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‘The archive as method’

We’re delighted to bring to you the second of issue of Field Notes 
with a query that is close to the heart of Asia Art Archive: what it 
means for us to be archiving. As outlined in the inaugural issue of 
the journal, the first few issues of Field Notes will address some of 
AAA’s core questions: the state of the contemporary and practices 
of archiving. In the first issue, we addressed the notion of ‘the 
contemporary in art', with specificity to the contexts of Asia. The 
forthcoming issue will examine the manifestations of Asia, its 
methodologies, maps, networks, and geographies. In this issue, 
we propose the archive as a method to illustrate the way in which 
initiatives like ours are taking the archive to counter, complicate, 
and reimagine systems in which narratives of modern and 
contemporary art are being produced, circulated, and understood. 

Attempts have been made in the past to define the archive. This 
includes Foucault’s position that the archive is not only the traces 
left behind by history, but is history a priori.1 In other words ‘the 
archive is neither just a collection of texts that define a culture, 
nor even a set of institutions that preserve texts. The archive is 
“the law of what can be said”.’2 Despite the widely accepted (and 
caricatured) depiction of the archivist as gate-keeper over a dusty 
basement of illegible, yellowing files stacked from floor to ceiling, 
the truth is that the practice of archiving is from the outset an act 
of creativity and imagination. The design of an archive and its 
ontological structure require the creator to envision a future. And it 
is the archive’s operational structure that must be set into place to 
manifest this vision. 

‘The past is not “memory” but the archive itself, something that is 
factually present in reality,’3 proposes Boris Groys in conversation 
with Sven Spieker. Before the archive is factually present in 
reality, there is archiving as praxis, which is a series of actions – 
acquiring, collating, cataloguing, digitising, annotating, classifying 
– performed by its agents.  

How do archives of today respond to contemporary conditions 
through practice? What can an archive look like – what forms 
does it take (published anthologies, network of archives, physical 
archive, exhibition platform, online database)? Who are the people 
working in and defining the archive (curators, art historians, 
psychoanalysts, professional archivists, etc.)? How does an 
archive define its scope and does this evolve over time? What is 
the place of subjectivity within the construct of the archive? 

1 |  Michel Foucault, The 

Archaeology of Knowledge

2 |  http://libarynth.org/

resilients/debrouillardise_

et_coquetterie

3 |  Boris Groys, Boris Groys: 

The Logic of Collecting, 15 

January 1999, http://www.

artmargins.com/index.

php?option=com_content

&view=article&id=436:bor

is-groys-the-logic-of-collec

ting&catid=115:interviews&I

temid=94>
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This is the origin of our inquiry. We are curious about the actioning 
of the archive, the internal mechanics that determine what becomes 
factually present in reality. In approaching these questions from 
the perspective of ‘how’ we were hoping to get closer to an 
understanding of ‘why.’ 

We are living in an era of archives, so why the archive?

The Proliferation of Archives

Experimentations around the archive are not a new phenomenon 
within the visual arts. Since the 1960s, artists in Europe and America 
have exhibited and dissected the archive as a methodology to 
critique the opaque bureaucracy of art institutions. More recently 
and in more diverse geographies, artworks appropriating practices 
of the documentary and the archival to question memory, the 
formation of subjectivities, identities, and the accountability of 
history have proliferated significantly in exhibitions and discourse. 
Over the last decade we’ve seen exhibitions including Okui 
Enwezor’s ‘Archive Fever’ (New York, 2008) and conferences and 
publications such as Speak Memory (Cairo, 2010), The Archive 
published by Whitechapel and edited by Charles Merewether, and 
The Big Archive: Art from bureaucracy by Sven Spieker. But a rise 
in initiatives like AAA, dedicated to the concern and address of 
documenting and preserving vulnerable materials on the histories of 
art is a recent phenomenon. Set up in 2000, AAA was established 
as a response to the urgent need to document and secure the 
multiple recent histories of modern and contemporary art in the 
region and at the same time to serve as a counter force to a growing 
commoditisation and commercialisation of the regional art scene. 
Likewise, with similar aims and vision, one sees the establishment 
and initiation of Field Notes contributors Oral History Archives 
of Japanese Art based in Japan and Southern Conceptualisms 
Network of Latin America within the same decade as AAA. 
Despite the multifarious contexts and localities, other institutions 
that were initiated in recent decades include Indonesia Visual Art 
Archive (Yogyakarta), SALT (Istanbul), and Sarai (Delhi), each 
with the vision to collate and enable access to documentation and 
networks of knowledge that are alternative to existing universalist 
epistemologies.

Even more recently, organisations and individuals in countries 
neighbouring AAA such as Indonesia, Thailand, and Cambodia have 
taken action towards setting up independent localised archiving 
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projects. As well, discussions are currently taking place in South 
Korea about the setting up of a Korea Art Archives Society, to serve 
as an association supporting the community of art archivists. An 
anxiety to ‘remember’ has also entered the official consciousness, 
with the governments of Singapore and Taiwan spearheading 
national-based archives of modern and contemporary art.

It is imperative to note the Internet’s role in changing the way 
knowledge is shared, accessed, compiled, and authored. Recent 
developments in archiving theory and practice are directly related to 
advancements in technology and specific to the current generation 
of archiving. And yet, in its capacity to reduce everything into 
polished commodifiable bytes, there is introduced a politics of 
memory, a collective anxiety about what is lost in this process. 

Agent and Subjectivity

John Ridener’s From Polders to Post-modernism: The Concise 
History of Archival Theory, traces the development of archival 
theory over 200 years.4 This text enabled us to visualise the 
trajectories of archival practice and locate ourselves within it. 
Ridener argues that archival theory is shaped by three contexts: 
technology, paradigm, and historiography. An arc is drawn between 
these contexts, their influence on ontological structures, and the 
role of archivists within the different structural models to analyse 
the changing position of subjectivity. 

From the 19th century until recently, historical objectivity and the 
representation of truth were fundamental principles upon which the 
archival institution was erected. The archivist was a professional, 
trained to administer the records associated with a larger governing 
body. Subjectivity had no place in the work of an archivist, and 
this was controlled by a stringent system of operations (even 
today, many archives continue to operate like this). Interpretation 
was left to historians and researchers.5 The 1950s saw the birth 
of appraisal theory, an outcome of the exponential increase in 
records generated by the Second World War. In appraisal, the 
archivist is tasked with the evaluation of records based on variables 
such as the researchers’ needs, rights of citizens, historical worth, 
etc.; this judgment continued to rely on a principle of truth and 
evidentiary value.6 Only with the rise of the postmodern, and with it 
a generation of cultural critics, did skepticism (of truth and in that 
vein, the archive) come to embody the spirit of the times. 

5 |  This is well outlined by 

Diana Franssen in On the 

Van Abbemuseum Archives 

elaborating on the history 

of the Van Abbemuseum’s 

archive as governed by 

archival law. 

6 |  John Ridener, From 

Polders to Postmodernism: 

A Concise History of Archival 

Theory

4 |  John Ridener, From 

Polders to Postmodernism: 

A Concise History of Archival 

Theory, Litwin Books, 2009
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Para-archivists and the Multiple 

Jumping to the present, a major shift in the paradigm of the 
archive lies in the embrace of diverse perspectives within the field. 
Technology is our paradigm: in the age of the World Wide Web, 
where everybody is a producer and almost any kind of information is 
retrievable, shared and produced, we must rethink ownership. And 
this is the re-envisioning of the archive. 

Subjectivity today is acknowledged as an unavoidable contingent 
in the epistemic process. At AAA, a horizontal ideology built into 
the mechanism of our operations allows the unique contexts and 
references of our researchers and advisors to be accounted for. 
At AAA, multiplicity is designed into the prism of our work. There is 
multiplicity in provenance – in the case of an art archive like ours, 
narratives and records by the artist and/or the original archive 
owner are maintained. Multiple perspectives are represented during 
the archiving process, where the praxis of archiving is a collective 
and collaborative project from research to annotation. There can be 
multiplicity to-the-point-of excess,7 involving researchers, students, 
artists, curators, historians, thinkers, cultural workers, critics, and 
enthusiasts to interpret, exhibit, write, debate, connect, counter, 
and enrich. These pluralistic layers contribute to the redistribution of 
knowledge production via networks and new forms of association. 

In the past, the archive has been a largely Western construct. 
Historically, a thriving practice in more authoritarian or governed 
environments and nation states, the beauty of this recent turn is 
that the form has been adopted because of its flexibility and is 
particularly empowering in locations where there seems to be lack 
of ‘official’ infrastructure, or as a way to protest an oppressive 
infrastructure in order to insert the alternative. Here we’d like to 
thank Southern Conceptualisms Network, Van Abbemuseum’s 
archive, and Oral History Archives of Japanese Art for contributing 
to this inquiry, because it is by ‘looking at your own archive through 
the lens of another archive [that] you are able to learn […] about 
your different positions.’8

Emerging out of very different contexts, these four cases converge 
in our impulse to challenge the conventional methods of archiving 
by envisioning a new model of archiving-action, one which actively 
dilutes the dominant and ‘destabilises fixed interpretations.’9 These 
initiatives are appropriating the archive as a method to challenge its 
very status quo. 

7 |  I borrow the term 

‘excess’ from Manuel 

Borja-Villel in his interview 

in ‘The Museum Revisited’, 

Art Forum, Summer 2010, 

XLVIII, No 10

8 |  Diana Franssen, On the 

Van Abbemuseum Archives

9 |  Hiroko Ikegami, On the 

Practice of the Oral History 

Archives of Japanese Art: 

Toward oral histories of art 

in Asia



Socialising (with) the Archive

Conjoint to the process of accumulation for all four archival 
initiatives discussed herein is the aim to simultaneously disseminate 
and socialise. The archive’s praxis in its contemporary incarnation 
envisions an object’s life beyond its own framework, where the 
material’s ‘sensitive presence in public’10 enables the epistemic to 
become a shared experience. 

Manuel Borja-Villel, Director of the Reina Sofia museum in Madrid 
and a collaborator of the Southern Conceptualisms Network, 
confronts the elite, bureaucratic, and didactic position of the 
modern art museum by reimagining it not as owner but as merely 
a custodian of goods that belong to all.11 He makes a case for 
the universal archive, an archive of archives where opinions, 
commentaries, and judgments are shared. The universal archive, 
based on excess, enables a choral history to be constructed.12 
One of the many methodologies of the Network is therefore the 
association between vulnerable personal or organisational archives 
and local institutions - universities, libraries, or arts organisation 
– to collaboratively develop proper preservation, digitisation, and 
conservation policies with the final aim of opening up archives for 
access by the public. This action empowers local communities 
by decentralising the production of knowledge, and creating the 
conditions for micro-histories to be written. 

Likewise, the Oral History Archives of Japanese Art has recorded 
the voices of over 40 artists and cultural workers from Japan 
since its launch, altogether circumnavigating demands for the 
evidentiary. The practice of oral histories is a method to trigger 
and communicate cognitive impressions, what is remembered. It 
is an inherently social practice. Gathering and preserving these 
memories, which often relate to specific communities (in this 
case the art community in Japan from the 1960s to the present), 
enables their reactivation, and extends their affect through new 
associations. An alternative to the document, the oral embraces a 
gradation in perspectives in recounting the past. The documents 
brought together through this initiative present unique perspectives 
and micro-narratives that together construct a plurality of 
subjectivities and positions. Oral histories open up a way to add 
a ‘more diverse and nuanced understanding to the established 
narrative of the past.’13

Moreover, in the visual arts, the archiving profession increasingly 
sees overlaps with the interpretative roles of researchers, curators, 
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10 |  Miguel A Lopez, 

Micropolitics of the 

Archive: Southern 

Conceptualisms 

Network and the 

political possibilities of 

microhistories

11 |  Manuel Borja Villel 

in his interview in The 

Museum Revisited, Art 

Forum, Summer 2010, 

XLVIII No 10

12 |  Ibid

13 |  Hiroko Ikegami, On the 

Practice of the Oral History 

Archives of Japanese Art: 

Toward oral histories of art 

in Asia



historians, artists, etc. In the case of Van Abbemuseum, former 
head of library and archives Diana Franssen joined the curatorial 
department of the museum in 2005. As part of a team of curators, 
she contributes to exhibitions and discursive activities through the 
lens of the paperwork recording the institution’s 80-year history – 
which documents largely administrative activity. This is an example 
of the rise of the ‘para-professional’ in the world of archiving, 
where archivists are no longer trained professionals tasked with 
the administering of records. The archive has evolved into a multi-
functional and inter-disciplinary condition, no longer fashioned 
as a space only for the accrual of material, but as a platform and 
catalyst that enables the co-creation of meaning, where knowledge 
accumulation is a latent and inter-subjective process. 

Future Archive

As we move forward, we must remain critically aware of our actions. 

What does it mean for the archive to be truly socialised? How do 
we avoid falling back on the canonisation of individual voices? In 
our praise of the multiple, what have we left invisible? And while 
recuperating the multiple, how does the archive avoid falling into the 
abyss of the miscellaneous? Is the public truly engaged in its own 
memory-making, or is this yet another framing device? 

In addition, those of us driving the archive must be conscious of 
the position we take and our reason for these actions. What is 
the provenance of our own urgency? What is the impulse? Is it 
opportunistic? In a calibration of our own identity are we magnifying 
a perceived adversary?

We take this opportunity to bring to light a project we are currently 
digitising at AAA, which we feel reflects some of these questions. 
We present a selection of documents from the archive of Hans 
Van Dijk (1946-2002) who arrived in China in 1986 as a student of 
Eindhoven and Arnhem of the Netherlands. His archive, recently 
uncovered, includes documents of over 500 artists, critics, and 
curators working in Beijing, Hangzhou, Nanjing, Shanghai, and 
Guangzhou from the 1980s to 2000. He was a pioneer in exhibiting 
contemporary Chinese art in Europe. He is remembered for 
his integrity in a rising art market in Asia during a conservative 
environment, for consciously evaluating Western and Chinese art 
‘equally’, and for traveling throughout China, taking an encyclopedic 
approach to archiving Chinese contemporary art, and for the 
inspiring effects he had on those around him. 

FIELD NOTES 02

09

Note  from the Editors



2012 marks the 10th year of his passing, and as his memory is at 
once fading, his legacy is also strengthened by the re-activation 
of his life’s work. Over the last year, the anniversary of Van Dijk’s 
passing inspired the revival of his legacy through magazines and 
journals, conversations between friends, acquaintances and those 
who had heard of him, and largely through AAA’s digitisation of ‘this 
trove of materials’14. Who was this man? What triggered him to set 
up an archive? How did his archive respond to his conditions? How 
does his archive manifest his vision? What stories has he neglected 
to tell? How do we acknowledge the wealth of its contents and at 
the same time recognise his voice as one of many? How will this 
man and the contents of his practice intersect with other narratives? 
In China, in AAA’s archives, in art, and in history? 

For this we don’t have clear answers. But for now, we do believe 
in the archive: in its potential to re-envision and revise the way 
narratives and histories are told, in its potential to reactivate, 
to dilute the dominant, to manifest the multiple, to challenge 
the meaning of ownership, and to re-define how and by whom 
knowledge is produced. 

In ‘not [waiting] for the archive’,15 as PAD.ma enlists, we liberate 
the archive. In its proliferation, we envision multiple futures. This 
challenges Foucault’s argument then; the archive is no longer a 
priori. 

It becomes a catalyst of conversation. 

It is a method. 

It multiplies. 

It socialises. 

It activates. 

It is always in a state of flux.

14 |  Fiona He, Hans Van 

Dijk Archive

15|  10 Theses on the 

Archive, Pad.ma. http://

texts.pad.ma/

Note  from the EditorsFIELD NOTES 02

10



FIELD NOTES 02

11

On the Van Abbemuseum Archives

A conversation between  
Charles Esche, Diana Franssen and 

Nick Aikens, Van Abbemuseum

O
n 

th
e 

Va
n 

A
bb

em
us

eu
m

 
A

rc
hi

ve
s



On the Van Abbemuseum ArchivesFIELD NOTES 02

12

CE: Charles Esche, DF: Diana Franssen, NA: Nick Aikens

NA: What are the aims of the Van Abbemuseum?

CE: To preserve and display the collection of modernist art 
that we’ve built up from 1936 and to add to that through 
exhibitions and new purchases. And to understand this 
archive, which is both the artworks and all the information 
around them, in the light of the present moment. 

NA: Within that how does the archive fit in? What is the role of 
the archive within the museum? 

DF: As a public institution, it is the policy of the town 
government that we archive everything from documenting 
exhibitions [Exhibition archive], purchases [Collection 
archive], as well as correspondence and materials from 
the institution itself [Company archive]. We even collect 
exhibition proposals and purchases that didn’t go through. As 
long as there is a document there will be a registration of it via 
a national archival system of codes. It’s regulated by law and 
gives the civil servant, (which as employees of the museum, 
we all are), and the town the opportunity to come up with 
factual documentation to prove if and why things go wrong. 

Unique to the Van Abbemuseum is the fact that the archive 
is immediately accessible for anyone who wants to visit the 
museum. Many Dutch museums do not have their archives in 
house, but in the official Regional Archive Institution, because 
they are the owners of the archive (the museum is only a 
minor part of the whole bureaucratic organisation of the town 
government). After we negotiated getting the archive in the 
museum – it took a few years: 1990-1992 – we turned it into a 
working archive. In doing so it became an active memory bank 
for us to look through the past into the present and the future. 

NA: To get a sense of the scale of the archive – the museum 
was founded in 1936 – do we have a record of every exhibition 
at the museum since?

DF: We even have a section from 1933 leading up to the 
opening of the museum in 1936. That material reveals 
the policy upon which the museum was founded, and all 
the discussions between Henri van Abbe, the founder 
of the museum and the town government. From that day 
on every ambition of the museum is archived and can be 
reconstructed. The archive consists of photographs, letters, 

	  

	  

	  

View of the artist files.  
Courtesy Janet Chan.

Collection Archive.  
Courtesy Janet Chan.

Receipts from Collection Archive. 
Courtesy Janet Chan. 
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drawings, correspondence, about mounting an exhibition, the 
negotiations of a purchase, the production of the catalogues 
and reviews in the press and the institution itself through to 
meeting minutes1. Even today you can reconstruct what was 
hanging on every wall in 1936. As a governmental archive it 
is written in a mandatory archival system. The archivist has 
to have forms signed by the director if he decides not to 
keep something. It is a hierarchical and old fashioned model 
and a very top down, regulated control system. But the rigid 
system imposed on us has preserved the complexities of the 
museum’s history, which we can now look back on and dig 
things up that are relevant for us now.

NA: I’ve got here ‘Archiefwet 1918’, the archive law in the 
Netherlands. The history of archiving in the Netherlands has 
quite a particular history, no?

