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Old spaces for new art
Penelope Curtis ex p l o res how ‘installation art ’ has affected our readings of art ,a rtists and cura t o rs .

I N H A B I T E D 5 S P A C E S

I 
The term ‘installation art ’ has come into use at the
same time as ‘ s c u l p t u re ’ has been less clearly iden-
t i fied with the object. The crisis of the latter has
p romoted the rise of the fo r m e r. Yet both terms
h ave fallen prey to a similar problem in that their
d e s c ri p t i o n s , by being incre a s i n g ly elastic , a re
i n c re a s i n g ly impre c i s e .
‘Installation art ’ has its own meta-history, a n d , a t
d i ffe rent times and in diffe rent places, has meant
very diffe rent things. It has connoted both the ve r y
permanent (Judd at Marfa) and the very tempo-
rary (Gallaccio at Wa p p i n g) ; the ideal or the cir-
c u m s t a n t i a l . It has embraced the pri m a ri ly spatial,
and the pri m a ri ly conceptual; the physical or the
p o l i t i c a l . It may have operated as an interve n t i o n ,
u n a s ked for and unwe l c o m e , or as critique ‘ by inv i-
t a t i o n ’ on the part of a host institution. It has been
both absolutely site-specifi c, and infi n i t e ly mobile.
It has invo l ved using the contents of the site,
whether made or unmade, m a t e rial or art e fa c t , o r
has rejected them. It has suggested that the quali-
ties of the space in wh i ch it is displayed are cru c i a l ,
or more re c e n t ly, a re irre l eva n t . It is a soft term
wh i ch means everything and nothing.
While there is no one thing that is sculpture ,s c u l p-
t u re remains a catego r y.While there is no one thing
wh i ch is installation, I would propose that installation

a rt can not in fact be presented as a catego r y, or a
t y p e .R a t h e r, it is a state; the state of being ex h i b i t e d .
Th roughout the twentieth century artists we re
i n c re a s i n g ly concerned about the ways in wh i ch
their art was show n . In the closing ye a rs of the
century this preoccupation took over from the fa b-
rication of art works to the extent that the condi-
tions in wh i ch the art works we re ex p e rienced we re
u n d e rstood to be the art wo r k .
The importance of ‘ i n s t a l l a t i o n ’ – of specific hangi n g
and placement, e n t r y, e g re s s ,l i g h t i n g, labelling – has
long entered the mainstre a m . A ny serious ga l l e r y
f rom the art i s t - run space to the national institution
k n ows its import a n c e . The conditions of display are
c a re f u l ly discussed with contemporary art i s t s , o r
re s e a rched in the case of re d i s p l aying earlier wo r k s .
‘ I n s t a l l a t i o n ’ is a complicit re c og n i t i o n , l a rge ly
u n d i s p u t e d , of the importance of pre s e n t a t i o n . A s
m a ny art works now only exist during their pre s-
e n t a t i o n , we might suggest that installation is, i n
fa c t , ex h i b i t i o n .
( The ‘ a rt ’ of installation is premised upon an under-
standing of how art will be seen. In the recent past,
the ‘ h ow ’ has large ly been concerned with wh e re ;i n
d i ffe rent way s ,s i t e - s p e c i ficity has been all import a n t .
I n c re a s i n g ly howeve r, the how has less and less to do
with wh e re , as contemporary art (or installations)
m oves to become pri m a ri ly self-re fe re n t i a l ,c re a t i n g

or inventing its own site, rather than re fe r ring to
that in wh i ch it is sited.This relates rather closely to
the ‘ h ow ’ of video installation; the dark space wh i ch
contains its own spectators within it. Whether we
look at the fictional narra t i ves of Ilya Ka b a kov or
M i ke Nelson, the fa b ricated interior worlds of Gre go r
S chneider or John Bock , the symbolic sites of com-
m e m o ration of Thomas Hi rs ch o r n , or the composed
s t ru c t u res of To m o ko Ta k a h a s h i , we see a common
s t rand towa rds an interi o rity wh i ch pays little heed to
the space in wh i ch it is sited. These installations
absorb us within their own space, a fa b ricated and
fictional space wh i ch tends towa rds darkness ra t h e r
than light, turning all the old conditions of ‘ i n s t a l l a-
tion art ’ almost litera l ly inside out.)

