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Curating: In the Public Sphere 
Geeta Kapur 

 

In the Wake of the 1960s: Curators and Avant-garde Practice 

A curated show may render an individual artwork less “itself,” less than it is in the studio 

or within the more dedicated aesthetic framework of a monographic show or in the 

discreet display of an art-historical museum. More controversially, the curator may 

deliberately render the artwork incomplete and construct (deconstruct) meanings with 

reference to a conceptual paradigm, or, on the other hand, a spectatorial schema in which 

it is seen as only an instance. In this case, the curator can be said to be acting against the 

interest of the artist in order to act in favor of some new relational premise between 

works and with the beholders. I favor looking at an exhibition as an itinerary, and an 

argument, where the curatorially determined itinerary and the expositional argument are 

intertwined and unfold in time to a walking rhythm, and where the installed exhibition, a 

synchronous structure supported by a mise-en-scène, is staged by the curator. 

 

The role of the curator as the creative director of an exhibition emerged in the late 60s.i It 

developed rapidly by incorporating the artistic and intellectual preoccupations of the 

time. A glance at some examples of the 60s art movements shows how changed art forms 

demand a corresponding style of exposition within the gallery, how curatorial innovations 

occur with reference to structures, models, ideologies devised for specific tendencies. 

Minimalism, for example, suggested that the spectatorial body has an axial privilege, that 

it provides a phenomenological understanding of the artwork. Translated into curatorial 

practice, it required an astute positioning of the artwork in the spatial discourse of the 
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exhibition, and it required that the curator find ways to restrain the exhibition process at 

the very point where the controlled theater of the encounter turns into spectacle. 

 

The 60s critique of the consumer society in late capitalism—what Guy Debord called the  

“society of the spectacle”—translated into a renewed understanding of historical 

materialism and triggered a response in the discourse on art whereby the growing 

reification of the art object was put under scrutiny. Arte Povera offered new forms of 

material investment in objects that were then outside of the exchange nexus and signaled 

subversive messages in favor of inversion and redundancy. The Fluxus movement 

swooped across standard taxonomies and value hierarchies in art, upturning exhibition 

procedures right down to the scale, devices and containers for display. At the same time, 

“happenings” (already preceded by the action-oriented art of the Gutai artists in 1950s 

Japan) erupted in the art scene, privileging improvisation and transience, followed in the 

1970s by a more structured performance art led by feminists. 

 

The 60s breakthrough was crucial in reintroducing radical forms of material and symbolic 

entropy into art; in consequence, exhibition-making canons were destabilized, and  

democratic initiatives put pressure on the very institution of art. The landmark exhibition 

of that period, by the “master” curator, Harald Szeemann, took place in 1969. It was 

tellingly called : "Live in Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form: Works-Concepts-

Processes-Situations-Information".ii  Szeemann favored flux, ferment, and a process-

oriented sociability rather than an object fixation in the making and showing of artworks, 

and he emphasized a radical individualism (“inner bearing”) and a utopian romance by 

and on behalf of the artist. He set the stage for the curator as collaborator and co-producer 

of artworks and exhibitions alike, and he would be for decades to come an avant-garde 

figure in his own right. 

 

The following decades saw the rise of architectural-scale installations, site-specific 

projects, interactive community workshops and an anarchic spillage into social spaces by 

artists and curators working to build an alternative infrastructure to the gallery system.iii 
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The idea of the art laboratory was afloat, and the ideological issue of art in the public 

domain became prominent in the discourse. 

 

The democratic impulse also took another route precisely in the late 60s,iv extending the 

emerging practice of Conceptualism through a corresponding curatorial reflexivity. 

Conceptual art, intent on unmaking the art object, privileged intellectual economy and an 

almost unprecedented form of austerity regarding the means and ends of art. The white 

cube was emptied out and made neutral, even at times redundant for and by Conceptual 

art. This discreet, deliberately anti-experiential space served two paradoxical ends: to 

permit access to texts (documentation) in a commonplace way; and to instill the 

philosophic indeterminacy of esoteric messages and everyday conundrums in clinical 

conditions. This double encounter was designated as “art” that has finally done away with 

its aura.  