DF: I don’t know if that is really typical for Holland but for 
public institutions in Holland, yes. I know private museums 
that don’t have an archive or register their shows but public 
institutions have a duty to archive. A Royal Decision [Koninklijk 
Besluit on 23 December 1826] forced provinces and towns 
to start making registrations and inventories of their archives. 
Later on this archival law was written down in the book you 
have there, called Archiefwet 1918. You can imagine that this 
book doesn’t give you the help you need today (despite a few 
updates) when new archiving policies are needed in the case 
of Archiving 2.0 and new media. The practical code of the 
archive was developed at the end of nineteenth century and 
is called UDC – The Universal Decimal Classification.2 But of 
course it is in desperate need of updating!

NA: I want to get a sense of what is allowed into the archive, 
has to go into it by law, and when are there moments for 
subjectivity by the archivist; when can they say ‘this would be 
interesting, lets include it’, or ‘this isn’t so interesting’? 

DF: That depends. For the legal part there are lists of what 
has to go in there with UDC codes. There is a strict building 
up of the files and things that have to be there otherwise it’s 
not sanctioned and your archive is corrupt as they say. In this 
regard, the archivist does not have any freedom. Apart from 
that, we have what we call the documentation archive, and 
that is the more interesting part because the archivist can 
collect what he thinks is relevant. These are the pictures, the 
catalogues, documentation around an exhibition or purchase. 

1 | The archive currently contains 5,500 

folders dedicated to exhibitions, artist 

documentation, and the history of the 

museum. Then there is the Collection 

archive with 3,150 folders about 

individual artworks. In 2011 the library 

began digitising collection slides and 

photographs of exhibitions. This is 

accessible on the Internet through our 

programme Vubis.

2 | The Universal Decimal 

Classification is a bibliographic 

and library classification system 

developed by the Belgian 

bibliographers Paul Otlet and Henri 

la Fontaine. UDC aims to provide 

a systematic arrangement of all 

branches of human knowledge 

organised as a coherent system in 

which knowledge fields are related 

and inter-linked.

Archiefwet 1995. Courtesy of Van 

Abbemuseum. 
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That is a nice way for an archivist to place his mark on things. 
In the Van Abbe archive for instance, during the directorship 
of Jean Leering, the documentation part was done well, quite 
democratically – probably the archivist lost his system so 
he collected as much as possible. Now we have a vast and 
strange archive from that period. You’ll find little notes for the 
guards, sketches of works Leering encountered and wanted 
to buy. These documents give you a sense of the institution 
– how democratic it was and how the system worked. On the 
other hand, if it’s a hierarchical organisation, like in the time of 
Edy de Wilde, just after the war, you’ll see that the archivist is 
much more limited, following guidelines and always asking for 
permission. 

NA: So you can’t really speak of an ‘ideology’ within the 
archive. It’s driven and necessitated by procedures within 
which there is some room for interpretation or a subjective 
stance, but it’s quite small.

CE: I think the idea is to make that subjective space as 
small as possible within the law. The idea is to produce it 
as a logistical exercise where everything that needs to be 
collected is collected. Obviously there is an ideology behind 
it, but it is an ideology that is not transparent, not recognised, 
not acknowledged. A bit like capitalism itself – its seen to be a 
logistical exercise, whereas in fact its full of meaning. 

NA: But it’s not the ideology of the museum?

CE: That’s what has been beautiful about it. What you do 
have to a certain extent, you have as raw facts. And what 
Diana says is really important: a lot of the anecdotes and the 
subjective information are lost because what they want is 
objects of information in those rules. But within the objects of 
information there is a lot of room for interpretation afterwards, 
because we have the stuff and we can go back to it and say 
actually if you read this in this way or this in combination with 
this other part of the archive, or in combination with another 
museum archive you can understand that what was happening 
is not quite the same as what was being said, or within the 
rhetoric and the reality you find gaps. 

NA: Charles, when you arrived at the museum and got 
to know this wealth of history, what did you see as the 
possibilities with the archive?

CE: One of the decisions that we made quite early on with Diana 
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was to start looking at the collection of the museum as a whole, 
not to make this distinction between the artworks – the material, 
paintings, sculpture, installation, whatever – and the paperwork 
around that artwork. So once you start to treat everything as 
a single entity – initially the combination was conceptual and 
gradually it became real – you have a wealth of material in what 
used to be called the archive that you can start showing to the 
public and telling stories with. That was a real liberation of the 
archive because then the material it contained could become the 
subject of exhibitions and investigation, not only for art historians 
and people interested in the history of the museum, but for the 
general public as well. And for us, we were free to think about 
how the story of this museum is told in public. I think we’re still 
working on how to fully integrate that idea – that it is one big 
collection in which the art objects, the things that artists have 
signed, is only a small part.

NA: Diana, you were heading the library and archive at Van 
Abbemuseum before and then moved into the curatorial team 
in 2005. How did this move coincide with the repositioning of 
the archive as part of the collection?

DF: That was when we started to make exhibitions like the 
Living Archive using materials from the archive and the 
collection. The experiment was to try to bring the archive into 
the exhibitions, thinking about its role, and to make it more 
relevant as a source for the public and the staff. We wanted 
to do away with the hierarchy between object, document, and 
knowledge, because an autonomous artwork could also be 
treated as an archival piece and visa versa. 

So I moved into the curatorial room! Also, you can’t bring an 
archive to life if you’re working purely in the library and not 
part of the curatorial discussion. Otherwise you keep looking 
at the archive in a linear way, only asked to bring books or 
documents into the show to elaborate on something already 
told and thought. Charles and I decided that I should be at 
the heart of the discussion, hearing arguments that could 
be taken back to the archive for answers, thinking about the 
wider context or the position of the museum and combining 
it in a critical way. For me the process starts with a set of 
critical questions and then looking at the archive for answers 
or discussion points. It is about treating memory as critically 
as possible. 

CE: It’s also the way that the archive is organised: it’s an 
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exhibition archive, an archive about individual works in the 
collection, and an administration archive. It’s a control system, 
which says that this belongs to this sort of information that is 
about, for example an autonomous artwork, and this is about 
an exhibition and how it was put together, and this is about 
decisions that the town council made in relation to the future 
of the museum. What is interesting is when you can combine 
these archives in order to see the relationships between what 
is collected, the correspondence with particular galleries, and 
the amount of money that the city council permits for those 
acquisitions to be made. At that point you need to have the 
kind of knowledge that Diana has otherwise you won’t be able 
to make those cross and inter-connections but also you need 
– and this is where I hope that our discussions as curators 
are key – encouragement to say ‘make those connections’. 
Otherwise its too easy to stay in those separate zones where 
the information stays in the manner that it's meant to be 
given and to be distributed. You have to get out of this silo 
thinking and into something much more trans-disciplinary and 
synthetic – 

NA: and critical. 

Prior to this conversation, you were talking about the archive 
being relatively inaccessible in terms of the classification 
structures so maybe it’s nice to talk about the public and how 
it gets used. 

DF: It’s online – at least people know that it’s there, but not 
all the individual documents are scanned and online – the full 
digitisation is something we are working on at the moment. 
The archive gets used primarily by art history researchers. But 
it has always been publicly accessible. For a long time the 
archive was in the city building, part of the town government. 
The city gave it to us to look after some 20 years ago. It 
looked like shit. It was stored for a long time in the cellar in 
the town hall in terrible conditions. The town gave it to the Van 
Abbemuseum to inspect it – because we knew the content. 
That was also the moment an experienced archivist was hired.

NA: So 20 years ago there was no archivist?

DF: No, only the library and the documentation archive were 
there, but the real jewels were discovered in the archive from 
the city. For years those archives were inaccessible. You 
had to fight your way into the cellar. Only a few archivists 
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knew how to get in there –almost Kafka-esque. At the time 
it entered the museum we studied the archive from start 
to finish, making folders and a digital inventory. When 
we reopened in 2003 with the new building, we wanted 
anybody to have instant access to the archive. So the 
public’s attention to the archive grew, but it was really when 
we started the Living Archive that it was integrated into the 
exhibition programme. Before that the only connection an 
exhibition had from within the archive was a traditional one, 
for instance using a letter from Marc Chagall, in a vitrine 
next to a painting, to give it more value. So we wanted to 
do something more experimental that would highlight the 
content in the archive. That has raised the broader public’s 
interest in the archive. Sometimes they even bring in their 
own archives helping us to fill gaps; which means the archive 
has started to grow. 

CE: For example there is an amazing archive of posters from 
the 1960s and 70s of resistance. There was a small Maoist 
group in Eindhoven in the 60s-70s who brought their whole 
archive to the museum because they realised that we were 
interested in it and that we could preserve it and make use 
of it in one way or another. We showed the posters together 
with the Rodchenko Reading Room, putting together two 
very different time periods. 

NA: Maybe we can talk now about the start of the Living 
Archive because that was, as I understand it, the first time 
at the museum that the archive was treated as part of the 
collection that was made visible to the public. 

DF: Living Archive is the title of a series of on-going parallel 
documentary exhibitions which use the archive of the 
Van Abbemuseum as a starting point, looking at specific 
moments within the museum’s history and explaining the 
context of a display, acquisition, or museum policy.

We began the Living Archive because, as Charles said, at 
a certain moment we felt that we could tell better stories if 
we started to use archival material because if you talk solely 
via autonomous artwork you miss things. You can also use 
artworks as archival material if the story you want to tell 
needs it or visa versa. 

To give you a sense of the content of the exhibition: The 
first display – in the six Living Archive rooms – looked back 
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at the directorship of Jean Leering (1964-1973) and his 
policy of broadening the museum’s remit to stimulate a 
public awareness of the processes of social change and 
the museum’s role within that. This viewpoint embraced 
exhibitions like ‘People’s Park’ (1970) and ‘The Street. A 
Form of Living Together’ (1972). I wanted to use the archive 
to look at how these presentations came about. What was 
their aim and how did the public react to something intended 
to motivate independent opinion and social engagement? 
The exhibition enjoys an almost mythical status but the 
process of how it came about wasn’t that mythical and I 
wanted to show that to the public – the process, from having 
an idea to the end result and the reception of the whole 
project. But this first presentation was still presented in an 
old fashioned way, using vitrines. 

From here we developed something that could inform major 
exhibitions like Forms of Resistance, an exhibition that 
looked at the position of the artist: an activist who operates 
within society, or withdrawn into the protected environment 
of the museum world? The title of the Living Archive that ran 
alongside the exhibition was Wo stehst du mit deiner Kunst, 
Kollege? (Where are you standing with your art, colleague?), 
taken from a work by Jorg Immendorff that served as a 
metaphor for critical perception – for artists and museums. 
Wo stehst Du mit deiner Kunst, Kollege? highlighted historic 
moments showing whether artists and museum directors 
demanded or rejected the ‘right of self-determination in their 
own field’ or the ‘right to participate in the self-determination 
of other fields.’ Thus the museum is seen here as a podium 
for pushing back boundaries, in which artists and museum 
take a progressive stand – hand in hand as it were – yet also 
representing diametrically opposed views.

We incorporated one of my favourite pieces from the 
archive, a letter denoting the fall-out between Hans Haacke 
and then director Rudi Fuchs. On 27 July 1980 the German-
American artist Hans Haacke wrote a letter to Rudi Fuchs 
expressing his disappointment and lack of understanding 
concerning Fuchs’ affinity to work by German artists Georg 
Baselitz, Markus Lüpertz, and Anselm Kiefer. Haacke 
thought it inappropriate to use highly emotionally charged 
themes from the Teutonic mythological world and Germany’s 
cultural history without adding a critical note.3
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Exhibition view, Wo stehst du mit deiner Kunst, Kollege?.  

Courtesy of Peter Cox.

Letter from Hans Haacke addressed to Rudi Fuchs. 

Courtesy of Van Abbemuseum.
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CE: Another thing that was important about the Living 
Archive was that it increased the level of transparency. 
Often the museum is presented as a smooth surface, where 
everything is pacified and decisions are made without too 
much difficulty. What the archive shows is the struggles 
that the directors have had with politicians, that artists have 
had with galleries, that curators have had with artists, often 
revolving around money, but also politics. Hans Haacke 
falling out with Rudi Fuchs because of his purchase of 
Anselm Kiefer is one example of many. These are actually 
held in the archive and can only be shown through the 
archive. You can tell the history of the museum as a series of 
disputes and struggles. So it opens the door to not thinking 
about the authority of the museum as a given, as an elitist 
position if you like, but a set of subjective choices that have 
been made and could have been made otherwise. It also 
allows you to think of the museum as a living thing, which 
has internal fights and ideological disputes. 

DF: It also became clear that there was a big public appetite 
for this kind of presentation – one that used the ‘facts’ of 
the archive alongside artworks. When the two are presented 
alongside each other you open both up for interpretation 
by the public. People can read letters or the minutes of a 
meeting and make their own interpretation. Those facts, 
which are really the underside of the museum, act as a 
bridge for the public to engage with our history in a new 
way. 

NA: Thinking about three words that we’ve been discussing 
a lot at the museum: transparency, agency, and dispersion. 
It seems like a lot of these ideas have been contained within 
what has been happening at the archive.

CE: In a way, the experience we’ve had with the Living 
Archive is one of the leading edges of the policy of the 
museum; to try and shift it from, essentially this pseudo-
religious atmosphere of the museum as a temple in which 
relics are presented, into the idea of a narrative, the museum 
as a story-telling machine. For this, the Living Archive has 
been absolutely essential. The experimentation that Diana 
has been doing with the Living Archive is now fully integrated 
into the next stage of our plans. That’s probably why you 
find terms like transparency and agency in the Living Archive 
even in the earlier years. Dispersion is interesting because 

3 | The direct trigger for this letter 

was an article Fuchs had written for 

German magazine Der Spiegel in which 

he sings the praises of Baselitz and 

Kiefer’s contributions to the Venice 

Biennale that same year.
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we want to and have been invited to show exhibitions 
outside of the museum based on the collection in some way. 
We still haven’t quite cracked the idea of taking the Living 
Archive out because it takes a surprising amount of work 
– just shipping a painting is actually very little work, but to 
make a Living Archive presentation you’ve got to think about 
what would make sense: how much background information 
do you give? What languages are you going to do it in – 
most of the archive is in Dutch, German, or English. There 
are huge amounts of work needed to translate the Living 
Archive into other contexts and this is something we’ve still 
got to work on. So agency and transparency we have got 
cracked; dispersion not yet!

NA: Maybe we talk a bit about the future: how does one 
develop this approach, or this methodology? I am thinking 
about the next phase of the museum. Beginning in late 2013 
there will be the collection display that is currently being 
developed, The Transparent Museum. This will follow three 
histories: an art history, a history of the Van Abbemuseum – 
an institutional history, and a world history. How do you see 
the archival material being used? What stage are you at in 
your research? 

DF: I think the archive will play the role of the missing link 
– what the artworks can’t deal with – but it will also allow 
us to criticise the choice of artworks. I also want to try to 
make the archive’s role broader. We have to address a world 
history within the Transparent Museum and there has to 
be a connection between the vast history of the world and 
the smaller history of the Van Abbemuseum. In that sense, 
the archive doesn’t have to only tell one story, it can also 
be used to address problems which concern world history. 
That’s important, because otherwise we restrict ourselves 
again to institutional critique. 

Just as artworks don’t only refer to themselves but can be 
understood within other contexts, so too must the archive 
deal with a wider set of questions. Here the archive can 
leave the restrictions of the institution and enter a world 
history. I wouldn’t make any restrictions because it can be a 
kind of virus, constantly dealing with all kinds of issues that 
are addressed in the exhibition. 

CE: This new exhibition, which has been planned for five 
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4 | ‘[The] universal archive [is] a 

sort of archive of archives. This 

implies breaking with the notion of 

the museum as owner. Rather, the 

institution should be considered a 

custodian of goods that belong to 

all. Of course, making this happen 

involves digitising works, documents, 

and so on, and making them available 

to the community of users. But it 

goes further than that, because 

there is also a sharing of opinions, 

commentaries, and judgments, 

as well as of the norms underlying 

such opinions. That is how a choral 

history is constructed, one in which 

we can offer our version of the story 

and others can also explain their 

perception of themselves and of us. 

It is important that these stories 

multiply and circulate as much as 

possible. If our society's economic 

system is based on scarcity, allowing 

artworks to attain stratospheric 

values, then the universal archive is 

based on excess, an ordering that 

escapes accounting criteria. Here, 

the richest are those who receive 

the stories - but those who give or 

narrate them are none the poorer. It is 

a matter of constituting federations 

of free communities that contribute 

to the common.’ Manuel Borja-Villel, 

‘The Museum Revisited’, Art Forum, 

Summer 2010, XLVIII, No 10

years in the whole of the new building, so ¾ of the space 
at the museum, is an important project for us. The idea 
is to be able to tell the story of our position through our 
understanding of our collection, of our relationship to where 
we are and to the world, and our relationship to art history. 
And how we can tell this particular local story in relation to a 
much bigger story is the real challenge. And how you relate 
particular artworks to all those narratives, which are whirling 
around it. I think the archive is the thread that can knit this 
whole thing together. 

NA: Lastly, to talk about other archives, and relations to 
other institutions: there is the Internationale project which 
the Van Abbe is involved with – a network of six institutions 
and archives. Can you talk a little about that relationship?

CE: One of the things we’ve become particularly interested 
in, particularly with Manuel Borja Villel’s programme at Reina 
Sofia in Madrid is the idea of ensuring access to artist’s 
archives or collecting artists’ archives – not necessarily 
physically owning them but digitising them and making them 
available.4 Therefore the archive of artist René Daniels, an 
important artist from Eindhoven, we are really interested to 
ensure its availability to people from here. We’re also looking 
at the Julius Koller archive or the KwieKulik archive, which 
we’ve been involved with through the Internationale project 
in trying to assist and make them more accessible. I think 
that’s quite an important development. If we’re to develop 
Internationale as an entity that has an identity, these six 
institutions, from Istanbul to Madrid to Ljubljana to Antwerp 
we have to find ways in which we can share our archives and 
see what stories can be told through them all. In a sense, 
it is much easier to understand the rules, regulations, and 
ideology of your own archive and institution through the 
mirror of somebody else’s. What’s being collected in Spain 
is very different from what’s collected here, what’s being 
collected in Turkey from what’s being collected in Slovenia. 
Once you start looking at your own archive through the lens 
of another archive you are able to learn more about your 
different positions.

DF: In 2008 we also acquired the archive of the Gate 
Foundation, a Dutch foundation that collected archival 
material on artists living in Holland but coming from other 
countries.5 When their funding ceased we brought the 
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entire archive into our collection and made it available 
online. It filled a gap in our collection. For me, it was a way 
of investigating what was being collected for our museum 
at the same time that the Gate Foundation started their 
archive. We were collecting during the same period but from 
different angles and references. What we missed was how 
to collect documentation around art from another country, 
from outside the Western hegemony. But also we could fill 
in holes in the archive of the Gate Foundation such as the 
catalogue of the exhibition ‘Magiciens de la Terre’6 which 
we bought (although it was part of their scope and not ours 
in those days). So the Gate Foundation allowed us to fill in a 
big blindspot, allowing us to look again at our own holdings. 
That is the same with Internationale, by adding others to 
your archive you start seeing your own archive in a different 
way. It’s the same as when you add other artworks into your 
collection, you see the artworks in a different context. That’s 
why we are always looking at other archives to pinpoint our 
own restrictions and mistakes. 