I I
The combination of non-art spaces and contempo-
rary art can be identified with three kinds of loca-
t i o n : disused spaces resulting from inner city
d e c l i n e ;h i s t o ric interi o rs and ex t e ri o rs ; and mu s e u m
c o l l e c t i o n s .
The availability of cheap space, combined with a
c u ra t o rial interest in using the non-art space, h a s
e n c o u ra ged art i s t s : to make studios and studio
c o m p l exes by taking over disused spaces collabo-
ra t i ve ly ; to use large spaces to show their own wo r k ,
to ‘ c u ra t e ’ their own show s ; and to choose the
formal ch a ra c t e ristics and/or historical associations
of a place as the starting point for new wo r k .
C u ra t o rs have been similarly encoura ged in this
d i re c t i o n , t hus setting up a curious dialogue in
wh i ch artists borrow from cura t o rs and vice ve rs a .
This has allowed cura t o rs : to buy from art i s t -
c u rated show s , t hus circ u mventing traditional ga l-
l e ri e s ; to seek out atmospheric places and match
them to art i s t s ; and to use artists to inv i go ra t e
museum collections.
Can we determine some of the results of the
a b ove? We might conclude that: the tra d i t i o n a l
gallery system – for good and for bad – is some-
what we a ke n e d . The role of the strong ga l l e ri s t ,
who helps develop artists and a space for a dia-
l ogue with art , is jeapord i s e d ; we a ker artists feed off
s t rong places to make work wh i ch relies for its
e ffect on its place; p o o rer cura t o rs (fi n a n c i a l ly or
c o n c e p t u a l ly!) feed off artists in occasional
attempts to enliven their collections.
Though on occasion the tendency has brought us to
see ex t ra o rdinary art wo r k s , m o re fre q u e n t ly
h owever we see ex t ra o rdinary places. In London
e s p e c i a l ly, our ge og raphical para m e t e rs may well be
d e fined by the places wh e re we have seen art ,
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wh i ch we re fre q u e n t ly the emptied-out stru c t u re s
of Vi c t o rian industrial power or social contro l
( Wapping Power Station, Clink Street Va u l t s , Th e
G re e n w i ch Seamen’s Hospital, Holborn Town Hall,
H o m e rton Hospital, e t c ) . One could well argue that
this kind of practice has now fed back into the
establishment with results such as Kapoor and
G a l l a c c i o ’s recent projects for the entrance halls
of both London Ta t e s .
A number of museums have adopted an almost
routine practice of introducing artists into their
c o l l e c t i o n s , and these are by no means only art

ga l l e ri e s , indeed perhaps least of all art ga l l e ri e s . At
p resent there is an on-going series of art i s t s ’ p ro j-
ects in the Science Museum, the Wellcome Museum
for the History of Medicine, the Maritime Museum,
the Natural History Museum and the Fre u d
M u s e u m . The V&A and the Serpentine re c e n t ly
joined fo rc e s . S t a t e ly homes – furnished (the
National Tru s t ’s Osterley Park outside London) or
unfurnished (English Heri t a ge ’s Belsay Hall outside
N ewcastle) – have joined the ga m e . Why? And fo r
whose sake? For the art i s t s , or for their va ri o u s
publics? The trend would put the lie to the idea

