre was occupied with intertwining the 

outside world with the performance, a development we have also seen in museum 

architecture. It is in the handling of the audience that the first aspect of Fried’s criticism 

on literalist art can be found, for even though he acknowledges the fact that ‘the 

beholder is confronted by literalist work within a situation that he experiences as his 

means that there is an important sense in which the work in question exists for him 

alone, even if he is not actually alone with the work at the time’,129 he condemns the 

dependency on the beholder this brings along with it. Fried states that the literalist work 

of art is incomplete without the viewer, which brings it closer to the realm of theatre 

rather than to that of the ‘high art in our time.’ Again, the absence of what is meant by 

theatre makes it hard to estimate what Fried exactly means with this point since his 

apparent favouring of Brecht on the one hand and his judging of the active part of the 

viewer in the being of the work on the other, seem paradoxical. 

The second of Fried’s theses hints strongly at the modernist apotheosis of the 

essay. He states that ‘art degenerates as it approaches the condition of theater’ 

considering the latter to be ‘the common denominator that binds together a large and 

seemingly disparate variety of activities, and that distinguishes those activities from the 

radically different enterprises of the modernist arts.’130 In this he sees the danger that 

the distinctions between the separate forms of art are replaced by a want for an artistic 

implosion, creating a ‘synthesis’ of all individual arts. In Fried’s eyes, this development 
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couldn’t be further from what was going on in truth at the time, since ‘the individual arts 

[had] never been more explicitly concerned with the conventions that constitute their 

respective essences.’131  

Finalising his claim, Fried continues in the modernist line of thought by stating 

that as far as concepts of quality and value are concerned, it is only within the individual 

arts that these can be meaningful. Giving the concept of theatre a place in this thesis as 

well by remarking that ‘what lies between the arts is theater’, Fried argues that the 

avoiding of the issue of value or quality combined with an uncertainty shown by literalist 

artists about whether or not what they were making was art, points towards the 

‘problematic character of the literalist enterprise.’132 Implying that it diminishes the value 

and quality, Fried denounces the fact that literalist art abandons the possibilities for 

‘comparison with past work within that art whose quality is not in doubt.’133 In his 

opinion, this amounts to an inexhaustibility in experience that is acquired not through a 

richness in interesting aspects but because of a lack of something to exhaust; a lack of 

the fullness that is the inexhaustibility of art. What is created, is an endless experience 

of the object by the viewer. And as a finalising argument, Fried concludes that it is this 

occupation with the ‘duration of experience’ that is ‘paradigmatically theatrical.’ 

Taking away Fried’s judgement on what – in his opinion – is the artistic quality of 

the art under discussion, Art and Objecthood offers an interesting description of how the 

artists involved have made their claim on the expressive space. 

2.4.3 weapons of war 

When looking at Fried’s analyses of theatre’s ‘war on art’ we could just as well 

regard the symptoms he attaches to this as the artist’s weapons in a battle for the 

attention of the viewer in the expressive space of the exhibitionary complex. For it can 

be argued that all parties involved are producing particularities in the spatial 

surroundings, and for the artworks the key to how this is done is easiest illustrated 

through theatre. In order to do so properly, it is of good use to return to the writings of 

Edward Bullough. When describing the personal/impersonal factor of the relation to art 

created through ‘psychical distance’, he uses theatre – or drama – as a way of 
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describing the character of this relation. Referring to H. Witasek, Bullough uses the word 

Scheingefühle to describe the emotions that come in to play when viewing a drama. 

Grasping this term, it can be said that the ‘events and characters […] appeal to us like 

persons and incidents of normal experience, except that that side of their appeal, which 

would usually affect us in a direct personal manner, is held in abeyance.’134 The lack of 

affection, or – in Bullough’s line of reasoning – the creation of distance, can be 

explained by the fact that the viewers of a drama know the events and characters to be 

‘unreal.’ Bullough states that this circumstance is not ‘necessarily the condition, but 

often the consequence, of Distance’135 for it is the psychical distance we feel between 

our situation and that of the characters that renders them fictitious. We can recognise 

the use of distance explicably in the case of Brecht, penetrating the so-called ‘fourth 

wall’ between the stage and the audience. But in a way we can also apply this to Robert 

Morris’s idea on ‘intimacy-producing’ relations since in his opinion it is through these 

relations that a work is taken out of the space it exists in, as I have pointed out in 

chapter 1.  

It can be reasoned that for an artist, to make a claim on the expressive space – 

which is most often the space the work exists in when the viewer comes into contact 

with it – means that he has to motivate the viewer into that very space through 

activation. As long as the sculpture is seen as something separated from the space it is 

in, the artist cannot leave the confines of the physical form of the work and this is 

something Morris acknowledged thoroughly. Through the activation Morris advocated, 

the work is not complete without the viewer – as Fried has claimed as an admission of 

weakness – which also means that the viewer is an intrinsic part of the work himself, 

which opens up a way to new possibilities of using space in combination with sculpture. 

As we have seen, Morris uses the gestalt-theory to activate a sense of familiarity with 

the artwork in the viewer but at the same time distance is created by stressing the 

object-status of the work. In this respect, the viewer is granted the possibility to see the 

work in the way the artist intended it, regardless the way it is placed in the exhibitionary 

complex. By ridding the works of intimacy-producing relations, Morris creates a very 

direct relation between the viewer and the artwork, creating what Fired so rightly 
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quotes, a situation in which ‘[the beholder] himself is establishing relationships as he 

apprehends the object from various positions and under varying conditions of light and 

spatial context.’ In this, the ideas by Bullough are well met since the taking down or 

even completely doing away of the intimacy-producing relations causes the viewer to 

view the work from a perspective that makes it an object in the same space he is in – 

i.e. produces a certain amount of psychical distance. Nevertheless, since it is Bullough’s 

opinion that what for both the artist and the viewer would be most desirable is the 

‘utmost decrease of Distance without its disappearance,’136 the fact that the viewer is 

producing relationships of his own, makes sure that the amount of distance is brought 

down to a minimum, making the experience of the gestalt a very primordial one. 