CE: One thing we didn’t mention is the Grey archive. This is 
an interesting zone which is a continuity between paperwork 
and the artwork; it’s somewhere in-between. It includes 
artworks that were left behind by the artists when they were 
planning exhibitions, but were not fully realised or never had 
the status of artworks on the market, so they never really 
cost anything and somehow stayed here.

DF: Or exhibition material for instance from the 1970s when 
we started to become environmentally aware and didn’t 
throw everything out. It’s almost part of an artwork but 
it’s not taken into the collection and it’s not taken into the 
archive. 

CE: The artist Florian Schneider worked with the Grey 
archive. Likening it to the Musée Imaginaire of André 
Malraux so that instead of having reproductions of original 
artworks you have this grey depot, this uncertain zone 
which is neither one thing nor the other, neither document 
or autonomous artwork. But this shows how arbitrary these 
distinctions are, between the collection and the idea of an 
archive. It fulfils the argument that there is real continuity 
between one and the other, also a continuity where things 
can get displaced, where things can become part of the 
archive and in the archive things can become part of the 

5 | After the foundation closed in 2006, 

its archives have been housed in the 

Van Abbemuseum library. The Gate 

Keepers project seeks to open up 

questions and conversations around 

the Gate Foundation’s work since its 

inception in 1988, using it as a case 

study to speak more broadly about 

the establishing of links between the 

so-called ‘non-Western artistic world’ 

and the Netherlands.

6 | ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ was an 

exhibition of art held from 18.05–

28.08.1989 at Centre George Pompidou 

and Grand Halle at the Parc de la 

Villette, Paris, curated by Jean-Hubert 

Martin. Martin curated the show to 

address the fact that there were, as 

he put it, ‘one hundred percent of 

exhibitions ignoring 80 percent of the 

earth.’

Exhibition view of Musée Imaginaire, 

1947, written by André Malraux 

interpreted by Florian Schneider. 

Courtesy of Peter Cox.

Exhibition view of Musée Imaginaire, 

1947, written by André Malraux 

interpreted by Florian Schneider. 

Courtesy of Peter Cox.



On the Van Abbemuseum ArchivesFIELD NOTES 02

24

collection. So the Grey archive is something that is quite 
interesting and that we want to continue to play with. 
Sometimes I think we’re adding more things to the Grey 
Archive than either of the other two because there is a lot 
of stuff that goes into that category now. It’s such a nice 
in-between category. 

DF: It contains drawings by Joseph Beuys and Christo, big 
names in the art world – and the market. We cannot bring 
them into the archive because this material is not paperwork 
but an object. The curator of collections, responsible for the 
Collection archive, says there is no proof that it is part of the 
collection because there is no contract and sign-off stating 
that it is a purchase or gift. As a result the material becomes 
nomadic, sometimes pushed into the collection depot, 
sometimes pushed back into the library/archive depot. So 
we gave the material an identity, ‘the Grey archive.’ 

NA: It’s not classifiable?

DF: Well, you could classify it if you want. With Florian 
Schneider we researched the Grey archive and the ‘real 
archive’ and found material that linked the two. Florian put 
this ‘proof’ into a mobile above the pieces on the floor as a 
kind of moving evidence of their existence.

CE: This does show that the idea of making the collection 
and archive one thing actually makes sense. These objects 
prove that you can’t really make this distinction. This 
distinction is arbitrary and based on market thinking: what 
was bought for money is collection and what wasn’t bought 
for money is archive. So really the distinction is based on 
false consciousness of how art operates, because artists 
don’t necessarily make these distinctions. So once you’ve 
joined these things together, you ignore these economic 
divisions between buying and just being produced by the 
process of making exhibitions themselves. Then suddenly all 
this talk about whether something is collection or archive, 
or autonomous or dependent becomes irrelevant. It is 
the material that is interesting, and the story it tells which 
becomes the dominant way in which you look at it. Does this 
tell an interesting story? If so, let’s use it. 
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This essay is based on a paper  
I presented at the 6th Asia Museum 

Curators’ Conference that took place 
in Bangalore, India, in October 2010. 
I would like to thank India Foundation 

for the Arts in Bangalore and the Japan 
Foundation, which organised and 

sponsored the event.
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When Kenji Kajiya and I began our discussion in autumn 2005 
about starting a project that eventually became the Oral 
History Archives of Japanese Art, we were both graduate 
students in the United States majoring in post-1945 American 
art. Although our focus was not postwar Japanese art at the 
time, our training in Western modernism, especially the north-
American methodology of historical research, taught us the 
importance of oral history. 

I conducted a number of interviews during my research for 
my dissertation examining the global rise of American art in 
the mid-1960s, with a specific focus on the role of Robert 
Rauschenberg as a nexus in the transnational community of 
modern art and as the first American winner of the Venice 
Biennale’s Grand Prize.1 My central thesis was that the global 
dominance of American art constituted not so much a one-
way street of cultural imperialism as a reciprocal, cross-
cultural phenomenon.2

As my thesis was fortified by research at institutional and 
private archives as well as by my personal interviews, I 
noticed that there was virtually no public archive of modern 
and contemporary art in Japan that anyone could access,3 

let alone an official programme of oral history related to the 
field4 – so did Kenji, from his own research experiences. And 
so we felt it urgent to launch such a project. Moreover, it 
was beyond our humble capacity to establish something like 
the ‘Archives of Japanese Art’, collating a comprehensive 
archival collection including ephemera, manuscripts, and 
documentary photographs. We thus decided to start with 
collecting something immaterial – something valuable 
but inexpensive: voices of artists, critics, gallerists, and 
whomever was involved with the Japanese art scene – and 
importantly, to make the transcripts available to any interested 
party.

Upon our return to Japan, we recruited curators and art 
historians of our generation, which led to the founding of 
the Oral History Archives of Japanese Art in December 
2006. After a preparation period, we started conducting 
interviews in August 2007 and launched our website in 2009 
to make the transcripts available on-line. Currently, we are a 
group of twelve members in Japan and four members based 
in the United States with the members in Japan holding 
meetings twice a year to discuss the interview list and which 

1 | My dissertation, which I submitted 

to Yale University in 2007, was revised 

and published as The Great Migrator: 

Robert Rauschenberg and the Global 

Rise of American Art, MIT Press, 

Cambridge, MA, 2010.

2 | I interviewed several individuals 

involved with the career of 

Rauschenberg both inside and 

outside the United States. The 

interviews included the art journalist 

Calvin Tomkins in New York, who 

wrote a detailed report of the 1964 

Venice Biennale; Pontus Hultén in 

France, who promoted the post-

Abstract Expressionist movement 

in Stockholm as the first director 

of the Moderna Museet; and Ushio 

Shinohara in Brooklyn, who challenged 

Rauschenberg with his ‘imitations’ of 

Coca-Cola Plan during the American 

artist’s visit to Tokyo in 1964.

3 | There are a few small art archives 

in Japan: while the National Research 

Institute for Cultural Properties, 

Tokyo holds some materials on post-

1945 Japanese art, holdings at the 

Research Center for the Arts and Arts 

Administration, Keio University include 

personal papers from the estates of 

Takiguchi Shūzō and Hijikata Tetsumi, 

as well as materials from the Sōgetsu 

Foundation Archives. 

In addition, Hyogo Prefectural 

Museum of Art in Kobe just opened its 

new annex in November 2012, Yokoo 

Tadanori Museum of Contemporary 

Art, which is preparing to open the 

artists' archives to public.

4 | The term and method of oral history 

itself has gained public recognition 

in Japan. While Mikuriya Takashi 

at the University of Tokyo, who has 

interviewed notable politicians and 

former prime ministers in Japan, 

leads the practice in the field of 

political science, Japan Oral History 

Association promotes it from the 

sociological and historical point of 

view. For JOHA, see http://joha.jp/. 
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interviewees to approach that year. As of October 2012, 
transcripts of 40 interviews and two symposiums, and the 
members’ writings on our activities can be viewed from our 
website.5

When we founded the Archive, we read key literature on oral 
history, held meetings to discuss and compare interview 
methods, created a list of potential interviewees, and 
devised an interview manual. Although our interviewee list 
is continually revised depending on the availability of both 
interviewees and interviewers, the list was predominantly 
informed by a chronological perspective, for we were keenly 
aware that we were fighting time. During our preparation 
period, one important artist after another passed away. 

The basic set of questions we prepared also echoed the 
chronological and biographical framework. Beginning our 
interview with biographical questions seemed to us the most 
straightforward way of having an interviewee narrate his or 
her own history, as opposed to a more thematic approach 
focusing on specific ideas, projects, or periods, which is more 
commonly found in exhibition catalogues and magazines. As 
for interview technique, we decided to adopt British social 
historian Paul Thompson’s methodology, making our interview 
‘half-structured.’6 That is to say, we prepare a list of questions 
in advance and begin our interview based on the list, but 
we let interviewees deviate and talk about what they think is 
important. When an interviewee deviates too much, we can 
always go back to the ‘structure’, organised in chronological 
framework.

One example of the richness of oral histories is the very first 
interview we conducted, which took place in August 2007, 
with Shiraga Kazuo, a member of Gutai Art Association who 
was known for his foot painting. As an Archive policy, we 
usually ask a specialist to be the lead interviewer, in this case, 
Katō Mizuo, a Gutai scholar and curator, with myself as a 
second interviewer.7 

Katō: After the austerities, you have made it a habit to 
chant sutras before you paint. 

Shiraga: Yes, Fudō is enshrined [in my studio]. Seated 
before it, I recite Fudō’s ‘true words’ [shingon], after 
chanting a sutra – the entire Heart Sutra. If the recitation 
is too long, I will be too tired to paint, so I recite the Heart 

5 |  For the transcripts and information 

of our Archives, see http://www.

oralarthistory.org/index_en.php.

6 |  Paul Thompson, The Voice of the 

Past: Oral History, Oxford University 

Press, Oxford, 1978.

7 |  This interview turned out to be 

extremely important, because it was 

the last interview Shiraga gave before 

his passing seven months later. It was 

also the first time Shiraga’s devotion 

to Buddhism was introduced in detail 

to the English-speaking audience. 

It became the first interview that 

was translated into English, with an 

excerpt published in the catalogue of 

his first solo exhibition in the United 

States at McCaffrey Fine Art in New 

York in 2009. 
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Sutra and the true words seven times, and I begin painting. 

Katō: Is it necessary? 

Shiraga: I feel uneasy without it; I don’t feel like painting. 
After this chanting practice, I feel at ease. I feel I can 
‘entrust it to Fudō.’ I think this is what the true tariki hongan 
[achieving the original vow by relying on others’ power] 
means.8

This is a critical reference in thinking about the difference 
between the automatism of Shiraga and that of American 
action painters such as Jackson Pollock, for Shiraga’s 
work has often been considered a derivative of Abstract 
Expressionism. In fact, Reiko Tomii, who contributed a long 
essay to this catalogue, quotes this passage and stresses 
the importance of Shiraga regarding himself as ‘being let 
to paint.’9 Granted, as Shiraga believed in the universalism 
of modernism just as the Gutai leader Yoshihara Jirō 
did, we need to be cautious of cultural determinism in 
interpreting such remarks by the artist. Still, this kind of 
spirituality behind the practice of modern art is something 
that Asian contemporary art might have in common, which 
can be explored further in the future.

We acknowledge that one needs to be careful when using 
interviews as historical evidence. An interviewee may give 
‘wrong’ information because the human memory is prone 
to editing and factual mistakes. In reality, often written 
documents just do not exist and even when they do, the 
interviewee’s account based on his or her memory can 
often open up a way to add a more diverse and nuanced 
understanding to the established narrative of the past. In 
some instances, we can learn what did not happen and 
why it did not happen. This way, oral history interviews can 
destabilise fixed interpretations of a historical event by 
showing multiple viewpoints and possibilities. 

On a theoretical level, it has to be asked why our Archive limits 
its activity to the field of ‘Japanese’ art. The issue was raised 
at our first symposium in 2009: feminist scholar Kitahara 
Megumi pointed out the danger of uncritically accepting 
the nation-state as a given framework. In her opinion, it is 
necessary to call into question the time and geography that 
has been described as ‘Japan’, as it is very much a product of 
modernity. While I entirely agree with her reasoning, I would 

8 |  Kazuo Shiraga: Six Decades, 

McCaffrey Fine Art Gallery, New York, 

2009, pp. 72–73. English translation 

by Reiko Tomii. The translation is now 

uploaded to our site: http://www.

oralarthistory.org/archives/shiraga_

kazuo/interview_02_en.pdf

9 |  Reiko Tomii, ‘Shiraga Paints: 

Toward a “Concrete” Discussion,’ 

Kazuo Shiraga, p. 26. 



FIELD NOTES 02

29

On the Practice of the Oral History Archives of Japanese Art:
Toward oral histories of art in Asia

like to clarify that our Archive’s activity is determined not 
so much by the supposedly fixed geographical or political 
entity as by a loosely defined cultural category. For instance, 
our interview subjects include foreign artists residing in 
Japan, as well as non-Japanese individuals involved in the 
field of Japanese art. 

The question of a national framework is more often than 
not an issue of language. Certainly, it makes sense to 
conduct an oral history interview in the interviewee’s native 
language. This method, however, limits the audience to a 
specific community, if the native language is not English. 
One solution is interpretation or translation; an important 
model is actually offered by Asia Art Archive (AAA), whose 
collection covers multiple countries from East to South Asia. 
In 2010, their website launched a project titled ‘Materials 
of the Future: Documenting Contemporary Chinese Art 
from 1980–1990’, which includes video interviews with 
more than seventy practitioners who form a considerable 
list of major players from this crucial period. The excerpts 
of these interviews are offered with English subtitles. Jane 
DeBevoise, who wrote the introduction for the project, 
expresses a similar concern to our Archive: original 
documents from the 1980s are disappearing. AAA needs to 
collect voices from the period and there are few materials in 
English on contemporary Chinese art.10

Of course, I do not embrace the ‘Empire of English’ (this 
phrase is more than a rhetorical metaphor in Asia, where 
English has become one of the official languages in many 
countries as a result of colonisation). Japan was also a 
once-aggressive coloniser in Asia, which imposed the 
Japanese language on neighboring countries. As Benedict 
Anderson argued in Imagined Communities, language is 
an essential ingredient for nation-building and nationalism. 
To a significant extent, our experiences of modernity 
have been defined by a nation and its chosen or imposed 
language. If so, these intertwining factors – the nation and 
its language(s) – are two necessary evils, around which we 
structure oral history projects. 

Therefore, I propose to use the national category despite 
our desire to transcend it, that is, as a tool to effectively 
organise archival activities, while being always conscious 
of its implications and limitations. Thus envisioned, we may 

10 |  ‘Materials of the Future: 

Documenting Contemporary Chinese 

Art from 1980–1990.’ AAA website, 

URL: http://www.aaa.org.hk/

Diaaalogue/Details/835
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be able to imagine an oral history archive of art in Asia by 
collaborating with archives in other locales, if we treat history 
as a plural subject.11 By sharing oral histories of art in Asia, 
we can start thinking about whether there is anything at all 
that could be called an ‘Asian’ experience in art or ‘Asian 
contemporary art’ as a category. The system of ‘art’ that 
we share today has always been in conflict with local value 
systems, because it has in effect emerged and matured in 
the West and was imported to Asia. By collecting voices of 
Asian artists and presenting them to a larger audience of 
the world, it may be possible to de-centre the West-derived 
value-system of art and show alternative ways of creating and 
discussing art. 

While this is quite an idealistic vision so far, our Archive will 
continue to make an effort to make a difference in the locale 
in which we are based. Our contributions are already felt here 
and there, for instance through the connections our activities 
have created between scholars and museum curators who 
specialise in the same field but have not had chances to 
collaborate. (In the past, interviews conducted by museum 
curators in preparation for an exhibition were not made public, 
if parts were incorporated into the exhibition catalogue). By 
involving both museums and independent curators in the 
project, our Archive has already enriched the literature in the 
field. We believe that the continuation of this process will 
further contribute to the enrichment of scholarship on post-
1945 art in Japan, Asia, and world at large.

11 |  How it can be done is a completely 

separate question. Conducting an 

interview in English with an interpreter 

is one method, or translating an 

interview from a local language into 

English is another. Either way, we 

need to be aware that the process 

will inevitably risk flattening out 

the richness and diversity of Asian 

experiences in one way or another and 

strengthening the status of English as 

a ‘universal’ language.
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Introduction: Two Interview Excerpts

To illustrate our archive’s activity, we have included excerpts of two oral history 

interviews. One is by Kunie Sugiura, a conceptually-based photographer, whose 

interview was conducted in September 2008, with Reiko Tomii as a lead interviewer 

and myself as a second interviewer. We decided to interview Sugiura because she 

is one of the rare artists in her generation who moved to the US in the early 1960s to 

receive formal art education (in her case, studying photography at the School of the 

Art Institute of Chicago). The other artist we chose to include in this issue of Field 

Notes is Miyako Ishiuchi, a self-taught photographer. Having grown up in Yokosuka, 

where the US Navy is based, she was active in the student movement in the late 

1960s. Her interview took place in December 2010, with Reiko Kokatsu as a lead 

interviewer and Izumi Nakajima a second interviewer.

Translated excerpts of each interview offer an interesting comparison between the 

photographic perspectives of the two artists. The two share certain biographical 

backgrounds, as each described in detail in her interview. Both of their mothers 

worked at US military bases. Sugiura’s mother worked at a PX (Post Exchange) of the 

US forces in Tokyo, and Ishiuchi’s mother worked as a driver at the Yokosuka base. 

While Sugiura had a good experience with friendly and generous American people, 

Ishiuchi’s mother was maltreated by her fellow Japanese people for working for the 

US forces. This might partly explain their future careers: Sugiura moved to the US at 

the age of twenty, continuing to live there today, whereas Ishiuchi debuted her first 

photobook on Yokosuka, and in recent years started a series on objects that survived 

the atomic bombing in Hiroshima. 
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However, reading the two interviews together reveals certain commonality between 

the two artists: Sugiura and Ishiuchi both faced a male-dominated value system of 

the art world, in Japan and in the US. Sugiura moved to the US, seeing no future for 

women with higher education in Japan, but she still had to confront her well-meaning 

male professor who thought women photographers should pursue documentary 

photography rather than contemporary experimental photography and assigned her 

to document a Japanese-American family’s life. In the case of Ishiuchi, she felt ill at 

ease first with the male-led student movement and then the male photographers' gaze 

on Yokosuka. This latter situation led her to decide to make her own photographs of 

her hometown from a female point of view. 

Their situations are relevant to our own archival activities, too, as about 80 percent of 

Oral History Archives of Japanese Art interviewees are currently male, a fact which 

reflects the dominance of male perspectives in postwar Japanese art. Aware of this 

imbalance, we have tried to incorporate as many women’s voices as possible into 

our project. However, we chose these two interviews to be translated into English 

for Field Notes not simply because of their subject’s genders, but because of their 

excellent artistic achievements and the great clarity and intelligence they demonstrate 

in their interviews.

