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Abstract  

This dissertation analyzes the relationship between curating and the 
contemporary art market, inscribing its enquiry in the realm of curatorial theory. 
Contributing to epistemological discussions on the notion of the curatorial, this 
study frames itself as an “economy of the curatorial”, an expression with which 
we define the sphere of economic relations of production and mediation 
engendered by curatorial practice and discourse in the contemporary art 
field. This field is considered increasingly dominated by market imperatives, since 
market players (commercial galleries, art fairs, and auction houses) have acquired 
an increasing authority in consecrating artists and, hence, in establishing both the 
economic and the symbolic value of art. Adopting a situated approach, this thesis 
is based on qualitative field research carried out in South Africa, and on the 
analysis of several instances that disclose the role of curators in the market of 
contemporary African art since 1989. The main case study is the analysis of 
curators’ role at the Goodman Gallery, which illustrates the performing of the 
curatorial within the marketplace. 

 
Keywords: curating, curatorial practice and discourse, the curatorial, art 

field, economic value, symbolic value, contemporary art, art market, 
contemporary African art, South Africa, post-apartheid, Goodman gallery. 

 
 	

Resumen Esta tesis propone un análisis de la relación entre la curaduría 
y el mercado del arte contemporáneo, inscribiéndose en el ámbito de la teoría 
curatorial. A la vez que contribuye a las discusiones epistemológicas sobre la 
noción de lo curatorial, este estudio propone pensar estas relaciones como parte 
de una “economía de lo curatorial”, expresión con la que definimos el ámbito de 
las relaciones económicas de producción y mediación generadas por la práctica y 
el discurso curatoriales en el campo del arte contemporáneo. Este campo se 
considera como cada vez más dominado por los imperativos del mercado, siendo 
que las galerías comerciales, las ferias de arte y las casas de subastas han adquirido 
autoridad a la hora de consagrar a los artistas y, por ende, de establecer tanto el 
valor simbólico como económico del arte. Adoptando un enfoque situado, esta 
tesis se basa principalmente en una investigación de campo llevada a cabo en 
Sudáfrica, y en el análisis de varios casos y coyunturas que revelan el papel de los 
curadores en el mercado del arte africano contemporáneo desde 1989. El caso de 
estudio clave consiste en el análisis del papel de los curadores en la galería 
Goodman, las cual ilustra como la curaduría opera en un contexto de mercado. 	

 
Palabras clave: curaduría, comisariado, practica y discurso curatorial, 

lo curatorial, campo del arte, valor económico, valor simbólico, arte 
contemporáneo, mercado del arte, arte contemporáneo africano, Sudáfrica, 
post-apartheid, galería Goodman 
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PREFACE 

 
 

Is there only an art of exhibition? Is there not also a 
politics of exhibition? […] Is it not, assuredly, a politics 
[and an economy] that wants to confine art to a pure 
realm of the aesthetic? 1 
 

Douglas Crimp, “The Art 
of Exhibition” (1984) 

 

 

On the 1st of March 2019, South African local art media 

announced the curatorial project selected to go on to represent the 

country at the 58th edition of the Venice Biennale, opening less than two 

months later. The Department of Arts and Culture chose The Stronger 

We Become by curators Nkule Mabaso and Nomusa Makhubu, a 

politically-themed exhibition that featured artists Dineo Seshee Bopape, 

Mawande Ka Zenzile, and Tracey Rose. It was the first time that African 

democracy would be represented by an all-black team of artists and 

curators. 

Eventually, the Goodman Gallery, the powerhouse dealer from 

Johannesburg and Cape Town that represents Tracey Rose since the 

                                                
1 Douglas Crimp, “The Art of  Exhibition”, October, vol. 30 (Autumn, 1984): 63. 
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2000s, could share the news on social media and across its database of 

clients and contacts. Once again, one of its stable artists would represent 

South Africa at the oldest and most prestigious biennale in the world. 

This was not new for the longstanding South African gallery, whose 

artist Candice Breitz was selected by curators Lucy MacGarry and 

Musha Neluheni along with Mohau Modisakeng, for the 2017 edition 

of the biennale. A performance and lens-based artist that bloomed in 

South African democracy’s first years, after participating in the Okwui 

Enwezor’s Johannesburg Biennale in 1997, Rose had already 

participated at the Venice Biennale in 2001.2 

The South African national pavilion isn’t the only venue in 

which the Goodman Gallery’s artists are invited to display their work 

this year. El Anatsui, for instance, is one of the featured artists of the 

first, and much anticipated, Ghanaian pavilion curated by Nana 

Oforiatta Ayim under the advisory of Enwezor, who co-curated one of 

the artist’s major surveys at the Haus der Kunst in Munich earlier this 

year. El Anatsui was also included by Enwezor in the Arsenale show of 

the 2015 edition of the Venice biennale, which made him the recipient 

of the Lifetime Achievement Golden Lion - a decision made by the 

Board of Directors of la Biennale chaired by Paolo Baratta, upon the 

recommendation of the Nigerian curator.  

The Venice biennale is a curatorial ground for authored 

exhibitions3 that confers the world’s highest symbolic worth to the 

                                                
2 Similarly, Goodman Gallery prided itself  with a great achievement when the national 

pavilion curator of  the 2015 edition, Christopeher Till, selected Haroon Gunn-Salie, Jeremy 
Wafer, Gerald Machona, and Diane Victor from its stable. 

3 As Federica Martini and Vittoria Martini argue, “it was at the Venice Biennial and at rival 
perennial exhibitions like Documenta that the first theme-based group shows were organized 
by the new figure of  the curator, who was now explicitly in charge of  the cultural outset of  the 
exhibition, thereby effectively becoming the ‘author’ of  the show”; in Federica Martini and 
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artists that pass through its venues. However, the prestige of the 

achievements consecrated at the altar of Venice will be measured by 

galleries and artists on the basis of the deals sealed prior, during, and in 

the aftermath of the biennale.4 Such a measurement will not only be 

made on the basis of any sale, but rather according to the increased price 

of an artist’s work, after his/her participation in the biennale, which a 

good buyer would be willing to pay.5 Enwezor’s curatorial “boost”6 of 

2017 has, for example, echoed in the art market 12 months later, when 

El Anatsui’s “Paths to the Okro Farm” (2006) achieved a record price 

at a Sotheby’s auction, selling for USD 1.445.000. The Venice Biennale 

is a venue where great deals – be it sales or agreements – are sealed. The 

Goodman Gallery, for example, has signed British-Nigerian blue chip 

artist Yinka Shonibare at the 2017 edition, when he was featured in the 

first ever “Diaspora Pavilion”, organized by the ICF International 

Curators Forum and London’s University of the Arts (UAL). Still at the 

Venice Biennale, in 2013 the entire Angolan pavilion’s exhibition, 

recipient of the Golden Lion prize, was bought by the private collector 

                                                
Vittoria Martini, “Questions of  Authorship in Biennale Curating”, in Elena Filipovic et al. eds., 
The Biennale Reader. An Anthology on Large Scale Perennial Exhibition of  Contemporary Art (Ostfildern: 
Hatje Cantz, 2010), 265. 

4 For example, galleries that represent the artists featured at the Venice biennale are likely 
to successfully sell the artist’s work, for example, at Art Basel art fair, celebrated one month 
after the biennale’s opening. Collectors, on the other hand, might resell previously collected 
artworks from the same artists in the various auctions that take place throughout the year. 

5 As Olav Velthuis points out, “dealers are more like price maximizers than like profit 
maximizers”: in other words, their ultimate goal is to raise the price coefficient of  an artist, so 
that that the increase of  the economic value (i.e. price) has priority over the sale of  the work 
itself. In Olav Velthuis, “Symbolic Meanings of  Prices: Constructing the Value of  
Contemporary Art in Amsterdam and New York Galleries”, Theory and Society, vol. 32, no. 2 
(April 2003): 182. A “good” buyer would be a reputable collector. 

6 In this context, I coined the expression curatorial “boost” to define the effect of  curatorial 
choices made in the context of  biennales like the Venice Biennale on art prices and sales: the 
curatorial “boost” is an act of  consecration of  certain artists, which increases the economic 
value (i.e. the price) of  his/her work in the art market. 
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Jochen Zeitz, to be included four years later in one of the exhibitions 

that opened the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary African Art in Cape 

Town.7  

The South African Goodman and Stevenson galleries had 

always positioned their stable artists at the Venice biennale, following a 

trend amongst international powerhouses.8 Without a doubt, 2017 was 

the edition of the biennale with the highest presence of African national 

pavilions: namely the ones from Angola, Côte d’Ivoire, Egypt, Kenya, 

Nigeria, South Africa, Tunisia, Zimbabwe – most participations being 

commissioned by ministries of culture or private individuals. This 

suggests that participating in this old Western platform for artistic 

consecration is still regarded as a worthy investment for countries that 

are emerging in the global arena of the contemporary art world – an 

arena that, however, replicates the geopolitical Western-centred 

distribution of power. For the more recent comers, it is clear that the 

Venice Biennale is key to establishing both an artistic reputation and, 

indirectly, economic value.  

In fact, although the biennale exhibitions do not report prices 

on the walls or red dots on works sold, contemporary art world insiders 

know that curatorial choices are heavily propped by the dealers, who 

have often contributed to the funding of the works on view and that 

pitch in for shipping and installation. Mark Coetzee, the first curator of 

the Cape Town’s Zeitz MOCAA, was particularly blatant in describing 

                                                
7 In 2013, the Angolan pavilion, commissioned and supported by the Ministry of  Culture 

of  the Republic of  Angola, was curated by Paula Nascimento and Stefano Rabolli Pansera 
(Beyond Entropy Ltd), and featured a photographic project by Angolan artist Edson Chagas. 

8 See Nate Freeman, “These Galleries Have the Most Artists in the Venice Biennale”, in 
Artsy (19 March 2019), https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-galleries-artists-venice-
biennale.  
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the biennale as the most exclusive marketplace: “There’s no point in 

pretending anymore; biennales are as commercial as art fairs. […] 

Ninety-nine per cent of our acquisitions are made in biennales […] Fairs 

cannot provide the scale of works we want, nor the critical importance; 

artists push themselves more for biennales”.9 

Alongside the previously mentioned instances, such a 

declaration seems to insinuate that the influence of market players and 

private stakeholders on the biennale curator’s choices is today more 

explicit than ever. And yet, it still comes as an unpleasant surprise for 

the more romantic, who regard it as a threat to art’s incommensurable 

immaterial cultural value. At the same time, the idea that the biennale 

is, like the museum, the most prestigious site in which art is consecrated 

symbolically, is exactly what makes it investment worthy for dealers and 

collectors: they are interested in making sure that the curators’ choices, 

fallen onto their roster of artists, appear as disinterested and unexpected 

as possible to the public and the media. It is as if for the curators to 

exercise their full power as artistic consecrators, the art market has to 

be kept outside the doors of the Arsenale or the Giardini, or at least in 

the backstage of the glorification of art’s symbolic greatness.  

The biennale curatorial ground appears, from this description, 

as a contended field, in which competing interests and stakeholders 

influence curators’ choices. This is, however, only one of the countless 

occasions in which curators and market players come together to 

sanction art’s value and artists’ success. The growing power of art 

market players since the 1980s makes them capable of attracting into 

their orbits of interest agents whose work is defined by regimes of value 

                                                
9 Freeman, “These Galleries Have the Most Artists”.  
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and judgement alien to those of commerce. Amongst them are the 

curators whose agency mostly lies in their reputation as intellectuals, 

taste-makers and network players always on the move. While the market 

strongly impacts curated non-commercial exhibitions and events – like 

the Venice Biennale - it has also turned into the site of curatorial practice 

and discourse itself, with commercial galleries, art fairs and auction 

houses resorting to curatorial figures and organizing curated event 

programmes that do not have an immediate commercial goal. Through 

such influence, the art market has gained symbolic power and acquired 

authority in determining the success of artists and the value of their 

work, not only economically but also symbolically. 

These anecdotic accounts from the Venice Biennale drive our 

attention towards the fundamental questions that motivated this 

dissertation in the first place. Mostly making reference to artists, 

curators, collectors and dealers from the South African art world and, 

more in general, to those involved in the production, promotion and 

trade of contemporary art from Africa, these biennale tales also 

introduce the contemporary art field in which most of the research 

behind this work took place and from which case studies have been 

selected and analysed.  

 

*** 

 

 

1_ Field of Study and Object of Research  

The many clues that link curating to the art market should not 

be regarded as an issue per se – at least if we are to understand curatorial 
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agency and modes of operating within the contemporary art world. And 

yet, as Beti Žerov has pointed out, curator’s involvement in the sale of 

art is an awkward topic for most of the established practitioners and, as 

such, it is rarely discussed in curatorial theory and mostly ignored by 

those who attempt to compile a history of curating.10 Most curators are 

reluctant to admit that their practice impacts – or at the very least is 

influenced by - the art market in one way or another. For instance, we 

have heard curators, like Francesco Bonami, who completely deny the 

relevance of curators on today’s art market and artist’s career.11 Other 

curators, like Charles Esche, regard the link between curating and the 

art market as an “insidious” relationship,12 which curators are forced 

into within the context of the glittery art world, the excesses of its 

market, or the speculation manoeuvres behind it. Instead, 

contemporary curating is preferably presented as resulting from the 

transformations of the role of the museum custodian in the postmodern 

era, or as a practice that evolved from the institutional critique of the 

1970s, from which it has inherited an inherently critical character,13 or 

even as an extension of one’s commitment to social justice and political 

engagement.14  

                                                
10 Žerov, Beti. When Attitudes Become the Norm. The Contemporary Curator and Institutional Art 

(Ljubljana: Igor Zabel Association for Culture and Theory, 2015), 18. 
11 Francesco Bonami in interview by Henri Neuendorf, “Francesco Bonami Says Curators 

Are ‘Self-Delusional’ and ‘Irrelevant’ in Today’s Art World. Are Curators a Dying Breed?”, 
Artnet (7 June 2016). https://news.artnet.com/market/francesco-bonami-says-curators-self-
delusional-irrelevant-todays-art-world-512705. 

12 Charles Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, in Jean Paul Martinon (ed.), The Curatorial. A 
Philosophy of  Curating (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 247- 251. 

13 Jens Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, in John C. Welchman 
(ed.), Institutional Critique and After (Zurich: JRP|Ringer, 2006), 323–335.  

14 Charles Esche, for instance, is known for his “politically engaged” curatorial vision, which 
gave him popularity since the 1990s. As a politically committed curator, he is not “so interested 
in aesthetic values for themselves […] or in art for art’s sake”, but rather in “how art engages 
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And yet, the ambiguous and often controversial character of 

such a relationship should trigger a systematic analysis within the realm 

of curatorial theory - a field of enquiry dedicated to the examination of 

the agency of curating, its relation to exhibitions, institutions, audiences, 

aesthetics and displays, as well as to the analysis of the curatorial 

episteme.15 

Therefore, the purpose of this dissertation is precisely to analyse 

the veiled relationship of curating with the art market, with the 

mechanisms of artists’ consecration and with the different regimes of 

value attached to contemporary art production. These questions are 

considered within a wider theoretical frame which I define as the 

“economy of the curatorial”, an expression also discussed in detail 

throughout this dissertation. If the concept of the curatorial accounts 

for a politics of truth, agency, and expertise that underlies curatorial 

practice and discourse, through the newly-coined expression “economy 

of the curatorial”, I define the sphere of economic relations of 

production and mediation engendered by curatorial practice and 

discourse in the contemporary art world.16 Central to my approach is 

the question of the regimes of value17 of an art field in which different 

                                                
and changes conditions around it, how it operates on the imagination”; Charles Esche 
interviewed by Žerov in When Attitudes become the Norm, 151. 

15 With the concept of  curatorial episteme, I refer to a theorization of  curatorial practice 
and thinking, focused on understand the politics of  truth, agency and expertise that underlie 
the advent of  “the curatorial”, and that constitute what Beatrice von Bismarck has recently 
called “the culture of  the curatorial”; Beatrice von Bismarck, Jorn Schafaff, and Thomas Weski, 
Cultures of  the Curatorial (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012).  

16 I develop my analysis of  the economy of  the curatorial in Chapter 2, where I focus on 
the relationship between curators and the art market, as well as on the marketplace as the site 
of  the curatorial. Curator’s involvement with the regime of  economic value is not a common 
topic in curatorial theory, since the art market and art prices are mostly regarded as external to 
the very nature of  the curatorial episteme.  

17 I define regimes of  value as modes of  value construction within a closed system of  
commodity exchange – in this case, the contemporary art world. This definition draws from 
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strategies are put in place by stakeholders with the aim of creating, 

communicating, and controlling valued resources. In the contemporary 

art world, artworks and artists are regarded as the field’s most valuable 

resources18  and, to use an expression by Pierre Bourdieu, they are 

subjected to the law of the “market of symbolic goods”.19 This is a 

market for goods that are “merchandise and signification” at the same 

time, that respond to different and antagonistic orders of value 

(symbolic value and economic value) which remain relatively 

independent from each other,20 and that is characterised by an inverted 

economic logic for which reputation and artistic legitimization are the 

mayor currency. Therefore, to analyse the curatorial in this context 

means to recognise it as a form of mediation 21  between objects, 

stakeholders, interests, orders of value, and so on, and a fundamental 

cog in the field’s non-linear value chain. 

Following Beatrice von Bismarck, in this dissertation I consider 

the figure of the curator as the one in charge of “producing 

connections” within the realm of the objects he/she selects and 

                                                
Arjun Appadurai, who, in his The Social Life of  Things (1986), addresses the notion of  regimes 
of  value as the cultural framework that defines the commodity candidacy of  things, bearing in 
mind that objects become commodities within specific situations of  economic exchange. Arjun 
Appadurai, The Social Life of  Things (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986).  

18 According to Pierre Bourdieu,the valuable resources in a field respond to different forms 
of  capital  – symbolic, cultural, social and economic; see Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of  
Capital”, in J. Richardson, ed., Handbook of  Theory and Research for the Sociology of  Education 
(Westport, CT: Greenwood, 1986), 241-258. 

19 Pierre Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art: Genesis and Structure of  the Literary Field (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1992), 141.  

20 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 141. 
21 Curatorial mediation defines the modes in which the discourses on art are generated and 

communicated through exhibitionary and non-exhibitionary forms of  presentation of  art, and 
is therefore associated with the making of  meaning and value. On the notion of  mediation in 
curating, see Maria Lind, “Why Mediate Art?”, in Jens Hoffmann (eds.), Ten Fundamental 
Questions of  Curating (Milan: Contrappunto, 2011) and Oriol Fontdevilla, El Arte de la Mediación 
(Bilbao: Consonni, 2018). 
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distributes in a narrative display. 22  And yet, I extend the idea of 

connections production to the realm of the relations of social exchange 

that the curator creates, to the regimes of value he/she mediates and to 

the economic transactions that, silently, his/her operating eases. 

Therefore, I consider the contemporary art field that gave birth to the 

contemporary curator as one characterised by deep transformations. 

Amongst these are the ongoing phenomena of commercialization, 

financialization, and globalization, 23  the growing centrality of the 

(curated) exhibition as the medium through which symbolic value is 

conferred and artists are consecrated, 24  as well as the progressive 

authority of the art market in establishing the reputation of artists and, 

hence, the value of art. 25 Moreover, the ongoing global redistribution 

of symbolic power through the diffusion of exhibition formats such as 

blockbuster shows, biennales, and art fairs, and the emergence of 

contemporary art fields across the globe, as well as through the 

progressive visibility conferred to artists and curators from the Global 

South in major established art organizations (museums and biennales) 

in the West are also considered key features of the contemporary art 

world. In other words, the economy of the curatorial is discussed in this 

dissertation in terms of the role and agency of curators – as connection 

                                                
22 Beatrice von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality. On the Role of  Freelance Curators in the 

Field of  Contemporary Art”, Curating Critique, no. 9 (2011): 21, available at OnCurating.org, 
23 These are three fundamental changes within the contemporary art field, as described by 

Olav Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market between Stasis and Flux”, in Maria Lind and 
Olav Velthuis (eds.), Contemporary Art and Its Commercial Markets (Berlin: Stenberg, 2012), 17-50. 

24 Malcom Bull, “The Two Economies of  World Art”, in Jonathan Harris (ed.), Globalization 
and Contemporary Art (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 179 -190.  

25 Isabelle Graw, High Price: Art between the Market and Celebrity Culture (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 
2009), 56-57. 
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providers, exhibition authors26 and taste-makers27 - in relation to the art 

market becoming a normative authority, as well as to a contemporary 

art world, progressively globalized and diversified in its fields and 

professional competency profiles. 