 

The developments sketched briefly above are condensed in my example of Catherine 

David’s DocumentaX at Kassel (1997). David created a new discursive space for 

cuaratorship in which the collaborative model was reshaped by a form of curatorial 

command—for example, in the way she laid out what she called the parcours, the 

itinerary, and through it an argument for the exposition, using the city as the mise-en-

scène. A selection of key avant-garde moves from the 60s to the present was restaged to 

testify for what she saw as critical art practice with a corresponding poetics and a related, 

politically inspired discourse.v David’s range of choices first defined her position within 

the contemporary; then, deploying the privilege of curatorial detachment, she “exceeded” 

the artists’ intent. Arching over the actual artworks on display was something like a 

problematic, a metadiscourse on what critical contemporaneity in art might mean today. 

This made the exhibition a philosophic case in point, an exegesis as much as a 

phenomenological experience—and the “Hundred Days Hundred Guests” program of 

lectures, which drew in multidisciplinary and worldwide extrapolation on contemporary 

forms of criticality, was part of that exegesis.  
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The 1980s: Curating in a Heterogeneous World 

Here, now, I step outside the Euroamerican zone and into the world where curatorial 

practices have developed contingent, even indeed exigent, styles, often in contrast to 

those sanctioned by (western) art history. The rise of the curator as a key category in the 

exposition of art happens, coincidentally, in tandem with the third-world assertions of 

alterity, including a revolutionary passage in the 60s and a more conciliatory form of 

multiculturalism since. Standard discourse on contemporary art, destabilized by the onset 

of post-colonial post-modernism, was relativized for good in the 80s. Consequently, the 

curatorial project today entails an almost mandatory inclusiveness based on difference. 

  

Jean-Hubert Martin’s controversial exhibition Magiciens de la Terre, at the Centre 

Georges Pompidou (Paris, 1989)vi serves as a trigger for this part of the argument, 

situating Europe’s perennial interest in the exotic within the new transculturist 

permissiveness of the postmodern. In Magiciens, Martin gave something like a ritual 

status to contemporary avant-garde art of the west, relating this to the allegedly magic-

driven artworks from “other” cultures. Correspondingly, he contemporized the “sacred” 

works from the margins in conjunction with the declaredly secular works from the west. 

This relativizing exercise, meant to revise the debate about the “primitive” and the 

modern, was also intended, presumably, to produce a conviviality between races and 

genres.  

 

Magiciens was based on an (ethnographic) anachronism, a categorization in which the 

diachronic tension between primitive and modern, traditional and avant-garde—an 

important tension—was fudged by the generous aesthetic and supposed equation of 

synchronous viewing, only to resurface as other (objectionable) criteria. My criticism is 

that the paradigm for contemporary art was based on the binary of the indigenous and the 

avant-garde, on seeing these categories (yet again) in geographical terms: the avant-garde 

mapped over the northern zone, the indigenous across the south, encouraging further 

demarcations that maintain the center-periphery model. Weighed as a balance of 

potentialities, this schema attributes individual agency to western artists, timeless 

consanguinity to others. Predictably, therefore, examples of transformative art practices 
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in non-western societies—metropolitan art practices of long standing—were barely 

included. Few protagonists were located within the highly differentiated societies outside 

the west and shown to have agency that is properly historical: where a self-conscious 

breakthrough in language and politics takes place, and where that is seen to make a 

conceptual contribution to the western claim on the avant-garde. 

 

And yet, I would say, Magiciens was a provocation worth its while. Certainly, a part of 

the credit for the way these ideas have been thrashed out and tested in discourse and in 

regional exhibitions ever since must go to its bold topography across continents. The 

important thing is that this argument has been taken to the sites in question—in terms of 

history and geography—where the semiotic grid of signs and meanings can be shown to 

be embedded in the material conditions of their production. And the politics of the artistic 

moves that result from this plotting have to be read by the curator diachronically, given 

that the societies in question recognize their own historicity.  

 

In 1996, the Asia Society in New York mounted an important exhibition titled 

Contemporary Art of Asia: Tradition/Tensions,vii with a range of artworks prominent 

among which were installations with an explicit materiality, site-specific and 

performative interventions, and documentary inputs with political annotations. It 

presented artists with a rich understanding of a situational phenomenology that locates 

their work and demands a spectatorial comprehension at the cutting edge between ritual 

protocol and political transgression. The curator, Apinan Poshyananda, presented the 

exhibition as both contrastive and complementary to western “models.” Without being 

ideologized as such, it had a built-in pedagogy with regard to other types of viewing 

protocol. For example, it proposed that the sacred, even when placed in parenthesis, sets 

up a customary etiquette whereby the phenomenology of the exhibition is restructured. 