(by Hiroko Ikegami)
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Oral History Interview with Kunie Sugiura
Conducted by Reiko Tomii and Hiroko Ikegami,  

15 September 2008

Oral History Archives of Japanese Art  

(URL: www.oralarthistory.org)

At Sugiura’s residence-studio in Chinatown, New York City

Transcribed by Suzuki Yoshiko

Translated by Reiko Tomii

[. . .]

Tomii: Then at the age of 20, you decided to quit physics 
and study art.

[. . .]

Sugiura: I entered Ochanomizu [a national women’s 
university]. After one year, I went to a high school reunion 
called Alumni. I heard that a girl from my class got into 
the Tokyo University of the Arts after failing the entrance 
exam on her first try. I was envious. I got into physics, but 
at Ochanomizu, physics students had to study harder than 
high school students for college entrance exams. [. . .] So 
I was sick and tired of it. Moreover, I came to understand 
that even if I got a Master’s degree or a Doctoral degree, 
all a woman could be was a high school teacher at best. 
That’s the period. Actually if you were unlucky, you might 
end up being a teacher at elementary school. The future 
predicament was like that. [. . .] I began to think I wouldn’t 
like it. That’s when I heard about this girl who got in the 
national art university. I definitely wanted to do art, too. 
However, in Japan, the entrance exam for art school 
emphasised [drawing] skills. I didn’t study drawing at all. I 
could not do it in Japan. So I tried a Chicago school.

日本美術オーラル・ヒストリー・アーカイヴ 
杉浦 邦 恵インタヴュー１　 
20 0 8 年9月15日

ニューヨーク、チャイナタウン、 
杉浦 邦 恵の自宅 兼スタジオにて

インタヴュアー：富井玲子、池 上裕 子

書き起こし：鈴 木慈子

〔前略〕

富井：そうすると、物 理 やめて、アートにやっぱり

しようと。２０歳で。

〔中略〕

杉 浦：そこで、お 茶 大 に 入って。一 年 間したとき

に 、「アルムナイ（ A l u m n i）」って いう同 窓 会 が

あって。そしたら同じクラスの 女 の 子が 一 浪して

芸大に入ったって言うんですよ。それを聞いたら、

すっご いうらやましくて。私 は 物 理 に入った んで

すけど、お茶 大の 物 理 は、受 験 以 上にもっとやる

こと、勉強しなければ いけなくって。〔中略〕それ

でもううんざりしてたんですよ。そうしてわかって

きたことは、その 挙 げ句の 果てに、物 理で 修 士 課

程 に 行 って、博 士 課 程 行 って 取っても 、まだそ の

時 代 は 女 性 だと高 校 の 先 生ぐらい にな れるの が

一 番良くて、下 手すると小 学 校 の 先 生とか。すご

い 先 がわかって。〔中 略 〕こりゃ、やだなーとか思

い始めて。それでもって、その女の 子が入ったって

いうの を 聞 いて、私も 絶 対アートやりたいと思っ

た んですよ。ところが日本で は芸 大とか の試 験で

は、実技がすごいあるでしょう。私、それ全然やっ

てないから、日本じゃ無理だっていうんで。それで

シカゴの学校を受けたんです。
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富井：どうしてシカゴだったんですか。

杉 浦：どうしてシカゴかっていうと、ちょうどそれ

もうちの 近 所に、ミルウォーキー（M i l w a u ke e）

の 学 校を出てきた 人 がいた んですよ、女の人で。

そ の人 に みて もらったら 、ミ ル ウォ ー キ ー の そ

こも い い けど、そこはアート・センター って い っ

た の か な 、い くつ か い い ところ を 教 えて も らっ

て。で も 、「シ カゴ・アート・インスティテュート

（Chicago Ar t  Ins t i tute）がいいから」って言っ

て。それでアメリカの大使 館かどっかに行って、資

料 取り寄 せ たりして。あそこだったら日本 から受

験 で きるっていうんで。やったら、受 かって、入っ

たんです。

〔中略〕

富 井：あ あ 、そうで すか。次の 質 問 が「留 学 費 用

はどうやってまかなった んですか」ていう質 問だ

ったんだけども。だって、一応 私学 、プライヴェー

ト・スクールですよね。

杉 浦：でもその頃 、アーツ・スクールは、今でも安

いんじゃないかと思うんですけど、３０００ドルぐ

らい、安かったんですよ。. . .アメリカってすごいい

いシステムで、卒 業 生でみんなお金 がある人 が 学

校に寄 付したりするでしょう。フォーリン・ステュ

ーデ ント（ 外 国 人学 生 ）用の 奨 学 金 がもうあった

んで す。行くまで わ かん な かった んだ けど 。そ の

頃 は３６０円 が１ドルだった んですよ。で、あんま

り送ってこれ なくて。だから、ブラック・マーケッ

トの 現 金を 送ってくれ た んですけど。で も行った

らすぐに学 校 が 紹介してくれて、アルバイトもでき

たし。

〔中略〕

富井：そしたら、写 真の先 生っていうと、どういう

方が先生だったんですか。

杉 浦：そ の 写 真 の 先 生 が で す ね 、ふ た り い た

んで す けど 、そ の と き は もっ と い た けど 、私 が

関 係 し た の が 、ケン・ジョゼ フ ソ ン（ K e n n e t h 

J o s e p h s o n）というのと、フランク・バラサーテ

ィ(Fr a n k B a r s ot t i）っていう人だったんですよ。

ふたりともI I Tっていうイリノイ工科大学（I l l i n o i s 

Ins t i tute of  Te chnolo gy）の、インスティテュー

ト・オブ・デザイン（Ins t i tute of  Design、I . D.と

略 称 ）の 修 士 課 程 を 出 て る ん で す けど 。そ の

Tomii: Why Chicago?

Sugiura: I chose Chicago because there was a woman in 
my neighborhood who happened to have completed her 
study in an art school in Milwaukee. I consulted with her. 
She said her school in Milwaukee was good. I think that it 
was called Art Center or something, but she also told me 
about a few other good art schools. And she recommended 
[the school at] the Chicago Art Institute to be very good. I 
went to the American embassy or somewhere and sent for 
the material. I could apply to the institute from Japan. So I 
tried, and I got accepted.

[. . .]

Tomii: I see. My next question is, how did you pay for your 
study abroad? The institute is a private school, isn’t it?

Sugiura: I think the institute was, and still is, very 
inexpensive. 3,000 dollars or so. [. . .] And America had 
a very good system, with wealthy alumni donating money 
to their alma mater. The institute had, already back then, 
a scholarship program for foreign students. I didn’t know 
about it until I actually got there. It was the time when the 
exchange rate was 1 dollar = 360 yen. Japanese people 
could not send much money abroad, so [my family] bought 
black-market dollars and sent me cash. Still, when I arrived 
in Chicago, the institute immediately found me a part time 
job.

[. . .]

Tomii: Who taught photography then?

Sugiura: Among several photography teachers, I was under 
two teachers, Kenneth Josephson and Frank Barsotti. 
Both completed their Master’s degrees at ID (Institute 
of Design) of IIT (Illinois Institute of Technology). When 
Moholy-Nagy came to America, he established the New 
Bauhaus. His school went out of business, merged with IT T, 
and became ID. So he taught at ID, his students included 
Harry Callahan, under whom Kenneth Josephson and 
Frank Barsotti studied.

[. . .]
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Tomii: I see. What kind of photography did Kenneth 
Josephson and Frank Barsotti make?

Sugiura: Ken and Frank – that’s what we called them 
– made very contemporary works, such as conceptual 
art and sequence photography. [. . .] The photographer 
Ishimoto Yasuhiro was two years ahead of them. They 
revered him so much. [. . .] At any rate, I received a 
tremendous education. In the beginning I was not so 
serious about photography, but once I began, I had 
a hunch: perhaps this is a field in which I can make 
something of myself.

Tomii: When I talked with you some time ago, you told me 
that Kenneth Callahan and those in his generation [. . .] 
told you, ‘Women should do photo-journalism.’

Sugiura: That was Ken Josephson. [. . .] He would say, ‘Go 
out with your camera, go to Michigan Avenue and shoot.’ I 
followed his instruction, went there, and tried to shoot, but 
I could not take one shot even though I felt so exhausted. 
I could not shoot when people were watching me. Then 
he told me to ‘do a story on a Japanese American’, and 
found a family. But they were very Japanese, not wanting 
to show me unfavorable scenes. [. . .] It was fine to shoot 
them eating a good dinner or such, but not okay to shoot 
them having a fight or something like that. So I could not 
complete the series. I completely lost confidence at one 
point. I thought ‘I cannot shoot any photograph.’ I was 
not good at documentary. However, when the assignment 
was ‘shoot a sequence’, then, I could just shoot freely. I 
shot many tries and layered the images, or photographed 
a toy-like spiral moving. I could do these things. But 
I immediately knew I could never do documentary 
photography.

Tomii: You knew immediately.

Sugiura: Ken said, ‘Women should definitely do 
documentary,’ so I really pushed hard. When I was a senior, 
Ken went to Stockholm on a teaching exchange program. 

イ リノイ 工 科 大 学 って い う の は 、モ ホリ・ナ ジ

（ M o h o l y  N a g y）が アメリカに 行って最 初 につ

くった「 ニュー・バ ウハウス 」って いうの が あっ

て。それ がつぶ れちゃって、マージして、I I Tの中で

I . D . となった も の な んで す。そ れで、だ か らモホ

リ・ナジもそこで 教えてて。モホリ・ナジの生徒 が

ハリー・キャラハン（Harr y Cal lahan）とかいた

んですよ。それで、私のケン・ジョゼフソンとかフ

ランク・バラサーティはその生徒だったの。

〔中略〕

富 井：ああ 、そうなんですか。このケネス・ジョゼ

フソンさんとかフランク・バラサーティ、どんな写

真撮ってらしたんですか。

杉 浦：ケンとかフランクって、みんなそういう名前

で呼んでたんですけど、彼らはもうコンセプチュア

ル・アートとかシークエンスとか、すごい現代 写真

撮ってたの。〔中略〕彼らのふたつぐらい上に、石

元泰博（いしもとやすひろ）さんがいたんですよ。

石元さん のことをすごい尊 敬してて。〔中略〕「す

ご い 教 育してくれ た んだ 」と。だ から 、写 真 は あ

んまり本気で やり始めた んじゃないんですけど、

やり始めたら、「あ、これはすごくいけるんじゃな

いかな、このフィールドはすごいいけるんじゃない

かな」っていう勘はした。

富井：前にお話をうかがったときにね、ケネス・キ

ャラハンとか、その年代の人〔中略〕そういう人た

ちに「女はフォト・ジャーナリズムでもやったら」

って。

杉浦：それは、ケン・ジョゼフソン。〔中略〕そう。

だから彼はいつも「カメラ持って、ミシガン通りと

か 行って、撮ってこい」って言うんですよ 。それで

行って、撮 ってくるんだ けど、くたくたになって何

も 撮 れ な い の 、私 。人 が見ると撮 れ なくて。そし

たら先 生 が「ジャパ ニーズ・アメリカンのストーリ

ーをやれ」って言って、見つけてくれたんだけど。

それも日本人 独 特 の、嫌なところは全 然 見せたく

ないんですよ、その人 たち。〔中略〕何かおいしい

もの 食べ てるとか、そういうところはい いんだ け

ど。何かけんかしているとか、そういうことになる

と「撮っちゃだめ」とかね 。それで、そのシリーズ

もで きなくて。だ から私 は あるところで 本当にす

ご い自 信 を失った んですよ 。「 私 、写 真 で きない
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Frank then began color, asking me to try the color process, 
which I mastered within a few months.

Tomii: Is the color process difficult?

Sugiura: No, not at all. It just takes time and labor. [. . .] 
Instead, you can do various experiments. Say, by doing it 
without bleach, or thinning or thickening the bleach, you 
can create different colors. Solarisation can be created 
by turning on light for a moment while developing the 
film and forcing the reversal of light and shadow. So 
many possibilities. Ken might not have allowed me to do 
these things. He also hated using models in the studio, 
thinking it ‘too deliberate.’ But Frank was like, ‘anything 
you like’, letting me do what I wanted to do. He talked to 
the school and paid for my models. My idea was ‘people 
in landscape.’ But I could not possibly have nude models 
in real landscape, so I shot them in studio and started 
montaging them. I shot trees and such at Lake Michigan. 
And I combined them.

[. . .]

Ikegami: When Ken Josephson came back, what did he say 
about these works?

Sugiura: He was very positive about them.

んじゃないか」と思って。そういう写真は全然だめ

だったの。ただ、例えば、「シークエンスを撮って

こい」とかそういうタイトルだと、勝 手に撮って。

車のタイヤいっぱ い 撮って重 ねたりとか、それ か

ら、おもちゃみたいにねじ巻く、写 真で、こう動く

のとか、そういうことはやったんですよ。だけども

「い わ ゆるフォト・ドキュメンタリー には 絶 対 行

けないな」ってすぐわかった。

富井：すぐわかった。

杉 浦：彼 は「女 の人 は 絶 対そうだ 」って 言ってた

から、それで もプッシュしてた んですよ。で も、私

が４年になったときに、彼自身がティーチング・エ

クスチェンジ（teachin g e xchan ge、教育交 換プ

ログラム）で、ストックホルムに１年行ったんです

よ 。それで、ケーン が いなくなって。そしたらフラ

ンクがカラーをし 始 めて。「カラー のプ ロセスを

やらないか」って言って。カラーをやり始めて。そ

のプロセスはすぐ２、３ヶ月でマスターできたんで

すけど。

富 井：カラーって 難しいんですか。カラー のプロ

セスって。

杉 浦：全 然 難しくな い 。た だ、め ん どくさ いで す

よ。〔中 略 〕そのかわり、いろいろエクスペリメン

テ ーション で きるんで すよ 。だ からブリー チ（ 漂

白 剤 ）を 使 わないで やったり、ブリーチを 薄 めた

り、ブリーチを濃くかけたり。そうすると、すごく

いろん な 色 が で きて。ソラリゼーションっていう

のも、現 像してる時点で ぱっと光を当てると反転

して、こう、いろんな、あるのね。そういうのが、ケ

ンが いたらそういうことは あんまりさせてくれ な

かった か もし れ ない。それ から、人体 をスタジオ

で 撮るな んてことはケネス・ジョゼ フソンは あん

まり好きじゃなかったですよ。「わざとらしい」っ

て言って、彼は 。だけど、フランクは「何 で もいい

よ」って、私の やりたいようにやらせてくれて。学

校と話をつけて、モデルもちゃんと払ってくれて。

それでやり始めたら、やっぱし私の中では「ランド

スケープの中に人 が いる」とかあるんですけど。

だ けど 実 際 にランドスケープのとこに 行って裸 に

するわけにいかないから。しょうがないからスタ

ジ オで 撮 って、それで モンタージュにし 始 めた ん

で すよ 。木 やな んか は自 分でミシガ ン・レイクに

行って撮ってきて、それで 合わせてやるの。



FIELD NOTES 02

37

On the Practice of the Oral History Archives of Japanese Art:
Toward oral histories of art in Asia

[. . .]

Tomii: So he knew you were good at it, when he saw it.

Sugiura: A lot of praise.

[. . .]

Ikegami: So in the beginning was he convinced that women 
were good at photo-journalism?

Sugiura: Rather, there were historical precedents: 
Margaret Burke White and Dorothea Lange, 
photographers of Life and the WPA (Work Projects 
Administration). These women photographers were 
excellent photo-journalists. So he said, ‘I think women 
photographers should all be journalists,’ and encouraged 
me. ‘You’d better make effort and pursue this direction.’

Ikegami: So he was not at all condescending to women. [He 
didn’t think that] all they could do was photo-journalism, 
but [he thought] women must be good at it.

[. . .] 

〔中略〕

池 上：ケネス・ジョゼフソン先 生は帰ってきて、そ

ういうの をみられて、どういうふうに 言 わ れ た ん

ですか。

杉浦：いやあ、でも、すごい認めてくれて。

〔中略〕

富井：作品ができてしまえば、わかるわけですね。

杉浦：すごい認めてくれた。

〔中略〕

池 上：最初は、女性はフォト・ジャーナリズムが 得

意なんだって思いこんでいらしたんですか。

杉 浦：ていうか、歴 史 的 にみて、マーガレット・バ

ーク・ホワイトとか、ドロシア・ランゲとか、『ライ

フ』の 写 真とか、それ からW PA（ Wo r k  P r o j e c t s 

A d m i n i s t r a t i o n）。ああいうときの 女 性 写 真 家

はみんなジャーナリストとして優れてて。だから、

「僕 は 女 性 の 写 真 家 は ジャーナリズ ムやる べき

だと思う」って言ったんですよ。「あなたもこれか

ら努力してそういう方 向 に 行ったらい い」って言

って。

池 上：別 に、そういうのしかで きないとか いう卑

下 で は なく、そっちの方 面 が 向 いてるは ず だって

いうような。

〔後略〕

	  
Kunie Sugiura 

Kunie Sugiura_B, 2010,  

Gelatin Silver Print, 75.3 x 100.3 cm

Image courtesy of the artist
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#31, 1966, Unique Type-C color photograph, 20.3 x 25.4cm.  

Image courtesy of the artist

	  
#L19, 1967, Unique Type-C color photograph, 35.5 x 27.9 cm.  

Image courtesy of the artist.
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#51, 1967, Unique Type-C color photograph, 20.3 x 25.4cm. 

Image courtesy of the artist.

#L22, 1967, Unique Type-C color photograph, 27.9 x 35.5 cm.  

Image courtesy of the artist.
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Oral History Interview with Ishiuchi Miyako
Conducted by Kokatsu Reiko and Nakajima Izumi, 

20 December 2010

Oral History Archives of Japanese Art 

 (URL: www.oralarthistory.org)

At Ishiuchi’s residence-studio in Yokohama, Kanagawa Prefecture

Transcribed by Katō Junko and Nakajima Izumi

Translated by Reiko Tomii

日本美術オーラル・ヒストリー・アーカイヴ 
石内都インタヴュー1　 
2010 年12月20日

石内都氏自宅 兼スタジオ（神 奈川県 横 浜市）にて 

インタヴュアー：小勝 禮 子、中嶋泉

書き起こし：加藤 順子、中嶋泉

[. . .]

Ishiuchi: Well, Oihama is on the edge of Yokosuka. There, 
too, lived Only-san, you know, women who consorted with 
American GIs. So, the area of Chūō is that kind of place. 
From the time of elementary school onward, we were told 
not to walk around Dobuita. But [adults] would not say such 
a thing without a reason. We were very curious: why is it? 

[Note: Dobuita (literally ‘wood cover for gutter’) referred 
to Dobuita Street in the Honmachi area of Yokosuka, lined 
with eateries, drinking holes, and souvenir shops catering 
to those who worked at the Occupation Forces and the US 
Navy in the postwar years.]

