


























6 Introduction 

gradual improvement to the present day, in ways that validated the present 
and incumbent power; and its purpose was to impart an understanding of 
the individual artists as they were formed by, and contributed to this histor­
ical narrative of 'progress' (Bennett 1995). Chronology, taxonomy and 
didacticism were among its key organising principles and art history was 
the object of instruction and main purpose of the museum, apart from col­
lection and conservation. The modem art gallery avoided the subjects of 
art and rendered less vibrant (or urgent) the expectation that art would 
explore how we might live better lives (Martin 2013; Adorno 1999; 
O'Connor 2010). As we have seen, almost all of its characteristics, and 
certainly its aims, have come in for significant criticism over a long period, 
especially from the artists, curators and collectors in the contemporary art 
period, so that the wonder is not that there are anti-museums, but why 
there are so few. The origins and history of these objections are described 
in the next section. 

Origins 

The anti-museum concept was conceived and in circulation from around 
the late eighteenth century. Initially, critics such as Quatremere de Quincy 
aimed to liberate the objects and artworks from the museum-as-mausoleum 
- from the way it disconnected them from their origins, contexts and their 
social life beyond the museum walls (Sherman 1994). At a later point, 
other critics wished to liberate those subject to its discipline, agency and 
authority (Maleuvre 1999), especially from the way museum collections 
were used as forms of memory to divine value, direct, and govern. This 
criticism focussed variously on the museum as a source of redemptive 
memory and refuge that stunted progress, or as a place of authoritative 
retrieval for the modem West's mythic/egoistic sense of its origins and 
superiority, or, as its privileged medium for reflection on the human con­
dition (Maleuvre 1999; Butler 2016; Cleary 2006). As such, the anti­
museum was proposed as an alternative to both the historic Alexandrina 
museum paradigm as well as the modem museum itself (Butler 2016; 
Sherman 1994). 

The anti-museum thesis was advanced most radically as a critique of 
the exhibition of art in museums, as it gathered together concerns, from 
Quatremere de Quincy to Nietzsche, about the way art objects were 
thereby disconnected from contexts that give them meaning; from the 
complex relationships that art works always sustain with life outside the 
museum (which for some is their destiny), and from their potential for 
transformative, emotional energy and excitement (Sherman 1994; Huyssen 
1986, p. 173). For the Futurists, an early twentieth century art movement 
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Activism 

In the late 1960s, Donald Judd and others developed forms of 'anti-curation' 
and 'anti-museum'. For example, they moved single-artist sculptural exhibi­
tions into spaces where the subjects of their art and its political and emo­
tional impacts might be heightened (Goldberg 1980, p. 369; Lorente 2011 ). 
Judd himself moved away from the cultural centre and precinct to a high 
desert location at Marfa, Texas, the required journey purposely adding 
aspects of pilgrimage into the experience (see also Barush 2016). Others 
used theatrical devices, musical platforms or nightclub metaphors (e.g. PS 1, 
New York). Judd never gave up his total opposition to the modern art 
museum, even during the period of 'New Museology'. In 1992, he gave us 
this: 'Almost all of the museums of Europe and America of the last decade 
are offensive' (Judd 2016, p. 785). His Chinati Foundation and Judd Founda­
tion at Marfa are dedicated to a thoroughgoing reversal of conventional 
museum values, governance, aspirations and social/political orientations. It 
is a great favourite among artists and the travelling art public willing to set 
out for the middle of nowhere, but paradoxically few others have had the 
courage or resources to emulate it. As Thomas Kellein (2010, p. 8) wrote in 
the forward to Chianti: The Vision of Donald Judd, 'The values embodied in 
Judd's vision of his ideal art museum are enthusiastically embraced by many 
in the art world today, but they are far from prevalent ... '. 

Through the 1970s, anti-museums aimed to transform the role of art in 
society, refocus on the subjects and subjectivities of art, support artists 
themselves, revolutionise how art was exhibited and expand how art might 
be experienced and engaged with. There was a lot wrong with MoMA 
seemingly, and the critique ranged across aesthetic, historical, cultural, 
political, economic and social dimensions. Its apotheosis was felt most in 
the excitable, world-changing gestation of the Centre Pompidou, Paris, a 
cultural monument to the events of May 1968. The Pompidou Centre was 
to be a very 'new type of museum which would be entertaining, access­
ible, impermanent, free, anti-elitist, devoted equally to design as to fine art, 
to books and film and street theatre ... ' (Roberts 1997, p. 96; see also 
Duncan & Wallach 1978 and Saumarez Smith 1995). It kept up the ante, 
but only for a while. Eventually the same form of Presidential project that 
funded and cut through the conventional/conservative Parisian art estab­
lishment became the route by which it returned to the fold. It was not 
going to be the only time that global art world convention would contain, 
neutralise, co-opt or 'give canonic value to the those very things that set 
out to destroy the canon' (Roberts 1997, p. 97). 

The anti-museums featured in this volume successfully attempted to 
break down the cultural politics and civilising mission of the modern 
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Far from being emasculated through institutionalisation, Fraser sensed a 
source of strength: 

It's not a question of being against the institution: We are the institu­
tion. It's a question of what kind of institution we are, what kind of 
values we institutionalize, what forms of practice we reward, and what 
kinds of rewards we aspire to. Because the institution of art is inter­
nalized, embodied, and performed by individuals, these are the ques­
tions that institutional critique demands we ask, above all, of 
ourselves. 

(p. 280) 

Better late than never. 
Art museum developments since then increasingly took the form of 

artists, curators, collectors and institutions taking up this pragmatic stance 
for reinvention (Smith 2012; Hanquinet & Savage 2012; Franklin & 
Papastergiadis 2017), and over the past ten years we have seen an 
expanded version of the 'exhibitionary complex' emerge, often developing 
alternative, fringe or festive models (Bennett 1988; Smith 2012). 

Ironically, significant contemporary artists and their galleries began to 
adopt these models as public art museums became unable to provide the 
necessary public exposure necessary to maintain their reputations. The 
dramatic rise in contemporary art prices, combined with budgetary cuts in 
the public art museum sector, meant that the latter could no longer sustain 
previous collecting levels (Franklin 2020). Instead, contemporary artists 
turned to exchanging their best works for exposure in a new generation of 
private/independent museums and art spaces that were more artist-focussed 
(see Heckmiiller 2011 ). These artists gained exhibitionary and curatorial 
collaborations they had never had before, and collectors gained creative 
and expressive roles beyond the silent partner provisions of the Getty era 
(Franklin and Papastergiadis 2017; Terry Smith (2009, 2012). 

Contemporary art also began to be a more distributed into everyday 
spaces of hotels, bars, shop windows and public spaces. Laurie Hanquinet 
and Mike Savage (2012, p. 52) found that new exhibitionary platforms 
generated new dispositions and new art publics with antipathy to conven­
tional art museums: 'the more a museum presents itself as a traditional 
educational place, the more it will be criticised for its detachment from the 
spectators, the rest of society and from ordinary life'. More youthful and 
creative audiences preferred art museums with 'a "figural" sensitivity 
based on a visual immersion rather than a "discursive" sensitivity based on 
a priority of words over images, a rationalist view of culture and a distanc­
ing of the spectator from the cultural object' (ibid., p. 52). 