Notions of invocation/ circumambulation, of intimacy/distance, replace the “detached” 

encounter of western aesthetics. 

 

This culturally replete aesthetic, this experiential rendering of the esoteric and the 

political privileged by the first phase of Asian art exhibitions, was upturned in Cities on 
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the Move (1997–99), a way-out and widely toured exhibition curated by Hou Hanru and 

Hans-Ulrich Obrist.viii The curators took as a starting point the capitalist globalization 

that is furiously under way in Asian countries and produced an intelligent parody of 

tradition as well as its conversion into commodity. The exhibition was conceived as a 

configuration of volatile signs that put entire cultures on offer for display and 

consumption, much as the accelerated market economies of East and South-East Asia 

promise to sustain their populaces through unruly globalization.  

 

The two bracketing exhibitions in the foregoing discussion, Magiciens de la Terre and 

Cities on the Move, are examples of how curators can devise means whereby we are 

asked to imbibe the art experience as a swirling sea of free-floating signifiers, of how 

extrapolated signs are orchestrated into spectatorial affect to make up an extravagant, 

somewhat delirious exhibition. Such an approach can be said to have the backing of new 

art history (shading into cultural studies), in which the semiotic component is brought to 

the fore and the method of aesthetic deconstruction takes its cue (not on the basis of high 

art but) from the survival tactics of popular art—a tactic involving continual 

hybridization. This cultural and therefore aesthetic hybridity has come to stay as one of 

the favored curatorial approaches to exhibition-making. 

 

I have argued that since the 80s key drives for curatorial initiative have come from 

exhibitions in and of the regions constituting the third world. At these sites, a range of art 

works from within a chosen region are brought face-to-face with each other. in order to 

highlight internal difference and thus to redefine received categories of ethnography and 

art history, ritual and theatre, material object and concept. With overtly national-regional 

frames, these events have had a responsibility to fulfill and this, I believe, helps (rather 

than negates) a reckoning of the aesthetic presumed in western discourse to be 

autonomous. The foremost example is, of course, post-Mao Chinese avant-garde art: its 

multiple presentations in China and abroad have made it necessary to read the avant-

garde intent extrapolated in alternative artistic domains in terms of the ruptures they 

create on the ground, the political implication of which are available in context. 
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Southern Biennales: 1990s Countup  

Extending the discussion on new forums for exhibition outside the western academy and 

the museum of modern art, I now refer to the exponential growth of the biennials located 

in the south-south circuit, since these offer quite heterodox curatorial ideas. 

 

Following the achievement of grand status by the São Paulo Biennale (begun in the 

1950s), the wager for an alternative site was placed in 1986 by La Bienal de Habana (the 

Havana Biennale). Dedicated to third-world art (primarily from South and Central 

America, Africa and Asia), the Havana Biennale projected the promise of a radical, 

political art into the present. No longer secure in terms of its revolutionary optimism, 

systematically impoverished by U.S. sanctions, outside the citadels of academic art 

history, beyond the hub of the Euroamerican art market, and forced to work with the most 

meager resources, Havana took on a vanguard role on behalf of contemporary third-world 

art. All the southern biennials, though each has a different agenda, owe a debt to Havana 

for demonstrating the potential of a decentralized art world, with alternative avant-gardes 

that do not need to affix a “neo.” The ideological import of such an avant-garde, placed in 

any case off-center in respect to western canons, is noticeably tendentious. 

 

Curatorially, the configuration of artworks in the Havana Biennale (I refer to its second 

edition, in 1989) tended to be theatrical, given that these works often came from cultures 

with a magic- and ritual-dominated aesthetic. But the material reality of the works’ 

production was annotated by the simultaneous inclusion of works addressing actual 

politics, at least in the complex terrain of South American societies—works pointedly 

referring to national dictatorships and radical, subaltern movements of dissent and 

insurgency. These annotations were visual and textual, internal and external to the 

exhibition; they could also be assumed to radiate from the acute prism of the Cuban crisis 

and refract the terms of the global dialogue on art. Cuba is a country under siege, and its 

stake in cultural manifestations can be nothing less than contestatory.  