 

 

2_ Questions and Hypothesis  

In this dissertation, I address the topic of the economy of the 

curatorial within the field of the contemporary by posing three 

interrelated questions, which imply three corresponding hypotheses: 

a) On the one hand, I pose the question of the unpopular 

although common relationship of curators with the market of 

contemporary art - in particular with market players like commercial 

galleries, art fairs, and auction houses – while I also interrogate their 

modes of operating within the marketplace. The hypothesis behind this 

focus is that curatorial practice and discourse are the means through 

which the art market is acquiring symbolic power and, hence, the 

authority to establish the reputation of artists and the value of their 

work. 

b) On the other hand, I pose the question of the role of curators 

that curate biennales, blockbuster shows, and art fairs in the process of 

the globalization of the contemporary art world and its market, as well 

                                                
26 Nathalie Heinich and Michael Pollak, “From Museum Curator to Exhibition Auteur”, in 

Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, Sandy Nairne (eds.), Thinking about Exhibitions (London: 
Routledge, 1996), 231-250. 

27 Michael Bhaskar, Curation: The Power of  Selection in a World of  Excess (London: Little, Brown 
Book Group, 2016).  
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as in the creation of new market niches (for example, art classified as 

belonging to specific regions, like South African contemporary art, 

Indian modern and contemporary art etc.). The hypothesis here is that 

these curators contribute to the redistribution of symbolic power within 

a Western-dominated art world. At the same time, their involvement in 

the establishment of private art institutions and for-profit organizations 

in the emerging economy regions of the Global South (like China, Brazil 

or South Africa) positively impacts their progressive recognition within 

the global art ecosystem. 

c) Finally, the dissertation poses the question of how the expertise, 

competency profile, and agency of curators are reshaped by the specific, 

although shifting, conditions of local art fields, where curatorial models 

are constantly renegotiated, hybridized and adjusted to concrete needs 

and situated contexts. My hypothesis here is that in regions like South 

Africa - where museums and non-commercial events (like biennales and 

festivals) dedicated to the consecration of art and artists career are 

scarce in number and authority, and where powerful market players 

acquire prestige as symbolic validators - curators develop new 

competencies, perform new duties and exercise new agencies in their 

relationships with artists, dealers, collectors, and audiences. 

 

 

3_ Structure of the Thesis  

This dissertation has a tripartite structure and is articulated in 

three chapters. 

Chapter 1_THE FIELD OF THE CURATORIAL: A 

LITERATURE REVIEW OF CURATORIAL THEORY offers an 
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overview of the literature and situates my enquiry within curatorial 

theory, a theoretical field that hasn’t achieved a disciplinary status and 

that, yet, is complex and diverse in its contributions and themes. While 

I summarise current debates surrounding the notion of the “curatorial”, 

especially through an emblematic conversation between Irit Rogoff and 

Beatrice von Bismarck, I support von Bismarck’s idea that such 

epistemological notion entail a deep entanglement with the field of 

practice in which curators operate. Moreover, I offer an overview of 

different approaches to curating and the curatorial, elaborated in the 

field of theory, by identifying and discussing five main paradigms: the 

idea of the curatorial as an autonomous discipline (Irit Rogoff); the 

notion of the curatorial as a gift (Jean-Paul Martinon); the idea of 

curating as a form of institutional critique (Jens Hoffman); the notion 

of curating as activism (Charles Esche, Maura Relly amongst others); 

and, finally, the notion of the curatorial as a dynamic field (Beatrice von 

Bismarck). Finally, the last section of this chapter builds up on the 

notion of the curatorial dynamic field and on the idea of its situated 

nature by proposing to readdress the question of the curatorial beyond 

the limited context of the Western art field. In this way, it introduces 

my research on the economy of the curatorial in relation to the market 

for contemporary African art, and more concretely the contemporary 

art world of post-apartheid South Africa. 

 As suggested by its title, Chapter 2_THE CURATORIAL IN 

THE FIELDS OF CONTEMPORARY ART: THE ECONOMY OF 

THE CURATORIAL AS A THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

outlines a theoretical framework to undertand the question of the 

curatorial within the contemporary art field – a field defined as global 

and multiple at the same time - and  it also lays out an economic theory 
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of the curatorial. In the first section -  (2.1) Defining the field - the starting 

point is an analysis of the contemporary art world based on Bourdieu’s 

field theory and, hence, on the qualities of relative autonomy and 

inverted economy that characterize the art field as suggested by the 

French sociologist. 28  The art field so defined is also considered as 

entangled with the project of modernity and with its colonial nature. 

This premise aims to offer an understanding of the contemporary art 

world from an institutional theory perspective and, thefore, as the 

international network of art institutions and agents through which the 

category of contemporary art is perpetually produced through 

discursive and display strategies, which also make art an autonomous 

area of knowledge in the hands of a community of art professionals.29 

The mechanisms of artistic consecration are defined as modes of 

subscription inherited by the modern dealer-critic system,30 and hence 

rely on the basis of the dialectic between two economies: the economy 

of the art market, on the one hand, and the economy of attention and 

knowledge, on the other.31 A particular emphasis is put on the role of 

the art dealers that, as market players, have a central position in the 

circulation of art and that manage artists’ careers 32 . Moreover, the 

exhibition is defined as the cornerstone of the two aforementioned 

                                                
28 Especially see Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature 

(Cambridge, UK: Polity Press, 1992) and The Rules of  Art: Genesis and Structure of  the Literary Field 
(Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1992). 

29 For an institutional theory approach to the study of  contemporary art, I rely on Arthur 
Danto, “The Artworld”, Journal of  Philosophy, vol. 61, no. 19, American Philosophical Association 
Eastern Division Sixty-First Annual Meeting (15 October 1964), 571-584. 

30 Harrison C. White and Cynthia A. White, Canvases and Careers: Institutional Change in the 
French Painting World (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1993). 

31 Malcom Bull, “The Two Economies of  World Art”, in Globalization and Contemporary Art 
(Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 179 -190, 

32 Bull, “The Two Economies of  World Art”. 
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economies, thereby as a device that plays a fundamental role in the 

creation of art’s value and in the mechanisms of artist’s consecration.33 

This outline of the contemporary art field continues with a section 

dedicated to the art market becoming a normative authority since the 

1980s, as I have previously discussed in this introduction.34 The growing 

authority of the art market is finally understood as part of a global 

neoliberal regime 35  that marks the more recent phase of global 

capitalism, and new modes of capitalist exploitation in post-Fordist 

economies.36 

The following main section of this chapter - (2.2) On the Economy 

of the Curatorial - is dedicated to defining the economy of the curatorial 

and to understanding the establishment of the figure of the curator 

within the described contingencies of the field. It thus offers a 

                                                
33 Emma Barker, ed. Contemporary Cultures of  Display (London: University Press, 1999) and, 

in particular the essay by Sandy Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, featured in it. 
34 As argued by Isabel Graw, while the market had previously been considered in purely 

functional terms, as a means of  doing business, its status was gradually elevated to that of  a 
normative authority: “now, the art market (alternately) the Mainstream, is credited with the 
ability to filter out what is (apparently) of  no artistic worth in favour of  what is (allegedly) of  
artistic value”. As she argues, until the 1970s and the ‘80s, “the market was viewed as a necessary 
means of  making sadly inevitable financial transactions”, while “by the dawn of  the twenty-first 
century, it had advanced in the collective unconscious to the status of  an end in itself. Isabelle 
Graw, High Price: Art between the Market and Celebrity Culture (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2009), 56-
57. She argues that it is especially during the art booms, the last of  which happened in 2008,34 
that the market acquires a particular agency over determining the worth or an artist and their 
work. In the art world this is increasingly governed by economic imperatives, in fact, the art 
market is often permitted to play the role of  final arbiter on artistic matters”, influencing non-
commercial players and non-economic criteria in the establishing of  value. Graw, High Price, 19. 

35  Mostly, my approach to the question of  neoliberalism is based on such critical 
contributions as David Harvey, “Neoliberalism as Creative Destruction”, The Annals of  the 
American Academy, no. 610 (2007): 22-44; and Brief  History of  Neoliberalism (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005). 

36  See Yann Moulier-Boutang, Cognitive Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2012) and 
Maurizio Lazzarato, “Immaterial Labour”, in Paolo Virno and Michael Hardt (eds.), Radical 
Thought in Italy: A Potential Politics (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 2010); and 
Antonella Corsani “Le capitalisme cognitive comme sortie de la crise du capitalisme industriel. 
Un programme de recherche” (Paris, Colloque de l’école de la régulation, 2001), 11-14. 

Octobre 2001), accessible at : http://matisse.univ-paris1.fr/doc2/capitalisme.pdf. 
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theoretical framework to analyse the intertwining of curatorial practice 

and discourse with the art market and the shifting distribution of 

symbolic power, both locally and globally, in a condition of market 

imperatives. Therefore, in this section the rise of curators is understood 

contextually as part of the changes in the art world from the 1960s and 

‘70s. On the one hand, the curator, it is argued, responded to the need 

for “a figure to make sense of things, to act as advocate for an ever 

more obtuse, factionalist art scene” and hence to mediate between the 

world of art and the world of business;37 the figure of curator Seth 

Siegelaub offers a paradigmatic example of how the first exhibition-

makers were actively involved in the marketing and sale of a type of art 

(conceptual art) that was ideologically anti-commercial. On the other 

hand, it is argued that the curator also responded to the changing 

condition of autonomy of culture in postmodernity38 by offering – like 

the white cube itself 39 – new strategies for the production of such 

autonomy.40 The position of the curator as the subject on the front line 

                                                
37 David Balzer, Curationism (London: Pluto Press, 2015), 40-41. 
38 Zygmunt Bauman, “On Art, Death, and Postmodernity -And What They Do To Each 

Other”, in Hannula (ed.), Stopping the Process, Contemporary Views on Art and Exhibitions (Helsinki: 
NIFCA – The Nordic Institute for Contemporary Art 1998),  21–34; Paul Kaiser “Is the 
Curator a Product of  the Cultural Crisis?”, in Christoph Tannert and Ute Tischler (eds.), Men in 
Black: Handbook of  Curatorial Practice (Frankfurt a.M.: Revolver 2004), 198-199; Nathalie Heinch 
and Michael Pollak, “From Museum Curator to Exhibition Auteur. Inventing a Singular 
Position”, in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, Sandy Nairne (eds.), Thinking about 
Exhibitions (London: Routledge, 1996), 321-250. On the changing condition of  the autonomy 
of  the cultural field in postmodernity, see Fredric Jameson, Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of  
Late Capitalism (London and New York: Verso, 1991). 

39 Oriol Fontdevilla, El Arte de la mediación (Bilbao: Consonni, 2018), 35. On the aesthetic 
ideology of  the autonomy of  the white cube, see Brian O’Doherty, Inside the White Cube. The 
Ideology of  the Gallery Space (Berkely, Los Angeles, London: University of  California Press, 1999 
[1976]). 

40 Peter Osborne, “Living with Contradictions: The Resignation of  Chris Gilbert”, Afterall 
Journal, no.16 (Autumn – Winter, 2007),  available at the link 
https://www.afterall.org/journal/issue.16/living.contradictions.resignation.chris.gilbert.an. 
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of neoliberal capitalism - i.e. as the one that most juggles between the 

two spheres of economic and symbolic value and between private and 

the public interests - is discussed in terms of an inalienable conflict of 

interest which, although performed by the individual, has an 

institutional nature (i.e. it is inherent to the institution of art). At this 

point I offer an analysis of the marketplace becoming a “site of the 

curatorial”, and hence of the progressive integration of curators in such 

organizations as commercial galleries, auction houses, and art fairs, 

which also increasingly adopt curatorial strategies as a form of 

management. While different instances are provided to exemplify this 

trend, a particular focus is put on commercial galleries and, more 

precisely, in what Derrick Chong names powerhouse dealers.41 Offering 

rich exhibition programmes, collaborating with established curators and 

creating a team of in-house curators, galleries of this calibre acquire 

authority as symbolic validators impacting the formation of the art 

canon and the art historical narrative. The last two sections - (2.3) 

Curating, the Biennale and Concerns with Cultural Brokering and (2.4) Curators 

and the Globalization of the Art Market - are dedicated to discussing the 

role of curators in the globalization of the art market since the end of 

the 1980s, contextually with the explosion of blockbuster exhibitions, 

biennales, and art fairs across the world. The debate surrounding 

cultural brokering and the fetishization of artistic practices from non-

Western regions brought by curators into the orbit of a Western 

monopolized contemporary art field is also discussed in this section.42 

                                                
41 Derrick Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, in 

Johnathan Harris (ed.), Globalization and Contemporary Art (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 
431-448. 

42  Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of  
Representation”, in Reesa Greenberg, et al. (eds.), Thinking about Exhibitions (London: Routledge. 
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Curators are, therefore, acknowledged in this section as playing a key 

role in the internationalization of art defined by its region of origin 

(Japanese art, South African art, for example), since “they are able to 

physically connect different art worlds through their permanent travels, 

and partially because an element of their work is to introduce and 

‘mediate’ art produced in one region to audiences in other regions”.43 

That these curatorial dynamics are embedded in neocolonial relations is 

discussed by comparing the case of Japan (whose art world’s resilience 

to Western cultural hegemony prevented, in a certain way, its full 

integration into the mainstream of the contemporary art market and 

discourse) and the case of different Sub-Saharan countries (whose art 

fields, marked by a colonial past, are inextricably tied to the art market 

and discursive apparatus of Europe and the West more in general). The 

increasing visibility of African curators on the global art scene is an 

outcome of these dynamics and, at the same time, it marks a positive 

shift in the distribution of “symbolic” power amongst those who 

validate artists in the international arena. In the last section of this 

chapter, the role of curators in the global redistribution of symbolic 

power is explained as resulting from two phenomena that have taken 

place since the 1980s: a growing interest in non-Western art by Western 

stakeholders and organizations (museums, private collectors, biennales, 

and markets players) and an increasing number of institutions and 

                                                
1996), 21-38; Gerardo Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, in Jean Fisher 
(ed.), Global Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts (London: Kala Press in 
association with the Institute of  International Visual Arts, 1994), 133-139; and “Poder y 
comisariado internacional”, Lapiz (Madrid, nª 102, April 1994): 12-17. 

43 Stefano Baia Curioni and Olav Velthuis, “Making Market Global”, in Olav Velthuis and 
Stefani Baia Curioni (eds.) Cosmopolitan Canvases. The Globalization of  Markets for Contemporary Art 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 12. 
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events aimed at consecrating contemporary artists (like the 

aforementioned biennales and art fairs, as well as private museums, 

independent organizations, and commercial galleries) in countries like 

South Africa, Nigeria, Brazil, and China. Since contemporary 

independent curators have become bearers of authority and are 

employed as artists’ consecrators, it is through them that even the for-

profit institutions and market organizations have acquired an 

“ennobled” aura, becoming a site of symbolic consecration themselves. 

 In Chapter 3, THE CURATORIAL AND THE MARKET 

FOR CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN ART. QUESTIONS AND 

INSTANCES FROM THE (SOUTH) AFRICAN ART FIELD, I carry 

out an extensive analysis of a series of intertwined curatorial instances 

through which I re-address and re-discuss the questions I pose in the 

previous chapters according to the selected cases.  

This chapter starts with the premise of the growing agency of 

curators and artists, as well as of market players and non-profit 

organizations from Africa and in the global art scene since the end of 

the 1980s, as well as from acknowledging the establishment, throughout 

the last three decades, of a market for contemporary African art. The 

chapter is developed around three main analytic focuses: the interplay, 

during the last three decades, of curators’ practices within the market 

for contemporary African art, whose marketplaces are physically 

situated in different European, US, and African metropolises; the role 

of curators in the creation of art organizations dedicated to the 

consecration of contemporary artists on the African continent; and, 

finally, the operating of the curatorial in the marketplace within the 

contemporary art field of South Africa in post-apartheid (that is, post 

1994), the South African Goodman Gallery being my main case study. 
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The curatorial instances analysed and discussed in the two sections span 

a period of thirty years and are located in different geographical regions 

across Africa and, on one occasion in Paris, privileging links and 

connections to South Africa, the country in which I carried out my 

research. My aim is not to offer an exhaustive historiographic survey or 

an art historical analysis of a chronologically built series of case studies. 

Rather, the third chapter’s goal is to submit to critical analysis instances 

identified as significant for disclosing the mechanisms of the curatorial 

and its economy. My criteria and approaches are, therefore, determined 

by the theoretical questions previously examined and aims to return and 

critically contribute to the theoretical discussion.  

The chapter is articulated into three main sections: (3.1) Curating 

and the Globalization of the Market for Contemporary Art from Africa: Issues and 

Instances and (3.2) Curatorial Instances and the Market for Contemporary Art in 

Post-apartheid South Africa (3.3) Goodman Gallery: The Performing of the 

Curatorial in the Marketplace. The curatorial instances discussed in the first 

section (3.1) illustrate the role of curators such as Andre Magnin, Okwui 

Enwezor, Simon Njami, amongst others, in defining, negotiating and 

marketing, through blockbuster exhibitions and biennales, the category 

of “contemporary African art” since 1989, and the impact of their 

practices on the art market. Moreover, their cases offer an analytical 

overview of the role of curators from Africa within the on-going growth 

of a contemporary art field in different African metropolis (namely, 

Lagos, Accra, Nairobi, amongst others which today compete with the 

more established contemporary art scenes of Cape Town and 

Johannesburg). They mostly materialize in the establishment of art 

organizations and curatorial pedagogic programmes, as well as in the 
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participation in mechanisms of artistic consecration activated by market 

players and a handful of non-profit institutions.  

In the second section (3.2), the focus is especially on the 

economy of the curatorial in post-apartheid South Africa. This is the 

African country that has the most mature market for contemporary art, 

as well as a major concentration of artist studios, independent art 

spaces, schools and universities for artists and art historians, centuries-

old and recently-founded art galleries, private collections and state 

owned museums. All of them play a key role in the validation of local 

artists (as well as artists from other African regions) and their promotion 

outside the continent. Commercial galleries, auction houses, art fairs, 

and market players in general have acquired a special authority in 

sanctioning artists’ reputations and art value – both symbolically and 

economically. This has happened in parallel to an on-going and 

conflictual process of transformation – read, democratization - of an art 

field that was inherited from the white-supremacist apartheid and that 

is impacted by the neoliberal turn of the South African economy and 

politics at large. Curatorial practice and discourses, and the condition of 

curatorial expertise and agency are, therefore, deeply shaped the 

normative authority acquired by the art market.  

My main case study is the performance of the curatorial at 

Goodman Gallery (3.3) a longstanding commercial gallery founded 

during apartheid, that today operates successfully on the local and 

international art market, while also assuming a para-institutional role 

within the local art field. Within the gallery, exhibition programs and 

curatorial practices play a key role in determining the reputation of the 

gallery and its symbolic capital. Thus, this case study illustrates the 

performing of the curatorial within the marketplace and the impact of 
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curating on the growing authority of the art market in sanctioning 

artists’ success and in shaping art historical narratives on contemporary 

art.  

The relevance of the analysis of curatorial practice and discourse 

within the contemporary art field of South Africa is also motivated by 

my aim to contribute to the de-centering of a curatorial theory that has 

been dominated by Western and, particularly, European scholarship, 

which mostly reflects the competency profile and agency of curator 

within the West. If we acknowledge that the contemporary art world is 

made up of a plurality of fields, then the need to discuss and analyse 

curatorial practice and discourse locally and situatedly becomes a 

fundamental responsibility for the curatorial theorist. It will result, 

certainly, in a richer and more diverse understanding of the curatorial 

and its relationship to the economy of art. South Africa can be 

considered a microcosm - although wide in its geographical extension - 

in which socio-political and economic dynamics, contrasts and 

contradictions that happen at a global level are made visible and 

experienced in a particularly enhanced way. Paraphrasing curator Pep 

Subiros, we can say that, like the country itself, the South African art 

field continues to constitute a stage and a privileged observatory upon 

which and from which we can approach the cardinal issues of our 

world.44 

 

                                                
44  Pep Subirós, Apartheid: The South African Mirror (Barcelona: Centre de Cultura 

Contemporánea de Barcelona, 2007), 112. 
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4_ Research Methods and Locations  

This dissertation results from a variety of methodological 

approaches that draw from different disciplinary fields. The analysis of 

the literature from fields such as curatorial studies, art history, art 

theory, critical studies, the sociology of art, anthropology and political 

economy has been the starting point for my research, and it was a 

constant reference during its development.  

A number authors have been fundamental references in the 

development of this dissertation. The work of Beatrice von Bismarck 

had particular relevance in my approach to the field of curatorial theory, 

along with Paul O’Neill’s critical history of curating and Soren 

Andreasen and Lans Bang Larsen’s idea of the curator as a middleman. 

On the theory of the exhibition, the seminal work of Reesa Greenberg, 

Sandy Nairne, Mary Anne Staniszewski, Emma Berker, amongst others, 

has also been key. Pierre Bourdieu’s eminent contribution to the 

sociology of art and field theory has been pivotal to my analytical 

approach. Within the same disciplinary field, I have also relied on the 

recent contributions of Isabel Graw and Olav Velthuis. Theodore 

Adorno, Max Horkheimer, Walter Benjamin, and Herbert Marcuse 

offered me the theoretical tools to understand the notion of art’s 

autonomy in the context of capitalism from a Marxist approach, 

together with Dave Beech’s analysis of the economic exceptionalism of 

art and its complex relationship with capitalist modes of production. 