Kokatsu: So everybody was told that?

Nakajima: That was not for boys, right?

Ishiuchi: It wasn’t like that. It was something much bigger. 
Girls living in Yokosuka were not to go to Dobuita. Even 
though there was no newspaper article, any child knew 
of incidents particular to the American bases. And, in 
1995, a rape incident was for the first time made public in 
Okinawa.

〔前略〕

石 内：ううんまあ 、追 浜っていう町 は 横 須 賀の 端

な んで す け れ ど、そ れで もや はり米 軍 の … … 　

オンリーさんとかが 住 んで いたりしてた んですよ

ね 。だ から中央っていうのははじめからそういう

感じ の 町 。だ か らド ブ 板 は 絶 対 歩 いちゃい け な

い、って小 学 校 から言 わ れている わ け だ から。で

もなんでっていう理由もなく歩いてはいけないわ

けじゃな い。そうするとやっぱり興 味 出るじゃな

い。なんでだろうって（ 注：「ドブ 板 」とは 横 須 賀

市本 町にあるドブ板 通りのこと。戦 後まで 進 駐軍

や 米 海 軍 で 働く人々向 けの 飲 食 店 街 や土 産 物 屋

で栄えた）。

小勝：それはみんなが言われていたことなんですか。

中嶋:男の子は関係ない。

石内：そういう距 離 感じゃないと思う。もっと大き

なイメージ で。横 須 賀に住 んでる女の 子 はドブ 板

に行ってはいけないっていう。新 聞 沙 汰にはなら

ないけれど、基 地の町独特の事件は子 供でも知っ

ていましたから。だから沖縄で1995年に初めて強

姦事件が世に出たのね。

小 勝：日常茶飯事のことがニュースになったと。
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日本美術オーラル・ヒストリー・アーカイヴ 
石内都インタヴュー1　 
2010 年12月20日

石内都氏自宅 兼スタジオ（神 奈川県 横 浜市）にて 

インタヴュアー：小勝 禮 子、中嶋泉

書き起こし：加藤 順子、中嶋泉

Kokatsu: You mean: the everyday incident became news for 
the first time.

Ishiuchi: At that time, I cried. Finally, these kinds of 
incidents could be brought into the open. So many similar 
incidents had happened in Japan, yet one was made public 
only in 1995. What a time delay! 

[. . .]

Ishiuchi: I was so distressed because I could barely take 
photographs in Miyako [in Tōhoku, where she made her 
first shooting trip]. It suddenly occurred to me: What is the 
remotest place for me? Yokosuka.

Kokatsu: Yes, Yokosuka. That’s the first.

Nakajima: At that time, you had lived in Futako Tamagawa 
[Tokyo’s western suburb] for a number of years, after 
leaving your family house in Yokohama.

Ishiuchi: I didn’t live long in Futako; I soon moved to 
Meguro [in Tokyo].

Nakajima: After leaving Yokosuka, five or so years passed 
by then.

Ishiuchi: Yes. [In the Yokosuka series], I did not so much 
take photographs as pull out something that I was 
concerned with from inside me. I happened to encounter 
photography and I shot and printed. Then I realised I could 
burn the problems and those formless things that haunted 
me onto paper. So I love the darkroom work.

Nakajima: Perhaps there is some sort of physical 
transformation.

Ishiuchi: Yes. And also I think photography can capture not 
just the surface but things much deeper inside. In other 
words, although photography can only capture the surface, 
it indeed captures some deep and invisible things.

Kokatsu: And that will be teased out as you spend time in 
the darkroom.

Ishiuchi: Yes, printing was the most interesting part.

石内：私あのとき涙が出ちゃった。やっとこういう

ことが 表 に出るようになった んだって。日本 の歴

史の中で嫌というほどそういう事件があるにもか

かわらず、公 的 事件として初めて19 9 5 年だよ。こ

の時間差っていうか。

〔中略〕

石 内：すっごく悩 んで、宮 古 で ほとんど 撮 れ な い

から。はっと気 がついたの。一 番 私の 遠い 町はど

こかなって。横 須 賀。

小 勝：横 須 賀だ。横 須 賀が先ですね。

中 嶋：この頃もう二子玉 川に住まわ れてから何年

も経っているわけですよね 。横 浜 のご実 家を出て

から。

石内：二子はそんなに長くいない。そのあとすぐに

目黒ですね。

中嶋：横 須 賀を出てから、5年くらいは経ってるん

ですね。

石内：そうそう。だから、結局写真を撮るっていう

ことよりも 、その 時 はなんか やっぱり自分 のこだ

わっていた何かを表に出したいっていう気 持ちが

すごく強 かったの。それでたまたま写 真に出会っ

て、撮って焼 いてみたら、なにか いろん な自 分 が

抱えている色んな問題や、形にならないものが写

真に焼きつけることがで きるなと思ったの。だか

らすごい暗室は面白い。

中 嶋：その 物 理 的 な変 化 みたいなものが、でしょ

うか。　

石 内：うん 、そ れもそうだし 、写 真 は た ぶ ん 表 面

で はなくて別のもっと奥 が、奥 を写すことがで き

るんじゃな いか、と。つまり表 面しか 撮 れ な い け

ど、実はすごく奥 深い 何か目に見えないものまで

写っているんじゃないのかな、と思ったの。

小 勝：それを暗室作業の中で時間をかけて浮かび

上がらせる。

石内：そうそう。だからやっぱりプリントするのは

最高に面白かったな。
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Nakajima: Somewhere, you commented, ‘I encountered 
photography instead of women’s lib[eration].'

[. . .]

Nakajima: [You also photographed Yokosuka while] some 
others also photographed Yokosuka.

Ishiuchi: Yes. When I saw the Yokosuka photographs by 
Tōmatsu Shōmei and Moriyama Daidō, I thought ‘It’s not 
like this.’

Nakajima: They were different, you mean?

Ishiuchi: Yes, they were. I thought: My Yokosuka is not 
like that. When they photographed Yokosuka, they shot 
Dobuita. That’s not Yokosuka. That’s America. I grew up 
being told, ‘That’s America.’ That’s why I thought they were 
different shooting Dobuita as Yokosuka.

Nakajima: So you see some kind of preconception about 
Yokosuka in their work?

Ishiuchi: As for Tōmatsu, his stance is very clear. His theme 
is ‘Occupation.’ But he shot Yokosuka not in this particular 
theme but in a larger context. So that’s OK. Moriyama 
also shot Yokosuka, and he needed to be different, too. I 
can forgive these two. But their photographs differ from 
mine. [Mine are] not like theirs. So I thought only I could 
photograph Yokosuka.

Kokatsu: Yokosuka where you grew up from the time you 
were in elementary school. Your own Yokosuka.

Ishiuchi: Yes. Put simply, the Yokosuka that is not Dobuita. 
When I shot Yokosuka Story, I could not shoot Dobuita. 
Because that’s a street I could not walk around. I could not 
walk, I was scared.

Nakajima: Are you afraid of Dobuita?

Ishiuchi: Yes, at that time.

Nakajima: It’s not scary anymore.

Ishiuchi: Not now.

Nakajima: Now it’s so tidily paved.

中嶋：「リブの代わりに写真に出会った」というよ

うな言い方もどこかでされていますよね。

〔中略〕

中嶋：横 須 賀を撮られている方もいたなかで……

石内：あ、それはね、東松照明さんと森山大道さん

の横須賀を見て、「これじゃないぞ」と思ったの。

中嶋：違いましたか。　

石内：うん。これじゃないぞ、と。私の横 須 賀はこ

うじゃない、と思ったの。で、みんな横 須 賀を撮っ

ても 、ド ブ 板 通りを撮 ってるんですよ 。あ れ が 横

須 賀、じゃない。あれはアメリカ。私は「あそこは

アメリカだ」って育ってるから、あそこを横 須 賀だ

と言って撮ってる人は違うと思った。

中 嶋：やっぱりそこには 横 須 賀のある種のイメー

ジというかそういうもの（がみられますか）。

石 内：東 松 さん にしても 、東 松 さん は はっきりし

ていますよね、テーマが「占 領 」っていうテーマだ

からね 。テーマの中で横 須 賀を撮っているわけじ

ゃなくって、もっと大 きな 流 れ の 中で 横 須 賀 だ か

ら、それ は良いんですよ。森 山さんも 横 須 賀を撮

っているけど、きっと違うんだろう。あの二人は許

す。けど、私のとは違う、と。あの二人でもない、

と。だから横 須 賀を撮れるのは私しかいないと思

ってたもの。

小 勝：それ はや はり、小 学 生の 頃 からずっと育っ

てき た 横 須 賀 。自 分 の 、石 内 さん に とっての 横

須 賀 。

石内：うん、それとだから要するに、ドブ板ではな

い 横 須 賀 ね 。だ から私 、《 絶 唱・横 須 賀 ストーリ

ー》のときには 、やっぱりド ブ 板 は 撮 れ な かった

から。歩いちゃいけないところだったから、やっぱ

り歩けないんだよ、怖くって。

中嶋：怖いですか、ドブ板は。

石内：あの当時はね。
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Ishiuchi: Yes. It was about [its psychological] imprint. It’s 
hard to escape from a ‘childhood imprint.’ I realized that at 
that time.

Nakajima: I saw your Yokosuka Story first, before seeing 
Yokosuka photos by Nakahira [Takuma] and Moriyama. 
I believe you renewed the image of Yokosuka with your 
Yokosuka Story.

Ishiuchi: In that sense, the series is about Yokosuka, but 
I borrowed Yokosuka. It was the starting point. When I 
wanted to do something, I chose Yokosuka. There is no 
such grainy Yokosuka in the world. There is no such dark 
Yokosuka anywhere. [Laughs]

Nakajima: The popular singer Yamaguchi Momoe 
commented that [she never knew Yokosuka was] such a 
scary place. 

[Note: Ishiuchi sent a copy of her 1979 Yokosuka Story 
photobook to the singer (known for her 1976 hit, also titled 
Yokosuka Story). The singer’s comment is recorded in her 
1980 book Aoi toki published by Shūeisha.]

Ishiuchi: Yes, that’s true. In that sense, my photos are 
fiction. It’s something I build up, working with chemicals 
in the darkroom while thinking this and that. It’s somehow 
very physical.

Nakajima: You mean your photography is physical.

Ishiuchi: The physicality of photography concerns 
shooting, generally speaking. Shooting is the body of 
photography. But not for me. Completely opposite. I am 
not good at shooting. I don’t want to shoot. Even now, I 
shoot as minimally as possible.

Nakajima: I heard that your shooting sessions do not take 
long.

Ishiuchi: I make very few shots. That’s easier later, too, in 
the sense that I can manage them myself. I could shoot 
many frames, but I would have to develop them myself. 

中嶋：今は、怖くないですね。

石内：今は怖くない。

中嶋：綺麗に舗装されて。

石 内：そうです。だ からやっぱりあ る 種 の 刷り込

みだよね 。幼 い頃 に刷り込まれたことは、なかな

か逃れられないな、とその時思ったんですよ。

中 嶋：私は石内さん の《横 須 賀 》のほうを先に見

ています。中 平さんとか 森 山さん のものよりも 。

石内さん は、横 須 賀のイメージを《 絶 唱・横 須 賀

ストーリー》で更新されたと思います。

石 内：だからこれは 横 須 賀ですけれども、やっぱ

り横 須 賀を借りているわけなんです。私 が 何かや

りたいっていうときの出発点として横 須 賀を私は

選 んで、こんなぶつぶつした横 須 賀はないわけだ

よね 。こんな黒い横 須 賀はどこにもないわけだか

ら（笑）。

中 嶋：山口 百 恵さん のコメントが「こんな怖 い 所

だとは 」とか（ 注：石内 氏 は 、19 7 9 年『 絶 唱・横

須 賀ストーリー』を歌手 の山口百 恵に送った 。こ

の 件は山口百 恵『 蒼い時』、集 英 社、198 0に記 述

されている）。

石 内：そうそうそう。だ からやっぱり創 作 な んで

すよ、私 の 写 真 。作り上 げ るも の な んで、や っぱ

り暗 室でぐじゅぐじゅ考えながら、薬 品にまみ れ

て、なに か、な んて いうかな、身 体 的 なものな ん

だよ。

中嶋：写真が身体的……

石 内：写 真 の 身 体 性 は 撮 影 な んですよ、普 通 。そ

れ が 写 真 の 身 体 性って い うことに な って。そ れ

が、私は全 然そうじゃない の 、逆 なの。写 真 撮る

のは本当に苦手。撮りたくない。いまでもだから、

本当に少なく撮る。

中 嶋：撮 影 の 時 間 が そん な に長くは な い そうで

すね 。

石 内：だ からすごく少ない。それ は 後で 始 末 が良

いでしょう、少ない方が。自 分で 管 理 で きるとい

う意 味 も含めて、沢 山フィルム 撮 ったってい い け

ど、それを自分で現像してなんだかんだと、すごく
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It involves many processes. I want to minimise them as 
much as possible. For me, it’s the same whether I make 
many shots or a few shots. If I can take one shot, that's just 
enough for me.

Nakajima: Your working method is very different from 
those people we know as photographers.

Ishiuchi: I know. I am not suited for a job of photographer. 

[. . .]

プロセス が 多 いわけですよ。それをなるべく少な

め に、沢 山 撮っても少なく撮っても 私にとっては

一 緒だな、という感じがあるから。一枚 撮れ れば

いいの、私は、なにか。

中嶋：いわゆる写真家の人たちの 仕事の 仕 方とは

違いますね。

石内：だから、向いてないのよね、仕事に。

〔後略〕

Ishiuchi Miyako 

©Ito Kaori, 2012
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© Ishiuchi Miyako "Yokosuka Story#5", 1976–77. Courtesy of the artist.

© Ishiuchi Miyako "Yokosuka Story#10", 1976–77. Courtesy of the artist.
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© Ishiuchi Miyako "Yokosuka Story#30", 1976–77. Courtesy of the artist.

© Ishiuchi Miyako "Yokosuka Story#98", 1976–77. Courtesy of the artist.
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My conversation about working with the Hans Van Dijk archive began in February 
2011, when Beijing-based curator/gallerist Zhang Li informed me that 2012 would 
mark one decade since his passing. Van Dijk was commonly referred to in Chinese as 
the ‘older Hans’ (to distinguish him from Hans Ulrich Obrist). But I did not experience 
the scale of this archive until April 2011, when I met with the late Frank Uytterhaegen 
who was safekeeping this trove of materials on contemporary Chinese art dating 
from the late 1980s to early 2000. 

So, who was Hans Van Dijk? What was he doing in China? Why and how had he 
compiled these materials on contemporary Chinese art? How did he keep this archive 
viable? What were his initial goals for compiling this archive? And, more importantly, 
what would these materials tell us about Chinese art in the 1990s?

Van Dijk was from the Netherlands where he studied art and craft, specialising in 
colour systems, at the Academy of Arnhem in the mid-1960s and industrial design in 
Eindhoven. In the 1970s, Van Dijk began working as a designer and in 1975 he set up 
a small design firm, making furniture and silkscreen prints for advertisements and 
other types of publicity. In the 1980s, he became interested in Ming dynasty furniture 
and began to apply these techniques to his furniture design and production. 

For this, Van Dijk came to China in 1986 to study Chinese at Nanjing University, where 
in 1988 he began to conduct research on modern Chinese art with Prof Li Xiaoshan. 
He soon became familiar with art developments of the time in Hangzhou, Shanghai, 
and Beijing, which coincided with the height of the 1985 New Art Movement, and he 
began to establish conversations with artists about their practice.

With this research, he published an article in Modern Chinese Fine Arts, a 
magazine published by the University of Leiden, under the title ‘China Information’, 
surprisingly not found in his own archive. After the 1989 Tian’anmen incident, 
Van Dijk returned to the Netherlands for two years, during which he improved his 
knowledge of Chinese history, art history, and culture.

From 1991 to 1993, Van Dijk made a few research trips to China in preparation for 
the infamous ‘China Avant-Garde’ exhibition at Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin, 
which opened in January 1993. This exhibition included artists such as Ding Yi, Geng 
Jiayi, Fang Lijun, Zhang Peili, Wang Guangyi, Huang Yongping, and many others. 1993 
was a critical year for Chinese contemporary art. That year, Chinese contemporary 
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art was shown in 'China's New Art, Post-1989' presented in Hong Kong, Australia, 
Canada, and the US, and at the 45th Venice Biennale.

China Art Archive and Warehouse (CAAW) was officially founded in 1998. Prior 
to this incarnation, Van Dijk operated under the name New Amsterdam Art 
Consultancy (NAAC). NAAC existed between 1994 and 1998, during which time Van 
Dijk introduced many Chinese artists to Western curators, journalists, collectors, and 
sinologists. He also organised exhibitions for Chinese artists in temporary spaces 
across Beijing. Only in 1996 did he begin to host exhibitions at the Central Academy of 
Fine Art’s first official exhibition space. 

Van Dijk also brought Western art to China. One of the most well-known exhibitions 
he organised, ‘Mondrian in China’, showed works of Piet Mondrian, Ding Yi, and Ying 
Ling, among many others. 

From early on, Van Dijk traveled through China to meet with artists. Without the 
convenience of email, artists sent him photographs and slides of their work and 
discussed their ideas in letters. 

What we see now at CAAW is what Van Dijk left behind. During the last year spent 
digitising the material in the CAAW, we discovered that Van Dijk’s trove consists of 
approximately 480 artists files, over 50 titles of periodicals and magazines in Chinese, 
English, German, and Dutch, including Meishu, Jiangsu Huankan, Art in America, 
and ArtAsiaPacific, and correspondence he kept about exhibitions he organised in 
China, Germany, and the Netherlands. The archive also contains texts and primary 
manuscripts by over 70 Chinese and Western writers, critics, and scholars on the 
subject of modern/contemporary Chinese art, as well as over 1,300 volumes of artists 
monographs and exhibition catalogues of Chinese and Western artists. 

Interestingly, Van Dijk did not leave many of his own writings behind. Besides the few 
essays he wrote about Chinese artists and their work, one essay he published in 1993 
in a compilation of texts under Art in Cultural Transmission explained his position 
as a foreigner working in a culture other than his own. In the essay he explained 
his viewpoint on curating the ‘China Avant-Garde’ show. I believe those were the 
guidelines he followed in collecting materials on contemporary art in the years after 
the exhibition.  
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1. What we show isn’t Western art but modern art from China. 

2. The so-called Chinese art, that is the traditional art of China, is dead in that it is 
no longer capable of evolution and is kept alive artificially by the official machinery.

3. The demand for authentic ethnic ‘non-Western’ art expressed by romantically   
inspired Western art-lovers, is meant to keep the members of non-European   
civilisation on the level of noble savages and to deny them their individual   
emancipation and modernisation. 

These three statements define what Van Dijk conceived as contemporary art and 
the type of art and artists he supported and promoted. They also shed light on his 
evaluation of what was contemporary; his standards did not differ when judging what 
was contemporary in other contexts, be it of China or elsewhere in the world. 