 

Across the globe to Australia: when the Asia-Pacific Triennial was inaugurated in 1993 

by the Queensland Art Gallery in Brisbane, the exhibition followed a principle already in 
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place with Australian museums and institutional and independent curators, who consider 

it mandatory to put a gloss on the objects of a mixed white and aboriginal society. 

Consequently, in the intellectual and curatorial exercise of the Triennial, categories of the 

secular and the sacred had to be rethought—not with the André Malraux–Magiciens kind 

of assumption of aesthetic immanence, but in terms of the way the societies in question 

face these issues within a democratically organized polity. Indeed, the task was to see the 

way this secularization of tradition impinges on the question of citizenship in the politics 

of a nation. In terms of the exhibition, the secular hybrid, addressing the particular 

politics of a named nation, requires curatorial strategies to enable the general public to 

read it not only in terms of the social problematic that underlies it, but also in coeval 

terms with other, more familiar international art forms in the contemporary.  

 

The point I make is this: while these multiplying biennials sometimes seem like reckless 

initiatives, they should be seriously scrutinized for their ironies, their follies, and their 

worth.ix Southern biennials meet with a high-handed critique—institutional 

fastidiousness, quality control, cultural snobbery, even open mockery—from western 

curators who nevertheless conduct curatorial activities at these new sites, claiming with 

hegemonic impunity that an international high-profile—read western—curator is 

essential to put the city and region in the fray on the international art map.  Such biennials 

have sometimes been called the poor man’s museum (so is the Venice Biennale the rich 

man’s casino?), and there is some truth here. The biennial phenomenon, never beyond 

serving vested interests (biennials being a mixture of state spectacle, cultural hegemony, 

market interests, and tourist commerce), is at the same time a means of creating, through 

this recurring form of institutionalization, professionally charged conduits of 

communication in the cities and countries where biennials occur: erecting bridges 

between the state and private finance, between public spaces and elite enclaves, between 

the artists and other practitioners, including dedicated young cadres in the cultural 

community. The biennial can be an occasion to engage in a cognitive mapping of the 

culture of a region, a country, a city; at the same time, it can develop a focus on 

international art on home ground, the pedagogic effects of which process are enormous. 

This is of course especially true in countries that have no museum practice worth the 
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name when it comes to modern and contemporary art, where the opportunities to engage 

with international art are scarce, and where the only “institutions” developing at 

breakneck pace are the art market and the auction house. x

 

The point is for the new biennials is to radicalize the discourse on contemporary art 

toward a more contestatory position by constantly revising our understanding of the very 

“institution of art.” Glossing the more facile skepticism that the new biennials invoke, I 

would like to insert the problematic into a larger polemical field, asking that we examine 

not just this or that biennial for its immediate certificate of excellence, but the entire relay 

of site, production and discourse in contemporary art from various vantage points on the 

globe. 

 

Transnational Public Spheres   

The first, second and third worlds that defined the historical battles of the 20th century 

are now condensed on the principle of the new Empire that has been fully triumphant 

since 1989. The total interdependency among regions and nations in the economic and 

political spheres of global capitalism, and the heterogeneity introduced by the exchange 

created from the compulsions of mass migration and the consequent deterritorialization 

of peoples and cultures, are contrasted with the collusion of codes through the ubiquity of 

electronic-digital communication. A corresponding, transcultural aesthetic is not easily 

tracked and should be seen to be liminal, perhaps: liminal in the sense of exile, a 

condition in which large bodies of world citizens now subsist within and outside their 

communities and nations.  

 

How is this liminality positioned in exhibition practices? At the simplest level, the 

inclusion of third-world (and now also second/socialist-world) artists in international 

exhibitions poses the diasporic in a mediatory role. Appointing translation as a key term, 

the transcultural aesthetic is supposed to stand in for the process of 

negotiation/confrontation between peoples. Transculturalism is not, however, a matter of 

free choice; it is a condition of global exchange: materially and politically coercive, if 

also potentially liberatory. The aesthetic that ensues requires us to come to terms with the 
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ethical issues of violence, power, governance and citizenship implied in the new 

situation. It is necessary, therefore, to embed the debate in what political theorists call 

transnational public spheres—the product of contrary developments such as the 

emergence of post-colonial civil societies on the one hand, and of capitalist globalization 

on the other.   