Authors from the post-colonial tradition, ranging from Franz Fanon to 

Achille Mbembe, to Homi Bhabha and Edward Said have been 

fundamental to my critical engagement with the neo-colonial 

relationships at play in the globalized field of contemporary art, together 
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with Mahamood Mamdani’s analysis of indirect rule strategies of 

government in Africa.  

The fact of being a researcher on curating and a practitioner of 

curating at the same time has strongly influenced my interest and 

approach, together with my academic background in anthropology, art 

theory, and cultural management.  

Over these years, my research has mostly taken place in 

Barcelona, Cape Town, and Johannesburg, where the experience of 

their diverse art scenes has had a significant impact, in one way or 

another, on my research parcours, which I believe is reflected in this 

dissertation. During my first (two-year long) stay in South Africa - which 

was made possible by the Erasmus Mundus AESOP exchange program 

organized by the University Pompeu Fabra and the University of 

Western Cape,45 Cape Town and Johannesburg became a broad site of 

my field research as a scholar.  

As an external researcher at the University of Western Cape, I 

was affiliated to the African Programme in Museum and Heritage 

Studies and mentored by Professor Ciraj Rasool of the Centre for 

Humanities Research (CHR). My research in South Africa has been of 

three types: (1) theoretical and historical; (2) archival, with research 

conducted in the archives of the Johannesburg Art Gallery and of the 

Goodman Gallery; (3) qualitative-ethnographic, informed by interviews 

and conversations with curators, artists, gallerists, museum directors 

and other art world professionals, and the attendance of countless art 

events, some of which were documented through photography. 

                                                
45 The research stay took place from the end of  2014 to the end of  2016, and then again 

during 2017.  
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Especially for my analysis of the contemporary art world in post-

apartheid South Africa and, in particular, on the performing of the 

curatorial at Goodman gallery, qualitative methods of anthropological 

field research have been fundamental. 

For instance, my field and archival research at Goodman Gallery 

in Johannesburg, which took place during the first half of 2016, 

concurrently to the organization of the exhibitions and the events with 

which the gallery celebrated its 50th anniversary, deserves mention. My 

analysis of the case study in the section Goodman Gallery: The Performing 

of the Curatorial in the Marketplace in Chapter 3 is mostly based on data I 

collected during this period, when I had the chance to access the 

gallery’s archive, whose content had never been systematically consulted 

for academic research purposes before.46 The state of the archive, in 

which the documents were not catalogued and mostly decontextualized, 

made interviews – especially with Neil Dundas, who has worked at the 

gallery since 1982 – crucial to the reconstruction of the history of the 

gallery. Moreover, for the analysis of the gallery’s organization and of 

the role of the in-house curatorial team in the overall management 

strategy, I used documents made available to me by the gallery team 

(like the organigram chart and the scheme of tasks assigned to each 

curator), interviews with the gallery owner and director Liza Essers and 

the members of the curatorial team at that time (Lara Koseff, Natasha 

Becker, Damon Garstang and Emma Laurence), who have been pivotal. 

                                                
46 Untidily filling a big office cabinet and several drawers, the archive consisted of  different 

materials: seven A3-size scrapbooks dating back to the early years of  the gallery and created by 
hand by Linda Givon between 1966 and the early 1990s, whose pages are filled with a collage 
of  newspaper articles (original and photocopied) and invitation flyers; numerous catalogues and 
exhibitions material collected by Givon throughout the 40 years of  her ownership; hundreds of  
photographs, negatives and reversal films.  
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The outcome of my archival research was also used in the publication 

New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 50 Programme (2016). Moreover, the 

field research conducted at Goodman has also been “participative”, 

given that it consisted in my involvement in the production of dozens 

of interviews with artists 47  that have been condensed into the 

homonymous documentary. Over that period, I had the chance to 

interview over the phone the first owner of the gallery, Linda Givon.48  

Interviews with curators Bongi Dhlomo and Emma Bedford, 

collector Warren Siebrits and artists David Koloane and Lefifi Thlali, 

have also greatly contributed to my understanding of the gallery’s past 

and role in South Africa. At the same time, interviews with owners and 

directors of other galleries – like Monna Mokoena (Momo gallery) and 

Lerato Bereng (Stevenson gallery) – and independent curators like 

Thembinkosi Goniwe, have also enriched my understanding of the 

South African contemporary art world. Interviews were prepared ad hoc 

and my questions often explicitly oriented the interviewees to reflect on 

their own understanding and experience of curating, as well as on their 

understanding of the role of curators in today’s art world. Of the large 

amount of documents and other materials produced and collected 

during my research, only a fraction has been used in this dissertation. 

Throughout the years, other experiences in different locations 

have informed my research and approach. Amongst them is my 

                                                
47 In this phase, I had the chance to interview Pat Mautloa, as well as to preside the 

interviews with other artists like William Kentridge – who welcomed us in his studio – David 
Koloane, Sam Nhlengethwa, as well as the younger Nolan Oswald Dennis, Haroon Haroon 
Gunn-Salie and Nelisiwe Xaba, amongst others.  

48 In these same days, the gallery funder Linda Givon was turning 80 and was organizing 
her own birthday celebration with an exhibition featuring artworks from her personal collection, 
titled Off  the Wall: An 80th Birthday Celebration with Linda Givon at Wits University Gallery, 
Johannesburg. 
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participation, between 2013 and 2014, in first edition of the curatorial 

program On Mediation organized by the research group Art, 

Globalization, and Interculturality, directed by Anna Maria Guasch; my 

participation as a researcher in the Paris-based Summer University 

programme organized in 2014 by the Centre Pompidou and the 

Kandinsky University, within the context of the Magiciens de la Terre. 

Retour sur une exposition légendaire exhibition and event programme; finally, 

my more recent participation in the first edition of the TRANScuratorial 

Academy (TCA) organized by von Bismarck and Benjamin Meyer-

Krahmer in 2017, and hosted by the Haus der Kulturen der Welt 

(Berlin). Reference to these last two programs are disseminated 

throughout this dissertation and, in the case of the Summer University 

at the Pompidou, the research outcome has informed my analysis in the 

section 3.1.1) Retour sur une exposition légendaire: Curator-Magicians and the 

Rise of a Market for “Contemporary African Art” in the West.  
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1. THE FIELD OF THE CURATORIAL: 
LITERATURE REVIEW OF CURATORIAL 

THEORY 

 

 

Two hundred years from now, when someone like you 
will look back at our age, he or she will write a chapter 
called “The Curatorial Age”, recognizing a time when 
no one could speak about art without acknowledging the 
curatorial presence.49 
 

The author of the chapter would probably narrate the curatorial 

age as a time in which the origin of the surplus value of art50 was located 

                                                
49 Carlolyin Christov-Bakargiev in conversation with Terry Smith, “On Not Having an Idea: 

Documenta (13)”, in Terry Smith, Talking Contemporary Curating (New York: Indipendent 
Curators International, 2015), 37. 

50 Drawing from the notion of  surplus value (Mehrwert) by Karl Marx - Karl Marx, “Chapter 
VIII: Constant Capital and Variable Capital”, Capital. A Critique of  Political Economy, Vol. 1, Book 
1, “The Process of  Production of  Capital” (1867) - the idea of  the surplus value of  art 
mentioned here makes reference to the debate on the relationship between art and capitalism 
from a Marxist perspective. For instance, drawing from Adorno’s reflection on the friction 
between art’s commodification and art’s resistance to commodification, Dave Beech argues that 
it is precisely by virtue of  its critical and anti-economic character that art is finally subsumed by 
the capitalist system, while maintaining its petty commodity character; see Dave Beech, Art and 
Value. Art’s Economic Exceptionalism in Classical, Necolassical, and Marxist Economics (Leiden: Brill. 
2015), 17. Diedrich Diederichsen’s essay On (Surplus) Value in Art (2008) explores the meaning 
of  mehrwert, and, provocatively, applies the notion of  “surplus value” to art, coining the 
expression “artistic Mehrwert” to indicate that extra condition which makes something art; the 
artistic Mehrwert  is defined as condition sine que non of  art’s ontology itself. Art, he argues “plays 
out entirely – from beginning to end – in the ‘bonus realm’ and hence must always generate 
Mehrwert, just like capitalism and capitalists”; Diedrich Diederichsen, On (Surplus) Value in Art 
(Rotterdam: Witte de With, 2008), 22. 
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in the curated exhibition rather than in a supposed inherent special quality 

of the work of art. Quoting the late curator Okwui Enwezor, he or she 

would write that “Exhibitions […] stage the surplus value of art”, since 

“they create value of many kinds, simply because each time artworks are 

exhibited they accrue new meanings, new force, and open out new 

possibilities, while not necessarily changing or shifting their shape”.51 

He or she would tell of that time, in 2015, when Enwezor, while 

transposing the Marxist notion of “surplus value” to the practice of art’s 

curation and mediation, also offered a re-enactment of Marx’s three-

part volume Das Kapital, to the public of the 56th Venice Biennale52 

(Fig.1): the curator had made a statement through the work of the 

political philosopher. Had the performance unyoked the power of Marx’s theory? 

Or was Das Kapital turned into a staged immaterial object suitable for aesthetic 

contemplation? What was the art, the politics and the economy of this curatorial 

gesture?, the author would ask himself/herself. 

 He or she would probably wonder if, in the Curatorial Age, curatorial 

mediation used to strip the work of art of its exceptional status of 

autonomy, or if rather it was precisely with the advent of the curator 

that art achieved its condition of absolute fetish, that is, a commodity 

with an intrinsic, extraordinary, autonomous value53. Surely, the author of 

                                                
51 Okwui Enwezor, “World Platform, Exhibiting Adjacency, and the Surplus Value of  Art”, 

in Terry Smith (ed.), Talking Contemporary Curating (New York: Independent Curators 
International, 2015), 86. 

52 This consisted of  a performative reading of  the entire Capital (1867) by a priestly cast of  
Marxist interpreters; the performance took place daily for six months.  It was directed by artist 
and film-maker Isaac Julien, whose own work “Kapital”, in which he entertained a conversation 
with political philosopher David Harvey, was also featured in the 2015 edition of  the Venice 
Biennale. (Fig 1). 

53 The idea of  art as fetish is central to Adorno’s Aesthetic Theory, where the idea of  fetishism 
derives from a Marxist critique of  commodity fetishism (See “Section 4: The Fetishism of  
Commodities and the Secret Thereof ” of  Capital. A Critique of  Political Economy, 1967). In a 
society where economic and market relations have become the dominant form of  social 
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the chapter would notice that, in the Curatorial Age, curators had also 

transformed the marketplace, which once used to display artworks as 

“singled out, decontextualized, uncurated” 54  special objects, objects 

whose price labels would tell potential buyer that, yes, artworks carry an 

inherent value: transformed by curators, and transforming curators at 

the same time, the marketplace had turned into the site in which art’s 

absolute fetishism was affirmed and denied at the same time.  

 

 

 

Figure 1_ Performance “Seven-Month Live Reading of Karl Marx’s Das Kapital 
(1867-1894)”, Arsenale, Venice Biennale, 2015. 

                                                
relationship, works of  art do not escape this principle. Their fetishism is expressed by the way 
they conceal the labour that has gone into them – that is, the work of  mediation - as well as by 
their appearance as superior cultural products, detached from socio-economic determinations, 
hence from the condition of  material production. According to Adorno, through their 
appearance as useless object, the fetishism of  artworks appears as the “condition of  their truth, 
including their social truth”; Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, trans. C. Lenhardt (London: 
Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), 323.  

54 Boris Groys, Art Power (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2008), 45, my emphasis.  
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The economy of the curatorial is the subject of the present 

research. With this expression, I define the sphere of the economic 

relations of production and mediation engendered by curatorial practice 

and discourse within the field of contemporary art. 55 My dissertation is, 

therefore, situated in the realm of curatorial theory, a field of study 

dedicated to the analysis of the agency of curating, its relation to 

exhibitions, institutions, audiences, aesthetics and display, as well as to 

the analysis of the curatorial episteme.56 

Underlying this field of study there is the acknowledgment that 

there has been a “curatorial turn” not only in the field of art, but in the 

field of cultural production at large. This expression was originally 

coined by Daniel Birnbaum, director of the 2009 Venice Biennale, 

together with curator Hans-Ulrich Obrist, to define the shift in 

postmodernity towards exhibition making as an experimental form of 

communication of philosophical ideas that had been for centuries 

disseminated almost exclusively through books. Since Jean-François 

Lyotard’s Les Immateriaux (Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1985), the 

exhibition that “most vigorously tested the limits of the contemporary 

art museum from within, turning the institution into a radical 

multidisciplinary laboratory and production site”,59 exhibitions seem to 

                                                
55 I develop my analysis of  the economy of  the curatorial in Chapter 2.  
56 With the concept of  curatorial episteme, I refer to a theorization of  curatorial practice 

and thinking, focused ono understandingthe politics of  truth, agency and expertise that underlie 
the advent of  “the curatorial”, and that constitute what Beatrice von Bismarck has recently 
called “the culture of  the curatorial”; Beatrice von Bismark, Jorn Schafaff, and Thomas Weski, 
Cultures of  the Curatorial (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012).  

59 Daniel Birnbaum and Hans-Ulrich Obrist, “Museums on the Move”, Artforum (Summer 
2010): 301–306. 
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have provided a new mean of expression and diffusion of “radical 

thought”.60  

Curatorial theorists Beatrice von Bismark, Jorn Schafaff, and 

Thomas Weski define the curatorial turn that has taken place in 

contemporary cultural practice and discourse over the last two decades 

differently, pointing out that: 

 

the curatorial has developed as a field of overlapping and 
intertwining activities, tasks, and roles that formerly 
were divided and more clearly attributed to different 
professions, institutions, and disciplines. These include 
the professions of artists, curators, museum educators, 
publishers, scholars, critics, and theoreticians; the 
institutions of museums and exhibitions spaces, 
galleries, art and culture magazines, publishing houses, 
press companies, and art academies or schools; and the 
disciplines of art, dance, theatre, film, design, and 
architecture, with their related academic research areas.61 
 

 

In the words of David Balzer, author of the 2015 ICA prize winning 

Curationism, curating has turned into “the condition of the 

contemporary”: 

 

Curating has become a buzzword, applied to everything 
from music festivals to artisanal cheese. Inside the art 
world, the curator reigns supreme, acting as the face of 
high-profile group shows in a way that can eclipse the 
contributions of individual artists. At the same time, 
curatorial studies programs continue to grow, and 

                                                
60 Daniel Birnbaum and Hans-Ulrich Obrist, “Museums on the Move”, 304. 
61 Beatrice von Bismarck, Jorn Schafaff  and Thomas Weski, “Introduction”, in Cultures of  

the Curatorial, 8. 
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businesses are adopting curation as a means of adding 
value to content. Everyone, it seems, is now a curator. 62 

 

However, in this context, the expression “curatorial turn” can be 

understood as indicating the emergence and diffusion of curating as a 

professionalized and theorized practice within the contemporary art 

world. This chapter, therefore, is aimed at situating my research within 

the realm of curatorial theory through a brief overview of its literature 

– an overview that, however, does not aim to be exhaustive. 63  By 

dialoguing with the works of contributors such as Paul O’Neill, Terry 

Smith, Maria Lind, Irit Rogoff, Beatrice Von Bismarck, Jens Hoffmann, 

to name only a few, I will identify and discuss five trends in the current 

theories on curating and the curatorial, mostly produced within the 

European and North American scholarship. Amongst them, Beatrice 

                                                
62 David Balzer, Curationism (London: Pluto Press, 2015), 45. 
63 For instance, it does not explicitly delve into museum studies, the discipline that provided 

the conditions for curatorial theory to emerge. Amongst the referential texts that have been 
consulted are: Sharon Macdonald, ed., A Companion to Museum Studies (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-
Blackwell, 2006); Barbara Messias Carbonell, ed., Museum Studies: An Anthology of  Contexts 
(Hoboken: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012), Donald Preziosi and Claire Farago, eds., Grasping the World: 
The Idea of  the Museum (Farhan: Ashgate, 2003). Consulted literature on New and Critical 
Museology includes: Mary Bouquet, Museums: A Visual Anthropology (London: Berg 2012); 
Margaret Lindauer, ‘The Critical Museum Visitor’, in Janet Martine (ed.), New Museum Theory 
and Practice (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2006); Ivan Karp, Corrine Kratz, Ciraj Rassool et al., 
Museum Frictions: Public Cultures/Global Transformations  (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 
2006). Amongst the contributions focused on contemporary art museum, see Pedro Lorente, 
The Museum of  Contemporary Art (Farhan: Ashgate, 2011) and, by the same author, on the history 
of  contemporary art museum, Cathedrals of  Urban Modernity: The First Museums of  Contemporary 
Art, 1800-1930 (Farhan: Ashgate, 1998). These contributions on artistic practices that engage 
with the museums have also been useful: Alexander García Düttemann, et al., The End of  the 
Museum/ El Limits del Museu (Barcelona: Fundació Antoni Tápies, 1996); Kyanaston Mc Shin, 
The Museum as Muse: Artists Reflects, (New York: Moma Harry N. Abrams, 1999); Alezander 
Alberro, ed., Museum Highlights: The Writing of  Andrea Fraser (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2005); 
Claire Bishop, Radical Museology, or What’s Contemporary in Museums of  Contemporary Art? (London: 
Koenig Books, 2013), amongst others. See also Halona Norton‐Westbrook, “The Pendulum 
Swing: Curatorial Theory Past and Present”, in The International Handbooks of  Museum Studies, vol. 
2: Museum Practice (Oxford: Wiley-Blackwell, 2015), 341-365;  and Philipp Schorch and Conal 
McCarty, Curatopia: Museum and the Future of  Curatorship (Manchester: Manchester University 
Press, 2018). 
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von Bismarck’s notion of the curatorial as a “dynamic field”, as well as 

the idea of curating as the site of production of connections, is a key 

link to Chapter 2,64 where the economy of the curatorial is at the centre 

of my analysis. 

 

 

1.1) Curatorial Theory: The Practice of 
Discourse, the Discourse on Practice, and the 

Notion of the Curatorial 

 

As outlined by Paul O’Neill in The Culture of Curating and the 

Curating of Culture (2012), it is in the 1990s that curating started to 

become a “matrix of discursive practices that can be identified as a body 

of knowledge”, gradually becoming a “body of curatorial knowledge”.65 

The rise, in the late 1980s, of the curator as a professional in the art 

industry, both as creator66 and author of the exhibition,67 motivated the 

establishment of several curatorial educational programs and training 

workshops.68 Curating was then repackaged as a body of techniques, 

                                                
64 In the second chapter, I also seek to embroider curatorial theory with contributions from 

other disciplines, such as institutional theory, critical theory, and the sociology of  art. 
65 Paul O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating and the Curating of  Culture. (Cambridge: MIT Press, 

2012), 42. 
66 Bruce Althshuler’s The Avant-Garde in Exhibitions. New Art in the 20th Century (New York: 

Harry N. Abrams, 1994). 
67 Nathalie Heinich and Michael Pollak, “From Museum Curator to Exhibition Auteur”, in 

Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, and Sandy Nairne (eds.), Thinking about Exhibitions 
(London: Routledge, 1996), 321-250. 

68  The Royal College of  London was the first to implement a curating programme. 
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skills, and knowledge to be taught by specialists (not necessarily curators 

themselves) and acquired by students who aspired to become 

professional curators. In this way, the ‘90s are witness to the emergence 

of what Julia Bryan-Wilson named “the age of curatorial studies”.69 

Consistently offered in European and US institutions, these 

programmes responded to and fed the imaginaries of the biennales 

which were multiplying across the world – from Cuba to South Africa 

to South Korea. The biennales, therefore, turned into the “launching 

pads for the curatorial star system”.70 The professionalization of the 

curator was, hence, contextual to and intertwined with the process of 

the globalization of the field of contemporary art. It contributed to the 

establishment and naturalization of the institutional basis of art across 

the world, channelling students’ careers into art presentation and 

mediation: a complex combination of intellectual and creative work, 

fused with exhibition-making tasks, as well as the “marketing and 

packaging of contemporary art”.71 

Moreover, this curatorial turn motivated a theoretical reflection 

on curating - a refection focused both on the impact of the new figure 

in the field of art, and on the epistemologies underlying curatorial 

practices and thinking procedures. This marked two important 

beginnings: a) the discursivation of curating, which evolved into a mode 

of curating in itself; and b) the beginning of “curatorial theory”, through 

                                                
Amongst other universities that have offered curatorial programmes since the late 1990s and 
early 2000s are Goldsmiths in London and the Bard Center for curatorial studies in New York.  

69 Julia Bryan-Wilson, “A Curriculum for Institutional Critique, or the Professionalization 
of  Conceptual Art”, in Jonas Ekberg (ed.), New Institutionalism, Verksted no. 1 (Oslo: Office for 
Contemporary Art Nowday, 2003), 102-103; quoted in O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 38. 