Hans Van Dijk with artist Hong Hao, Beijing, 1994, 
photographed by Zhang Hai'er
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When Van Dijk was studying at Nanjing (one of the reasons he came to China was to 
learn more about classical Chinese furniture design), he was indulged with the young 
avant-garde movement in China. He started to correspond with artists, especially 
those from Nanjing, Hangzhou, and Shanghai.

Hans Van Dijk visiting artist Ni Haifeng in Shanghai, 1988 
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‘Dear Mr Zhang Peili,  
Now I have finished translating Art Project No. II. I am beginning to translate “On the 

making and exhibiting of ‘X?’ Series”. Regarding that article I have the following questions 
(see page 2). I wish to come to Hangzhou at the end of this month. I hope that we will have a 

chance to meet. Wish you’re well.’

A letter from Hans Van Dijk to Zhang Peili, 1988

In the archive, there is also a typescript of a Dutch article by Van Dijk from the late 
1980s, about Zhang Peili and his fellow artists in the Pond Society, included with 
several texts by these artists translated from Chinese to Dutch.
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Three works by Ding Yi, 1988

Mondrian in China: A Documentary Exhibition with Chinese Originals, Art Gallery of Beijing 
International Art Palace, Beijing (afterwards toured to Shanghai and Guangzhou), 1998
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According to the archive, Hans Van Dijk got in touch with Shanghai artist Ding Yi in 
the 1980s. Ding Yi was one of the artists with whom Van Dijk worked most closely. 
Van Dijk organised two solo exhibitions for Ding Yi, one in 1994 in Shanghai and 
one in 1998 in Beijing. One may associate Ding Yi’s highly graphic and calculated 
paintings with the constructivist influences popular in the Netherlands when 
Van Dijk was studying at the Arnhem Arts Academy and at the Eindhoven Design 
Academy in the 1960s. The archive contains comprehensive images of Ding Yi’s works 
and research materials about the artist.

Besides organising exhibitions for Chinese artists, Van Dijk and NAAC also 
promoted art exchange between China and Europe through events and exhibitions. 
Examples include a show of the Chinese conceptual art group New Measurement 
and German artist Gunther Uecker, a dual exhibition in Beijing of the work of 
Chinese photographer Luo Yongjin and German photographer Thomas Struth, and 
significantly, an exhibition of documents about Dutch artist Piet Mondrian and 
contemporary Chinese works that respond to his work. The exhibition was jointly 
organised by the Netherlands Embassy and NAAC. It highlighted the work of Ding Yi, 
Liu Ye, Luo Qi, Mai Zhixiong, and Yi Ling.
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Zhao Bandi, Moonlight in 1994
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‘Zhao Bandi, Moonflight’ was the first exhibition that New Amsterdam Art 
Consultancy (NAAC) organised. The artist Zhao Bandi was one of the most recognised 
young realist painters and this exhibition marked the moment in which he gave up 
painting. Van Dijk, who did not often write for the exhibitions he organised, wrote a 
short essay for this show, explaining the unexpected drastic change of style by Bandi:

‘ “My god, why is one of the most talented oil painters leaving his skill is doing 
something absurd with ordinary furniture, a rib-bone of a pig, and a typewriter!? It’s 
a waste of his capacities and a tragedy for Chinese Modern Art,” his former teachers 
at the Central Academy of Fine Art complained. “Why does one of our most promising 
artists leave his medium? He could easily have made a fortune with it; doesn’t he 
understand or did he go insane?” his former collectors groaned. 

The answer is simple: Zhao Bandi is an artist, not an artisan or businessman, neither 
obsessed with techniques nor with money, and strictly speaking also not concerned 
with art, but instead, with life.[…].’

Exhibition view of Zhao Bandi, Moonlight in 1994
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In the 1990s, China had no museum, art centre, or gallery dedicated to contemporary 
art, i.e. there was no infrastructure supporting contemporary art development. 
NAAC, as an independent art organisation, did not have a regular space for 
exhibitions. Van Dijk, like other artists and curators who organised exhibitions, 
rented different spaces in Beijing to hold short-term exhibitions. This solo exhibition 
of Zhang Haier, a photography artist from Guangzhou, was held in Song He Tang 
in Ritan Park, a place that often showed antiques and classical art objects. The 
exhibition exposed an interesting juxtaposition between Zhang Hai’er’s melancholic 
black and white photography capturing contemporary urban life in China and vases 
and tables from the Ming-Qing Dynasty.

Invitation card for Zhang Hai’er’s solo exhibition
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CIFA Gallery

When the Central Academy of Fine Art was still in Wangfujing, it had a small gallery 
space available for rent. It was 15.2 x 2.56 metres with a 2.7 metre high corridor, but 
its downtown location was ideal. NAAC organised a series of exhibitions in the space 
in 1996, including solo exhibitions of the work of Wang Xingwei, Zhou Teihai, Luo 
Yongjin, and Li Yongbin, an installation show by Zhang Lei and Hai Ying, and a group 
show of artists from Guangzhou, Beijing, and Shanghai.
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China Art Archives and Warehouse (South Beijing site)

‘Zheng Guogu: More Dimensions’, CAAW (South Beijing site), 
2000. Exhibition view
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In the late 1990s, in the suburbs of Beijing, it became possible to rent (though not 
entirely legally, but for a rather affordable price) land from peasants on which to 
built houses or studios for personal use. Hans Van Dijk, together with collector Frank 
Uytterhaegen and artist Ai Weiwei, found a place in Southern Beijing and built a 
space for activities and exhibitions. That was the beginning of the China Art Archives 
and Warehouse (CAAW). This space was a mixture of independent alternative art 
space and gallery, which organised and curated experimental shows and at the same 
time helped artists sell their work. It was a special model established because of the 
lack of both alternative art spaces and commercial galleries in China. 

CAAW stayed in this site in South Beijing until 2001, before it moved to its current 
location in Cao Chang Di in Northeastern Beijing. It was mainly Hans Van Dijk who 
took care of the exhibition programme in CAAW. After years of organising exhibitions 
in different venues, the new space allowed him to present exhibitions of larger scale 
more regularly. Unfortunately, in 2002, not long after CAAW’s relocation, Van Dijk 
passed away.
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Hans Van Dijk and Zheng Guogu,  
in preparation of Zheng’s solo exhibition in CAAW, 2000
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Van Dijk was known for discovering talents not only from China’s big cities, but also 
from its peripheral areas. Wang Xingwei who lived in the Northeast is one example. 
Zheng Guogu, who lived (and still lives) in Yang Jiang, a small town in the Southwest 
of Canton, is another. At first, these artists were often considered to be making work 
that was far afield from the mainstream and incomprehensible, but, as collector and 
publisher of Chinese-art.com Robert Bernell has said, ‘they managed to withstand the 
test of time and today represent some of the most influential and significant artists 
in China.’ Shedding light on these lesser-known artists was one of the many great 
contributions of Hans Vans Dijk in the development of Contemporary Chinese Art. 

Introduction by Fiona He and visual essay by Yung Tsz Kin  
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Joaquín Barriendos, Cristián Gómez Moya, 
David Gutiérrez Castañeda,  

Miguel A. Lopez, Jaime Vindel,  
Southern Conceptualisms Network
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Installation view of ‘Losing the Human Form. A seismic image of the 1980’s in Latin America,’ curated by Southern Conceptualisms Network, at the 
Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, October 2012 – March 2013. Courtesy of Román Lores y Joaquín Cortés.
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A brief chronology

2007 

Launch of ‘Cartographies’, a 

research project on the state of 

the archive and documentation of 

critical art dating from the 1950s in 

South America (2007-2009).

Coordinated by Ana Longoni and 

Miguel A López. Researchers: 

Fernando Davis (La Plata) and 

Ana Longoni (Buenos Aires), Taller 

Historia Crítica del Arte (Bogota), 

Cristina Freire (São Paulo), Miguel 

A López and Emilio Tarazona 

(Lima), Paulina Varas (Valparaiso), 

Fernanda Cartagena (Quito), 

and Lía Colombino (Asuncion). 

Supported in its first phase by the 

MACBA (2007) and in its second 

phase by SEACEX and the Reina 

Sofia Museum, Madrid (2009).

April 2008 

First symposium and meeting in São 

Paulo: ‘Conceitualismos do Sul/Sur’ 

[Conceptualisms from the South].

Organised by Ana Longoni and 

Cristina Freire, at the Museo de 

Arte Contemporanea of São Paulo 

University, Brazil. Participants: 

Felipe Ehrenberg (Mexico D.F./ 

São Paulo), Clemente Padín 

(Montevideo), Soledad Novoa 

(Santiago de Chile), Graciela 

Carnevale (Rosario, Argentina), 

Paulo Bruscky (Recife, Brazil), 

Fernando Davis, Miguel A López, 

Emilio Tarazona, Antoni Mercader 

(Barcelona), Suely Rolnik (São 

Paulo), Cristina Freire, Ana Longoni. 

Conducted with the support of the 

Contemporary Art Museum of São 

Paulo University and the Spanish 

Cultural Centres of Lima, São Paulo, 

and Buenos Aires.

July 2008 

Dossier in the art journal ramona 

no. 82, ‘Vanguardias polémicas. La 

herencia de los sesenta’ [Polemic 

vanguards: The legacy of the 60’s].

Guest-edited by Ana Longoni, with 

Micropolitics of the Archive

Before I begin, I would like to say that I consider none of what I am 
going to share here mine, or completely mine. Many of the ideas, 
dilemmas, and uncertainties recounted here are the products of a 
long, collective work of affective, intellectual, and political interaction 
generated within the Red Conceptualismos del Sur (or the Southern 
Conceptualisms Network), often about complex situations such as 
those which this issue of Field Notes calls into question and about the 
possibilities for reactivating our local, critical memories. Therefore, I 
would like to ask that the personal tone of this text be interpreted as an 
echo of a plural voice. 

Margins of critical memory

The Southern Conceptualisms Network began in 2007 when a core 
group of Latin American researchers decided to establish a platform 
for thought, discussion, and position-taking. At the time, our work and 
research had sought to map and recuperate a dispersed constellation 
of artistic practices developed across Latin America, between the 60s 
and the 80s, during times of conflict or under conditions of political 
repression (i.e. populist governments and dictatorial military regimes, 
both from the right and the left). Those political configurations led to 
complex intersections between politics and aesthetics, where multiple 
responses were given to specific situations, in an attempt to evade and 
denounce oppression, state coups, civil rights violations, prohibitions of 
political activity, and cultural and social censorship. 

Our Network was born with the intention of contributing to the 
reactivation of these artistic and political micro-histories and assisting 
in the generation of new conditions for the discussion and preservation 
of these materials and documents in our own contexts. We insisted 
upon the importance of their sensitive presence in our public life. 
Rather than treat them as mere ‘sources’ of ‘the history of art,’ we 
envisioned them as living antagonistic forces, capable of intervening in 
our local memories, our academic apparatuses, and our public debates. 

We use our name, Red Conceptualismos del Sur, in a tactical sense. 
In recent years, terms like ‘conceptualism’ or ‘conceptual practices’ 
have been escorted in the historiographic, theoretical, and political 
de-hierarchisation and decentralisation of the canonical narrative of 
art history, understanding ‘conceptualisms’ not as a limited artistic 
movement but as a different way of practicing art and of conceiving its 
social function. Likewise, rather than claiming a unique geographical 
cultural identity, the term ‘Southern’ calls for furthering knowledge 
processes from subordinated places, bodies, and aesthetics—historically 

Southern Conceptualisms Network 
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Conceptualismos do Sul/Sur [Conceptualisms of the South]. First International Symposium.  
Sao Paulo, Museu de Arte Contemporãnea da Universidade de São Paulo, April 2008.
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texts by Jaime Vindel, Ana Longoni, 

Fernando Davis, and Miguel A 

López. 

23-25 October 2008  

Second symposium and meeting 

of the Network of Researchers of 

Conceptualisms in Latin America at 

the Centro Cultural Parque de España 

(Rosario, Argentina). 

Organised by Fernando Davis, 

Ana Longoni, and Soledad Novoa 

Donoso. Participants: Halim Badawi 

(Bogota), William López (Bogota), 

David Gutiérrez (Bogota), Maria Clara 

Cortés (Bogota), Helena Chávez 

(Mexico D.F.), Cristina Freire, Marcus 

Bettis (São Paulo), Suely Rolnik, 

Joaquín Barriendos (Barcelona), 

Cristián Gómez Moya (Santiago de 

Chile), María Fernanda Cartagena 

(Quito), Jaime Vindel (Madrid), Jesús 

Carrillo (Madrid), Assunta Bassas 

(Barcelona), Sylvia Suárez (Bogota), 

Soledad Novoa (Santiago de Chile), 

Paulina Varas, Octavio Mercado 

(Mexico D.F.), Clemente Padín, 

Juan Carlos Romero (Buenos Aires), 

Alejandra Perié (Cordoba, Argentina), 

Fernanda Fraenza (Cordoba, 

Argentina), Juan Pablo Pérez (Buenos 

Aires), Julia Rebouças (Minas 

Gerais), Emilio Tarazona, Miguel A 

López, Cristina Ribas (Rio de Janeiro), 

Ana Vidal (Bahia Blanca, Argentina), 

Graciela Carnevale. Conducted with 

the support of the Spanish Cultural 

Centres of Lima, Santiago de Chile, 

São Paulo, and Buenos Aires.

First experimental curatorial project 

by Southern Conceptualisms 

Network with the archive of the 

artist Graciela Carnevale: Archivo 

Graciela Carnevale: Inventario 

1965-1975 at Rosario, Argentina, 

Centro Cultural Parque de España.

Curated by Graciela Carnevale, 

Fernando Davis, Ana Longoni, and 

Ana Wandzik. 

29-31 January, 2009 

Southern Conceptualisms 

Network participates in the 7th 

International Symposium of Theory 

of Contemporary Art ‘South, South, 

South, South…’ 

in unequal standing vis-à-vis a Western-Imperial worldview. Without 
plural cognitive equality, global social justice is impossible. As cultural 
mediators, we face the challenge of imagining and proposing more 
equitable forms of producing and sharing knowledge on a transnational 
level. In asking ourselves about the situation of historically marginal 
archives and subaltern artistic heritages, we are also trying to figure out 
how to dismantle the self-affirming universalist epistemologies, which 
had constructed unequal dynamics of production and distribution of 
knowledge in the first place, by introducing other points of origin capable of 
enabling more democratic futures.1

Key to our endeavour is our decision to remain independent. Our 
Network is an autonomous entity consisting of about 55 researchers, 
artists, curators, psychoanalysts, art historians, sociologists, and 
activists from Mexico, Peru, Ecuador, Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, Brazil, 
Paraguay, Colombia, the United Kingdom, and Spain. The Network 
collaborates with institutions from different areas. Being independent, 
we can define our own agenda of political action, regardless of the 
current demands of the academy or the market. The downside is that 
we have to spend so much time searching for funding for our initiatives. 

However, 
since 2008, we 
have been able 
to organise 
editorial 
projects, 
exhibitions, 
research 
groups, and 
public events in 
São Paulo (April 
2008), Rosario 
(October 
2008), Madrid 
(March 2009 
and November 
2010), Santiago 
de Chile (July 
2009), Lima 
(July 2012), and 
Buenos Aires 
(October 2012). 

We have also organised exhibitions, guest-edited some international 
journals, and published books such as Conceitualismos do Sul/Sur (2009) 
edited by Ana Longoni and Cristina Freire; El deseo nace del derrumbe. 
Roberto Jacoby, acciones, conceptos, escritos, edited by Ana Longoni in 

‘Conceitualismos do Sul / Sur’, edited by Ana Longoni and Cristina Freire. 
Book launch at Spanish Cultural Center, Buenos Aires, 2009. Courtesy of CCE 
– Buenos Aires



 Southern Conceptualisms Network

70

2011; and the forthcoming book Desinventario, 

[For an alternative policy of the decentred archive: the case of 

Inventario2 

Often, the expansion of contemporary art’s canon by means of the 
inclusion of so called ‘peripheral’ practices imposes on them an 
epistemological framework that involves the deployment of their 
disruptive power in the present. Given this circumstance it is urgent 
to imagine visibility policies for the documentary remains of these 
experiences that respond to an alternative logic. 

In this sense, an invaluable endeavour was the exhibition ‘Inventario 
1965-1975. Archivo Graciela Carnevale’ [Inventory 1965-1975. Graciela 
Carnevale archive], held at the Centro Cultural Parque de España, 
Rosario, Argentina, from 3 October to 9 November 2008. 

The three tunnels that make up the exhibition space were intervened 
as follows: the first of them was practically empty. Only lights 
projected on the wall disclosed its symbolic mediation as cultural 
container. At the back of the room, a random sequence of images from 
the archive—which accounted for the production and distribution 

1 |  Aníbal Quijano, ‘Coloniality and 

Modernity/Racionality,’ Cultural Studies 

2 – 3, vol 21, 2007, pp 155-167.

2 |  Originally published in Carta art 

magazine, Madrid, MNCARS, Spring-

Summer 2010

Installation view of ‘Inventario 1965-1975. Archivo Graciela Carnevale’ [Inventory 1965-
1975. The Archive of Graciela Carnevale], Centro Cultural Parque de España, Rosario, 
2008. Courtesy of Archive of Graciela Carnevale.
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a publication that returned critically to the exhibition project Inventario 
1965-1975. Archivo Graciela Carnevale (curated by Fernando Davis, 
Ana Longoni, Ana Wazdik, and Graciela Carnevale) was organised 
in Rosario in October 2008, as a reflection on the intersections of art 
and politics in Argentina in the 1960s from the Carnevale’s archive5.  
More recently we curated the exhibition ‘Losing the Human Form. A 
seismic image of the 80’s in Latin America’ at the Reina Sofía Museum, 
an exhibition that gives an overview of the 1980s, establishing a 
counterpoint between the effects of violence on bodies and the radical 
experiments which challenged the repressive order. This project 
has also allowed us to consolidate our collaboration with the Reina 
Sofía Museum (begun in early 2008), which aimed at transforming 
traditional museum policies and challenging the predominant circuits 
of cultural production, from south to north, and replacing them with 
horizontal itineraries, including South-South movements between 
archives, museums, researchers, artists, and institutions.

Organised by Cuauhtémoc Medina. 

Contributions by Suely Rolnik, Ana 

Longoni, Marcelo Expósito, Emilio 

Tarazona, Helena Chavez, and 

Joaquín Barriendos.

February 2009 

Launch ‘Des-bordes’ online 

magazine: www.des-bordes.net.

Edited by Helena Chávez. 

9-11 March, 2009 

Two-day public seminar organised 

at the Reina Sofía Museum: 

‘Reactivaciones Poéticas Políticas’ 

[Poetic Political Reactivations].

Contributions by William López, 

Suely Rolnik, Soledad Novoa, 

Joaquín Barriendos, Helena Chávez, 

Fernando Davis, Jaime Vindel, 

Miguel A López, and Ana Longoni.