However, this remains a more theoretical solution than it is a practical one, for the 

‘conditions of light’ and the ‘spatial context’ Morris talks about can vary only insomuch 

the restrictions by its physical surroundings allow it. From this it can be concluded that 

Morris still accepts the concept of the white cube with set and non-changing 

exhibitionary qualities. 

Looking at the work of Serra, we see that he actually transforms these 

restrictions and takes over the perceptual space. Moving on to make a claim on the 

expressive space, it is noteworthy to point out – as I have done in chapter 1 – that 

activation in the work of Serra is closely connected to the concept of behaviour. When 

he advocates the fact that the ‘separation of the object from the behavioral space of the 

viewer’ was discontinued when the use of the pedestal was abandoned, he pleas for the 

artwork and the viewer to be on an equal plan. Serra’s way of taking over the expressive 

space then, is to activate the viewer by manipulating his behaviour. This manipulating, 

in turn, is attained through the taking over of the entire perceptual space and in doing 

so forcing the expectations of behaviour on the viewer, causing a very psychical relation 

between the viewer and the artwork. This means that very often a work by Serra forms 

a small, separate space inside a much larger museum or gallery, taking a bit of the 

expressive space as it is laid down by the architect and the aforementioned abstract 

construct of the art world and making this bit of space his own. Metaphorically speaking, 

it could be said that Serra takes on the role of director. As sculptors used to direct just 

their sculptures on the stage that was formed by the base, Serra – with his 
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preoccupation with movement and action – enlarges the stage by bringing the base to 

floor level and expanding it to the confines of the physical room his work is in and in 

doing so includes the viewer. And the viewer is included in the work since a large part of 

the effect of the work takes place on a phenomenological level. In creating this ‘viewer-

including base’, Serra rivals with the architects of the exhibitionary space for the 

architect too is creating more and more an alternative to the base, providing works with 

a unique surrounding, as especially the example of Johnson’s Sculpture Gallery points 

out. It could be stated that as soon as the base for sculptures was abandoned, stage-

like surroundings were created as an equivalent to it. In the work of Serra we see a 

development towards the sole use of impressively big metal plates which have proved to 

be very useful in the manipulating of expectations of the viewer which was needed in 

order to defeat the over-all – processional – structure of the architectural frame. Be it 

standing upright and depriving the viewer of an orientating view of the architectural 

frame or hanging being opposed to one another and in this manner charging the space 

in between them with the anxiety of expectations attached to such potentially 

dangerous masses, the steel plates take over the space they are in on a very emotional 

level. As I mentioned before, this is not just a feature of Serra’s work; to capture a room 

is the only way for Serra’s work to succeed within the walls of the exhibitionary complex.  

Where Serra lets his works take over the spaces they are exhibited in, Andre 

chooses his weapons differently. In stead of taking over the space, Andre makes his 

claim on expressive space by adaptation. By letting the dimensions of the space dictate 

the amount of particles that make up his work, he effectively manipulates the space into 

an adapted relation with the work.  Through this adaptation, Andre frees the work from 

the processional dictation of the architecture and offers it the possibility to create a 

stable effect with the viewer. At the same time, through adapting to the architecture 

and by using a highly repetitive scheme, the works use the space that is cut off by walls 

and ceilings making the architectural frame they are presented in secondary. One might 

say that Andre with his works tries to overpower the other players in the expressive 

space on a non-physical level. As in a theatre, Andre’s works manipulate the psychical 

notion of reality the viewer has of the situation. Thinking of Fried’s third thesis on the 

war between theatre and art, stating that ‘what lies between the arts is theater’, the 

theatre in Andre’s work seems to be in the relation that is build between his work and 
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the architecture or, more precisely, in the fact that this relationship activates the viewer 

into acknowledging something that is not actually there. 

As we have seen, artists seem not to have defeated theatre but embraced it. In 

embracing it they have found their weapon in what I like to call the battle for expressive 

space. Be it by manipulating experience or expectations or the understanding of the 

space an sich, it seems that setting the viewer in a surrounding that is created not to be 

an ordinary room or space – being comparable to the same make-belief that is effective 

on a stage or in a theatre – has gained the interest of the art world as an aim in getting 

their message – or even just their art – over to the viewers. In reaching the viewer, 

public experience seems to have gained importance over public knowledge as a starting 

point from which to build a relation. In other words, the war does not seem to be 

between theatre and art but between those who want to claim the viewer’s attention in 

the expressive space. 
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Case Study Stiftung Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum – Zentrum Internationale Skulptur. 

 

In this case study, I will translate the two previous chapters to the practice of a 

museum with a rich history in presenting sculpture. The point of doing this is that the 

more theoretical contemplations in the previous part of the thesis in my opinion need a 

more practical character to be fully understood. So in order to test the struggle for the 

reign of expressive space inside the exhibitionary complex, the statements made in 

regard to varying examples should be combined in one practical and functional example. 

This example will give the possibility to give an indication of the importance of the 

spatial developments as laid down in this thesis to presenting sculpture in the 

exhibitionary complex. 

The Lehmbruck Museum opened its doors as an initiative of 12 Duisburg citizens 

to develop into a museum dedicated to German sculpture (from 1925 onwards) and 

later even international sculpture (from 1958 until the present day). In the first instance, 

it brought together the collection of the works of Wilhelm Lehmbruck his heirs 

possessed with that of others, providing the museum with a remarkable overview of the 

work of this artist. In 1964, a new building, designed by Wilhelm Lehmruck’s son 

Manfred Lehmbruck, opened its doors to form the museum as we know it. Nowadays, 

the museum functions as a foundation with a collection of modern sculpture that counts 

as one of the best in Europe. 