 

A select number of international critic-curators now write the practice of curating into 

discourse on the public sphere. I take one example to make my point: the 2002 

Documenta 11, curated by Okwui Enwezor, demonstrated a new pedagogy for mapping 

the post-colonial global.xi He built upon a premise he had already established in his 

previous exhibitions, such as the 2nd Johannesburg Biennale (1997), titled Trade Routes: 

History and Geography; and a widely toured exhibition in 2001–02 titled The Short 

Century: Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa, 1945–1994. This premise 

states that no discussion of critical/radical art can take place without reference to the 

political parameters of antagonism and redemption that come out of the decolonization 

process. Thus Enwezor draws on post-colonial cultural theory (in turn drawing on 

elements from anthropology, psychoanalysis and a transformed Marxism) to set up new 

paradigms for examining representational ethics in the sphere of the symbolic—in 

particular, its documentary component. It also, at the same time, opens up the imaginary, 

thus recouping new subjectivities that claim “sovereignty” from a post-colonial status. It 

is Enwezor’s project to determine a vantage point from which to project the subject-

position of the formerly colonized, now the post-colonial citizen empowered through 

struggle. It is also his wager that the discourse now exists outside the national—the 

“original” ground where the struggle is in actual fact waged. Indeed, his faith in further 

transformation rests on the formation of a global citizenry with a voice in the matter of 

governance precisely through transnational public spheres that nurture a human and civil-

rights discourse against state power. This, in Enwezor’s belief, forms the utopian 

potential that emerges from and confronts the new Empire. Thus, with Documenta 11 he 

set up a new curatorial proposition: a worldwide itinerary and a cross-disciplinary 

argument through a series of four discursive “platforms” that were translocated to the 
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fifth platform, the exhibition at Kassel, where widely varying worldviews were visually 

sequenced into a narrative that spelled political change. 

 

 

The National (as Interregnum) 

My inclination is to deflect this argumentxii back to the region-nation. The site of 

production and exhibition is related to the form of address, and while diasporic dilemmas 

in the transnational arena widen the political base of the global issues tackled by art, they 

create another convergence. These issues are addressed to the first world—often enough 

in a confrontational mode—with the region and nation serving as geopolitical context. 

My take on these deliberately posed imponderables of identity and address is that one 

should move back and forth between a speculative transculturalism and a declared 

partisanship that asks how art situates itself in the still highly differentiated national 

economies/political societies that bear the name of countries; and how, from those sites, it 

reckons with divergent forces at work within globalization. More pointedly, what are the 

countercultural tendencies generated in the contested and contesting sites of the nations 

where recognizable protagonists, with well-entrenched political positions, attempt to 

build democratic structures of governance, institutions for a functioning civil society, and 

a public sphere—in opposition to, say, a neo-liberal (anti-poor) economy and/or a 

(covertly) authoritarian state? How do these societies organize themselves in opposition 

to the treacherous rule of capital and its U.S.-driven agenda, executed through monstrous 

wars and consumerist dystopias? 

 

Billed under a country banner, the aura of national affiliation still works.xiii But my own 

experience as a critic-curator from India leads me to go beyond the sentiment, to claim 

that a selection of artists from a particular country/context, properly conceptualized under 

a theme and a problematic, can in the consequent exposition address “universal” issues of 

global contemporaneity (which has always been assumed to have been the case with 

selections of Euroamerican artists). This substantial partisanship, which goes beyond a 

counterbalancing polemic, should add both to art-historical knowledge and to political 

agendas within the discursive extension of international art.xiv Thus, for example, I want 
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to be able to work my way through the historical trajectory and political aspiration 

reflected in the public sphere in India; to see how it reflects a vision (flawed, or even 

failed, as it might be) for a civil, democratic society, and indeed how it plays a part in 

determining the way the larger post-colonial, transnational public spheres are structured.  

 

I do not want to isolate and valorize location within what is an irreversibly globalized 

world, but I do suggest that if contemporaneity is continually co-produced across 

cultures; if place, region, nation, state, and the politics of all these contextualizing 

categories of history (proper) are in a condition of flux everywhere in the world, we can 

presume past universals—regarding culture, for instance—to have been superseded, 

exposing the major, often lethal,  tensions between peoples and regions. It is the task of 

specific art loci in southern countries to focus on their peculiar forms of political society 

that are especially volatile, and that mark a set of cultural conjunctures conducive to 

another kind of meaning production—in art and in history, separately and alike.  