The ‘Founding Manifesto of the 

Southern Conceptualisms Network’, 

a document detailing our general 

objectives, the Network’s internal 

organisation and our specific work 

mechanisms, is made public.

April 2009 

First assessment of the archive 

of the Uruguayan artist Clemente 

Padín concluded. Initiation of the 

project of converting his archive into 

a public centre of documentation in 

Montevideo city.

In collaboration with the Universidad 

de la República and the support of 

the Reina Sofía Museum. Project led 

by Fernando Davis, Cristina Freire, 

and Clemente Padín.

June 2009 

Launch of the anonymous call for 

collective action: TODOS SOMOS 

NEGROS project [We are all black].

23-25 July 2009 

Third public meeting and 

seminar: ‘Memorias y Archivos: 

categorías modernizadoras, 

repercusiones y disidencias 

posibles en los 'Conceptualismos 

del Sur' [Memories and Archives: 

Modernising categories, possible 

impact and dissent in the ‘Southern 

Conceptualisms’].

process of ‘Tucumán Arde’3 —visually overlapped with the sound of the 
testimonies recently collected by Ana Longoni and Mariano Mestman 
for their research on the itinerary of 1968.4 In the two remaining 
corridors, the public had access to plenty of visual and reference 
material (a partial copy of the archive was to be found in the middle 
of the second tunnel), which ranged from ‘historical’ documents from 
the 60s – 70s to those confirming the diachronic resonances of the 
experience, in diverse media.

The title of the curatorial experiment expressed a double intention: 
first, to inventory the archive for publication in a catalogue that 
would account for all of its documents; and second, to invent ways 
of critically activating in the present the utopian substrate of the 
practices that make up its documentary patrimony. The exhibition of 
the archive is reconciled with the implementation of its use value. The 
dismantling of the narratives at play sought to free experiences such as 
‘Tucumán Arde’ from their institutional consecration as emblems of 
‘Latin American conceptualism’, differing the meaning of the original 
event as the generating possibility of a new event. Emphasis on the 
materiality and processuality of the constitution of the discursive order 
of the archive was positioned against the aesthetic homogeneity of the 
artsy document, predominant in events like Documenta 12, turning on 
itself the demystifying potentiality of the ‘original’ experience. This 
epistemocritical approach revealed the fissures of every narrative 
that seeks to provide the viewer with a single explanation of the 
historical significance of those practices, relying on the uniqueness 
and multiplicity of readings when defining dialogically—but also 
agonistically—their sensitive memory.

Jaime Vindel is a researcher in the history of art, philosophy, and social 
science based in Madrid.] 
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Installation view of ‘Losing the Human Form. A seismic image of the 1980’s in Latin America,’ curated 
by Southern Conceptualisms Network, at the Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofía, October 2012 
– March 2013. Courtesy of Román Lores y Joaquín Cortés.

6 |  Joaquín Barriendos, ‘Museographic 

Imaginaries: Geopolitics of Global 

Art in the Era of the Expanded 

Internationalism,’ International Journal 

of the Inclusive Museum, 2009, vol 2, issue 

1, pp 189–202.

The archives and the market

Since the beginning many of us felt that reactivating the force of 
those artistic practices in the present meant not only fighting the 
censorship they had endured in the past, but also confronting our 
current situation, in which the scarce documentation about these 
practices is being disputed by large institutions and private collections. 
Over the last twenty years, Latin America’s symbolic capital has 
become quite appetising for the global art market. During the 80s, the 
notions of marginality and native exoticism served to present the ‘art 
of the periphery’ through condescending international exhibitions. 
During the 90s onwards, the accelerated globalisation changed 
the idea of ‘internationalism’ in art and progressively transformed 
the metropolitan demands, which now seek to duly include in 
their collections those works from other geographic areas, which 
were previously unaccounted for.6 These new market demands for 
international art circulation, which exist in unequal economic and 

5 | The Archive of Graciela Carnevale (also 

know as the ‘Tucumán Arde archive’) is 

one of the most comprehensive archives 

of the politicised art practices and radical 

experiments in Argentina in the 1960s. 

The archive comprises a large number 

of photographs, posters, catalogues, 

writings, and manifestos of the various 

avant-garde events in Argentina, 

alongside graphic work, pictures, 

agitprop materials, and other documents 

of experiences that connected art and 

politics in other contexts (from silkscreen 

prints by Taller 4 Rojo in Colombia to 

posters of the Brigadas Ramona Parra 

made before or during Salvador Allende’s 

socialist government in Chile, and others 

of the Meetings of Latin American Artists 

in Havana, Cuba). See the catalogue of 

the exhibition: ‘Inventario 1965-1975. 

Archivo Graciela Carnevale’, Exh. Cat., 

Rosario, Centro Cultural Parque de 

España, 2008. See also: Miguel A López, 

‘How do we know what Latin American 

Conceptualism Looks Like?,’ Afterall 23, 

Spring 2010, pp 5-21.

3 |  ‘Tucumán Arde’ brought together a 

group of Argentine artists with the aim of 

creating a counter-information network 

to reveal the crisis of subsistence then 

endured by the homonymous Argentinean 

province, exacerbated by the closure of 

its sugar industry and silenced by the 

dictatorship of Onganía. In a first stage, 

the artists—who had the support of 

other specialists, such as sociologists—

conducted a field study in order to obtain 

first hand information about the situation 

of the province of Tucumán. The vast 

and varied amount of material collected 

was presented, after a public awareness 

campaign, in separate exhibitions, which 

were held at the Rosario and Buenos 

Aires offices of the non-governmental 

CGT union.

4 | See Ana Longoni and Mariano 

Mestman, Del Di Tella a «Tucumán Arde». 

Vanguardia artística y política en el 68 

argentino. Buenos Aires, Eudeba, 2008.
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geopolitical conditions, mark the contradictions that we face today as 
mediators of cultural production between the South and the North. 

Organised by Soledad Novoa, 

Paulina Varas, and Cristián Gómez 

Moya in Santiago de Chile. With 

the support of ACERCA and the 

Spanish Cultural Centre of Santiago 

de Chile.

October 2009 

Online dissemination of the 

public statement ‘State of Alert’ 

regarding the state of archives in 

Latin America, after the fire that 

destroyed part of the archive of the 

Brazilian artist Helio Oiticica in Rio 

de Janeiro.

Publication of the Network’s first 

book: Conceitualismos do Sul/Sur 

[Conceptualisms from the South].

Edited by Cristina Freire and Ana 

Longoni (Annablume, São Paulo, 

MAC-USP, CCE). Contributions by: 

Cristina Freire, Felipe Ehrenberg, 

Clemente Padín, Graciela 

Carnevale, Paulo Bruscky, Antoni 

Mercader, Ana Longoni, Emilio 

Tarazona and Miguel A López, 

Soledad Novoa, Fernando Davis, 

and Suely Rolnik. Translated by 

Fernanda Nogueira.

January 2010 

Southern Conceptualisms Networks 

contributes to the dossier ‘Counter-

geographies of conceptual art’ of 

Artecontexto art journal (#24). 

Guest-edited by Miguel A López. 

Contributions by: Joaquín 

Barriendos and María Fernanda 

Cartagena, Fernando Davis, 

Fernanda Nogueira, Miguel A López, 

and the Colombian research group: 

Taller Historia Crítica de Arte (David 

Gutiérrez Castañeda, María Clara 

Cortés, Sylvia Suárez, William 

López, Luisa Fernanda Ordóñez, 

and Halim Badawi).

May 2010 

Six research projects initiated:

‘Archives/Museums/Modernities,’ 

coordinated by Joaquín Barriendos, 

Cristián Gómez Moya and Isobel 

Whitelegg.

‘Alternatives Art Networks,’ focused 

on the archives of Clemente Padín, 

[Geopolitics of Art Archives from Latin American

Latin American art is, today, at the core of the exhibition and research 
dynamics of museums and academic institutions of central countries. 
In this context, cultural dissemination strategies inevitably go through 
strategies of valorisation of knowledge processes about practices, and 
of categorisation of poetics located in the Latin American art discourse 
framework. The identification and study of documents and archives 
enabling the construction of this network and of discourses about it has 
become the self-interested action of knowledge multinationals7 which 
govern and exhibit artistic practices in a de-territorialised manner.

These multinationals, institutions such as museums and universities,8 

characteristically are: (I) projects financed by US and European 
capital, sustained on strategies of study and dialogue with knowledge 
groups and social movements in Latin America; (II) argued on the 
absence of discussion platforms in Latin American countries; (III) 
managing the direction of Latin American peers from recognised 
research and political activity centres in the development of their 
initiatives; (IV) generating programmatic research and cultural 
action plans on the local dialogue stage-sets during several years; (V) 
determining national and international visibility strategies to their 
name; (VI) aiming to generate states of the art of Latin America’s 
social and cultural circumstances based on the epistemic foundations 
of their discourses; (VII) developing training and dialogue processes 
of Latin American members to generate intellectual communities; and 
(VIII) constituting work networks in Latin America under projects of 

their own doing.

All of these points are attractive for Latin American partners and 
actually strengthen their work. In itself, this process is not harmful 
for the research on Latin American art but only to the extent in which 
autonomy in the construction of knowledge must be negotiated in the 
context of a discursive and conceptual framework about Latin America 
outside itself, outside of Latin America. The epistemological situation 
reveals an issue of power relations in the construction of knowledge. 
This dynamic of identification, classification and visualisation of Latin 
American art establishes ways of understanding and relationships of 
dependence and interdependence in Latin American knowledge society; 
strengthened by the weakness of local scenarios in the generation 
of autonomous knowledge about art and its archives, knowledge 
multinationals impose ex professo the referential framework which 
guides research policies. This dynamic can be critically reviewed in the 
relevance and understanding about the categories which classify the 
complexity of documents and archives.

David Gutiérrez Castañeda is a researcher in the history of art and 
sociology of culture and art and a member of Taller de Historia Crítica 
del Arte [Critical Art History Workshop] based in Bogota.]
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9 |  Red Conceptualismos del Sur, ‘State 

of Alert. The Art Archives in Latin 

America,’ 23 October, 2009. (trans. 

Felipe Ehrenberg) Circulated mainly on 

Internet. See http://eipcp.net/policies/

rcsur/en/. Reprinted in its original 

Spanish version in: Ramona, no 96, 

Buenos Aires, November 2009; Asterisco 

no 9, Bogotá, 2010, among others.

Take for instance how some archives of Latin American artists have 
become the new ‘spoils of war’ on the international art market,                           
coveted by renowned universities, private collectors, and art dealers. 
This is a very delicate situation in countries where state support for 
the arts is meagre or practically nonexistent, and where the artistic 
community distrusts the existing governmental institutions.9 Some 
important Latin American archives have been sold and displaced to 
institutions in Europe and the United States, obviously offering many 
more economic and infrastructural resources than Latin America. 
These movements trace a paradoxical juncture: the international 
acquisition of archives preserves the material but at the cost of moving 
them away from their country of origin. Neo-colonial logic becomes 
thus enforced and extended, widening the North/South divide, and, 
once again, legitimising the North American and European sites of 
knowledge production. Such a situation demands a collective strategic 
response not only from local artistic communities, but also from all 
those responsible for the care of material patrimony: from common 
citizens to the various states and private institutions involved.

I would like to comment briefly on some projects we are currently 
developing in Latin America. The first is a summary of the research 
project ‘Cartographies’, developed in 2007 and 2009. The second is two 
models of archival projects we are currently putting in motion: on one 
hand, preservation of at-risk archives, which we do with the support of 
various institutions on the continent, and on the other, creating what we 
call ‘in use archives’, which allow for the examination of materials and 
documentation through a virtual interface.

Mapping the archives

The ‘Cartographies’ project, run by our Network during 2007 and 
2009, constitutes a collective work of research regarding the state of 
the archives and documentation of ‘critical art’ dating from 1950 in 
South America. This project, coordinated by the Argentine art historian 
Ana Longoni and myself, was composed of diverse cartographies that 
have been mapped out by different researchers in seven countries: 
Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Colombia, Ecuador, Paraguay, and Peru.10 Each 
of these cartographies was structured in two distinct parts. The first 
part takes account of the existing archives and those currently being 
created, whether institutional or of a particular individual, public or 
private. In each case, we determined where the archive is located, what 
its origin is, who its interlocutors are, what material is being gathered, 
why it is relevant, how it is stored, what policies are held regarding 
its public consultation and opening of the archives, etc. The second 
part was a chronology of key events in ‘critical art’ in each country 
from 1950 onward. This chronology recorded the dates of each event, 

10 |  The reports were organised and 

prepared by Fernando Davis and Ana 

Longoni (La Plata y Buenos Aires, 

Argentina), Taller Historia Crítica del 

Arte (Bogotá, Colombia), Cristina Freire 

(São Paulo, Brasil), Miguel A López and 

Emilio Tarazona (Lima, Peru), Paulina 

Varas (Valparaíso, Chile), Fernanda 

Cartagena (Quito, Ecuador), and Lía 

Colombino (Asunción, Paraguay). See: 

Ana Longoni and Miguel A López, 

‘Cartografías. Un itinerario de riesgo en 

América del Sur,’ Carta, Spring-Summer 

2010, pp 5-6.

7 |  We can conceive of knowledge 

multinationals as academic and museum 

institutions that base their legitimacy in 

the construction of knowledge through 

the recording, exhibition, and discourse 

of cultural realities outside of their 

national frameworks.

8 |  It would suffice to enumerate, for 

example, the International Center of 

American Arts (http://www.mfah.org/

collection.asp?par1=12&par2=1&par3=75

&par4=1&par5=1&par6=1&par7=&lgc=4

&eid=&currentPage=), the project of the 

Hemispheric Institute of Performance 

and Politics at New York University 

(http://www.hemisphericinstitute.org/

eng/index.html), and the Lay Liberties 

project of the Mexiquense College and 

the Ford Foundation (http:/ /centauro.

cmq.edu.mx:8080/Libertades).
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Felipe Ehrenberg, Graciela Gutiérrez 

Marx, Guillermo Deisler and the 

Poema/Processo Archive (Neide 

de Sá).

‘Critical Writings,’ focused on the 

writings of Roberto Jacoby, Walter 

Zanini, and Juan Acha.

‘Artistic Activism and Commitment 

in the Aesthetics of Colombia: 

the Work of Taller 4 Rojo and the 

Political Alternatives of the Visual 

Arts in the 1970’s,’ by Taller Historia 

Crítica de Arte.

‘Creative Strategies in Argentina’s 

Human Right Movements,’ by 

researchers Fernanda Carvajal, 

Marcelo Expósito, Cora Gamarnik, 

Ana Longoni, and Jaime Vindel.

‘Archives in Tension,’ an exhibition 

organised and curated by Soledad 

Novoa and Graciela Carnevale. 

Developed with the support of 

SEACEX.

November 2010 

Public seminar and workshops: 

‘Disruptive Memories. Tactics for 

entering and leaving the Bicentennial 

of Latin America and the Caribbean.’

Organised by Southern 

Conceptualisms Network and the 

Reina Sofía Museum. Contributions 

by Pedro Lasch (Mexico), Miguel 

Rojas Sotelo (Bogota), Giuseppe 

Campuzano (Lima), André 

Mesquita (São Paulo), Paulina 

Varas, Valeria Coronel (Quito), 

Eduardo Gruner (Buenos Aires), 

Joaquín Barriendos, María Iñigo 

Clavo (London), Leandro Cardoso 

(São Paulo), Miguel A López, Juan 

Carlos Romero, Jorge Luis Marzo 

(Barcelona), Alexander Apóstol 

(Madrid), Carlos Jiménez (Madrid), 

Joan Vila-Puig, and Elvira Pujol 

(Barcelona), Cristián Gómez Moya.

February 2011 

Exhibition and presentation of the 

first ‘in use archive’ with materials, 

documents, images, and songs by 

Roberto Jacoby: ‘Roberto Jacoby: 

El deseo nace del derrumbe’ [Desire 

rises from collapse] at the Reina 

Sofía Museum.

information on who has researched it, and what bibliographic materials 
are available. For many of these ‘critical episodes,’ of course, no such 
research existed, nor has documentation been found, but it is precisely 
this exercise that made it possible to highlight the gaps and create new 
diagrams for intervention.

This project, supported in its first phase by the MACBA (2007) and 
in its second by SEACEX and Reina Sofía Museum (2009), allowed 
for the creation of seven ‘cartographies,’ some still incomplete. The 
project located 90 archives in Colombia, 35 in Ecuador, 31 in Peru, 26 
in Argentina, 21 in Paraguay, 17 in Chile, and 12 in Brazil (in addition 
to a number of small collections of documentation). There were few 
established archives and there are many more archives currently being 
compiled, the existence of which were unknown at the beginning of this 
work. There were few archives that are well preserved and many at risk. 
The resources on which these archives rely tend to be insufficient, and 
the depositories, in some cases, foresee donations to local initiatives or 
the institutionalisation of the archives.

Another important aspect to consider is the ‘effect’ produced by the 
act of naming certain groups of documents ‘archives.’ This is also a call 
to attention: the same exercise of researching and charting (the act of 
contacting, interviewing, taking interest) ends up instituting the organic 
idea of the ‘archive’, labelling it of clear public interest. These ‘effects’ 
do not only operate through the subjectivity of the depositories of these 
materials, but also on their status and economic value.

In light of the risk that this project could encourage new processes of 
economic speculation, since 2008 our Network has initiated dialogues 
and alliances between some of the involved agents, whether individuals 
or local institutions, to guarantee the accessibility and public 
conservation of some archives, which I’ll discuss in a moment. 

The ‘Cartographies’ project has helped us not only to define priority 
archives for the Network support but also to elaborate the sharpest lines 
of micro-research and trace a map of decentralised actions. The results 
affected various other projects in development since 2008: for example, 
they introduced new coordinates to our ‘Critical Writings’ project, a 
large scale revision of writings produced between the 50s and 80s in 
Latin America,11 and to our ‘Alternative Artistic Networks: visual poetry 
and mail art editions’ project on the collaborative groups that used 
visual poetry and mail art as a tactic of denouncing the dictatorships. 
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Archive preservation

We began our attempts to generate 
a new politics of preservation and 
public access in 2008 with one of 
the members of the Network, the 
Uruguayan poet and artist Clemente 
Padín. We worked to convert his 
archive into a public Centre of 
Documentation in Montevideo 
City, Uruguay. The project was 
born out of the artist’s concern due 
to recurring offers from private 
collectors to acquire his personal 
archive of experimental poetry and 
publications from the 60s and 80s. 
During those decades, Padín had 
been one of the main promoters of 
various editorial initiatives that 

built networks with artists and visual poets from Latin America, the 
United States, and Central and Eastern Europe, at a time of harsh 
political repression. In 1977 Padín was detained by the Uruguayan 
dictatorship and his archive was impounded, losing in the process 
many books, magazines, and works which were never returned. 
The arrest prompted an extensive, international protest campaign 
organised by the Mail Art Network that demanded freedom for Padín 
and his colleague Jorge Caraballo, summarised in the slogan: ‘Free 
Padín, Free Caraballo.’12 After being freed in 1979, the artist began to 
re-establish contact with the Mail Art Network and to reconstruct 
his archive.