Since the collection of the Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum does not hold the works I 

have been discussing in the thesis, I will be regarding the structure in which the 

sculptures in the museum are exhibited, keeping in mind the ways in which we have 

seen artists tackling the problems of gaining hegemony over the space their works stand 

in. Since it is an objective of this thesis to research the consequences of the intensifying 

struggle for the reign over the expressive space throughout the 20th century, the lack of 

works discussed in it does not make the Wilhelm Lehmbruck unfit for a case-study 

finalising this thesis. Combining the interesting qualities of the architecture with a strong 

collection of modern sculpture, this museum is highly fit for an investigation into the 

possibilities for all parties involved to pull the strings on what takes place in the 

expressive space of the exhibitionary complex.  
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CS1 Architecture 

As we have seen in the second chapter of this thesis, the influence an architect 

can exert on an artwork inside the exhibitionary complex relies for the better part on the 

way power is applied onto the function of the space. So in order to investigate the role 

the architect of the Lehmbruck Museum (Manfred Lehmbruck) played – and still plays – 

when regarding the expressive space it is of importance to fathom his awareness of his 

role and the specifics of architecture applied to the building that is a museum. For this I 

will use as a main reference the text Manfred Lehmbruck wrote on this very subject of 

which an English translation was published in Museum in 1974.137  

 

CS1.1 architectonic considerations 

In ‘Museum-Architecture’ Manfred Lehmbruck dedicates a circumstantial part of 

the article to the psychological side of the structuring of buildings and museums in 

particular. Starting of by stating that ‘the way one looks at an object is governed by 

psychological laws similar to those governing the way one looks at architecture’ he 

continues with remarking that ‘in the museum the two should merge in a single 

experience.’138 From this remark alone, it can be concluded that Manfred Lehmbruck is 

not under the impression that he as an architect should make a solitary claim on the 

expressive space in a museum. However, it also shows the awareness of his ideas 

influencing the way the viewer will look upon the artworks exhibited inside a museum by 

his design – or any design for that matter.  

In the way Manfred Lehmbruck fills in these ideas on the role of psychological 

factors when architecture is concerned an interesting resemblance to the ideas of Philip 

Johnson is appreciable. This is especially apparent in the similar ideas on the clarity that 

should exist in the architecture, seeing the fact that both architects advocate the 

creation of what Lehmbruck calls a ‘clearly structured environment’. Lehmbruck has the 

opinion that there is a strong connection between the clarity of the architecture and the 

way the viewer encounters the artwork, claiming that ‘as long as the space is not easily 

perceptible, the visitor will continue to search, albeit unconsciously. The resulting 

uneasiness renders contact with the object more difficult.’ A logical consequence of this 

                                                 
137 Lehmbruck 1974. Manfred Lehmbruck, ‘Museum-Architecture’ in: Museum (published by 
UNESCO), vol. XXVI, No. 2, 1974, pp. 128 - 268.   
138 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 191. 
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idea is that there should be a symbiotic relation between the artworks and the 

architecture which Lehmbruck utters as a ‘harmony between the object and the space’ 

that ‘constitute an aesthetic experience.’139 The relation to Johnson’s ideas of the 

concept of ‘whence and whither’ needs no explanation. However, an important 

difference seems to be that Lehmbruck links this clarity to the perception of the object 

whilst Johnson is more concerned with the overall movements of the viewer: the 

organisation of procession. Nevertheless, Lehmbruck does acknowledge the importance 

of an overall order with the difference that he is more occupied with creating an 

understanding of the collection or exhibition than with creating magnificence through 

architectural positioning. For Lehmbruck, this order lies in dividing the space into 

sections through which the viewer can get the idea of seeing the essence of the 

collection or exhibition without having to see the whole of it and thus ‘[guiding] the 

visitor without his noticing it.’ In order to accomplish this, he applies the idea of gestalt 

psychology to the whole of the arrangements in a museum stating that ‘the relations 

between several objects and between objects and space form a constellation of sizes 

and shapes, proportions and distances, etc., which is, in principle, subject to the same 

criteria of gestalt psychology as a work of art.’140 Seeing the whole of the museum as a 

gestalt, Lehmbruck makes a comparison to theatrical practices by pointing at the fact 

that for the visitor the museum is an experience which takes an amount of time, 

providing the possibility to create situations such as a prologue, climax and reflection, all 

situations relating specifically to the art of drama.  

Thinking back at Leibniz’s idea of space and its need to be occupied in relation to 

Lehmbruck’s notion of museum architecture, the latter could be described as a want for 

harmony between all its occupants in order to create a psychologically undisturbed 

intercourse. For it is Lehmbruck’s point of departure to transfer the impression the 

viewer has of the space he is in to the way he approaches the artwork. And it is this 

attitude that I think is the key to Lehmbruck’s understanding of the expressive space for 

when in his writings the subject of making formal or aesthetic choices in museum 

architecture the term gestalt psychology more often than not pops up. He sees the 

museum and its contents as a whole and it is the architect’s job to provide the possibility 

                                                 
139 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 192. 
140 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 200. 
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for this unity to come into existence. In this sense his idea of how to create a gestalt out 

of the museum corresponds with Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on what the gestalt really is. 

Regarding Merleau-Ponty’s assumption of a ‘preobjective experience’ underlying all 

perception we see strong similarities to Lehmbruck’s thoughts on the influence of the 

surroundings on the psyche of the viewer as he approaches an artwork. This is even 

more the case when thinking back at Wittgenstein remarking ‘if I imagine […] a person I 

also imagine a reality, a world that surrounds him’ as I mentioned in chapter 1. From 

this it can be concluded that Lehmbruck thought of the architecture of museums form a 

point of view that has strong ties with phenomenology and therefore acknowledged the 

power that can be exerted by the architect. 

As mentioned, Lehmbruck also makes the comparison between the museum and 

the theatre. Even though he states that ‘it would […] be oversimplifying the case to 

identify the museum and the stage’,141 his motivations for this are somewhat debatable 

in my perspective. The main reason Lehmbruck offers for this irreconcilability is the fact 

that ‘the unreality of the performing arts and the reality of the object and of the 

environment constructed for it are fundamentally different media.’142 However, when he 

considers the use of light in the museum in order to ‘increase the force of attraction’ he 

does see this tool as a form of ‘theatrical effect’,143 weakening his claim that the 

performing arts and the museum practice are fundamentally different media. It is my 

opinion that this difference is not that fundamental. When Lehmbruck reasons that the 

performing arts are attached to an unreality he passes on the fact that he too is creating 

conditions in which the viewer is to interact with the ‘reality of the object’ which can 

very well be compared to the way conditions are created under which, in the theatre, 

the viewers interact with the performed art. Even though most often than not an illusion 

is created on the stage, the tools with which this is done are very real and – as I have 

argued in the previous chapters of this thesis – have some strong similarities with the 

museum practice as it developed in the 20th century. Furthermore, the activation of the 

viewer seems to be subordinated to the psychical well-being of the viewer in his role of 

being a viewer in Lehmbruck’s plans, decreasing the potential of actively connecting the 

                                                 
141 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 200. 
142 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 200. 
143 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 202. 
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viewer to the artworks, distinguishing the museum practice from the frontally oriented 

theatre practice.  