 

In Conclusion 

It used to be said that knowledge is produced in the west, and that cultural artifacts 

abound in the non-west. I am inclined to invert this with a degree of caprice necessary for 

bold prognostications: The site for fresh discourse on the problematic of contemporaneity 

may be elsewhere/now here; excellence in practice is probably still a prerogative of 

western artists, in that the resource and knowledge of the modern tradition is theirs on 

command. But before this starts to sound like a familiar polemic of “us and them,” I want 

to restore the picture of art’s sovereignty within and without the institution of art, and 

thereby also the degree of entropy that makes the creative process and the sites of its 

occurrence unpredictable. The question, then, is how critic-curators can present 

contemporary art so as to redeem the hidden, the contextual, and also the reflexively 

extrapolated meanings on behalf of the artwork that is always situated, but also always 

liminal to the established order of things—both at once—and thus peculiarly placed to 

question, to be made to question via specially designed expository practices, the 

hegemonic tendencies of national and global, ethnic and imperialist ideologies. 
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My argument weaves through a series of instances to suggest how the contemporary 

curator’s approach varies from being a collaborator, co-producing the artwork via the 

medium of the exhibition, to being a cultural critic, contextualizing the work through 

textual/visual annotation. I suggest further that these alternatives can develop more 

agonistic sets of relationships, where the curator stages the contradictions of the global 

contemporary and, acting in the manner of a friendly “enemy,” makes the symbolic space 

the artworks inhabit more adversarial. 
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Transitional Justice and the Processes of Truth and Reconciliation; Creolité and Creolization; 
and Under Siege: Four African Cities, Freetown, Johannesburg, Kinshasa, and Lagos.  
 
xii See Geeta Kapur, When Was Modernism: Essays on Contemporary Cultural Practice in India 
(New Delhi: Tulika Books, 2000), in which I deal with the uneven/anomalous nature of third-
world modernisms, and how this  leads on to differently periodized, differently theorized, 
variously located avant-garde moments, and thence to styles and strategies of expository 
presentation. 

xiii  Incidentally, Szeemann was led to say about national pavilions, in an interview with Jan 
Winkelmann titled “Failure as a Poetic Dimension. A Conversation with Harald Szeemann” 
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(published in Metropolis M. Tijdschrift over hedendaagse kunst, No. 3, June 2001):  “And of 
course you had the eternal discussion again about whether to abolish the national pavilions or not. 
I find these national presentations of utmost importance. The outstanding chance for Biennales 
like those of Venice and São Paulo is that they have these two foundations, the national and the 
international. Precisely through this combination you can then build bridges, and that's where the 
challenge of the Biennale model lies.” As it happens, the national sections have been abolished in 
the São Paulo Biennale of 2006.  

xiv I was asked by the Tate Modern in London to conceptualize and curate an exposition referring 
to the visual culture of an Indian city for what was to become its inaugural, multipart exhibition, 
Century City: Art and Culture in Modern Metropolis (2001). The dynamic of art and visual 
culture at specific points in the 20th century was sought to be brought into focus by nine city-
sections—Paris, Vienna, Moscow, Rio de Janeiro, Lagos, Tokyo, New York, Bombay and 
London. This involved not simply a choice of a decade or of a political moment, but of a 
historical conjuncture in the 20th century. Working with the film theorist Ashish Rajadhyaksha as 
co-curator, I selected Bombay in the 1990s as a signature 20th century metropolis. (See Geeta 
Kapur and Ashish Rajadhyaksha, “Bombay/ Mumbai: 1992–2001,” Century City: Art and 
Culture in the Modern Metropolis, exhibition catalog, edited by Iwona Blazwick (London: Tate 
Publishing, 2001)). We focused on its peculiar dynamic, pitching it not simply as a local cultural 
variation on the theme of the modern, but a demonstration of the co-production of modernities at 
different sites, national and metropolitan. We looked for the consequences of these processes as 
they force their way into contemporary history: from policy-driven economic choices to forms 
(and distortions) in the democratic functioning of urban space, to the peculiar characteristics of its 
citizenry and the public sphere it supports. Indeed, far from being merely a case study of 
difference, historicization of this kind constitutes the very definition of the 20th century from 
which neither the cultural nor the political imaginary of the white-western, first-world citizen can 
escape. While some of the work was specially produced for the exhibition, the contextualizing 
gained by working at the exhibition’s spatial design and, more important, the discursive 
extrapolation on the peculiar form of the Indian metropolis, guided the curatorial approach.  
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