70 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 38. 
71 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 38. 
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which curating and its modes of practice and thinking ceased to be 

exclusively performed and taught, and started to be thought and 

analysed as an object of enquiry by theorists of curating and exhibition.72 

The first instance describes the progressive emphasis the 

curator places on the “discursive” character of their practice - 

understanding “discourse” in Foucauldian terms as an extension and 

mode of operation of power. 73  O’Neill argues that the shift from 

practice to discourse started with Benjamin Buchloh’s claim that 

“practice as ‘doing’ or ‘curating’ necessitated a discourse as ‘speaking’ 

or ‘writing’ in order for the curator’s function to be acknowledged as 

part of the institutional infrastructure”. 74  However, it is in the 

introduction to Curating in the 21th Century by Dave Beech and Gavin 

Wade that the conversion of curating into discourse was 

argumentatively articulated.75 

The second instance - the becoming of “curatorial theory” 

derived from the discursive dimension of curating - emerges from a 

plurality of interconnected roots: from the curatorial criticism of the late 

                                                
72 See Paul O’Neill, “The Emergence of  Curatorial Discourse from the late 1960s to the 

present”, in Paul O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 9- 49. 
73 See Mick Wilson’s argument on the “Foucauldian moment in art” characterized by “the 

appeal to the term ‘discourse’ as a word to conjure and perform power”, to the point where 
“even talking is doing something”, in Mick Wilson, “Curatorial Moments and Discursive Turns”, 
in Paul O'Neill (ed.), Curating Subjects (Amsterdam & London, de Appel & Open Editions, 2007), 
quoted in O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 43. 

74 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh’s “Since Realism There Was….”, in L’éxposition imaginaire: The 
Art of  Exhibiting in the Eighties (The Hague: Rijksdienst Beeldene Kunst, 1989), 96-121; in Gavin 
Wade (ed.), Curating in the 21th Century, Wolverhampton: The New Art Gallery Walsall, University 
of  Wolverhampton, 2000). In, O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 42. 

75 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 42. 
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1960s 76  to the emergence of institutional critique in the ‘70s. 77 

Moreover, still in the 1990s in Europe and North America, the growing 

interest of theorists in writing a history of exhibitions and analysing the 

politics behind the exhibition construct has materialized in a series of 

publications. Amongst them, Bruce Althshuler’s The Avant-Garde in 

Exhibitions. New Art in the 20th Century , Anne Staniszewski’s The Power of 

Display: A History of Exhibition Installations at the Museum of Modern Art, 

and the collection of essays in Thinking about Exhibitions, edited by Bruce 

Ferguson, Reesa Greenberg, and Sandy Nairne, still represent key 

references today.78 In these texts, authors such as Anne Staniszewski 

and Hans Ulrich Obrist manifested their concern regarding a sort of 

curatorial knowledge “amnesia”, i.e. a lack of reflection, discursive 

articulation, and historical documentation on the practice of curating 

                                                
76 As Seth Sieugelaub argues, in their attempt to demystify the role of  the museum, the 

artwork, the collection, and the “hidden structure of  the art world”, curators of  his generation 
- the first to be acknowledged as such - made the mediating technologies behind the exhibition 
visible.  In this sense, curatorial criticism was characterized by a shift of  the attention from the 
content of  the exhibition (the artworks) to the context of  its production, display and reception, 
in tune with conceptual and processual experimentation in art. Paul O’Neill and Sieth Siegelaub, 
“Action Man: Paul O’Neill interviews Seth Siegelaub”, The International, issue 1 (Sheffield, 
August 2006): 5-7. 

77 According to theorists like Jens Hoffmans, the discursive and dialectic dimension of  
contemporary curatorship emerged from a process of  emancipation from the traditional 
museum, in which curators started to work together with artists, from which they have absorbed 
their experimental practice and thinking. Jens Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional 
Critique”, in John C. Welchman (ed.), Institutional Critique and After (Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2006). 

78 The first of  these publications was Bruce Althshuler’s The Avant-Gard in Exhibitions. New 
Art in the 20th Century (New York: Harry N. Abrams, 1994), in which the author identified the 
exhibition as the site in which a set of  relationship between agents – artists, critics, dealers, 
collectors and the general public-  converges around artworks; Thinking about Exhibitions, edited 
by Bruce Ferguson, Reesa Greenberg, and Sandy Nairne (London: Routledge, 1996), is a 
landmark collection of  essays that address the establishment of  a new discourse on art 
exhibitions and on the agency of  curating; Anne Staniszewski’s The Power of  Display: A History 
of  Exhibition Installations at the Museum of  Modern Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1998) turned 
out to be one the main references in curatorial and exhibition studies, for the way it frames the 
relation between display, visuality and narrative in curated exhibitions, while it also draws from 
the well-known Brian O’Doherty’s series of  essays Inside the White Cube (first published in 
Artforum as a series of  three articles in 1976 and then republished as a book in 1986).  
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and exhibition-making in art history.79 In this body of works, the form 

of the interview became the most common strategy to stem the effects 

of historic curatorial oblivion, which privileges – as a form of oral 

history - the voice of the first independent European curators.80 Their 

experiences represented a fundamental source of information for the 

ongoing writing of the histories of curating and exhibitions. Thus, the 

interview format, with its emphasis on the biographical experiences of 

the practice, became decisive in the construction of the idea of the 

visionary independent curator.81  

 

 

1.1.1) Debating the Notion of the Curatorial 

It is toward the end of the 2000s that curatorial theorists started 

to discuss “the curatorial”, an expression through which they sought to 

address curatorial agency, experience, and politics of expertise at an 

epistemological level. Although there is no fixed agreement on its 

definition, theorists have employed the concept of the curatorial to try 

                                                
79  See Staniszewski, The Power of  Display, xxi-xxvii; Hans Ulrich Obrist (and Gilane 

Tawadros), “In Conversation”, in Hiller and Martin, The Producers (2) and Lucy Lippard 
(“Curating by Numbers”, Tate Papers, no.2 (2009); cited in O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 38-
42. 

80 The interviews conducted by Hans Ulrich Obrist since 1997 with Seth Siegelaub, Harald 
Szeeeman and Walter Zanini, amongst others, and later collected in the volume Brief  History of  
Curating, are the best-known examples of  these initiatives. Hans Ulrich Obrist, Brief  History of  
Curating (Zurich: JRP Ringier, 2008). 

81 As pointed out by Paul O’Neill, “they placed emphasis on individual practice, the first-
person narrative and curator self-positioning”. Paul O'Neill, “The Curatorial Turn: From 
Practice to Discourse”, in Judith Rugg (ed.), Issues in Curating Contemporary Art and Performance 
(Chicago: Intellect, 2007), 14.  
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to make sense of a complex of practices, thought, discourses and 

expertise concerning curating beyond the mere activity of exhibition-

making. As Simon Seik notes: 

Initially, the term the curatorial was merely an adjective, 
that related to matters and styles of curating (including 
curating in the expanded filed, such as formats that did 
away with the exhibition itself), but has, in the last 
decade curiously taken on the status of a noun, 
indicating a notion that not only relates to curating, but 
is also separate from it. In a sense, it is an expansion and 
abstraction of the practices of curating.82 
 

As explained by Eszter Szakács, in her definition of the curatorial for 

the “Curatorial Dictionary” project on the website Transit:  

 
Curatorial work no longer concerns solely the display of 
artworks and the task of exhibition-making; it is now 
also understood as a practice centred on longer-term, 
less object-orientated, discursive-educational projects 
that involve various people as instigators and actors […]. 
Subsequently, curatorial work—which may also be read 
as a reaction to authorial and consolidated forms of 
exhibition production—has become more conceptual, 
increasingly concerned with process- knowledge- and 
research-based endeavours. Likewise, expanded 
curatorial work enters into social and political 
discourses, inasmuch as many projects—with their 
thematics, research or statement—wish to contribute to 
socio-political realities, to understand or even change 
parts of the world around us.83 
                                                

82 Simon Sheikh, “From Para to Post: The Rise and Fall of  Curatorial Reason”, Springerin, 
no. 1 (2017), see https://www.springerin.at/en/2017/1/von-para-zu-post/. 

83 Eszter Szakács for the entry “Curatorial” in the Curatorial Dictionary. This is “a long-term 
collaborative research project that was initiated in 2012 by tranzit.hu. In the first phase of  the 
project, the working group endeavors on the open-access, online, Hungarian and English 
language dictionary to interpret the most frequently used but hardly clear-cut concepts of  
curatorial-contemporary art discourse, which has been ever expanding since the 1990s”. See  
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She identifies the formation of the curatorial as attempt to distinguish 

“between the manifestation of an act in practice, and its broader yet 

more elusive conceptual framework”.84 

Amongst the theorists of the curatorial, Maria Lind, Irit Rogoff, 

and Beatrice von Bismarck - directors of three different education 

programmes in curating in New York, London and Leipzig, respectively 

– have given the most fully articulated definition of the concept.  

Through different arguments and perspectives, the June 2012 

special issue of Texte zur Kunst entitled “The Curators” 85  invited 

contributors to shift the attention away from the figure of the curator, 

and to focus rather on the activity of “curating” (Beatrice Von Bismark), 

on the “curatorial field” (Maria Lind) or on forms of curatorial 

collaboration and collective practices (Oliver Marchart). Many of the 

contributions to this issue attempted to address the question of curating 

in epistemological terms, distancing themselves from an analysis of the 

practical dimension of curatorial work.  

That same year, in the introduction to Performing the Curatorial—

Within and Beyond Art, an anthology of texts resulting from the public 

                                                
http://tranzit.org/curatorialdictionary/. 

84 Szakács, “Curatorial”. The same procedure of  abstraction was used, for example, by Irit 
Rogoff ’s when she extracted the notion of  criticality from the concepts of  critique or criticism – 
see Irit Rogoff, “From Criticism to Critique to Criticality”, eipcp. European Institute for Progressive 
Cultural Policies (2003), available at: http://eipcp.net/transversal/0806/rogoff1/en – and by Chantal 
Mouffe in her conceptualization of  the political as derived from the concept of  politics  - Chantal 
Mouffe, On the Political (London, New York: Routledge, 2005-  this last example is used by  Maria 
Lind in her own articulation of  the curatorial - Maria Lind, “Performing the Curatorial: An 
Introduction”, in Maria Lind (ed.), Performing the Curatorial—Within and Beyond Art (Berlin: 
Sternberg Press, 2012). 

85 Text Zur Kunstno. 22 (86) Special theme “The Curators” (June 2012), 28-41.  
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seminars organized at the University of Gothenburg, its editor Maria 

Lind defines “curating” as a term used as a “technical modality” of 

“making art go public”. Moreover, she addresses “the curatorial” in 

terms of the possibility of “something else, something that can operate 

beyond the field of art”, something that might have “other significant 

features”.86 Lind had made a similar distinction in an earlier publication 

for Artforum in 2009, while in both texts she emphasizes the curatorial’s 

potential to create friction and produce new ideas. She builds up on 

Chantal Mouffe’s notion of “the political”, which offers Lind an 

example of a process of conceptual abstraction (from politics to the 

political as from curating to the curatorial), as well as a tool to reframe 

the question of the curatorial in political terms:  

 

in her quest for a better model of democracy than the 
representative forms we think we know, she sketches 
one in which opposition is lauded and consensus, with 
its predilection for closure, becomes highly problematic. 
Leaning on Carl Schmitt, Mouffe argues for “the 
political” as an ever-present potential that cannot be 
precisely located, yet grows out of the antagonistic bond 
between friend and enemy. “The political” is an aspect 
of life that cannot be distinguished from divergence and 
dissent-the antithesis of consensus. For Mouffe, 
“politics” is the formal side of practices that reproduce 
certain orders. Seen this way, “curating” would be the 
technical modality - which we know from art institutions 
and independent projects - and “the curatorial” a more 
viral presence consisting of signification processes and 
relationships between objects, people, places, ideas, and 
so forth, a presence that strives to create friction and 
push new ideas.87 
                                                

86 Lind, Performing the Curatorial. Within and Beyond Art, 9. 
87 In The Curatorial was a text commissioned by Liam Gillick and Artforum as the inaugural 

column in a series on curating, first published in October 2009. A .pdf  version is available at: 
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Grouped by Lind, the contributors88 to the volume of Performing the 

Curatorial articulate different understandings of the “mediating” agency 

of curating, while all converge in that the question of mediation, which 

has been central in the first reflections on curating, has now been 

absorbed by the notion of the curatorial. Despite its frequent use, there 

is still no agreement on a definition of the curatorial. What is certain is 

that it has turned into an epistemological question on the agency of 

curatorial discourse and practice within and beyond the contemporary 

art field.  

The hermeticism of the curatorial question was addressed by 

Paul O’Neill as early as 2007, when he pointed out that the 

“concentration on an individualization of the curatorial gesture has 

created a particular strand of discourse that is hermetic at times”.89 

Curatorial knowledge, he argues, is often “self-referential, curator-

centred and, most evidently, in a constant state of flux”, such that it is 

now becoming “a mode of discourse with unstable historical 

functions”.90 

Within the contemporary art field, the effort to theorize curating 

beyond its practice is seen as part of the overstated centrality conferred 

to curators, and hence as contributing in the outshining of artists and 

                                                
https://tsudigitalstudio.files.wordpress.com/2014/01/lindthecuratorial.pdf. 

88 Amongst the contributors to the Performing the Curatorial anthology of  texts there are: 
Doug Ashford, Beatrice von Bismarck, Boris Buden, Clémentine Deliss, Helmut Draxler, 
Eungie Joo, and Marion von Osten. 

89 Paul O’Neill, “The Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse”, in Judith Rugg (ed.), 
Issues in Curating Contemporary Art and Performance (Chicago: Intellect, 2007), 26. 

90 O’Neill, “The Curatorial Turn”, 26. 
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their work. For instance, in his piece “Art Without Artists?”,91  the 

founder of e-flux Anton Vidokle criticizes the way in which the curator 

is often seen as a “knowledgeable and transparent agent moving 

between cultures and disciplines – a cultural producer par excellence”; 

in this way, Vidokle expresses his reluctance to understand curating in 

terms of the curatorial, a concept, he argues, that tends to reduce art 

into “its subgenre”.92 In other words, he maintains that the notion that 

curating is more than a mere practice consisting of making exhibitions 

is often used as a “justification for the work of curators to supersede 

the work of artists” or as the “reinforcement of authorial claims that 

render artists and artworks merely actors and props for illustrating 

curatorial concepts”.93 Vidokle stresses the fact that “movements in 

such a direction run a serious risk of diminishing the space of art by 

undermining the agency of its producers: artists”.94 Curators, he argues, 

need artists more than artists need curators, whose work “is predicated 

upon the existence of artistic production and has a supporting role in 

its activity […]: while artists may well produce art in the absence of 

curators, if no art is being produced, curators of contemporary art, at 

least, are out of a job”.95 

Curator Jens Hoffman articulates a more complex critique to all 

discourses on curating that does not concern exhibition-making. 

Inspired by Gérard Genette’s concept of the paratext, he coins the 

                                                
91 Anton Vidokle, “Art without Artists?”, e-flux Journal, no. 16 (May 2010). See the link here:  

http://www.e-flux.com/journal/16/61285/art-without-artists/. The same text was included in 
the publication Cultures of  the Curatorial (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012), 217-227. 

92 Vidokle, “Art without Artists?”, 218. 
93 Vidokle, “Art without Artists?”, 218. 
94 Vidokle, “Art without Artists?”, 218. 
95 Vidokle, “Art without Artists?”, 218. 
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expression of the paracuratorial to define the constellation of activities 

performed outside the exhibition-making process or as its outcome, as 

well as “exhibitions without art, working with artists on projects without 

ever producing anything that could be exhibited”. 96  Paracuratorial 

activities derive both from the success of institutional critique and its 

historicization, hence from the canonization of both institutional 

critique and curatorial practices.97  

The same term was used by Paul O’Neill in his essay “The 

Curatorial Constellation and the Paracuratorial Paradox”,98 in which he 

calls attention to the set of curated activities and practices, including 

screenings, talks, performances, discussions, publications and other 

discursive events, usually seen as subordinated to the exhibition, 

conceived, by the contemporary art industry, as the main event. On the 

contrary, he argues, they need to be seen as a primary curatorial activity, 

focused on enhancing public programming instead of serving the 

interests of the industry. According to Simon Sheik, O’Neill’s 

paracuratorial is “a critical response to the marketization of 

contemporary art, and rejection of spectacle, bigness, and the art world 

credo of ‘the show must go on’ regardless”.99  

                                                
96 Jens Hoffmann and Maria Lind, “To Show or Not To Show”, Mousse, no. 31 (2011). 

Available at:   http://www.moussemagazine.it/articolo.mm?id=759. 
97 Vanessa Joan Muller, “Relays”, The Exhibitionist, no. 4, La Critique (June 2011): 68. Emily 

Pethick points out, on the other hand, that although the paracuratorial is a useful conceptual 
tool to address practices that spill over “conventional exhibition formats and refuse to be 
contained”, it creates unnecessary dualism and re-stablishes a divide between what is inside and 
what is outside the exhibition display. Emily Pethick, “The Dog that Barked at the Elephant in 
the Room”, The Exhibitionist, no. 4, La Critique (June 2011): 81. 

98  Paul O’Neil, “The Curatorial Constellation and the Paracuratorial Paradox”, The 
Exhibitionist, no. 6 (2012): 55-60.  

99 Sheikh, “From Para to Post”. 
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The notion of the curatorial that emerges from these debates 

and theoretical contributions is often characterized by a sort of 

hierarchic dualism: the theoretical sphere of the curatorial is built as an 

intellectual field, whose worth is measured proportionally to its 

dissociation from practice and from the context in which curators 

operate – the contemporary art field. 

 

 

1.1.1.1) Curating vs the Curatorial 

 

The debate on the dualism of curating vs the curatorial is 

perfectly exemplified by a conversation between Beatrice von Bismarck 

and Irit Rugoff, two of the mayor curatorial theorists in Europe, whose 

perspectives on the notion of the curatorial are in conflict. 100 On the 

one hand, Irit Rogoff’s theoretical approach is based on a radical 

distinction between curating and the curatorial. She defines the 

curatorial as a theoretical realm that yearns for a status of autonomy 

from the sphere of practice, and hence from the art industry. The 

complete detachment of the sphere of curatorial knowledge from the 

field of curatorial practice, its material conditions and relationships of 

production, seems to be fundamental to accomplish Rugoff’s project: 

                                                
100 Titled “Curating/Curatorial”, the conversation is featured in Cultures of  the Curatorial, 

edited by Beatrice von Bismarck, Jörn Schafaff, Thomas Weski, the first of  three volumes that 
resulted from the activities and conferences held at the “Cultures of  the Curatorial” curatorial 
postgraduate study program, at the Hochschule für Grafik und Buchkunst Academy of  Visual 
Arts of  Leipzig. See “Curating/Curatorial. A Conversation between Irit Rogoff  and Beatrice 
von Bismark”, in Beatrice von Bismarck, Jörn Schafaff, Thomas Weski (eds.), Cultures of  the 
Curatorial (Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012), 21-38. 
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that is, to disrupt the nexus between knowledge and its immediate 

application – and instrumentalization - within an industry dominated by 

the market and by cognitive capitalism.101 As I will further articulate 

below, Rogoff’s approach matches the efforts of other curatorial 

theorists, in particular Jean-Paul Martinon, who seek to elevate the 

curatorial to a philosophical enquiry.  

In contrast, Bismarck postulates the inalienable entanglement of 

curating and the curatorial - understanding curating (or curatorial 

practice) as a set of “techniques” encompassing “all the activities taking 

place in order to allow an exhibition to come into the world”.102 As I 

will discuss in 1.2.5) The Curatorial as a Dynamic Field , von Bismarck’s 

curatorial theory results in establishing an idea of the curatorial as a 

“dynamic field”, which encompasses the “constellational activity” of 

curating.103 The relational character of the curatorial is expressed by its 

capacity to create connections: “by combining things that haven’t been 

connected before – artworks, artefacts, information, people, sites, 

contexts, resources etc. - it is not only aesthetically, but also socially, 

economically, institutionally and discursively defined”.104  

 

                                                
101 See “Tank Thinking. An Interview with Irit Rogoff ”, by Alida Ivanov, published in 

Arterritory, available at: http://www.arterritory.com/en/texts/interviews/2498-
tank_thinking._an_interview_with_irit_rogoff. 

102 Von Bismarck, “Curating/Curatorial”, 24. 
103 Von Bismarck, “Curating/Curatorial”, 24. 
104 Von Bismarck, “Curating/Curatorial”, 24. 
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1.2) Five Main Paradigms Concerning Curating 
and the Curatorial  

 

The debate between von Bismarck and Rogoff exemplifies key 

epistemological concerns within the realm of curatorial theory that 

revolve around the question of agency and systems of truth, beliefs, and 

expertise that underlie curatorial practices and discourse. Within the 

Western scholarship, such reflections and concerns have resulted in the 

production of different approaches concerning curating and the 

curatorial. To offer an overview of these approaches, throughout this 

section I identify the five main paradigms that emerge from these 

debates: the idea of the curatorial as an autonomous discipline (Irit 

Rogoff); the notion of the curatorial as a gift (Jean-Paul Martinon); the 

idea of curating as a form of institutional critique (Jens Hoffman); the 

notion of curating as activism (Charles Esche and Maura Relly, amongst 

others); and, finally, the notion of the curatorial as a dynamic field 

(Beatrice von Bismarck).  