Another interesting part of Lehmbruck’s reasoning is the ideas he has on the 

form of the museum and the aspects that influence this. Already acknowledging the 

pluralistic function the museum was starting to get, he states that the content of the 

building ‘can only give the architect a rough guide to the aesthetic approach to be 

adopted.’144 The consequence he attaches to this is even so grave that ‘even museum 

architecture does not try to impose a style of its own’ meaning that the architecture is 

mostly an external framework in which the interior designer should be able to go around 

his business. Opposing this view he puts the museums with a smaller variety of content 

and functions which has the possibility to complement the characteristics of the 

collection through its architectural form. Concluding the part on aesthetic form, 

Lehmbruck argues that the ideal museum should be somewhere in the scope between 

the highly neutral, geometric form – which leads to a dominance of neutral space which 

is to massive to provide a gestalt – and a structure that only corresponds to its content 

which ‘although more interesting and varied has less psychological impact.’ The 

closeness to either one of these extremes should be the product of a clearly balanced 

consideration of function and content and should furthermore focus on ‘achieving clarity 

of outline for the complex as a whole.’145 And just to be sure, he stresses the fact that 

‘in order to avoid too great a discrepancy between external and internal styles, the 

internal design should match the geometrical framework to a large extent and echo its 

gestalt psychological effects’, taking away a great part of the freedom of the interior 

designer, transferring the power of control over the experience as a whole for the better 

part to the architect. 

CS1.2 the architecture practiced 

What strikes me as one of the most opportune qualities of the Wilhelm 

Lehmbruck Museum for testing Lehmbruck’s ideas on architecture and for using for this 

case-study in particular is the fact that it houses a diversity of functions and content. 

Considering the fact that a part of the building was designed to house a very specific 

and stable collection – the works of Wilhelm Lehmbruck – and another part for a more 

                                                 
144 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 254. 
145 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 255.  
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shifting collection and temporary exhibitions. This makes it very interesting to look at 

the way the specifics of these differing exhibition spaces are met and to what extend the 

extremes discussed in the previous paragraph are approached. Another interesting part 

of the building is the extension of the museum that was finished in 1987 and was 

realized after the concept of Manfred Lehmbruck by Klaus Hänsch. Meant to house the 

collection of German paintings of writer Lothar Günther Buchheim it was taken into use 

for exhibiting sculpture after Buchheim withdrew from the deal, leaving the curators 

with the difficulties of exhibiting sculpture in a space designed for exhibiting paintings. 

This means that nowadays, the museum consists as well of a space created for a 

deliberate and practically non-altering collection as of a space created for temporal – 

and therefore changing – display and a space that was created for a function it does not 

fulfil. All three of these parts are constructed in distinctively differing forms of 

architecture. 

Starting with a look at the part of the building that houses the collection of works 

by Wilhelm Lehmbruck, it is of interest to see what Manfred Lehmbruck mentions about 

this in his article. The only place in which he mentions this project is when he discusses 

the relation between figure and background and how ‘the aim should be to achieve 

harmony.’146 Lehmbruck reasons that the architecture is not just a roof over the head of 

the artworks but it also provides a background against which the artwork is seen, which 

results in a situation where the architectural surroundings react with it. With the creating 

of harmony or a unity in gestalt psychological terms as one of his major aims to express 

in the article, it is telling that Lehmbruck uses the example of the Wilhelm Lehmbruck 

Museum as a pictorial reference to this. We may conclude that this means that he thinks 

this example to be a successful one. Looking at the actual architecture of this part of the 

museum, we can see that with the use of straight, convex and concave lines an open 

space functioning on different plans of altitude is constructed. Bringing back to mind 

Philip Johnson’s Sculpture Gallery, we see certain similarities in the way that different 

planes on which sculpture is shown are created in the same space by using a circulating 

pathway connected by stairs. In this we find the materialisation of Lehmbruck’s ideas 

about staging and the role architecture can play in this. He very deliberately steers the 

viewer via consciously chosen artworks through the entire exhibition space. Even his 

                                                 
146 Lehmbruck 1974, p. 199. 
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ideas about dividing the whole into feasible parts are left intact through the grouping 

together or expressively counter-positioning of certain consonant works. That the 

arrangement of the artworks in this particular exhibition space is conceived in close 

relation to the architecture – or the other way around – can be deduced from the fact 

that the total arrangement has remained virtually unchanged since its creation. It is 

particularly clear that Lehmbruck put his ideas in practice that with convex and concave 

shapes attention can be appointed to certain points in the space and by doing so, he 

determined to a great extend where the artworks in this part of the museum were to be 

placed. 

 

 

 

 

A quite different line of approach is appreciable in the part of the museum where 

the heterogeneous part of the collection as well as temporal exhibitions are presented. 

This open and straightforward structure can be appropriated in different ways for 

different kinds of exhibitions. The difference in premeditation of the two structures is 

strikingly correspondent with their differing functions. The Wilhelm Lehmbruck part is a 

very closed off structure that is situated half-way beneath street level and surrounded 

Stiftung Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum 
Lehmbruck-Trakt 
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by a park whereas the exhibition space is has a glass façade on three of its sides and 

finds its longest part alongside the Düsseldorfer Strasse. Reminiscing the Centre 

Pompidou and its striving for openness we can recognise strong similarities in function 

since the Centre Pompidou was an important example of a museum that wanted to get 

rid of the idea of the museum as a sacred space. It is the abandoning of a sacred 

atmosphere for the benefit of an active atmosphere which is in close contact with the 

outside world that seems highly appropriate for an exhibition space in which temporary 

exhibitions or ditto displays of the permanent collection are on show. That this exhibition 

space was to filled with mainly sculpture provided the possibility to use a large surface 

of windows which creates a very direct link between the artworks and the outside world 

and clearly also provides a lot of light.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Floor plan ground floor 1987 extension 
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However, the huge amount of natural light also prohibits the use of theatrical 

‘drama’ as Lehmbruck discusses in his article in the paragraph about the use of light, 

combining this with the open space this impedes on the concentration on the 

importance of a work through isolation and architectural focus, even though a lot is 

possible as far as demarcation is concerned. The almost symmetric outlay of this part of 

the building which is carried through in the elevation and the way to reach this, takes a 

lot out of the processional possibilities of the space, which makes it all the more a 

relatively neutral space. 