that contemporary art is obscure or obfuscatory. I f
National Science Museums use artists within their
educational displays it is in the belief that art i s t s
can speak to their audiences as well or better than
t h ey can. And do the quainter mu s e u m s , who may
feel somewhat margi n a l i zed (such as the Freud or
the Soane) use contemporary artists so as to have
their own slice of the action? To increase or alter
their audiences, to gain some press cove ra ge ?
A rt about the space in wh i ch it is situated was as
dominant in the UK in the 1990s as art about issue –
gender and race above all – was in the 1980s.The sit-
uation is pro b a b ly alre a dy reve rs e d ; w i t n e s s
Documenta 11, wh i ch may have been about place,
but was cert a i n ly not about the place of the ex h i b i-
t i o n . It was issue-based in a way that returned us, i n
a sense, to the 1980s. What are the reasons for bri n g-
ing art to the non-art space? My concern centres on
whether we know what we are looking at. H e n c e
my doubts about sculpture parks, in wh i ch it is easy
to mistake the ex p e rience of landscape for the ex p e-
rience of art . S c u l p t u re parks we re part of a deve l-
opmental shift in the status of sculpture between the
1950s and the 19 6 0 s . And perhaps the re - eva l u a-
tion of the inner city as witnessed so spectacularly in
1 9 8 0 s ’ B ritain again allowed art to question the
n a t u re of the ga l l e r y, but this time in relation to a
n o n - a rt space that was large ly interi o r, rather than
ex t e ri o r.When sculpture began being made for sculp-
t u re parks they no longer functioned as a reve l a t o r y
s p a c e , and when art was made for the disused urban
s p a c e , the dynamic becomes equally uncert a i n .
We know that modern art can be good for ch a n gi n g
the image of ru n - d ow n , re gional cities; w i t n e s s
L i ve rp o o l ,G l a s gow and Walsall in the UK never mind
Bilbao in Basque Spain. But is the fa b ric of the indus-
t rial city good for art? Might we be right to ask
whether ‘ a rt ’ has been led down something of a
blind alley in this willing cohabitation between art i s t s
and cura t o rs to inhabit the space of the city? 

Do we put our delight in one-off and large ly nos-
t a l gic inhabitations of unexpected spaces because
of a fundamental lack of security in more perma-
nent projects? Is there a correlation between our
n e r vousness about building collections – our unwill-
ingness to assert a canon – and the curre n cy of
m o re romantic artist-led projects? We fl i rt with
b ri n ging municipal collections (long under- f u n d e d
and under- c u ra t e d) to life by inviting an artist in fo r
a month or two. The security of those Vi c t o ri a n
fo u n d e rs who set up museums in the UK’s re gi o n a l
cities has never since been match e d . Their collec-
tions have never been equalled by anything like
the ori ginal inve s t m e n t ; few if any art ga l l e ri e s
outside London have been able to build collections
of any seriousness in the last fifty ye a rs . Instead we
b ring the power of the Vi c t o rian space – the carp e t
factory or the museum – to contemporary art ,a n d
i n d u l ge in a little ro m a n t i c i s m .
Putting art in disused industrial spaces is hard ly the
p re s e r ve of art i s t s . But artists have played an impor-
tant part in the move – and part i c u l a r ly noticeably
in Britain – away from building new ga l l e ries fo r
c o n t e m p o rary art and towa rds adapting ex i s t i n g
i n d u s t rial arch i t e c t u re . This has something to do
with art i s t s ’ d i s m i s s i ve attitude towa rds the arch i-
tects of art ga l l e ri e s , but something also to do with
the essentialist ch a racter of non-art buildings wh i ch
has been deemed to assign something of quality
to the art placed inside. N i cholas Serota took to
h e a rt his ex p e rience of asking practising Bri t i s h
a rtists wh i ch contemporary art ga l l e ries they most
l i ked and disliked and from learning that the
favo u rite was the gallery at Sch a ff h a u s e n , fo l l owe d
by the De Pont at Ti l b u rg, both modest conve rs i o n s
of light industrial arch i t e c t u re . The result of such a
p re fe rence is Tate Modern, another neutral (but more
p owerful) empty industrial building wh i ch lends its
weight to the ex p e rience of contemporary art .
Do we put art in non-art spaces because of a lack of
c o nviction about art? We are now so conditioned to
seeing such spaces in terms of contemporary art i s-
tic practice that we will find it hard to separa t e
out the two, and assess the quality of one without
the other.

I I I
I speak from my own ex p e rience to extend the
p o i n t . In Live rp o o l , wh e re I began working in 1988
at the new Tate Gallery, modern art and industri a l
h e ri t a ge clearly came to belong toge t h e r. The point
was part i c u l a r ly clearly made here in that their
m a rital home on the A l b e rt Dock was independ-
ent of the City of Live rpool and instead dire c t ly
accountable to central gove r n m e n t . In 1994 I
m oved on to work alongside the Henry Moore
S c u l p t u re Tru s t , then best known for its pro j e c t s
with artists such as Giuseppe Pe n o n e , Ja n n i s
Kounellis and Rich a rd Long in an old carpet fa c t o r y
in the small industrial town of Halifa x . In the late
1980s Dean Clough was a space unlike that pro-
vided by other established ga l l e ries in the UK, a n d
the flagship of the Henry Moore Fo u n d a t i o n1 wh i ch
had been set up in 1977 and wh i ch itself, t h ro u g h
its donations prog ra m m e , s u b s t a n t i a l ly support e d
p roject-based (and thus site-specific) art . But now,
over a decade later, we question the usefulness of
even spectacular industrial spaces such as Dean
Clough because of their unavo i d a b ly pre s c ri p t i ve
n a t u re , and because their own meta-artistic lineage
will tend towa rds a certain kind of pro d u c t i o n .
A rt may on occasion tempt a sophisticated cosmo-
politan audience away from the capital to discove r
that the rest of the UK has some sites of intere s t ,
but this audience knew that. Th ey know that the
a rt projects are tempora r y, and that the places, o f
n a t u ral or historical intere s t , will still be there
without them. Taking art to unusual places, i n t e r-