On the one hand, the first two approaches - the curatorial as an 

autonomous discipline and the curatorial as a gift - express the desire of 

identifying a more elevated, purified notion of the curatorial, considered 

as belonging to an intellectual realm. The aim of these two approaches 

is separating this purified form of the curatorial from the field of 

practice of curating (exhibition-making) and from the mechanisms of 

value creation performed by curators within the art industry. On the 

other hand, the notion of curating as a form of institutional critique and 

the idea of curating as activism, are more attentive to the entanglement 
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of the curatorial episteme within the field of art. For instance, the notion 

of curating as activism postulates that curating is an inherently critical 

and subversive activity; while the former traces a particular genealogy 

of curating, regarded as the direct successors of institutional critique 

and, more broadly, as depositary of the anti-capitalist values of the 

political left. Finally, the idea of the curatorial as a dynamic field offers 

a broader understanding of the curatorial episteme, understood as a 

constellational field that is global and transdisciplinary, as well as 

multiple and situated.105  

Following this discussion, in the final section of this chapter I 

aim to address the question of the curatorial beyond the limited context 

of the Western art field by building upon the notion of the curatorial 

dynamic field and on the idea of its situated nature, specifically by 

introducing my research on the economy of the curatorial in relation to 

the market for contemporary African art, and - more specifically - the 

contemporary art world of post-apartheid South Africa. 

 

 

1.2.1) The Curatorial as an Autonomous Discipline 

Rogoff’s curatorial pedagogy is aimed at reformulating the 

procedures of knowledge production within the university and the 

museum. It is, therefore, inscribed in what Paul O’Neill and Mick 

                                                
105 Von Bismarck’s curatorial paradigm of  the dynamic field of  the curatorial will be the 

starting point for my hypothesis of  an economic theory of  the curatorial in Chapter 2. 
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Wilson have termed the educational turn in curating.106 Rogoff argues 

that the rhetoric of productivity that underlies concepts such as 

“knowledge production”, “research”, “education”, “open-ended 

production”, and “self-organized pedagogies” reveals their proximity to 

“knowledge economies”, which have “rendered all of these terms part 

and parcel of a certain liberalising shift within the world of 

contemporary arts practices”.107 Responding to the neoliberal shift of 

the public institutions in Europe, Rogoff’s conceptualization of the 

curatorial yearns to constitute autonomous and self-referential 

procedures of knowledge enquiry, detached from the field in which 

such knowledge is applied: the contemporary art world. In other words, 

it aims at creating a curatorial disciplinary realm focused on the 

knowledge of itself and for its own sake.  

The distinction between curating and the curatorial is at the core 

of Rogoff’s curatorial pedagogy. This is expressed in the presentation 

of the PhD and MPhil programme “Curatorial/Knowledge”, of which 

Rogoff is the director of at the department of Visual Culture at 

Goldsmiths, University in London. As stated on the programme 

website, the differentiation between the notions of “curating” and the 

curatorial opens up “a space of theoretical reflection and speculation 

consistently missing within the ever-increasing activity of curating and 

                                                
106 In their words, “Contemporary curating is marked by a turn to education. Educational 

formats, methods, programmes, models, terms, processes and procedures have become 
pervasive in the praxes of  both curating and the production of  contemporary art and in their 
attendant critical frameworks. This is not simply to propose that curatorial projects have 
increasingly adopted education as a theme; it is, rather, to assert that curating increasingly 
operates as an expanded educational praxis”; O’Neill and Wilson, Curating and the Educational 
Turn, 12. 

107 Irit Rogoff, “Turning”, in Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson (eds.), Curating and the Educational 
Turn, 34. 
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its professionalization”. 108  As suggested by the title of the Masters 

programme, “the conjunction […] ‘Curatorial/Knowledge’ implies an 

understanding of curating as the production of and engagement with 

knowledge” and, at the same time, an understanding of knowledge “not 

[as] the absorption of information and materials, and neither as simply 

analysis and interpretation, but rather [as] something we actively 

produce through our various practices”.109  

Rogoff has articulated this perspective in two specific forum-

based projects: A.C.A.D.E.M.Y., held at the Van Abbemuseum in 

Eindhoven in the Netherlands in 2006, and SUMMIT Non-Aligned 

Initiatives in Education Culture (www.summit.kein.org), which took place 

in Berlin in May 2007. Held in the aftermath of the launch of the 

Bologna project, Rogoff’s initiatives responded to concerns 

surrounding the politics of education in Europe, and were based on the 

question of whether European institutions involved with education and 

culture – namely the museum and the university- could surpass their 

current functions. The two projects were a response to the crisis in 

higher education in Europe, and presented themselves as an attempt to 

challenge the institution of the university from within. They were meant 

to “develop a counterpoint to the professionalization, 

technocratization, and privatization of academies” envisaged by the 

Bologna reforms. 110  Against the capitalization of culture and a 

                                                
108  See the statement of  the project Curatorial/Knowledge at the link 

https://www.gold.ac.uk/pg/mphil-phd-curatorial-knowledge.  
109 “Statement”, Curatorial/Knowledge. 
110  Irit Rogoff, ‘Turning”, e-flux Journal (2008). See http://www.e-

flux.com/journal/00/68470/turning/#_edn4. 
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neoliberal economy of knowledge, Rogoff’s curatorial pedagogy111 aims, 

therefore, towards the postulation of an autonomous epistemic 

structure. In it, the “event of knowledge” is regarded as a “moment in 

which different knowledges interacting with one another to produce 

something that transcends their position as knowledge”.112 Within this 

regime of autonomy, both the functionality and applicability of 

knowledge (its instrumentalization for economic purposes), as well as 

the relevance of practices for the creation of knowledge, are denied.113 

In other words, Rogoff’s notion of the curatorial finds in the materiality 

of practice a limit to its ambitions, and in the functionality or 

applicability of the curatorial knowledge a source of corruption.  

 

 

1.2.2) The Curatorial as a Gift  

As suggested by its title, the book The Curatorial. A Philosophy of 

Curating (2013) pushes the limits of curatorial theory towards an idea of 

the curatorial as a philosophical inquiry. The book’s editor, Jean Paul 

                                                
111 Such a pedagogy can be summarized in three key points: 1) for the curatorial, the end-

product – the exhibition – has no importance and what matters is the “trajectory of  ongoing, 
active work […] a blip along the line of  an ongoing project”;  2) there is a “gap between the 
exhibition’s stated aims and its effect in the world”;  3) the situation where “we have had a 
concept that has been unmanageable and unrealizable” manifests the existence of  (another) 
huge gap between “the urgent issue that we want to open up and what we are able to do within 
the protocol of  displayed culture. “Curating/Curatorial”, 24. 

112 Von Bismarck, Schafaff, and Weski, Cultures of  the Curatorial, 23. 
113  This ambition of  autonomy is made evident by the way in which, within the 

Curatorial/Knowledge platform, students are asked to deal with the contexts and the practical 
aspects of  curating: as Rogoff  explains in her conversation with von Bismarck, this relationship 
consists in “interventions in the field”; “Curating/Curatorial”, 26. 
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Martinon,114 along with Irit Rugoff, one of the volume’s contributors, 

position the curatorial against the glittery “market-driven spectacle” in 

which “the proliferation of curatorial activities, courses, residencies, and 

prizes” are not founded on a “solid intellectual basis”. 115  In the 

introduction to the book, they maintain the philosophical nature of the 

curatorial and its radical difference from curating understood as a 

practice.  

Their perspective sets in opposition two trends that have 

become increasingly accentuated in the art field: the empowerment of 

the art market, on the one hand, and an increasing activist spirit within 

art production and education, on the other.116 “Given the immense 

expansion of the field”, they argue, “it seems to us that it is now 

imperative to develop a discourse that reaches outwards, beyond the 

professional milieu, and that allows itself to be challenged by some of 

the most complex and aesthetic-driven thought of our times”.117 Their 

call is not about the creation of a new discipline, but rather about 

bringing “some strands of contemporary philosophical and theoretical 

thought to the discussion of ‘the curatorial’, with the aim of reflecting 

in a way that goes beyond the simple description of projects and 

experiences”.118 

                                                
114 Martinon is a tutor, along with Rogoff, of  the PhD programme Curatorial/Knowledge 

at Goldsmiths University. 
115 Jean-Paul Martinon and Irit Rogoff, “Preface”, in Jean-Paul Martinon (ed.), The Curatorial. 

A Philosophy of  Curating (London: Bloomsbury, 2013), 4. 
116 Martinon and Rogoff, “Preface”, 4. 
117 Martinon and Rogoff, “Preface”, 5. 
118 Martinon and Rogoff, “Preface”, 5. 
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In this process, two elements are left outside of curatorial-

philosophical inquiry: the “practice” of curating, considered irrelevant 

to the intellectual procedures of the curatorial; and the “field” in which 

curating takes place, that is, the art world. Consequently, the notion of 

the curatorial shaped by Martinon and Rogoff postulates a hierarchy of 

value between the realm of the curatorial, motivated only by intellectual 

autonomy and disinterestedness, and the realm of curating, regarded as 

a mercenary practice serving other interests within the field of art. By 

dismissing the role of practice, their approach represents an idealist and 

anti-materialist shift within curatorial theory.119 

Such idealism reaches its zenith with Martinon’s definition of 

the curatorial as a “gift”, that is, an act of absolute generosity, prior to 

the commercial and symbolic economies of the art world: 

 

The curatorial is a gift, a gift from me to you. It is first 
and foremost, a gift to oneself and then a gift between 
ourselves. […] The curatorial is this gift, a gift before the 
subject/object or curator (viewer relation), prior to any 
contractual determination, and therefore before 
politeness. In this way, and before any proper curating 
has taken place, the curatorial first established itself as 
gift structure by a radical law without which no gift-as-
parcel would be possible. […] To think this first gift, this 

                                                
119 In this context, the idea of  an idealist shift can be understood through the notion of  

philosophical idealism critically discussed by Louis Althusser. For him, “philosophy possesses 
the truth of  a science, but of  a superior Science (rendered rather well by the Greek word 
episteme as well as the German word Wissenschaft) which is, in itself, above all the other 
sciences, and founds not just their truth, but their existence as well. […] Idealism quite seriously 
thinks that philosophy is always in possession of  the absolute truth of  everything that happens 
in history: not just in the history of  the sciences, but, obviously, in the history of  every other 
human practice: economic production, ideological (religious, moral, etc.) conflicts, and political 
class struggles. Idealist philosophers have not always gone as far as to write this black on white, 
but they have always taken this claim as their premise, and some have gone as far as to state and 
develop it in their works”; Louis Althusser, How to be a Marxist in Philosophy (London: 
Bloomsbury, 2017), 20-21. 
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generosity, and therefore the curatorial, is to stop short 
at the necessity that makes a show happen (e.g. ‘do we 
really need this show?’). In this way, to think the 
curatorial, this gift, is to stop short at a necessity prior to 
any form of sociocultural or political urgency, a necessity 
that is impossible to contain, constrain or sublate. The 
curatorial as gift is thus concerned, deep down, with a 
logic of fantasma (of what needs to be ex-posed or ex-
hibited), that is, with a fantomatic irreducibility from 
which there is no escape. Nothing will never stop the 
curatorial. No ex-position or exhibition would take place 
without this originary gift.120 
 

In this quote, the supposed “gift” nature of the curatorial is defined as 

a condition that manifests itself in the realm of the a priori: before the 

establishment of professional, contractual, economic, and courtesy 

relationships amongst the actors, agents, and constituencies of the 

exhibition event. The curatorial is regarded as existing prior to the 

contractual determinations of the professional environment, hence as 

existing before the institution of the law, as well as before the institution 

of an unspoken system of manners, courtesy, and politeness. It is, 

therefore, argued that curatorial autonomy consists in escaping all 

“sociocultural or political urgency”,121 that is, all the laws of material 

necessity: those of the market economy and those of politics. In this 

sense, the curatorial is described as a natural condition that exists prior 

to and independently from the socio-cultural and economic conditions 

of the context of curating. It is like the natural substrate of society. It is 

                                                
120 Jean-Paul Martinon, “Theses in the Philosophy of  Curating”, in Jean-Paul Martinon (ed.), 

The Curatorial. A Philosophy of  Curating, 38. 
121 Martinon, “Theses in the Philosophy of  Curating”, 38. 
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defined as an essence, and like all essences, it is regarded as a superior 

condition.  

The ontological condition of the curatorial as pure gift is 

invoked as a natural force that goes beyond external interests and that 

is located outside of the laws of necessity. In this way, such an idea of 

the curatorial not only echoes the system of value of modern aesthetic 

idealism,122 but it also tacitly (i.e. with no explicit reference) appropriates 

Derrida’s notion of the most genuine gift. And yet, as both Derrida and 

George Bataille maintain - drawing from an anthropological notion of 

the gift economy conceptualized by Marcel Mauss – all gifts are caught 

out by impossibility, since they cannot escape from the economy of 

interest and exchange.123 

 

                                                
122 Here I refer to the philosophy of  aesthetic idealism by Immanuel Kant, Johann Gottlieb 

Fichte, F. W. J. von Schelling and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel. On the role of  Kant and 
German aesthetic idealism in modern discussions, see the chapter “Kant and German Idealist 
Aesthetics”, in Tom Rockmore, Art and Truth after Plato (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
2015). 

123 Derrida reminds us that the genuine gift is caught up by the impossibility of  its intention 
(its desire of  “disinterestedness”) since this is immediately destroyed by all response to the 
generosity of  the gift – be it a “thank you” or a refusal. In other terms, the gift cannot escape 
the economy of  exchange. Jacque Derrida’s Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money (trans. Peggy Kamuf; 
Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1992). See Marcel Mauss, The Gift: The Form and Reason 
for Exchange in Archaic Societies, trans. W. D. Halls (New York: W. W. Norton, 1990); John McAteer, 
“The Gifts of  God for the People of  God: Communion as Derrida’ s Impossible Gift”, in Eric 
R. Severson (ed.), Gift and Economy: Ethics, Hospitality and the Market (Cambridge, England: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2012), 59-73; and George Bataille The Accursed Share: An Essay 
on General Economy (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991). 



 

 

 
68 

 

1.2.3) Curating as Institutional Critique 

 

Since the 1990s, curatorial practice has been frequently analysed 

through a major focus on the figure of the independent curator.124 The 

curator’s independence has been mostly defined as a sort of 

“autonomy” from the museum’s agenda – the museum conservateur being 

its genealogical predecessor, and the museum being the institution 

whose conventions the new curator is expected to challenge and renew. 

This further consolidated the idea that contemporary curatorship 

resulted from direct experiences of institutional critique125 taking place 

in the context of the Western avant-garde in the second half of the 20th 

century. Two of the critical postulates of institutional critique were: its 

negation of the established conventions of art, and its belief in the 

coincidence between aesthetic and critical exchange - i.e. art’s ability to 

“intervene critically in the standing order of things”.126 Therefore, to 

intertwine the origin of curating with institutional critique has had the 

                                                
124 Heidi Bale Amunsden and Gerd Elise Murland, Curating and Politics beyond the Curator : 

Initial Reflections (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2016), 6. 
125 As Alexander Alberro points out, the artistic practice that, in the late 1960s and 1970s, 

came to be referred to as institutional critique “revised the radical promise of  the European 
Enlightenment” expressed by the institution of  art: the commitment to “the production of  
public exchange, of  a public sphere and of  a public subject”, which, at the same time, 
“functioned as a form of  self-imagining as an integral element in the constitution of  bourgeois 
identity”; moreover, institutional critique confronted the art institution, precisely the museum, 
“with the claim that it was not sufficiently committed to, let alone realizing or fulfilling, the 
pursuit of  publicness that had brought it into being in the first place”. Alexander Alberro, 
“Institutions, Critique, and Institutional Critique”, in Alexander Alberro (ed.), Institutional 
Critique: An Anthology of  Artists’ Writings (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009), 3.  

126 Alberro, ed. Institutional Critique, 3. 
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effect of attaching the work of the curator to the same critical and 

dialectical values. 

Heidi Bale Amundsen and Ferd Elise Morland are the first 

theorists to critically analyse the idea that curating has inherited a sort 

of inherent critical and political character from institutional critique. In 

their text Curating and Politics Beyond the Curator: Initial Reflections, they 

argue that, “while the term ‘curator’ used to refer to a marginal character 

who worked as conservator and administrator within the confines of 

the museum, today’s freelance curator – often referred to as the 

‘professional curator’ – is thought to inhabit a freer, more creative, more 

central position within the art world at large, and, more significantly, to 

have staked an authorial claim to the exhibition as such”. 127  The 

emphasis on the experiences of the first European curators - Harald 

Szeemann and Seth Siegelaub, for instance – has contributed to this 

idea. Their closeness to and collaboration with artists like Daniel Buren, 

Hans Haacke, Michael Asher, and Marcel Broodhaers has been, in fact, 

central to their biographical accounts.128 

Amongst those who celebrate an “institutional critique” 

genealogical origin of curating is curator and theorist Jens Hoffman. In 

his essay “The Curatorialization of Institutional Critique” (2006), he 

argues that contemporary curatorship emerged from a process of 

                                                
127  The first-person narrative, Heidi Bale Amunsden and Ferd Elise Morland argue, 

“involved a particular connection between theory and practice as the quest for curatorial identity 
was carried out in parallel, through the writing and experimental exhibition production”; Heidi 
Bale Amunsden and Ferd Elise Morland, “Introduction”  to Curating and Politics Beyond the Curator, 
19. 

128 As Heidi Bale Amunsden and Ferd Elise Morland argue, their biographies illustrate “a 
particular connection between theory and practice, as the quest for curatorial identity was 
carried out in parallel, through the writing and experimental exhibition production”, Bale 
Amunsden and Morland, “Introduction”, 20.  
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emancipation from the traditional museum, when curators worked in 

close contact with avant-garde artists from which they have absorbed 

their experimental practice and thinking. 129  In particular, Hoffman 

argues that the adoption of artistic strategies by curators, in particular 

of conceptual art and institutional critique procedures, is paramount to 

understanding the expansion of curatorial practice over the last three 

decades, and as such it situates the origin point of curating in the 

emancipation of museum curators from their institutional role as 

collection keepers: 

 

Over the last three decades […] curators began to 
“emancipate” themselves from the role of custodians of 
museum collections or the administrative organizers of 
exhibitions. Their work was focused instead on newly 
articulated forms of organizational creativity that gave 
rise to exhibitions based on particular themes or other 
over-arching curatorial concepts. […] Over the last few 
years a diverse range of curatorial approaches has helped 
to make this emancipation possible – in fact, there has 
never been more variation in the models and modes of 
curatorial activity.130 

 

Hoffman highlights the authorial character of curatorial practice, which 

explains the link between curators and artists. He argues that, like 

                                                
129 Jens Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, in John C. Welchman 

(ed.), Institutional Critique and After (Zurich: JRP|Ringer, 2006), 323–335. He states that the status 
of  contemporary curating “would not have occurred without the involvement of  artists and 
their conceptual and practical influences”; Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional 
Critique”, 324. “In order to break free from artistic and curatorial routine and political power-
structures and historically weighted authority of  art institutions”, he argues, “curators have 
clearly learned directly from artists”; Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional 
Critique”, 324. 

130 Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, 324. 
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authors, curators “often give rise to a kind “artistic development over 

time, creating an oeuvre not unlike a film director, a writer, or a visual 

artist”.131  

As a matter of fact, in the 1990s some curators started to apply 

various experimental artistic procedures that had been adopted by 

conceptual artists in 1960s and 1970s and later by institutional critique 

artists, which were in overt conflict with traditional exhibition formats 

and the conservative role of museums, to their exhibition projects. 

“These critical projects”, Amunsden and Morland acknowledge, “had 

radical intentions, and sought to change the terms of the exhibition and 

traditional art world structure through the act of non-exhibition”.132  

Conceptual art interventions like the famous Robert Barry’s 

Closed Gallery (1969), a performance in which galleries in Amsterdam, 

Turin, and Los Angeles followed the artist’s instructions to close the 

gallery space for the duration of the shows, offered curators the most 

paradigmatic model of non-exhibition or anti-exhibition.133 Brazilian 

                                                
131 Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, 324. 
132 Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, 21. On the other hand, 

Hoffman argues that the anti-institution approach of  curatorial projects since the 1990s, was 
also expressed through the adoption of  experimental and alternative exhibition formats, based 
on discursive practices – namely seminars, reading-groups and talks. 