Looking at the extension of 1987, finally, we see a combination of three square 

spaces placed at a diagonal line. The upper space is divided into four by two walls 

crossing in the centre and is lit by natural light from above. However, the walls in the 

centre are not structural and can be moved to fit different objectives. The middle space, 

through which you enter this part of the museum, is divided into a more room-like space 

and a strip by a u-shaped wall and has a lot of window surface on the side of the room-

like space making it very light. The third space shows similarities to the Wilhelm 

Lehmbruck part of the museum in that here too a round-going and descending track is 

created round a circumstantial open space. However, the way this is done in this part of 

the museum, creates much more a conglomerate of separated spaces than a space with 

separated exhibition possibilities, which makes it possible to present a variety of 

artworks without implying a strong coherent factor. This separation is mostly the result 

of closed-off railings at the sides of the platforms which are also bigger, cutting of 

greater space beneath than in the Wilhelm Lehmbruck part. This creates the 

circumstance that there is no position in the space which overlooks it in its entirety.  

Comparing this part of the museum to the older part that fulfils the same 

function, one of the major differences is obvious spaciousness in the older part as 

opposed to the spatial subdivision in the new part. The creation in a more subdivided 

whole was also continued in the old part of the museum since the move of the offices 

and the depot to the new part made room for new exhibition space. This space was 

divided into cabinets, closed off from one another. In the main hall, the higher level was 

sealed off from the lower for the better part by a structure designed by Erwin Heerich 

which was placed to cover the older structure. This provided a greater variety of 

different exhibition spaces which were more neutral since at most location in the 
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building the dark-coloured brick walls were covered by a light-coloured structure. This 

gives a more homogenised outlook to the whole of the structure dedicated to temporary 

displays but also inflicts harm on the openness and the character of the architecture 

since it now tends more towards the neutral container for the artworks Lehmbruck 

agonised against. This makes it harder to create a unity in gestalt-psychological terms, 

between the architecture and the artworks as Lehmbruck had aspired. 

CS2 Exhibiting  

The collection of the Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum spans most of the 20th century. As I 

mentioned, the museum does not house works of the artists I have been discussing in 

this thesis and therefore I will be regarding the way their qualities might reflect on the 

practice of exhibiting in the Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum. 

CS2.1 the curators view 

In the second chapter of this thesis, the importance of the people responsible for 

the placement of a work was of great importance to how it is conceived. In a museum 

like the Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum, the curator that is most responsible for the 

outlook of the museum is the director. However, the interesting thing at this particular 

museum is the role played by the architecture. I will, therefore, deal with the two 

directors that have been involved in the major architectural events in the history of the 

museum, being Gerhard Händler (director between 1954 and 1970) who directed the 

museum when the present building was opened and Christoph Brockhaus (1985 until 

present), director when the new part of the building was constructed. In order to 

approach their way of presenting sculpture inside the museum, I will use exhibitions that 

can be regarded as typical for the sort of exhibitions they compose. In the case of 

Händler the exhibition will be Junge deutsche Plastik (June 29th – September 22nd 1968) 

and for Brockhaus I will combine recent exhibition Lehmbruck, Rodin, Maillol (September 

24th 2005 – January 29th 2006) which was also curated by Gottlieb Leinz and the present 

exhibition Was ist Plastik? 100 Jahre – 100 Köpfe (September 10th 2006 – January 28th 

2007). 

When looking at the Junge deutsche Plastik exhibition, we see a strong 

connection between the presentation of the artworks and the architecture. In the very 

open main exhibition hall we see a circumstantial amount of artworks spread in a more 

or less heterogeneous way. It gives rise to the feeling that one is looking at a plaza 
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rather than at the interior of a museum, which is strengthened by the fact that the way 

the works in the sculpture garden are exhibited does not differ much from it. 

Considering Lehmbruck’s ideas on the coherence between form and function in museum 

architecture, it is very well imaginable that this is the way in which he envisaged 

exhibitions would be structured in this part of museum.  

 

 

 

 

 

The neutral spaciousness and strong connection to the outside world created by 

the architecture gives the curator a lot of freedom in the way he uses this space 

because of the possibilities that are given for dividing the space in fragments with the 

use of interchangeable architectural fragments, but when the choice is made to leave 

the architectural space intact there will not be that many possibilities for presenting the 

artworks in alternate positions. In this respect it should also be noted that at this time 

the interchangeable architectural fragments were clearly presented as such, which is 

made clear most strikingly by the fact that they are left to hover above ground.  

Nevertheless, in this particular example, the plaza-like structuring of the work is 

also in strong concordance with the intentions of the curator for in this exhibition he 

wanted vielmehr eine undogmatische allgemeine Überschau, eine möglichst 

eindringliche Einsichtnahme in die Vielfalt und den Reichtum der Gestaltungs- und 

Exhibition views Junge Deutsche Plastik (1968) 
Main Hall and Sculpture Garden 
Photo’s: Bernd kirtz 
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Aussageweisen.147 This makes it difficult to interpret the extend in which the 

architecture has dictated the curatorial outcome of the exhibition. But a mutual 

understanding of how the space was perceived seemed to exist between architect and 

curator, so formally the architecture and the composition of the exhibition co-existed as 

far as spatial instructions are concerned. 