esting each in its own way, can disguise and reve a l
i n t rinsic weaknesses in the art itself.
I ’d like to make one further personal re fe re n c e .
‘ P ri vate Vi ew ’ at the Bowes Museum (1996) placed
works by thirt y - t wo contemporary artists into ga l-
l e ries wh i ch also housed a dive rse permanent col-
l e c t i o n . My point is not that this was new (it
wa s n ’t ) , or unu s u a l ly good (though people still talk
about it), but that most commentators assumed
that it had been done by artists rather than by
c u ra t o rs . The assumption that the ‘ ex h i b i t i o n ’ h a d
been created by artists deri ves from the fact that
we have become used to understanding ex h i b i t i o n s
as installations. I remark on it because I think it
pinpoints the fact that a job wh i ch a curator can do
p e r fe c t ly well has to such a large extent been take n
over by artists that it was a matter of surp rise to an
a rtist to see how well a curator could manage .
If in doing the cura t o r ’s job well cura t o rs allow art i s t s
to do something diffe rent from cura t i n g, a rt might
perhaps turn away from installing itself. As it is, t h e
concern with control (understandable on the art i s t ’s
p a rt) may well have closed down some of the possi-
bilities for the future life of the wo r k , in the collec-
t i o n , in the mu s e u m , and in the hands of the cura t o r.
PENELOPE CURTIS IS CURATOR OF THE HENRY MOORE
INSTITUTE IN LEEDS.

1The Henry Moore Foundation is one of the
l a rgest grant making ch a rities for the visual arts in
B ri t a i n , d i s t ributing up to £1 million annu a l ly. Th e
Foundation helps many institutions with small
g ra n t s , rather than a few with large gra n t s ,a n d
being project rather than building-based means
that it has come to re flect the broadening defi n i-
tion and shift in art practice within the Bri t i s h
a rt wo r l d .w w w. h e n r y - m o o re - f d n . c o. u k

Fu rther info r m a t i o n :
The Freud Museum holds regular exhibitions of
c o n t e m p o rary art , B ritish & international. D re a m s
and the unconscious are central to both art and
p s y ch o a n a ly s i s . From the very beginning Fre u d ’s
work inspired artists and Freud himself wa s
i n s p i red by works of art . The Museum aims to
c o n t i nue a cre a t i ve interaction between the two
fields as a source of inspiration both for the
Museum itself and the artists invo l ve d .
w w w. f re u d . o rg. u k

P rivate Vi ew – Co nt e m p o ra ry A rt in the Bowe s
M u s e u m, published by Henry Moore Institute,
1 9 9 6 , is available from Henry Moore Institute.

Anish Ka p o o r ’s M a rs ya s, the third in The Unileve r
S e ries of commissions for Tate Modern’s Tu r b i n e
Hall can be seen until 6 Ap ril 2003,
w w w. t a t e . o rg. u k

‘ I n h abited spaces’ is devised and commissioned 
by Deborah Smith in collab o ration with [a-n] 
M AG A Z I N E . The series complements and enhances
existing editorial taking us on a journ ey thro u g h
i n n ova t ive practices ex p l o ring definitions and re i n-
ve ntions of our ideas of ex p re s s i o n ,l ooking at the
shift in language and discourses of art . In the last of
the series in the March issue, L a rs Bang Lars e n
i n vestigates ‘ vi s i o n ’i n d u s t ri e s .D e b o rah Smith is 
an independent curator and co-director of 
smith + fow l e .
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