133 The actual physical piece consisted of  three invitations to these shows, printed on simple 
white cards, in which the recipients are informed that during the exhibition the gallery would 
be closed. In the 1970s, the work was bought for $250 by collectors Herb and Dorothy Vogel 
– roughly priced at $1,667 in today’s dollars – who considered it to be “without a doubt the 
greatest piece of  conceptual art in the world,” as Herb Vogel told New York magazine in 1975. 
See “A New Art World Legend: Good-Bye Bob and Ethel, Hullo Dorothy and Herb”, New York 
Magazine, 28 April 1975, 46-48. 
https://books.google.es/books?id=1OgCAAAAMBAJ&pg=PA48&lpg=PA48&dq=%E2%8
0%9CWe+have+without+a+doubt+the+greatest+piece+of+conceptual+art+that+was+eve
r+done+in+the+world.%E2%80%9D&source=bl&ots=07TCc63Da5&sig=UB3a0di-
Ll5bSOVihKUe0LaXdBs&hl=en&sa=X&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q=%E2%80%9CWe%2
0have%20without%20a%20doubt%20the%20greatest%20piece%20of%20conceptual%20art
%20that%20was%20ever%20done%20in%20the%20world.%E2%80%9D&f=false 
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curator Ivo Mesquita’s decision to leave the main exhibition space of 

the 2008 Sao Paulo Biennale completely empty, is an example of a 

curatorial project inspired by these provocative strategies. In a similar 

fashion, curator Jens Hoffman himself, along with artist Maurizio 

Cattelan in charge of curating the 6th International Caribbean Biennale 

(1999), organized a show with artists but without artworks, in which 

participants and attendants spent their time on holiday-like activities, 

enjoying the beach, drinking, listening to music, and partying. Another 

example of curatorial initiatives inspired by anti-exhibition strategies is 

the gallery founded by Massimilano Gioni, Maurizio Cattelan and Ali 

Subornick in New York in 2002, the Wring Gallery, which never opened 

to the public, and eventually shut down a few years later.134  

Following Hoffman, the entanglement of curatorial and artistic 

work is particularly evident in several artist-curated exhibitions that took 

place between the late 1980s and mid-1990s. Joseph Kosuth’s The Play 

of the Unmentionable (1990), at the Brooklyn Museum, Fred Wilson’s 

Mining the Museum (1992), at the Maryland Historical Society in 

Baltimore, Hans Haacke’s Viewing Matters: Upstairs (1996) at the 

Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, Group Material’s Americana (1985), 

are only a few examples. All of them were aimed at challenging, through 

different curatorial strategies, the conservative power structure of the 

institution (the museum or the biennale) in which the exhibition was 

taking place. Fred Wilson’s curatorial intervention, for instance, was 

                                                
134 Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, 22. Robert Barry’s Closed 

Gallery surely also inspired Maurizio Cattelan’s Torno Sububito (Be Right Back, 1989). Bereft of  
ideas for his first solo exhibition in 1989, Maurizio Cattelan decided to simply close the gallery 
and hung up a sign reading “Torno Subito” (Be Back Soon), which gave the name to the project. 
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aimed at disrupting the colonial character of the museum’s collection,135 

while Americana, set up by Group Material within the Whitney Biennale, 

gathered artworks by female, queer, and non-Western artists that the 

collective considered should have been included in the main exhibition, 

highlighting the white-male-hetero-normativity of the biennale.136 As 

noted by Hoffman, “the institutional conditions and the fundamental 

parameters of exhibitions [became] the conceptual material for 

curatorial work and institutional programming”.137 The emphasis on 

institutional critique as the direct antecedent of curating had important 

consequences for the idea of curating. As Amunsden and Morland note, 

it “resulted in the shaping of a specific notion of the curator as an 

inherently political figure”,138 and hence as a depositary of the values of 

social activism. 

 

 

 

                                                
135 On the exhibition Mining the Museum, see Maurice Berger, “Viewing the Invisible: Fred 

Wilson’s Allegories of  Absence and Loss”, in Maurice Berger (with contributions by Fred 
Wilson and Jennifer González), Fred Wilson: Objects and Installations, 1979-2000 (Baltimore: Centre 
for Art and Visual Culture, University of  Maryland, 2001); Noralee Frankel, “Mining the 
Museum Fred Wilson”, The Public Historian, vol. 15, no. 3 (July 1993): 105–108; Donald Garfield, 
“Making the Museum Mine: An Interview with Fred Wilson”, Museum News (May 1993): 47-
49+90. Web. 11 November, 2014; amongst other references. 

136 On Americana see Claire Grace, “Spoils of  the Sign: Group Material’s Americana, 1985”, 
October, no. 150 (Fall 2014) 133-160; and Alison Green, “Citizen Artists: Group Material”, 
Afterall: A Journal of  Art, Context and Enquiry, no. 26 (2011): 17-25; amongst other references. 

137 Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, 22.   
138 Hoffmann, “The Curatorialization of  Institutional Critique”, 26. 
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1.2.4) Curating as Activism 

Amongst curators there is a certain consensus on that fact that 

their practice and ideas impact society in one way or another. From the 

fledging curator who puts together a low budget exhibition in an 

independent art space, to the biennale curator who organizes significant 

economic and human resources, practitioners are motivated, to varying 

degrees, by the idea that their practice speaks truth to power and has a 

positive influence on social change. Such an approach is linked to a 

more general idea that art should have a fundamentally democratizing 

function. The idea that the artist dissolves art within life and makes life 

a matter of political and social transformation enjoyed popularity in the 

art world since the first avant-gardes of the 20th century, and then again 

since the 1960s. What is assumed is that “contemporary art continues 

to reproduce the belief in art’s emancipatory and democratizing impact 

on social infrastructures”.139  

According to Beti Žerovc, the curator perpetuates a particular 

trend: the “leftist politicization of art”. 140  She argues that 

“contemporary curators are, in fact, so inclined to leftist views that we 

                                                
139 Keti Chukhrov, “On the False Democracy of  Contemporary Art”, e-flux Journal, no. 57 

(September, 2014). See https://www.e-flux.com/journal/57/60430/on-the-false-democracy-
of-contemporary-art. Such an understanding is easily challenged by a materialist view that 
acknowledges how the democratic ideology of  contemporary art is not coherent with the 
economy that sustains it.  In the words of  Keti Chukhrov, while claiming extreme social 
openness and political commitment in the vein of  the avant-garde’s impact on society, 
contemporary art—de facto—in its economic disposition, happens to be part and parcel of  
post-Fordist alienated production. In other words, in narratives it claims democratic and 
resisting values, but in reality, it happens to be a non-socialized, non-democratic, i.e., quasi-
modernist, realm in its means of  production and sense”; Chukhrov, “On the False Democracy 
of  Contemporary Art” 

140 In Beti Žerovc’s words, “the modifier ‘leftist’ refers to the traditional political division 
into left and right”. See Žerov, When Attitudes become the Norm, 125.  
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can even say that the curator is, as a rule, a leftist”.141 Curators, she 

argues, set the conditions for art to be regarded as a field of “radical 

possibility” and as a practice that, through creative strategies of social 

re-imagination, stimulates social change.142  This vision derives from 

“the old leftist idea about the subversive function of art, which exposes 

the contradictions and conflicts of society and thus pushes things in a 

positive direction or helps to resolve them”. 143  This trend, Žerovc 

continues, “can be seen on all levels of the curator’s public discourse” 

and, hence, beyond his/her exhibitions and curatorial practice. Most 

curators, in fact, present themselves as:  

 

motivated solely by a desire to see a better common 
future, to bring about change for the common good, etc. 
– in other words, [they are] motivated by [their] 
personal, independent commitment to some noble 
political conviction; […] [their] discourse is often 
structured as the voice of an aggrieved , marginalized 
opposition on the edge of survival […] as if [they] are 
permanently engaged in a momentous, unequal battle 
with conservative forces and the capitalist system and 
his defeat could lead directly and swiftly to the collapse 
of human rights – even though [their] words, in their 
most immediate short term effect, normally do little 
more than win him merit points and success in the art 
field.144 
 

                                                
141 Žerov, When Attitudes become the Norm, 125. 
142 Žerov, When Attitudes become the Norm, 125. 
143 Žerov, When Attitudes become the Norm, 125. 
144 Žerovc, When Attitudes become the Norm, 126-127. 
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Interviewed by Žerovc, British curator Charles Esche perfectly 

exemplifies such an approach. Esche’s “politically engaged” curatorial 

vision, for instance, gave him instant popularity ever since the 1990s, so 

much so that, Žerovc argues, it turned into his personal branding 

strategy. He understands his practice as a way to enhance the social 

function of art – that is, reflecting, provoking and influencing the way 

people imagine the world. As a politically committed curator, he is not 

“so interested in aesthetic values for themselves […] or in art for art’s 

sake”, but rather in “how art engages and changes conditions around it, 

how it operates on the imagination”.145  

In the interview, Esche revealed to Žerovc that his curatorial 

political agenda was the result of his disillusionment with conventional 

political life – a disillusionment that took place when he was an active 

member of the British Labour Party and belonged to leftist political 

circles in Britain in the 1980s.146 For him, art, more so than politics, is 

the site of possibility and re-imagination: “possibility to imagine, 

possibility to speculate, possibility to think things otherwise”. 147 

Interestingly, through her analysis of curating as activism, Žerovc poses 

the provocative question of how leftism has become part of the 

curator’s standard job description, and why the art world in general has 

                                                
145 Charles Esche, interviewed by Žerovc, When Attitudes become the Norm, 151.   
146 Esche states that in his twenties he was “a member of  the British Labour Party and very 

active on what was then called the Left […] and gradually, particularly with the experience of  
the big miners’ strike in 1984-85 [he] became  extremely  disillusioned with the possibilities of  
politics”. Žerovc, When Attitudes become the Norm, 152. 

147 Žerovc, When Attitudes become the Norm, 152. 
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become the depositary of leftist discourses, in a time in which these 

seems to have lost popularity in most conventional political circles.148  

The paradigm of “curating-as-activism” has recently been the 

focus of numerous publications and articles. Amongst them, the 

magazine On Curating, edited by Dorothee Richter, published a 2010 

issue entitled “The Political Potential of Curatorial Practise”, presenting 

a series of interview with renowned curators and art theoreticians. In 

this issue,  Gerd Elise Mørland and Heidi Bale Amundsen addressed 

the question of whether it is even “in the power of the curator to 

‘change the world’ and people’s minds”.149 However, most reflections 

on curatorial activism seem to set no limits of the power of the curator 

to positively impact society. Even The Guardian recently published an 

article entitled “Activism in the Art World: Meet the Next Generation 

of Radical Curators”, arguing that curating is turning into the art world’s 

equivalent to a renaissance of activism in the social sphere since it offers 

an opportunity to confront the lack of diversity in the arts by addressing 

issues of gender, race and sexuality.150 

                                                
148 Žerovc, When Attitudes become the Norm, 125. 
149 These are curator and artistic director of  Documenta 13, Carolyn Christov- Bakargiev 

(Turin, Italy); curator, artist and writer Paul O’Neill (London, England); curator and critic Simon 
Sheikh (Berlin, Germany) and art historian Mary Anne Staniszewski (New York, USA). See 
“The Political Potential of  Curatorial Practice”, On Curating, vol. 4, no. 10, available online at: 
http://www.on-curating.org/issue-4.html#.XMhZuZMzbVo. Also see another On Curating 
issue entitled “Spheres of  Estrangement: Art, Politics and Curating”, On Curating, no. 31 (2016), 
which features contributions by Josephine Baker-Heaslip, Jonas Becker, Franco ‘Bifo’ Beradi, 
Benjamin T. Busch, Dan Bustillo, Lilian Cameron, Joey Cannizzaro, Carson Chan, Jeni Fulton, 
Ken Gonzales-Day, Matthew Hanson, Anke Hennig, Alistair Hudson, Alison Hugill, Suzana 
Milevska, Jared Pappas Kelley, Penny Rafferty, PUNK IS DADA, Claire Ruud, Jack Schneider, 
Adrian Shaw, Paul Stewart, and Sam Thorne. 

150  Alexandra Genova, “Activism in the Art World: Meet the Next Generation of  Radical 
Curators”, The Guardian (11 April 2018). Available at: 
https://www.theguardian.com/education/2018/apr/11/activism-art-world-next-generation-
radical-curators. 
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Other authors, like Maura Reilly, celebrate the work of curators 

that have produced fundamental changes in an art world, by challenging 

its Eurocentrism and heterosexual normativity through post-colonial, 

feminist or transgender narratives and by “almost exclusively [featuring] 

work produced by women, artists of colour, non-Euro-Americans, 

and/or queer artists”. 151  Reilly’s most recent publication, Curatorial 

Activism. Towards an Ethics of Curating (2018) offers an articulated 

argumentation on the matter. 152  The critique of the white, male 

normativity of the art world is her starting point for defining curating 

as a practice that is able to challenge racial, cultural, gender inequalities 

in society and their representation, by making museums and the art 

world in general more inclusive. In her book, curatorial activism is a 

term that designates “the practice of organizing art exhibitions with the 

principle aim of ensuring that certain constituencies of artists are no 

longer ghettoized or excluded from the master narratives of art”. 153 The 

art world, in fact, has not “fully incorporated the Other’s voices into the 

larger discourse - except, of course, as “special” (read separatist) 

exhibitions such as Latin American Art, Women Artist, Islamic Art, 

African Art, and so on”.154 Curatorial activism means to commit oneself 

to organize “counter-hegemonic initiatives that give voice to those who 

have been historically silenced or omitted altogether”.155 In this way, she 

introduces a long series of well-known international curators who she 

                                                
151  Maura Reilly, “What Is Curatorial Activism?”, Art News (11 July 2017). See 

http://www.artnews.com/2017/11/07/what-is-curatorial-activism/.  
152 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism. Towards an Ethics of  Curating (London: Thames and 

Hudson, 2018). 
153 Reilly, “What Is Curatorial Activism?”. 
154 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism. Towards an Ethics of  Curating, 21. 
155 Maura Reilly, Curatorial Activism. Towards an Ethics of  Curating, 21. 
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considers beholders of an activist approach: Jean-Hubert Martin, 

Okwui Enwezor, Rosa Martínez, Paweł Leszkowicz, Juan Vicente 

Aliaga, Simon Njami, and Amelia Jones, amongst others.156 According 

to Reilly, all of them share a common interest: emancipating “the 

under– or un–represented, the silenced, and/or the ‘doubly colonized”. 

157 Without a doubt, these great figures have fundamentally contributed 

to challenging the politics of inclusion and exclusion based on identity 

that have dominated the art world until very recently. And yet, their 

impact on these politics should be understood contextually and beyond 

the rhetoric of the agency of the single curator-as-author.158 

 

                                                
156 In her own words, “each has dedicated their curatorial endeavors almost exclusively to 

visual culture in/from the margins—that is, to artists who are non-white, non-Euro-American, 
as well as women, feminist, and ‘queer’-identified artists. These curators have committed 
themselves to insurrectionist initiatives that are leveling hierarchies, challenging assumptions, 
countering erasure, promoting the margins over the center, the minority over the majority, as 
well as positing curatorial “strategies of  resistance,” provoking intelligent debate, disseminating 
new knowledge, which, in the end, offers up signs of  hope and affirmation. These curators—
and others like them interested in art world injustices—have curated everything from biennales 
and retrospectives to large-scale thematic exhibitions, focusing on both historical and 
contemporary material. Some have tackled the historical canon, and have re-inserted artists—
women and LGBT artists, for instance––back into a narrative that has left them out altogether 
simply because of  their sex and/or sexuality. Others are organizing large monographic 
exhibitions of  artists who have been historically overlooked; while others still are curating 
thematic exhibitions of  modern and contemporary art that account for a wider range of  voices, 
not just a select few; others still have produced totalizing critiques of  canonicity itself ”; Reilly, 
“What Is Curatorial Activism?” . 

157 Reilly, “What Is Curatorial Activism?”. 
158 For instance, the practice of  curators Jean-Hubert Martin and Okwui Enwezor and their 

impact on the globalization of  the art world and, in particular, on the promotion of  
contemporary artists from Africa, will be discussed in Chapter 3. 



 

 

 
80 

 

1.2.5) The Curatorial as a Dynamic Field 

The varying ideas on the curatorial and on curating that I have 

discussed in the previous four sections – namely the curatorial as 

autonomy, the curatorial as a gift, curating as institutional critique, and 

curating as activism – are directly or indirectly put into question by a 

fifth curatorial theory approach: the curatorial as a dynamic field. This 

notion was first forwarded by Heidi Bale Amunsden and Gerd Elise 

Murland in Curating and Politics beyond the Curator: Initial Reflections (2016). 

Afterwards, in 2013, the concept of the “dynamic field” of the curatorial 

was proposed and analysed by Beatrice von Bismarck in her debate with 

Irit Rogoff over the definition of the notion of the curatorial.159  

In their volume, Amunsden and Murland propose analysing the 

politics of curating as an outcome of different forces. In the “dynamic 

field”, they argue, “the curator is but one out of several players”.160 

Although they do not provide a definition for the dynamic field of 

curating, they list, under the notion of the politics of the curatorial field, 

different kinds of power that impact and shape the work of curators: 

“corporate sponsorship, public funding, museum gifts, marketing 

agendas, public relations and working conditions”, amongst other 

aspects of the exhibition-making activity. 161  The relevance of their 

contribution lies in their purpose to go beyond the distinction between 

                                                
159 I mention and discuss this conversation in section 2.1.1.a; see “Curating/Curatorial”, 21-

38. 
160 Bale Amunsden and Murland, “Introduction”, 6. 
161 Bale Amunsden and Murland, “Introduction”, 6.  
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theory and practice, and to focus on the power relations at play in the 

different settings and contexts of curating. Such an approach is, hence, 

the premise for a theory of curating that is not limited to the analysis of 

the curator’s intent, the exhibition’s content and the artwork’s 

arguments; a theory that integrates a materialist approach and that 

acknowledges the conditions and relations of material and immaterial 

production at play in the contexts of curating. 

Beatrice von Bismarck’s use of the expression is more analytical. 

In contrast to the idea of the curatorial deployed by Rogoff and of 

Martinon, 162  Bismarck suggests thinking of the curatorial as 

epistemologically entangled with curating and with the art field – the 

contemporary art world - in which this takes place. The dynamic field 

of the curatorial, according to von Bismarck, is the site in which a 

“constellational condition comes into being”:163  

 

It is constituted by the curating techniques that come 
together as well as by the participants – the actual people 
involved who potentially come from different 
backgrounds, have different agendas and draw on 
different experiences, knowledges, disciplines – and 
finally by the material and discursive framings, be they 
institutional, disciplinary, regional, racial or gender 
specific.164 
 
 

Von Bismarck’s definition of the curatorial encompasses the notion 

of curating, which she defines as a “constellational activity”, 

                                                
162 See section 1.2.2) The Curatorial as a Gift. 
163 Von Bismarck, “Curating/Curatorial”, 24-25.  
164 Von Bismarck, “Curating/Curatorial”, 24-25. 
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consisting of what she terms “techniques”, and that “encompasses 

all the activities taking place in order to allow an exhibition to come 

into the world”.165 All this, she argues, falls into the curatorial. In 

this way, she re-centres the attention toward the question of practice 

as a unalienable feature of the curatorial episteme, situating the latter 

in a condition of entanglement with the field - that is, the field of 

art. Thus, the curatorial acquires an embodied character: the “being in 

the world” 166  of the curatorial becomes its epistemological 

condition. Such a perspective also represents a turn towards a more 

materialistic approach in curatorial theory.167  

This approach regards the curatorial as inscribed in a dynamic 

in which value and capital - be they economic, social, cultural or 

symbolic - is debated and negotiated168 through the curatorial activities 

taking place in the field. The combination of things that “haven’t been 

connected before – artworks, artefacts, information, people, sites, 

context, resources, etc.”, does not happen on a purely aesthetic level. It 

                                                
165 Von Bismarck, “Curating/Curatorial”, 24-25. 
166 “Being in the world” (Dasein as the German word for word that means “being there” or 

“presence”) is an ontological concept elaborated by Heidegger to overcome the subject-object 
division that characterizes the modern tradition of  Western philosophy, hence the Cartesian 
paradigm of  the “abstract agent” as the privileged subject of  knowledge of  a world that is 
external to it. By contrast, “being in the world”, as the condition of  human existence and 
corresponding to the practical engagement with one’s environment, becomes an 
epistemological claim. Martin Heidegger, Being and Time (New York: Harper & Row, 1962).  

167 As Louis Althusser argues in his aforementioned work, How to be a Marxist in Philosophy 
(2017), materialist philosophical approaches acknowledge not only the centrality of  practice in 
the process of  knowledge production, but also that every practice is intrinsically “social” and 
hence, processual, relational and dialectical. As Althusser suggests, “we shall […] call practice a 
social process placing agents in direct active contact with the real and producing results of  social 
usefulness”, Althusser, How to be a Marxist, 3. 

168 Von Bismarck in “Curating/Curatorial”, 30. 
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is also “socially, economically, institutionally, and discursively 

defined”.169 

In earlier contributions, von Bismarck had already considered 

the entanglement between curatorial practice and discourse, especially 

addressing the fundamental bifurcation between the curators’ duties 

within the contemporary art industry, on the one hand, and the 

intellectual autonomy they enjoy as thinkers and creatives, on the other. 