When looking at Was ist Plastik? 100 Jahre – 100 Köpfe we see something else 

happening. For this we should go back to the changes that were made to museum with 

the opening of the new part. As mentioned, the adjustments made to the old part of the 

museum aimed at the dividing of the space into more separate spaces and some of the 

characteristic of the architecture were covered up to create a more neutral exhibition 

space. Taking into account the objectives of Was ist Plastik? 100 Jahre – 100 Köpfe, a 

fragmented presentation can be advocated since it aims – among other things – to 

answer die Fragen nach den Typen und Themen, Materialen und Raumbezügen, 

Entwicklungsprozessen und Bezügen zu anderen Kunstgattungen sowie medialen 

Erweiterungen, zu Dimensionen und Innen-Aussen-Präsenzen.148 However, the changes 

made to the building are structural to an extend that the power the architect exerts over 

the expressive space is delineated gravely. 

In Lehmbruck, Rodin, Maillol we see a curatorial form in which the sculptures are 

not presented in delineated section but are scattered throughout one room. Comparing 

the way this is done in Junge Deutsche Plastik one of the most striking differences is the 

difference in character. Where the scattering of the works in Junge Deutsche Plastik has 

a very public character, the sculptures in Lehmbruck, Rodin, Maillol are clearly presented 

in a way that puts a more sacred atmosphere around them. This difference in character 

has less to do with Morris’s ideas about the size of sculpture as opposed to a public or 

private character and much more to do with Serra’s more phenomenological ideas on 

how certain ways of presenting sculpture can ‘establish a separation of the object from 

the behavioural space of the viewer’ as I already quoted in chapter 1.3.2.  

                                                 
147 Händler 1968, Einführung (no page numbers). 
148 As explained on the museum’s website: www.lehmbruckmuseum.de 
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In Lehmbruck, Rodin, Maillol pedestals in three different heights were used to 

provide the viewer with a homogenous view of full-length sculptures, busts and 

statuettes which gave the exhibition a very serene quality. This tranquillity was 

strengthened by the very neutral surroundings of the sculptures which detaches the 

space completely from the everyday surroundings of the viewer, making him the odd 

one out. This forces the viewer to be aware of the significance of the situation and 

subsequently of the sculptures which are clearly the protagonists of this situation. This 

makes it a clear example of how the relation between the viewer and the sculptures as 

entities in the same behavioural space can cancelled out by placing the sculptures 

literally on a different level of perception. Nevertheless, the situating of the sculptures 

throughout the space, aligning them on different axial directions, does emphasise their 

spatial independence in a way that points out how figurative sculpture too has 

abandoned a frontal preference in the curatorial sense.  

The main difference that can be made out in the way Brockhaus as a curator 

encounters the expressive space as opposed to the way Händler does, lies in how the 

artworks are presented in relation to their surroundings. Where Händler seems to seek 

the interplay between the architecture and the way the viewer experiences the artworks, 

Brockhaus much more creates his own expressive space inside the existing architecture. 

Exhibition view Lehmbruck, Rodin, Maillol (2005/2006) 
Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum 
Photo: Jürgen Diemer 
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CS2.2 a sculpture’s perspective 

In the first chapter of this thesis we have seen three examples of how an artist through 

his works can make a claim on the expressive space as it is regarded by the viewer. The 

first was to rid the sculpture of all ‘external distractions’ and thus create a gestalt of the 

sculptural form in the mind of the viewer which makes the relation between the two 

very direct and personal. In this way – which was theorized by Robert Morris – the 

viewer and the sculpture are taken out of the existing space since the experience of the 

work takes place in the intimacy of the viewer’s understanding of the form. The second 

example was expressed in the work of Richard Serra and was basically accomplished 

through the manipulating of the perception of the space by creating a situation that was 

dynamic because it altered the expectations eminent in everyone. In the third example 

we see a hands-on approach in which the artist – in this thesis exemplified in the person 

of Carl Andre – attempts to use his works to cut through the existing interpretation of 

space. It is may aim, here, to translate these ways in which the artist can escape the 

architectural surrounding and the curatorial interpretation when claiming the 

interpretation of the viewer to the collection of the Lehmbruck Museum. Since none of 

the three artists exemplifying the possibilities is represented in the collection149, I will 

keep to the hypothetical situation that their works would be placed in the museum in 

order to estimate the extend to which their claims could have effect. 

As was the case with the curatorial side of things, the main concern lies in the 

extend of fragmentation of the exhibitionary space. When looking at the concept of the 

gestalt, it is interesting to see that besides Morris Lehmbruck uses this term often as 

well. Nevertheless, their uses of it seem to conflict. Where Lehmbruck strives for a 

whole in the totality of the architecture, the function and the content of the museum, 

Morris uses the gestalt to escape the dictated physical surroundings in which his 

sculptures are encountered. This means that it is not necessarily so that Morris’s works 

need an open or fragmented exhibitionary space since the works function on their own, 

but as soon as the viewer makes the connection between the sculpture and the 

architecture that Lehmbruck envisages, the relation exceeds the intimate. A more 

neutral architectural surrounding seems to fit Morris’s works best to annul all external 

distractions that might infect the understanding of the gestalt, which also means that 

                                                 
149 Except for Richard Serra of whom a garden sculpture is present but since I will be discussing 
interior sculptures, this work will not be included. 
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these works probably work best in a spatial fragment reserved just for it. This is most 

likely to be the case for Serra’s works as well but this should be reasoned from another 

perspective. As I mentioned before Serra needs his works to capture the space they are 

in entirely to have their effect. A sculpture like Circuit might very well work in the main 

hall of the Lehmbruck Museum, but the size it should have in order to have the right 

proportions for taking over the space would be enormous since their would be too much 

space to cut. Furthermore, the openness and characteristics of the architecture would 

give the viewer too many points of reference to let the work determine the orientation 

of his ‘lived’ space, as Merleau-Ponty put it. This might be one of the key-problems of 

presenting Serra’s sculptures in an architectural surrounding as the older part of the 

Lehmbruck Museum: Serra wants to activate the viewer by moving him towards an 

understanding of the space, as he himself shaped it, by moving towards the centre. To 

provide Serra with a space to create a centre will most likely mean that his work needs 

to be exhibited in a neutral space that is not too sizeable. However, when making the 

comparison between the main hall of the Lehmbruck Museum and a plaza, it is not hard 

to imagine the link to Serra’s site-specific sculptures which then might suit this part of 

the museum just fine. But the problem in this comparison lies in the fact that a work like 

Tilted Arc intervenes in the daily life of the people passing it and there lies most of its 

power. To place a work like that inside a museum would harm much of the power of its 

site-specificity since this site would already be reserved for art and the combination of 

the inside-outside character of this hall would give the work further problems of identity. 