In 2009, with the funding of SEACEX and the Reina Sofía Museum, the 
art historian Fernando Davis and the Brazilian curator Cristina Freire, 
founding members of our Network, completed a general diagnostic 
of his archive.13 Then we began conversations about the archive’s 

[Archival Imaginaries: museums, counter-canon and instituting 

practices14

The dissemination of post-structuralism to the field of creative cultural 
administration and progressive management of the artistic resulted in 
the collapse of several of the archival imaginaries seen as unmovable 
by late-nationalist state bureaucracy and, in turn, prompted the 
questioning of the self-legitimising inertia of the museum institution. 
Consequently, the question of relevance concerning the archive 
policies of art museums involves the following wager: assume that, 
because archives are symbolic-social artefacts made and updated in 

	  
Clemente Padín, OVUM, vol. 2, n. 1, Uruguay, 
1973. Courtesy of Clemente Padin Archive

11 |  See the first book of our ‘Critical 

Writings’ collection: Roberto Jacoby, El 

Deseo nace del derrumbe, Ana Longoni 

ed., Op. cit. We are currently working 

on the publication of the writings of 

Brazilian art critic Walter Zanini, edited 

by the art historian Cristina Freire.

12 |  Fernanda Nogueira and Fernando 

Davis, ‘Managing Precariousness. The 

Poetic-Political Powers of the Mail Art 

Network,’ Artecontexto 24, 2009, pp 37-39.

13 |  See: Fernando Davis, ‘El archivo 

Padín y la experiencia radical de la Nueva 

Poesía,’ Carta, Spring-Summer 2010, 

pp 7–8. 

14 |  Originally published in Carta art 

magazine, Madrid, MNCARS, Spring-

Summer 2010
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Curated by Ana Longoni.

Publication of the first volume of the 

‘Critical Writing’ series: El deseo 

nace del derrumbe. Roberto Jacoby: 

acciones, conceptos, escritos 

[Desire rises from collapse. Roberto 

Jacoby: actions, concepts and 

writings]

Edited by Ana Longoni 

(Ediciones Adriana Hidalgo, 

La Central, MNCARS and Red 

Conceptualismos del Sur, 2011).

July 2011 

Exhibition: ‘Archives in Tension’ 

at the Museum of Contemporary 

Art ‘Parque Forestal,’ Santiago de 

Chile. The exhibition is a reflection 

on the period 1968 – 1974, in Chile, 

assembled from the archive of 

Carnevale.

Organised by Chilean curator 

Soledad Novoa and Argentinean 

artist Graciela Carnevale. 

Supported by SEACEX.  

24-27 July 2011 

Public seminar: ‘Poner el cuerpo. 

Formas del Activismo Artístico en 

América Latina’ [To put the body in 

action. Forms of Artistic Activism 

in Latin America] at the Spanish 

Cultural Centre in Lima, as part of 

an ongoing research project about 

the 1980s. 

Coordinated by Miguel A López. 

Presentations by the project’s 

researchers and guest contributors: 

Roberto Amigo (Buenos Aires), 

Halim Badawi, Dorota Biczel 

(Austin), Manuel Borja-Villel 

(Madrid), Jesús Carrillo, Fernanda 

Carvajal (Santiago de Chile), Lía 

Colombino, Fernando Davis, Cora 

Gamarnik (Buenos Aires), Francisca 

García (Berlin), David Gutiérrez, 

Sol Henaro (Mexico D.F.), Ana 

Longoni, Miguel A López, Daniela 

Lucena (Buenos Aires), Alfredo 

Márquez (Lima), André Mesquita, 

Fernanda Nogueira (Rio de Janeiro), 

Felipe Rivas San Martín (Santiago 

de Chile), Leonor Silvestri (Buenos 

Aires), Sylvia Suárez, Emilio 

Tarazona (Barcelona), Paulina Varas, 

custody with the General Archive of the Universidad de la República, in 
Montevideo, to guarantee a safe place for it and adequate cataloguing 
criteria that would assure its proper conservation and use. During 
this process, collaborating with the Reina Sofía Museum became a 
precedent for determining conservation policies different from those 
of a conventional private acquisition in which the material is usually 
displaced from its original country. 

the course of their historical performance, the records and documents 
that constitute them are thus devices feasible of being reinterpreted, 
socialised, understood, concealed, manipulated, claimed, officialised or 
delegitimised by the emergence of new archival imaginaries. The latter 
are, in the broad sense of the word, instituting spaces and discursive 
joints that enable reactivating past events either as disruptive forces of 
the present or as monumentalising coercions. Every intersection with 
the past is, in this sense, a political and epistemic struggle in and for 
the present.

To the extent that museums claim the fact that the remains of some 
artistic practices—or certain objects (artworks or not)—operate in the 
form of documents, traces, or records of the past, they will therefore 
be compelled to become devices of intervention and tools of disruption 
of the canonisation processes of the stories of art; otherwise, their role 
will be limited to serving as contenders of the spectacle through the 
display of the ruins (of the global history) of art. Therefore, the critical 
transformation of the representational logic of museums should be 
accompanied by a radical questioning of our desires of transmission 
and access to the past, of our collective strategies and persistence 
against oblivion, and of our need to identify with or disidentify from 
our cultural institutions and their archive policies.

It is in this scenario that we must enquire about the circumstantial 
relationship between the emergence of a new set of acquisition and 
exhibition strategies within the museum on one hand, and, on the other, 
the demand for international visibility of a series of documentary 
collections, proto-archives, or compilations of registers related to the 
conceptualist practices and the political turmoil arising in Latin America 
since the sixties. In other words, it is within this framework that we 
must ask ourselves about the process of cross-pollination between 
certain peripheral, marginal, radical, non-canonical (or in the process 
of canonisation) conceptualist practices, and the new global archival 
imaginaries of some centre-progressive contemporary art museums.

From our point of view, the debate about the policies of archive 
acquisition and exhibition seems to require not only the emergence of 
radical intervention strategies in the construction processes of new 
post-national archival imaginaries but also the emergence of new 
instituting practices, conscious of art museums’ politics, geopolitics, 
and the biopolitics of the archive.

Joaquín Barriendos is a researcher in visual culture and contemporary 
art based in New York and Barcelona.]
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[Between the digital archive and the image bank16

In a context of liberalisation and opening of rights on registers, copies 
and visualities of archives of Latin American art, global museum 
institutions and their progressive administrations have found that 
access to information is a timely political strategy. This access has 
translated—beyond its exhibition, collection and conservation policies—
into the development of large digital archives on the Internet, which, 
based on a counter-hegemonic sense of the cultural, have opened a path 
to renegotiate universal knowledges and make them available to the 
various users globally connected. 

Understanding universal digital archives in this context of borderless 

15 |  The ‘in use archives’ project of the 

Creative Practices of the Human Right 

Movement in Argentina were organised 

and conducted by Cora Gamarnik, 

Fernanda Carvajal, Jaime Vindel, 

Marcelo Expósito and Ana Longoni. 

The design and virtual platform was 

developed by Eric Londaits.

16 |  Originally published in Carta art 

magazine, Madrid, MNCARS, Spring-

Summer 2010

This first experience allowed us to implement similar projects in other 
cities. Last year we started working with the archive of Chilean activist 
art collective CADA, whose work was developed during the years of 
Pinochet’s dictatorship. The situation with this archive—consisting 
of photographs, documents, and remnants of artwork—was very 
particular because the initial intention of its custodians was to sell it 
to an institution outside Chile, given their distrust of governmental 
institutions. In this situation, our job was to open a dialogue to 
imagine ways to keep the archive in Chile, and to incorporate it into 
an institution, ensuring public access. After a difficult start, and with 
the collaboration of artists Diamela Eltit and Lotty Rosenfeld (former 
members of CADA), the financial support from the Foundation for Arts 
Initiatives and the institutional support from the Reina Sofía Museum, 
Madrid, we came to an agreement with a local institution, the Museum 
of Memory and Human Rights in Santiago de Chile.15 Thus, after a long 
first diagnosis and inventory of materials, conducted by Jaime Vindel, 
Fernanda Carvajal, Isabel García, and Paulina Varas, the archive is 
about to move on loan to this museum’s documentation centre, and in 
five years it will be moved to the archive of the National Museum of 
Fine Arts. 

We’ve just begun an even more ambitious project with the archive of the 
Argentine artist Juan Carlos Romero, who maintains one of the largest 
collections of political prints and graphic production by art collectives, 
organisations, and social movements in Latin America, but also 
whose profuse work from the 60s is one of the most important critical 
testimonies of the continent. We are beginning negotiations with the 
3 de Febrero University, Buenos Aires to preserve and organise in its 
facilities the Romero archive, and some other local archives. We are 
preparing a similar project with the archive of the Peruvian collective 
E.P.S. Huayco, an important group of critical art from Lima, Peru, active 
during the early 80s. This material has been in Switzerland since 1982, 
following the departure of two of the group’s most important figures, 
Francisco Mariotti and Maria Luy. Our intention is for the archive to 
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Teresa Velázquez (Madrid), Ana 

Vidal, Jaime Vindel (Valparaiso), 

Rachel Weiss (Chicago). With the 

support of the Spanish Cultural 

Centre in Lima and the Reina Sofía 

Museum.

21-22 October, 2011 

Public seminar: ‘Disobedient 

bodies. New intersections between 

art and politics in Latin America in 

the 80’s.’ 

Coordinated by Ana Longoni. 

Contributors: Fernanda Carvajal, 

Cora Gamarnik, Ana Longoni, 

Malena La Rocca (Buenos Aires), 

Miguel A López, Daniela Lucena, 

André Mesquita, Fernanda 

Nogueira, Jaime Vindel, and 

Marcelo Expósito (Barcelona). With 

the support of the Spanish Cultural 

Centre in Buenos Aires and the 

Center of Artistic Research (CIA).

January 2012 

Publication of the second issue of 

Tercer Texto, ‘Irrupciones al Sur. 

Nuevas formas de antagonismo 

artístico-político en América Latina’ 

[Southern Irruptions. New forms of 

artistic-political antagonism in Latin 

America]

Guest-edited by Ana Longoni and 

Miguel A López. Contributors: Olivier 

Debroise, Fernanda Nogueira, 

Sol Henaro, André Mesquita, Lía 

Colombino, Fernanda Carvajal, 

Miguel A López and Alfredo Márquez, 

Rachel Weiss, Jaime Vindel and Ana 

Longoni, Víctor Manuel Rodríguez, 

Hernán Ibarra and Ulises Estrella, and 

Fernando Davis.

June 2012 

Public seminar: ‘Losing the Human 

Form. An ongoing collective research 

about the intersections of art and 

politics in the 80’s’, at the Centre of 

Artistic Research, Buenos Aires. 

Coordinated by Ana Longoni. 

Contributors: Ana Longoni, 

Cora Gamarnik, Fernando 

Davis, Fernanda Carvajal, Gisela 

Laboureau, Daniela Lucena, and 

Malena La Rocca.

global art, 
besides 
indicating 
their access 
opportunities, 
would entail 
alerting about a 
certain timeless 
and space-less 
dimension, 
which sustains 
its own de-
territorialised 
category. More 

precisely, the emancipatory euphoria flaunted by these new digital 
repositories runs the risk of becoming neutral ahistorical complacency 
where what ultimately will prevail is the image bank. So a universally 
accessible digital economy should take into account that the profits of the 
image—available as banking catalogues (image-banking) in the global 
network—do not necessarily amount to an opening of knowledge, but 
rather stress the historical-local value of other archive policies. 

Under a westernised perspective and given the precarious archival-
institutional support of cultural governance in the Latin American 
context, we could say that the lack of archives of political art in specific 
areas of the subcontinent would constitute the new timelessness for 
centralised knowledge, and, correlatively, would be tantamount to a lack 
of modernity for Latin America’s own knowledge. 

In this sense, digital archives would respond to a modern tradition 
and their updating would depend on high connectivity allowing for 
multi-historical and de-territorialised access, in detriment of local 
management policies. However, we must also be suspicious of a fixed 
over-determination to a place, because its claim would simply end by 
emulating the Nation-state apparatus of territoriality as a prophylactic 
guarantor of original documents under patrimonial seal, based on a 
culture of the identitarian, essentialist and private image, regardless of 
public policies.

Thus, an initial assessment of digital archives would be very related to 
what has been defined as an archive-image, that is, if the archive is a 
locus which needs to be managed, we must also bear in mind that this 
is now a clearly unfixed place, given that it has been diluted among 
networks; it is an invisible place because it is located behind the image. 
Therefore, the challenge of digital archives of Latin American political 
art and of museum institutions that promote their public access and 
interactivity, would not so much imply protecting the revered local 
symbolic patrimony but opportunely noticing the conveniences and 
contradictions of diluting documentary registers to such level that it is 
no longer possible to claim ownership of the document or its copy, much 
less of the original, and the implications of negotiating the reproduction 
of these same copies to the point of inscribing them as universal, and 
thus the possibility of turning them solely into an image. It is precisely 

Dailor Varela, não ao não [No to no], 1969. Projeto – 1 mail art 
journal, Natal-RN, 1970, 17,6 x 25 cm. Courtesy of Archive of Neide 
de Sá. Photo by Fernanda Nogueira
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return to Lima next year 
and stay on long-term loan 
at the Lima Art Museum 
– MALI, a museum that is 
doing remarkable work in 
the consolidation of the art 
scene, bringing together 
an important collection of 
20th century Peruvian art. 

‘In use archives’

As a second modality, 
we’ve promoted the 
experimental socialisation 
of artist’s archives through 
a virtual platform that 
enables these digitised 
materials to be viewed on 
any computer with the 
installed software. Unlike 
the preservation and 
organisation of archives 
in institutions for the 
reference of researchers 

and the general public, the creation of these ‘in use archives’ attempts 
to imagine a workspace that allows access to documentary collections 
through a simple design, which merely requires curiosity instead of 
specialised knowledge. The first of these virtual platforms was that of 
the archive of Argentine artist Roberto Jacoby, an active participant of 
the 60s avant-garde, whose diverse creative production of five decades 
spans social research, song writing, essay writing, network-creation, 
literature, and art. This ‘in use archive’ was prepared for the exhibition 
‘El Deseo nace del derrumbe’ (Desire is born of collapse) curated by Ana 
Longoni, held at the MNCARS between February and July 2011.

But we’re not talking about merely digitising an archive previously 
organised and kept by the artist. Quite the contrary: these ‘in use 
archives’ are actually the result of research processes that involve 
systematising and re-thinking the ‘chaotic and scattered universe of 

El deseo nace del derrumbe. Roberto Jacoby: acciones, 
conceptos, escritos [Desire rises from collapse. Roberto Jacoby: 
actions, concepts and writings], edited by Ana Longoni 
(Buenos Aires and Madrid, Ediciones Adriana Hidalgo, La 
Central, MNCARS and Red Conceptualismos del Sur, 2011).

17 |  Ana Longoni, 'Políticas de Archivo 

desde la Red Conceptualismos del Sur: 

la experiencia del Archivo en uso de 

Roberto Jacoby', unpublished conference 

at ‘Polítiques d’Arxiu’ symposium, 

Girona, University of Girona, December 

2011.

at this juncture that it is unavoidable to think about the political event 
that digital archives activate as opposed to the banking instituted by the 
archive-image.

Cristián Gómez Moya is a researcher in visual studies and the history of 
art and theory based in Bogota.]
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September 2012 

Exhibition showcasing material 

from the research project about the 

1980s in Latin America: ‘Permanent 

Excitement. The Gang of the Porn Art 

Movement in the 1980’s in Brazil.’ 

Curated by Fernanda Nogueira at 

Lugar a Dudas, Cali. 

October 2012 

Exhibition: ‘Losing the Human Form. 

A seismic image of the 1980’s in 

Latin America.’ 

Curated by Southern 

Conceptualisms Network. 

Coordinating team: Ana Longoni, 

Fernanda Nogueira, André 

Mesquita, Jaime Vindel, Miguel 

A López, Fernanda Carvajal, and 

Mabel Tapia. Researchers: Paulina 

Varas, Francisco García, Emilio 

Tarazona, Dorota Biczel, Felipe Rivas 

San Martín, Lía Colombino, Cora 

Gamarnik, Daniela Lucena, Ana 

Vidal, Fernando Davis, Sol Henaro, 

and Taller de Historia Crítica del 

Arte (David Gutierrez Castañeda, 

Sylvia Suárez, William López, Luisa 

Fernanda Ordóñez, Halim Badawi). 

Roberto Amigo and Rachel Weiss 

have been interlocutors of the 

project.

Presentation of ‘in use archives’ of the 

group CADA (Chile), and the Creative 

Practices of Human Rights Movement 

in Argentina, at the documentation 

tables of the exhibition ‘Losing the 

Human Form.’

papers, publications, recordings and films’ in the homes of the artist 
and his or her friends. As Ana Longoni recognizes: ‘the work entailed 
gathering the parts, filling in the blanks, and imagining different 
ways of granting them legibility and meaning.’17 By this we mean that 
research itself usually generates archives. The software consists of a 
digital interface where you can examine Jacoby’s writings, projects, 
photographs, videos, and audio files using key concepts that allow 
navigating the material, but also using a timeline, a list of collaborators 
and a list of incidents and historical events. Our second software 
includes all of Roberto Jacoby’s songs in a kind of invitation to karaoke: 
‘the lyrics, the audio tracks, information about their historical context 
and the artwork that accompanied their appearance (album covers, 
concert photos).’

We intend to offer these digital interfaces so that they can be installed 
for free public access in various libraries, documentation centres, 
museums, universities, and institutions. We’ve already offered it to 
institutions such as the Museo del Barro in Asunción, or the Centre for 
Artistic Research of Buenos Aires. Quite recently we finished two new 
‘in use archives’: the archive of the Chilean collective CADA, already 
mentioned, and an archive compiling photos and documents of Creative 
Practices of the Human Rights movement in Argentina, since the last 
dictatorship. At this very moment, these two archives can be accessed 
at the documentation tables of the exhibition ‘Losing the Human Form’ 
that we’ve curated at the Reina Sofía Museum.

Conclusion

What I’ve presented is just a glimpse of the kind of interdisciplinary 
work dynamics we foster within our Network, in spite of many 
economic difficulties. Whatever the format, our interventions have the 
common aim of putting into play different possibilities for history, the 
archive, and the transmission of knowledge. We don’t know where this 
work will take us, but we’re conscious of the urgency of intervening to 
prevent the latent danger of dispossession and material deterioration 
of our cultural memory. Our call is to act collectively. Without regional 
initiatives and new local politics (or, even worse, without archives), it 
will be very difficult to commit ourselves to the agenda of democratic 
reconstitution in our countries, which must be the seminal horizon of 
any cultural project that intends to be truly critical.

Miguel A López 
Lima, October 2012

(Translation: Max Hernández Calvo)
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