This distinction is explained by Bismarck in terms of a hierarchical 

discrimination between the curator’s job description, as “an 

‘internationally networked service provider’ that offer his skills to a 

diverse exhibition market” from the “uncommon degree of freedom 

[…] and prestige” that curating itself confers to the curator, which is 

“not unlike that enjoyed by the artists”.170  

The increasing visibility of the figure of the curator since the 

1990s, and especially the social status of the freelance curator and its 

power within the field, Bismarck argues, places the curator in conflict 

with other parties - namely other art mediators (art curators, for 

instance) and the artists. On the one hand, curators “do not hold to the 

distribution of tasks that has been worked out in their relationship to 

gallery owners, staff curators, theoreticians, and critics”, according to 

which “they are responsible as ‘double forms’ for establishing the 

connection between art and the public that appreciates it, but rather 

                                                
169 Von Bismarck in “Curating/Curatorial”, 30. 
170 Beatriz Von Bismark, “Curating”, in C. Tannert and U. Tischler, eds., MIB. Men in Black: 

Handbook of  Curatorial Practice (Berlin & Frankfurt am Main: Ku ̈nstlerhaus Berthanien & 
Revolver, 2004), 99; quoted in Paul O’Neill, “The Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse”, 
in Judith Rugg, ed., Issues in Curating Contemporary Art and Performance (Chicago: Intellect, 2007), 
20.  
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operate on the art side”.171 On the other hand, “because they claim the 

freedoms that have traditionally been granted artists, they also take from 

the other communicative roles the aspects of their activity that are 

constitutive of meaning”, causing friction with artists who often have 

to share authorship, tasks and recognition with them.172 

Moreover, von Bismarck’s stance highlights that curating is 

about “producing connections”:  

 

Perhaps more than any other profession in the field of 
art, curatorial praxis is defined by its production of 
connections. The acts of collecting or assembling, 
ordering, presenting, and communicating, the basic 
tasks of the curatorial profession, relate to artefacts from 
a wide variety of sources, among which they then 
establish connections. The possibilities for such 
connections are manifold and, once the objects have 
been removed from their original contexts, can also be 
constructed anew. As exhibited objects, the materials 
assembled are ‘in action’: that is, they obtain changing 
and dynamic meanings in the course of the process of 

                                                
171 Beatrice von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality. On the Role of  Freelance Curators in the 

Field of  Contemporary Art”, Curating Crtique, no. 9 (2011): 21. 
172 Von Bismarck mentions the clash between Harald Szeemann and Daniel Buren on the 

occasion of  Documenta 5 in Kassel in 1972, which “demonstrates this zone of  conflict 
exemplarily in that Buren responded to the subjugation of  participants in the exhibition to a 
thematic focus by taking over sets of  tasks that were normally the responsible of  curators”. 
Von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality”, 21. Since the 1990s, in fact, the rise of  the curator has 
motivated debates on the level of  authorship curators can attribute to a work of  art. As John 
Roberts writes, “the artist becomes a curator and the curator becomes an artist not in order to 
advance to democratization of  the social form of  art, but as a democratization of  the 
circumscribed professional relations between artists and those who seek to professionally 
represent it”. See John Roberts, Skill and Deskilling in Art after the Readymade (London: Verso, 
2007), 217. In the overlap of  the curator and the artist’s roles and tasks it is often the case of “a 
merging of  roles”, since “artists may take on some of  the roles and functions of  the curator in 
order to produce artworks” and , in turn, “curators may exercise their curatorial or authorial 
voice by assembling a set of  practices and ideas together to formulate an exhibition or project”; 
Michael Birchall, “Editorial”, On Artistic and Curatorial Authoriship, OnCurating.org, no. 19 (June 
2013): 4. 
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being related to one another. Ideally, these connections 
result from formal and aesthetic features or from 
content, but they also relate to the corresponding 
cultural, political, social, and economic contexts that 
attach to the exhibited objects their historicity.173 

 

The idea of the curator as a producer of connections can be understood 

as referring to three different sphere: the sphere of meaning and 

interpretation; the sphere of the relationships between the field’s agents; 

the sphere of the different regimes of value embedded in the 

presentation and circulation of art. In each of them, the agency of the 

curatorial consists of mediation – that is, a particular way of creating 

connections based on the facilitation of comprehension and exchange.  

Moreover, we can affirm that the curatorial participates in a 

struggle for control over the “valued resources” of the field - these 

being symbolic and economic -, especially over objectified cultural 

capital (artworks) and the economic value these can potentially generate. 

What is at stake here is the agency of the curatorial in the rearticulation 

of power structures within the contemporary art field, and hence in the 

transformation of the mechanisms of art’s validation and artists’ 

consecration.  

 
 

 

                                                
173 Von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality”, 19. 
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1.3) Thinking the Curatorial as a Situated 
Question 

 

There are, in Von Bismarck’s curatorial theory approach, two 

main ideas that are particularly relevant to the analytic purposes of this 

dissertation: the idea of the entanglement of curating and the curatorial, 

and their embeddedness within the field in which curatorial practice 

takes place (the field of contemporary art); and the idea of curators as 

providers of connections and mediating agents. Firstly, these notions 

open a path toward the analysis of the effect of the curatorial on the 

economy of the globalized art world, which includes a study of the 

relationship of curating with the creation and communication of art’s 

value and the art market.174 Secondly, they are the conceptual premises 

for theorizing the curatorial as a question entangled with the local 

specificities of the art field in which curators operate. 

In the introduction to Cultures of the Curatorial (2012), the editors 

argue that the curatorial has turned into a “culture” that encompasses 

different fields, industries, disciplines, and geo-cultural regions. Due to 

the intensified effects of “globalization and its mobilization of cultural 

objects, information, and producers”, it is necessary “to extend the 

debate, which [has] long been grounded in the tradition of Western 

cultural institutions”: in other words, the curatorial “does not only go 

                                                
174 As I mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, by the expression the economy of  

the curatorial I refer to the sphere of  economic relations of  production and mediation 
engendered by curatorial practice and thinking within the globalized field of  contemporary art. 
The analysis of  the economy of  the curatorial is the subject of  the second chapter, in which I 
mostly focus on the relationship between curators and the art market, as well as on the 
marketplace as the site of  the curatorial. 
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beyond the activities of curating, but also stretches across disciplines 

and cultures”.175  To acknowledge the pluralities of the fields of art 

means also that our understanding of the curatorial must take into 

account the specifics of the context in which it takes place. As a 

consequence, curatorial theory should aspire to be “situated” in its 

approach,176 that is, to consider that the conditions –these being socio-

political and economic - of curatorial mediation and production result 

from the convergence of both global and local phenomena onto the 

field of contemporary art. The Western and – particularly - European 

scholarship that has dominated the production of curatorial theory so 

far has mostly overlooked the situated character of the curatorial. And 

yet the emerging and progressive visibilization of different curatorial 

instances and forms within the flourishing contemporary art world in 

different regions and metropolises across the world, triggers the 

question of the modes in which the curatorial is generally thought of 

and theorized.  

To address the question of the pluralities and specificities of the 

curatorial was the aim of the “TRANScuratorial Academy” (TCA) 

organized by von Bismarck and Benjamin Meyer-Krahmer in 2017 and 

2018, in collaboration with the Haus der Kulturen der Welt (Berlin). On 

                                                
175 Von Bismarck, Schafaff, and Weski, “Introduction”, 10-11. 
176 The notion of  situated knowledge by Donna Haraway offers a fundamental reference, 

although it is not the intention of  this thesis to offer an account of theoretical frameworks on 
post-colonial and feminist epistemology, which are not the concern of  this research. However, 
it is important to recall Haraway’s understanding of  knowledge as a situated action, which results 
from the corporal location of  the speaker/writer in an historical context in which knowledge 
and practices are joined with artefacts, places and traditions, which constitute a way of  life; 
Donna Haraway, “Situated Knowledges: The Science Question in Feminism and the Privilege 
of  Partial Perspective”, Feminist Studies, vol. 14 no. 3 (1988): 575-599. 
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this occasion, von Bismarck brought together emerging curators from 

different (mostly non-European) countries – myself being one of them 

– and internationally renowned experts to discuss topics such as 

mediation, collectivity, governmentality, and critique. The TCA was, in 

this sense, motivated by the will to acknowledge the varieties of 

curatorial experiences, approaches, and agencies across the world. The 

neologism “Transcuratorial”, resulting from the application of the 

prefix “trans” to the substantivized adjective “curatorial”, addressed the 

increasing transcultural and transdisciplinary character of curatorial 

experiences in a globalized contemporary art world. In this sense, it 

represented an attempt to rethink and subvert the geopolitical and 

disciplinary hierarchies of knowledge production in curatorial discourse 

and practice.177  

                                                
177 The academy was structured in three chapters, taking place in the cities of  Berlin (May 

2017, see http://www.kfw-stiftung.de/en/arts-culture/transcuratorial-academy/introduction), 
Mumbai (September 2017, see https://www.goethe.de/ins/uz/de/lin/transcuratorial-
academy-mumbai.html), and Phnom Penh (May 2018, see 
https://www.artandeducation.net/announcements/192849/transcuratorial-academy-phnom-
penh-untranslatability). I took part in the Berlin edition, being one of  the selected emerging 
curator participants (the other participants were Iaroslav Volovod, from Moscow, Violet 
Nantume, from Kampala, Syafiatudina, from Yogyakarta, Carlos Quijon, Jr. from Manila, Roger 
Nelson from Phnom Penh, Margareta von Oswald, from Berlin, Ying Tan, from Manchester). 
Counting with guest experts such as Clementine Deliss, Anselm Frank and Bernard Shrere, as 
well with the keynote guest Shalini Randeria, the Berlin edition of  the TCA was developed 
around the keyword “Entangled Histories”, inspired by the writings of  Randeria. As a historical 
perspective that challenges Eurocentrism, the notion of  entanglement of  histories and 
narratives was particularly relevant in the context of  the Transcuratorial Academy. In fact, it 
stimulated debate around the question of  how the contemporary art world seems to create a 
common, globalized field of  cultural production in which practitioners in all part of  the world 
identify themselves. At the same time, the persistence of  neo-colonial dynamics and geopolitical 
relationships, which would easily call into question the same notion of  a common curatorial 
and artistic field, was also addressed in the discussion. One of  the most relevant issues that 
emerged within the programme was, therefore, the entanglement of  the curatorial with a 
common and yet diversified history of  modernity, colonization and capitalism, and, at the same 
time, its fashioning as a situated complex of  practice and thinking, deeply embedded into the 
local field of  contemporary art. On the notion of  entangled histories see Shalini Randeria, 
“Entangled Histories of  Uneven Modernities: Civil Society, Caste Solidarities and Legal 
Pluralism in Post-Colonial India”, in Yehunda Elkana et al. (eds.), Unraveling Ties: From Social 
Cohesion to New Practices of  Connectedness (New York: Campus Verlag, 2002), 284-311. By 
proposing the idea of  histories as “entanglement”, Randeria understands categories such as 
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Although very few concrete efforts have been made to address 

this shortage of different perspectives, over the last years a few 

important publications have discussed the emergence of the curatorial 

in specific contexts – city, region or country.178 For instance, within the 

Sub-Saharan African regions, especially South Africa and Nigeria, 

important contributions to the theory of the curatorial have been made, 

always within the context of academic production or independent 

curatorial training/educational programs. These are, in fact, the sites in 

which curating becomes an object of reflection and theorization, as well 

as a fundamental aspect of a pedagogy through which a local 

contemporary art field is being created. The volume Àsìkò: On the Future 

of Artistic and Curatorial Pedagogies in Africa (2016) edited by the late 

                                                
nation, civil society, and empire as emerging from reciprocal socio-historical conditions, and 
thus locates these entanglements not only between imperial centres and colonies, but also in 
pre-colonial contexts of  “connected histories”. As Brosius and Wenlhuemer point out, the idea 
of  a multi-layered and asymmetrical flows of  exchanges to and from, or in between, geo-cultural 
regions render scholarly Eurocentric views and nationally confined histories impotent. 
Christiane Brosuis and Roland Wenzlhuemer, eds. Transcultural Turbulences: Towards a Multi-Sited 
Reading of  Image Flows (Heidelberg: Springer, 2011), 9-10. See as well Bauck, Sönke and Thomas 
Maier, “Entangled History”, InterAmerican Wiki: Terms - Concepts - Critical Perspectives (2015); see 
www.uni-bielefeld.de/cias/wiki/e_Entangled_History.html. Similar international programmes, 
to which emerging curators are invited to present their projects and curatorial visions, have 
existed for years. The Curatorial Intensive programme, organized by Independent Curators 
International, is the best known amongst them. What distinguishes TRC from the others 
programmes is not only its focus on understanding the curatorial – which is derived from the 
research background and interests of  the organizers – but also the costs the participants are 
expected to bear. Compared to the ICI’s Curatorial Intensive, for example, whose participation 
fee is 1,900 USD (which does not include travel and living expenses), the TRANScuratorial 
Accademy is currently the only one in the world that fully covers to the participants’ expenses 
and fees. Such generous financial conditions, made possible by the KfW Stiftung’s support, is 
uncommon in today’s art industry. 

178 One example is the volume South East Asia Spaces of  the Curatorial, published in 2016 and 
edited by German-born curator and director of  the Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA) in 
Singapore, Ute Meta Bauertogether with Brigitte Oetker. The volume gathers the work of  
different scholars and researchers (Kabita Chakma, David Garneau, Kimberley Moulton, Biung 
Ismahasan, Irene Snarby and Ánde Somby), who analyse the modes of  the curatorial in different 
art spaces in South East Asia. The interesting part of  this approach is that, facing the challenge 
of  defining the curatorial in such a wide region as South East Asia, it focuses on the specificity 
of  the “art spaces” as the determinant factor in the shaping of  different form of  curatorial 
production. 
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Nigerian curator Bisi Silva, is a fundamental testimony of the reflection 

on the curatorial from the African continent. Resulting from the 

condensation of the chronicles and the memories of the Àsìkò 

curatorial workshop between 2010 and 2015, the book features 

fundamental reflections on curating within the contemporary art field 

in different postcolonial African cities.179  

In the South African contemporary art field, curatorial practice 

and discourse are the object of an articulated discussion that takes place 

both within the academy180  and art market venues.181  Therefore, by 

offering an analysis of the curatorial in post-apartheid South Africa, 

with a particular focus on the relationship between the curatorial and 

the marketplace, my dissertation aims to contribute to a theory of the 

curatorial that is situated in its approach.  

 

 

 

                                                
179 Àsìkò and the pedagogies explained in the aforementioned publication are the focus of  

my analysis in Chapter 3. 
180 Uncertain Curature. In and Out of  the Archive (2014) edited by Carolyn Hamilton and Pippa 

Skotness is, for instance a significant contribution to curatorial theory from the Centre for 
Curating the Archive (see http://www.cca.uct.ac.za/), an institute within the Michaelis School 
of  Fine Art, at the University of  Cape Town’s Hiddin Campus, where an Honours in 
Curatorship course is also offered since 2014.  

181 For instance, over the last years, editions of  Investec Cape Town Art Fair and Joburg 
Art Fair, the role of  curators and of  the practice of  curating have been the topic of  several 
panels organized as part of  the fairs’ talk sessions.  



 

 

 
91 

 

2. THE CURATORIAL IN THE FIELDS OF 
CONTEMPORARY ART: THE ECONOMY 

OF THE CURATORIAL AS A 
THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

 

In her text “Affluence and Choice. The Social Significance of 

the Curatorial” (2012), Dorothea von Hantelmann sets curating in 

relation to the socioeconomic order of capitalist societies. She argues 

that the culture of the curatorial emerges with the transition from 

societies of scarcity to societies of affluence, a transition that became 

completely apparent in North America in the 1950s and in Western 

Europe in the 1960s. At the core of the curator’s practice there is the 

act of selection. 182  This is the starting point for other curatorial 

activities within the exhibition, “a narrative written by curatorial 

choices”. 183  Practices such as interpreting, communicating, 

comparing, distinguishing, etc., von Hantelmann argues, “have gained 

enormous importance in advanced consumer cultures”. 184  The 

exhibition - and more precisely what Tony Bennet has termed the 

exhibitionary complex – has established itself as a social device aimed 

                                                
182 Dorothea von Hantelmann, “Affluence and Choice. The Social Significance of  the 

Curatorial”, in Beatrice von Bismarck, Jörn Schafaff, Thomas Weski, eds. Cultures of  the Curatorial 
(Berlin: Sternberg Press, 2012), 43. 

183 Von Hantelmann, “Affluence and Choice”, 44. 
184 Von Hantelmann, “Affluence and Choice”, 44. 
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at refining the citizen’s ability in experiencing, comparing, and 

differentiating aestheticized objects. The exhibition medium, more 

than art, is “the definitive invention of modern times”.185  

 

Yet if, in today’s society, the skill – or, if you want, the 
“art” – of choosing has become a cultural practice in its 
own right, 186  the emergence of the contemporary 
independent curator has brought about an actual 
profession with choosing at its centre: the selection of 
artistic work, and aesthetic and discursive positions, 
which the curator places in the new contexts of 
meaning.187  
 
 
Following von Hantelmann, an understanding of the culture of 

choosing within the economy of cultural consumption is fundamental 

in order to analyse the embeddedness of curating and the curatorial in 

the present socioeconomic order of society.188 The aim of this chapter 

is precisely to discuss and analyse the agency of the curatorial within the 

field of contemporary art and, in particular, within its economy and 

strategies of creation and communication of value - both artworks and 

artists being regarded as the field’s valuable resources.189  

                                                
185 Von Hantelmann, “Affluence and Choice”, 43. 
186 See Sheena Iyengar, The Art of  Choosing (New York: Gran Central, 2010). 
187 Von Hantelmann, “Affluence and Choice”, 44. 
188  Von Hantelmann’s reflection and analysis, actually, makes exclusive reference to 

“Western” societies of  consumption; I decided to obviate this specification due to the fact that 
the field of  the curatorial I discuss in this thesis is that of  contemporary art, which is not 
restricted to Europe and North America (the “West”). Such a field is plural - hence my reference 
to field(s) in the title of  this chapter.  Contemporary art is produced, mediated and traded across 
the globe, and this globalized field is constituted by a network of  local and regional 
contemporary art ecosystems. In this sense, I assume that wherever we find a contemporary art 
ecosystem – that is, a “field” - there is a consumer society, in which cultural products are curated, 
displayed and consumed - esthetically and materially. 

189 In this sense, my analysis will only rarely focus on artworks and artistic projects; my 
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After addressing the notion of the field of art at an 

epistemological level – through Bourdieu’s field theory -, I will define 

contemporary art as the privileged field of curatorial practice and 

discourse. The field of contemporary art will, therefore, be analysed in 

terms of the mechanism of artists’ consecration and art’s valuation 

(where the medium of the exhibition is key to establishing this value), 

as well as in terms of the increasing authority of the art market (i.e. 

market players and prices) in establishing the reputation and, therefore, 

the worth of artists.  

Therefore, my analysis will focus on a series of questions: the 

relationship between curating and the contemporary art market, and its 

agency in mediating between the different regimes of value and interests 

within the art field; the curator’s role in the process of globalization of 

the contemporary art market, of internationalization of local art, and of 

the creation of new market niches for art classified as belonging to 

specific regions (South African contemporary art; Indian modern and 

contemporary art, etc.); the marketplace - commercial galleries, auction 

houses and art fairs - as sites of the curatorial.  

The relationship between curating and the art market is mostly 

regarded as a taboo topic in European contemporary art environments 

and curatorial theory, and yet, I argue, it reflects the entanglement of 

the curatorial with the current phase of capitalism, in which the market 

becomes an all-encompassing biopolitical system and a mode of 

governmentality. Therefore, this chapter offers a theoretical framework 

to the third chapter, in which the question of the curatorial, and the 

                                                
interest is rather focused on the institutional structures, the socio-economic relationships and 
the practices of  mediation that lay the foundation of  the contemporary art field in which artists 
and artworks are ontologically recognized as such.  
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work of curators in particular, is analysed in relation to the rise of a 

market of contemporary art from Africa since 1989, to the rise of a 

contemporary art field in different African metropolis over the past 10 

years, and in particular with relation to the authority of the marketplace 

within the South African contemporary art field in the post-apartheid 

period. 