Finally, looking at the third example of ways the sculptor can claim the 

expressive space we see the first example of a strategy that can quite easily be 

appropriated to a varying architecture. Andre’s choice to work from the putting together 

of similar components makes it adjustable to both a very fragmented architecture and to 

a expressively open one. Since there is also a strong vertical effect coming from much of 

his works, the three-dimensionality would suit a space that rises up presenting the 

viewer with plans at different heights. This might be exactly why his 37 Pieces of Work  

(1969) had such a striking effect when installed in the main hall of the Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum in 1970. It is for the same reason that I think a work like this 

would suit the open exhibition space of the new part of the Lehmbruck Museum – 

displayed at the bottom of the floor plan – perfectly well. Furthermore, the quality of 
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Andre’s works to pierce the existing physical space as I argued in chapter 1.4.2 makes it 

appropriate to almost every space in the museum. But here too the reservation should 

be made that the extend to which the main hall brings in the outside world makes the 

accomplishment to pierce physical space – which takes place in the viewer’s mind – 

more difficult than any other part of the building. 

This leads to the assumption that works complying most to the first two 

examples would benefit from the neutralisation and fragmentation of the museum 

architecture since these works have more difficulty to overrule external distractions and 

in a way need the full attention of the viewer. The characteristics of the third example 

show a key to overruling the architectural surroundings. However, it does not easily 

escape the influence of the curatorial power since the effect of the work exists in close 

contact to its situating in a generic space it fits in.  

Altogether, it seems that the power over the expressive space from the 

sculpture’s point of view is closely related to the extend in which the architectural 

surrounding and the curatorial power work together. In the treatment of the space as it 

is done by Händler, we see a strong coherence between the character of the 

architecture and method of exhibiting the sculptures which leads to a strong open space 

sensation. This is hard to defy by a single sculpture since it becomes part of the ‘whole’ 

– in gestalt-psychological terms – and is thus connected strongly to its surroundings, 

including both architecture and other sculptures. Nevertheless, the viewer is likely to feel 

physically involved in this whole which could offer the artist an opportunity for exploiting 

this feature.  

In the way of dealing with the exhibition space practiced by Brockhaus, we see 

how the curatorial power overrules part of the architectural surroundings. When the 

curatorial emphasis shifts away from a cooperation with the museum architecture, it 

seems logical that it moves towards the interest of the artworks. To a certain extend this 

is the case, taking into account the fact that neutral surroundings are created in order to 

direct attention towards the sculptures. Yet I have already remarked that the neutrality 

of the exhibition space and the extensive use of equally neutral bases lifts the sculptures 

to a different level of space than that in which the viewer moves around in it. It is this 

dualistic identity of the relation between architect, curator and sculptor that a major 

problem arises which demarcates the top of the spatial development I have been 
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describing in this thesis. It proved barely impossible to end the struggle for the 

expressive space from a sculptor’s point of view – or a sculpture’s point of view for that 

matter – when taking it into the institutionalised exhibitionary complex. The simple fact 

is that as soon as a work enters it, it becomes part of a whole, whether this whole is 

formed by the way the museum architecture and its contents are combined or by the 

way the curator chooses to tell the story of the works exhibited, does not make the 

difference. It is therefore not surprising that most of Serra’s sculptural activity after the 

1970s was site-specific, discarding the ties of curators and architects. It might also be 

the reason that Morris did not hold his own theories to be true. It seems to be Andre 

who has found the more or less successful method of steering the viewer into 

experiencing the space his work stands in the way he meant it. But even his work is 

fragile in that it needs to be placed in a correct manner to activate its spatial effect – to 

breathe, if you will – in order not to succumb into being a mere collection of raw 

material. 
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In Conclusion 

 

As long as I can remember I have seen people moving along the walls of 

museums, looking at the paintings, their course determined by that of the mass. And for 

just as long, I have been wondering I have found myself often wondering what the back 

of the sculptures exhibited along these same walls would look like. It is this urge to 

move around sculptures, the physical implications sculptures entail that I found to be 

one of the major issues in 20th century sculpture. This translates itself to the level in 

which this encounter takes place and that – obviously – is the space in which both the 

sculpture and the viewer are present. 

In order to investigate in what way this space has been a part of the sculptural 

practice, I have tried to retrieve the extend to which the use of the space surrounding a 

sculpture has been a conscious part of sculpting. By reviewing artist’s statements and 

manifestos from the early 20th century onwards, I found a twofold development in which 

their was an attempt to physically give shape to the space surrounding a sculpture on 

the one hand and an awareness of new possibilities for presenting art on the other. The 

most important feature of this development was not so much a formal one but lies in 

the fact that through these new conceptions of the relation between sculpture and 

space, the realization arose that space could be appropriated as an authorising tension 

between parts of a sculpture and – eventually – between sculpture and the viewer.  

This idea combined with the moving away of sculpture as a mere illusionist 

representation of another spatial entity by many sculptors led the way towards the belief 

that sculpture could function as a ‘plastic projection of thought’ as Barbara Hepworth 

stated it. In the mean time, there had been many an experiment with how to place 

sculpture in alternative spots of an exhibition space. This growing awareness of 

sculptures were perceived was – in my opinion – an important step towards opening the 

minds of both viewer and artists for the idea that sculpture could have a strong 

influence in the perception of the space by the viewer. Nevertheless, it was not until the 

1960s that artists stopped looking for the key to activate the space surrounding their 

sculptures and for inclusion of the viewer from within the sculpture. Before this time, 

new spatial constructs were attempted by looking for new ways to shape this space, 

without tapping into the actual space. 
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Exemplifying how this changed, I presented the work and ideas of three artists: 

Robert Morris, Richard Serra and Carl Andre, each of them representing a different 

method of activating the space in which their sculptures were exhibited. Morris 

accomplished this from a theoretical point of view by claiming that sculptures were to be 

ridded of any ‘external distractions’ which enabled the work to manifest itself in the 

mental space of the viewer as a gestalt of the physical work exhibited. For Serra’s 

sculptures it is of importance to take note of Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s ideas on 

phenomenology. In these ideas, Merleau-Ponty includes the idea of the functioning of 

the human body as a subject for whom certain ways of orientation are pre-set causing it 

to function – to a certain extend – through a certain set of expectable actions. This 

translated to the work of Serra in the fact that he tries to influence these expectations 

and by doing so influence the space the work is in as conceived by the viewer. For 

Andre, much of the importance of his sculpture lies in the fact that he creates 

circumstance for the viewer and the work to have a proper dialogue at the same 

physical level. Furthermore, he activates space by using similarly shaped particles in an 

amount to fit the generic space they are put in, that work both horizontally and 

vertically. His works accentuate the space that is there despite the physical borders 

given to it by the architecture, creating consciousness with the viewer of the immediacy 

of this space.  

In order to get a better idea of the space these artists wanted to shape, I 

researched some important aspects of the exhibitionary complex in chapter 2. After 

going into the coming into existence of the museum and the growing interest for the 

attraction of the visitor, I found that the motivation for both visitor and the museum as 

a cultural phenomenon are of grave importance to how the exhibitionary spaces are 

experienced. This motivation is strongly linked to the power relations behind the 

museum enterprise. Starting off as a means to display power and wealth, the political 

power decreased and made place for the reign of the curatorial power over the 

exhibitionary complex, which became particularly apparent in the 20th century with new 

types of exhibitions. Besides the mark left on artworks by the choices made by the 

curatorial power, museum architecture too proved to have a great influence on how the 

space and its contents was experienced by the viewer. This led me towards a better 

description of the kind of space in which this encounter takes place. In order to 
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accomplish this, I used the definition of space as expounded by Christian Norberg-Schulz 

to reason that the space inside the exhibitionary complex would be best described as 

expressive space. Expressive space is the space that man creates ‘to express the 

structure of his world as a real imago mundi.’ In this expressive space I found an 

important motivation for the artists, curators and architects to try and gain control over 

how the occupants of this space experience it. Besides the manners in which artists 

have done this as I set out in chapter 1, I have reasoned how the curatorial power 

exerts power over how the artworks are experienced by the viewer through the choices 

in exhibiting they make. The importance attached to certain works of art can be 

especially enlarged through isolation and visual focus, which are qualities the curators 

can assign to a work. Furthermore, the architect can exert his power over the expressive 

space as well. This I encountered foremost in the ideas of Philip Johnson’s idea of the 

processional in architecture, making the architecture acknowledgeable for the ‘walker-

through-the-space’ and in doing so steering him in his route. With the disappearance of 

the base as a regular companion under sculptures, attention was also attributed to 

manners of particularising architectural fragments in the expressive space to provide 

different sculptures with their one ‘stage-like’ surroundings. 

Besides the functional aspects of the ways these three groups struggle for 

attention of the viewer in the expressive space, I included discussions on how the 

exhibitionary complex has dealt with space and how this was visually substantiated. 

Regarding texts and theories by leading writers on the subject – now or at the time – 

such as Brian O’Doherty and Michael Fried was in my opinion needed in order to create 

a better understanding of how the development towards a better understanding of 

space as experienced by the viewer was encountered. 

Finally, I felt it necessary to define the theoretical frame I set out in the first two 

chapters by relating the ideas expressed in them to a practical example. Because of its 

interesting architecture and fine collection of modern art, my preference for this came to 

be with the Stiftung Wilhelm Lehmbruck Museum – Zentrum Internationale Skulptur. 

After researching the considerations related to museum architecture by the Manfred 

Lehmbruck and the manner in which he carried through these considerations as the 

architect of the 1964 building of the Lehmbruck Museum I touched on the curatorial 

work of two of the museum’s directors – Gerhard Händler and Christoph Brockhaus – 
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and encountered their divergent manners of dealing with the museum’s architecture. 

Where Händler stayed close to Manfred Lehmbruck’s architectural ideas, Brockhaus 

intervened in the architectural setting by creating structural changes to the building, 

making it more neutral and homogenous. After projecting the ideas for exerting power 

over the expressive space – or escaping the power exerted by the architects and 

curators – by Morris, Serra and Andre on the practice in the Lehmbruck Museum, the 

difficulties of the combination of these three players in the field of expressive space 

became apparent. In this threefold relationship, allegiances and separations do most 

often result in negative connotations for the sculptures. Where the architect and curator 

go hand in hand, the sculpture becomes part of a whole; the gestalt of the museum 

carries through in the mind of the viewer when regarding any individual sculpture. When 

the curator diverts more attention to the sculptures by neutralising the influence of the 

architecture, the sculptures are taken out of the behavioural space of the viewer 

resulting in a hard to bridge gap between the physical encounter between viewer and 

the sculpture and the translation of that encounter to the perceptive mind of the viewer. 

The exhibitionary complex proved not to be ready for exhibiting works in a 

spatial atmosphere of their own and might never be in the capacity as we know it now. 

The attention attributed to the activation of space seems in hindsight part of a struggle 

for the manner in which the viewer experiences the expressive space in the 

exhibitionary complex. Nevertheless, the development towards a better understanding 

of the spatial impact presenting sculptures entails and the power relations that underlie 

this presentation have left a mark of awareness on exhibitionary practices, museum 

architecture as well as on artists. As I stated beforehand, this thesis does not aim for an 

answer to the question of how sculpture should be exhibited in a way that does justice 

to its spatial repercussions. It does, however, invites further studies into how this 

development has found its way into the 21st century in order to get a better 

understanding of both sculpture made nowadays as well as of the sculpture made in 

times that the spatial importance of these works might have been overlooked. As Daniel 

Buren stated that when a work is done, it is necessary that there is a wish to see it, the 

manner in which it is seen should do the utmost justice to its identity. 
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