 

 

	

2.1. Defining the Field 

In order to understand the curatorial in its relation to the field 

of contemporary art, I propose to first define the concept of “field” 190 

through an institutional theory approach. Arthur C. Danto theorizes the 

ontology of art as a socio-economic system, which he terms “the 

Artworld”. This is defined as the international network of art 

institutions (schools, museums, galleries, commercial market systems, 

and professions) that are the site in which the social category of art is 

perpetually produced through “theories that make artworks possible” 

                                                
190 The concept of  “field” was elaborated by the French sociologist to understand the social 

condition of  cultural production in the literary and cultural sector in general. He first uses this 
term in his analysis of  the French scholar system and he later extended it to other subjects, like 
the formation of  intellectual elites, or the forms of  aesthetic consumption, the academic field 
and its homo academicus, the political field and the problem of  representation, amongst others. 
While Bourdieu does not offer a unique, systematic definition of  the term “field”, tit can be 
articulated as a structured space of  “positions” (or “places”), whose properties depend on their 
position is such a space, and that can be analyzed independently from the characteristics of  its 
occupants (even if  they are partially determined by them). Fields have both general laws and 
unvarying rules of  operation, since the analysis of  each field reveals new and specific properties. 
The cultural field, as conceived by Bourdieu, is defined as a relatively autonomous social space 
of  production of  symbolic goods. Pierre Bourdieu, “Intellectual Field and Creative Project”, 
Information (International Social Science Council), vol. 8 no. 2 (1969), 89–119. 
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(art theories), and where aesthetics has become an autonomous area of 

knowledge in the hands of a community of art professionals.191 Danto’s 

work is aimed at demystifying the idealistic assumption of the intrinsic 

value of art, by unveiling the institutional, professional and ideological 

structure through which the idea of art is built and its values articulated. 

The popularity of the notion of “art world” is also due to the American 

sociologist Howard Becker, who, in his book Art Worlds (1982) opposes 

the idea that the “artness” of the work of art lies in some inherent and 

perceptible quality of the object. Rather, whether or not something is to 

be described as art depends upon the contingent relationship between 

the object and a relevant social context.192  

The demystification of art and its system of beliefs reached its 

zenith with Pierre Bourdieu’s sociology of art and his notion of the 

                                                
191 In his words, “The Artworld stands to the real world in something like the relationship 

in which the City of  God stands to the Earthly City”. Certain objects, like certain individuals, 
enjoy a double citizenship, but there remains, the RT notwithstanding, a fundamental contrast 
between artworks and real objects”; in Arthur C. Danto, “The Artworld”, Journal of  Philosophy, 
vol. 61, no. 19, American Philosophical Association Eastern Division Sixty-First Annual 
Meeting (15 October 1964), 582. 

192 In Art Worlds (1982) Becker explains his use of  the term in a more technical way to 
denote the network of  people whose cooperative activity, organized via their joint knowledge 
of  conventional means of  doing things, produces the kind of  art works that the art world is 
noted for. For him the art world is made of  people, i.e. the “characteristic kinds of  workers and 
the bundle of  tasks each one does”. Ibidem, 9. Art worlds function according to what Becker 
names “conventions”, i.e. the necessary accepted rules and structures from which a work of  art 
can be made and given an aesthetic, symbolic or economic value. See Ian Heywood, Social 
Theories of  Art: A Critique (New York: NYU Press, 1998), 11. Following Danto, Becker calls such 
an approach “institutional theory”, which he describes as the response by philosophers of  art 
and critics to a crisis precipitated by the success of  a type of  modernist or avant-garde work, 
exemplified by Marcel Duchamp’s In Advance of  a Broken Arm (a commercial snow shovel) and 
Fountain (a signed urinal), and later Andy Warhol’s Brillo (a large Brillo box). These works of  art 
could not be explained and justified through formalist theories of  art, and yet they were 
“accepted, bought, sold, exhibited, written about, and eventually respected, indeed revered, by 
the much of  the fine art world in Europe and America”. As Ian Heywood argues, “The 
institutional theory is, hence, a quasi sociological theory developed by aestheticians and 
philosophers under pressure from the success of  modernism and the decline or collapse of  
earlier styles along with the critical theories supporting them”, Heywood, Social Theories of  Art, 
12. 
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cultural field. As it is well known, since the end of 1960s his work traces 

a third way between internalist and externalists approaches to culture: 

on the one hand, it criticizes those approaches to art that understand 

artworks on the basis of its internal structures and forms; on the other, 

it opposes over-deterministic approaches that tend to see art and 

cultural products as mere reflections of social structure and economic 

relations. Within the analysis of the French sociologist, the notion of 

Artworld sketched out by Danto acquires an articulated sociological 

definition that is aimed at unveiling the system of beliefs that impede 

the development of a rigorous social science approach to the 

production of the value of cultural goods.193 

Central in this approach is the dialectic between “art-as-

autonomy” and “art-as-a-social fact”, expressions famously adopted by 

Theodor Adorno.194 The curatorial, we could say, fills the gap between 

these two natures of art, while it belongs to the realm of “heteronomy”: 

like all practices of mediation, the curatorial helps art to be in its 

                                                
193 In his words, “There is […] reason to suppose that the constitution of  the aesthetic gaze 

as a ‘pure’ gaze, capable of  considering the work of  art in and for itself, i.e. as a ‘finality without 
an end’, is linked to the institution of  the work of  art as an object of  contemplation, with the 
creation of  private and then public galleries and museums, and the parallel development of  a 
corps of  professionals appointed to conserve the work of  art, both materially and symbolically. 
Similarly, the representation of  artistic production as a ‘creation’ devoid of  any determination 
or any social function, though asserted from a very early date, achieves its fullest expression in 
the theories of  ‘art for art’s sake’; and correlatively, in the representation of  the legitimate 
relation to the work of  art as an act of  ‘re-action’ claiming to replicate the original creation and 
to focus solely on the work in and for itself, without any reference to anything outside it”; 
Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production, 37. 

194 See Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory (London: Athlone, 1997); Max Horkheimer and 
Theodor W. Adorno, Dialectic of  Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments (Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2002); and Peter Burger, Theory of  the Avant-Garde (Minneapolis: University of  
Minneapolis Press, 1984). Art’s dualistic nature has been an object of  enquiry in various 
disciplines, from institutional theory of  art, to the sociology of  art and Critical Theory. 
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autonomy, within an art world that, for fellow critical theorists Theodor 

Adorno and Max Horkheimer, is, above all, an industry.195 

 

2.1.1) Drawing from Field Theory 

Bourdieu’s field theory 196  is one of the most important 

contributions to the sociology of culture.197 It is in The Rules of Art (1992) 

that Bourdieu analyses the field of art and culture with the aim of 

explaining the relationship between the production of culture and the 

social structure of power and symbolic violence.198  Similarly to the 

                                                
195 Here I make reference to the notion of  culture industry proposed by Max Horkheimer 

and Theodor W. Adorno in the chapter “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass 
Deception", in their book Dialectic of  Enlightenment: Philosophical Fragments (1944). 

196 The special metaphor of  the field is used by Bourdieu to “denote arenas of  production, 
circulation, and appropriation of  goods, services, knowledge, or status, and the competitive 
positions held by actors in their struggle to accumulate and monopolize these different kinds 
of  capital”; David Swartz, “Fields of  Struggle for Power”, in David Swartz (ed.), Culture & 
Power. The Sociology of  Pierre Bourdieu (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1997), 117. In other 
words, each social field can be identified, by the social analyst, as a uniquely structured, 
differentiated social space of  specialized practice that revolves around distinctive beliefs and 
interests. Larissa Buchholz, “What is a Global Field? Theorizing Fields beyond the Nation-
State”, Sociological Review, vol. 64 no. 2 (2016): 31-60. The field allows the sociologist to 
understand an author and its artwork in a way that escapes both essentialist approaches, which 
derive from the romantic ideology of  the artistic genius, and mechanistic approaches, which 
tend to reduce artworks to their social determinants.  

197 Bourdieu builds upon Max Weber’s idea of  social differentiation and the distinction 
between “class” and “status group”, which he interprets in terms of  a distinction between two 
kinds of  capital: material (or “economic”). See “Religious Rejections of  the World and Their 
Directions”, in Gerth, H.H. and Mills, C. W. (eds.), From Max Weber: Essays in Sociology (London: 
Routledge, 1946 [1915]) and J. Martin Levi and G. Forest, “Was Bourdieu a Field Theorist?”, in 
Hilgers, M. and Mangez, E. (eds.), Bourdieu’s Theory of  Social Fields. Concepts and Applications 
(London: Routledge, 2014), 20. 

198 According to Loïc Wacquant, “the whole of  Bourdieu’s work may be interpreted as a 
materialist anthropology of  the specific contribution that various forms of  symbolic violence 
make to the reproduction and transformation of  structure of  domination”, in Pierre Bourdieu 
and Loïc Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
1992), 14. For Bourdieu, symbolic violence is the imposition by the dominant of  arbitrary forms 
and systems of  meanings of  the social order that are ‘misrecognized’ by the dominated as 
somehow un-arbitrary and natural, or that “the violence which is exercised upon a social agent 
with his or her complicity”, Bourdieu and Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology, 167. 
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“intellectual field”, it designates “that matrix of institutions, 

organizations and markets in which symbolic producers, such as artists, 

critics, writers and academics compete for symbolic value”.199 As in a 

social field, the field of artistic production is relational200 and, in it, 

practice occupies a central role. 201  It is always defined in terms of 

“forces” and “struggles”, as a space inhabited not only by institutions 

and rules, but also by the interaction between institution, rules, and 

practices.  

The question of the struggle for control over valued resources 

is a fundamental characteristic of the art field. Bourdieu conceptualizes 

resources as different forms of capital, 202  distinguishing four main 

types. 203  Economic capital defines material wealth in the form of 

                                                
Before The Rules of  Art, Bourdieu elaborated on the notion of  cultural or intellectual field, to 
understand the social condition of  cultural production in the literary and cultural sector in 
general. He employed it in his analysis of  the scholar system, and later extended it to the analysis 
of  other subjects, like the formation of  intellectual elites, forms of  aesthetic consumption, the 
academic field and its homo academicus, the political field and the problem of  representation, 
amongst others. See Bourdieu, “Intellectual Field and Creative Project”, 89-119. 

199 Bourdieu, “Intellectual Field and Creative Project”, 118. Other social fields which have 
been investigated by Bourdieu include studies of  social class lifestyle, higher education 
institutions, religion, literature and housing policy. 

200 Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production, 29. 
201 Pierre Bourdieu’s theory of  practice is articulated through the relational concepts of  

field, habitus and capital. See Outline of  a Theory of  Practice, translated by Richard Nice 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977). 

202 Bourdieu’s concept of  “capital” is broader than the monetary notion of  capital in 
economics; capital is a generalized “resource” that can assume monetary and non-monetary, as 
well as tangible and intangible, forms. See Helmut K. Anheier, Jurgen Gerhards and Frank P. 
Romo, “Forms of  Capital and Social Structure in Cultural Fields: Examining Bourdieu’s Social 
Topography”, American Journal of  Sociology, vol. 100, no. 4 (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
January, 1995), 859-903.  

203 In his essay “The Forms of  Capital” (1986) Bourdieu articulates his ideas about three 
forms of  capital – cultural, social and economic; see Pierre Bourdieu, “The Forms of  Capital”, 
in J. Richardson, ed., Handbook of  Theory and Research for the Sociology of  Education (Westport, CT: 
Greenwood, 1986), 241–58. A fourth form of  capital - “symbolic capital” - was introduced by 
Bourdieu later, with the publication of  his book La distinction. Critique sociale du jugement (Paris: 
Les Éditions de Minuit, 1979), translated into English as Distinction: A Social Critique of  the 
Judgement of  Taste (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1984). 
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money, assets, stock, and share, which is protected by the law through 

property rights. Cultural capital includes the possession of cultural 

material goods (like books, monuments, instruments, and paintings), as 

well as institutional academic titles (for example, diplomas and degrees) 

and the cultural competencies acquired within the field (like languages); 

in the latter case, cultural capital is embodied, impressed upon the 

person’s habitus and, hence, not transmissible. Social capital refers to 

the kind and sum of social relationships, considered as actual or 

potential resources, that are obtained through one’s participation in 

social networks of actors and organizations, and that can be mobilized 

for a certain strategy within a specific field. Finally, symbolic capital 

defines the degree of social recognition or prestige as an effect of 

possessing some of the aforementioned sorts of capital, such as cultural 

capital in cultural fields. The notion of symbolic capital is one of the 

most complex in Bourdieu’s approach.204 While, in “rigorous terms” it 

refers to the “symbolic effect of capital”, it designates a form of 

recognition whose value depends on the specific field and hence 

functions only within it.205 The notion of symbolic capital is, moreover, 

particularly linked to the cultural, intellectual or art field, as well as to 

the modes of appropriation of cultural goods (what Bourdieu names the 

“objectificated state” of cultural capital) and the obtainment of 

institutional qualifications (which Bourdieu terms the “institutionalized 

state” of cultural capital).206According to Bourdieu, cultural goods can 

                                                
204 See Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant, “The Purpose of  Reflexive Sociology”, in 

Pierre Bourdieu and Loïc Wacquant (eds.), Reflexive Sociology (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 
1992), 119. 

205 Larissa Buchholz, “What is a Global Field? Theorizing Fields beyond the Nation-State”, 
Sociological Review, vol. 64 no. 2 (2016): 8-9. 

206 Bourdieu, “The Forms of  Capital”, 50. 
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be appropriated “both materially -which presupposes economic capital- 

and symbolically -which presupposes cultural capital”.207 On the other 

hand, academic qualifications and degrees, as certificates of cultural 

competences, confer to the holder a conventional, legally guaranteed 

value with respect to culture, along with “the capacity to define and 

legitimize cultural, moral, and artistic values, standards, and styles”.208 

This type of symbolic cultural capital produces a distinction not only 

between art and non-art, but also between high and low culture, where 

“artistic legitimation [is] the major currency and genre hierarchies [are] 

the major indicators”.209 As a consequence, within this field competition 

is generally based more on resources such as reputation and recognition, 

than on economic success per se, a principle that has an important effect 

on the political economy of art and culture and that, hence, influences 

the work of cultural producers - including curators.  

 

 

2.1.1.1) Relative Autonomy and Inverted Economy 

In Bourdieu’s theory, the notion of field is defined through the 

concept of “relative autonomy”, which holds, according to Larissa 

Buchholz, a fundamental analytical value together with the notions of 

division of labour or specialization, that mark the origin of the social 

                                                
207 Bourdieu, “The Forms of  Capital”, 50. 
208  Anheier, Gerhards, and Romo, “Forms of  Capital and Social Structure in Cultural 

Fields”, 862. The authors mention one example, “high-culture genres and writers of  literary 
criticism may have high degrees of  symbolic capital, whereas writers in other genres, such as 
folk art, may enjoy little”. 

209  Anheier, Gerhards, and Romo, “Forms of  Capital and Social Structure in Cultural 
Fields”, 862. 
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fields in modern society.210 Bourdieu deploys the term to account for 

social spheres that are governed by their own ‘specific law’ […] or, as 

he alternatively writes, their own ‘specific logic’ of competition”.211 The 

relativity of such autonomy, on the other hand, suggests that despite the 

predominance of internal rules, fields are affected by other regimes of 

value and fields; for instance, Bourdieu notes that while the literary field 

is a “relatively autonomous universe”, it is also “relatively dependent, 

notably with respect to the economic field and the political field”.212  

In The Rules of Art (1996), Buchholz argues, three dimensions of 

autonomy can be extracted: the dimension of an autonomous ideology; 

the dimension of the autonomous hierarchies of principles and values; 

and the dimension of the institutions, “through which autonomous 

                                                
210 Buchholz, “What is a Global Field?”, 7. The idea of  “relative autonomy” was originally 

introduced by Louis Althusser in his essay “Ideology and Ideological State Apparatuses” (1971). 
Relative autonomy was, for Althusser, the relative independence of  the “superstructure” of  
society (including ideology and culture) from the economic (or techno-economic) “base”, a 
statement that is in contrast to the stance in classical Marxism that the latter determines the 
former. On his part, Bourdieu defines relative autonomy as a quality of  all fields - not only of  
the intellectual field, although he employs this category particularly in his early work on 
education. As noted by Buchholz, Bourdieu’s use of  the concept of  “autonomy” is close to its 
original meaning as a composite of  the Greek words nomos (law) and autós (self); Buchholz, 
“What is a Global Field?”, 6.  

211 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 141. As Buchholz reminds us, “the idea of  a field of  specific 
laws must not be mistaken for codified legal regulations”, since “it refers to elementary ways in 
which agents perceive a particular world and through which they devise –accordingly- social 
categories and hierarchies that give order to the world”. Buchholz, “What is a Global Field?”, 
7. 

212 Buchholz, “What is a Global Field?”, 141. As Larissa Buchholz notes, “It suggests that 
environments may affect fields, but in a modus that is relative to their specific ‘laws’ and 
particular historical configurations: external influences have an impact only to the extent that 
they become ‘refracted’ like a prism through the internal principles, structures and meanings of  
a historically given state of  the field. In addition, ‘relative’ also means that a field’s autonomy is 
empirically variable, and so it may range in a linear fashion from absolute autonomy to nearly 
complete heteronomy […]: the higher the degree of  autonomy, the higher in turn is the field’s 
‘refraction effect,’ that is, its power to absorb and transform external influences or constraints 
into internal ones Thus, the composite of  ‘relative autonomy’ offers a way to delineate what 
differentiates a field from others, while, at the same time, it also formulates a varying modus of  
how a field is related to other spheres or a broader environment”.  
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principles of vision and division become ingrained in a distinctive 

institutional infrastructure”. 213 The dimension of belief is summarized 

by the principle of “l’art pour l’art” (art for art’s sake), of which Flaubert 

and Baudelaire are identified as the first exponents, an ideology that 

redefined the value of art on the basis of art’s demand to be produced 

and appreciated for its own intrinsic aesthetic sake, and, hence, 

independently (or autonomously) of criteria imposed by the demands and 

influences of patronage, the state or the market.214 The ideology of “art 

for art’s sake” entails new notions of artistic legitimacy, hence new 

aesthetic criteria according to which art is evaluated by peers and 

experts, which are openly opposed to other, external and “heteronomic 

evaluative principles, such as those imposed by the state institutions or 

the commercial market”.215 In this sense, the second level of autonomy 

of the art field corresponds to what Bourdieu defines as the “interest in 

disinterestedness”. The art field is, then, dominated by:  

 
core values of “ethical integrity and competence” that 
become the basis for a politics of purity. These values 
fundamentally oppose the “objectives and values such 

                                                
213 Buchholz, “What is a Global Field?”, 7. In particular, the dimension of  an autonomous 

ideology corresponds to a specific form of  belief, according to which those practices that are 
seen as “distinctive, independent” are also conferred more value than other practices seen as 
influenced by other regimes of  value. In his analysis of  the market for symbolic goods, Bourdieu 
speaks of  “the production of  belief ” or the “permanent production and reproduction of  the 
illusion”, as “the collective adhesion to the game”. Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 166-167.  

214 Bulchholz reminds us that “in the visual arts in France, this new ‘vision’ was spearheaded 
by Édouard Manet (Bourdieu 2013). His aesthetic strategies claimed the importance of  form 
over content, the aesthetic ‘mode of  representation over the object of  representation’ […]. By 
moving the emphasis from the subject of  a painting to the pure play of  colors or the formal 
manner of  brushwork, Manet sought to free visual art from its traditional duty of  representing 
the external world, thereby bringing about what Bourdieu called a ‘symbolic revolution’⎯ the 
erection of  an autonomous vision of  artistic production […]”.Buchholz, “What is a Global 
Field?”, 7. 

215 Buchholz, “What is a Global Field?”, 7. 
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as money, power and honours predominant” in the 
fields of economics and politics.216[…] The intellectual 
values of freedom and autonomy become juxtaposed to 
commercial and political interests in the struggle for 
power in advanced societies.217 
 

The third dimension of autonomy is enabled through the 

constitution of institutions that formally validate the artistic field. It is 

in this institutionalized field that, Bourdieu notes, “the figure of the 

artist as producer of that fetish which is the work of art” takes shape: 

the institution is the locus where the belief in the value of art is 

constantly produced and reproduced.218 In this sense, this new level of 

autonomy is identified with the “set of specific institutions which are 

required for the functioning of the economy of cultural goods – places 

of exhibition (galleries, museums, etc.), institutions of consecration 

(academies, salons, etc.), institutions for the reproduction of producers 

(art schools, etc.), and specialized agents (dealers, critics, art historians, 

collectors, etc.).219 

The question of autonomy, therefore, is key to the political 

economy of the art field, which Bourdieu defines as the “market of 

symbolic goods”.220 In his sociology, the economic logic of the art field 

was said to be “inverted”, due to the double nature of symbolic goods, 

which are “merchandise and signification” at the same time, and in 

response to two different and antagonistic orders of value - symbolic 

                                                
216 Swartz, ‘Fields of  Struggle for Power’, 259. 
217 Swartz, ‘Fields of  Struggle for Power’, 259. 
218 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 292. 
219 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 292. 
220 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 141. 
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value and market value – which remain relatively independent from 

each other.221 And yet, it is precisely the independence of symbolic value 

from the economic regime that makes the cultural object economically 

“valuable” within a market of symbolic goods in which autonomy is 

regarded as a treasure.  

 

 

2.1.1.2) Art’s Autonomy and the Project of Modernity  

The notion of the art field in Bourdieu’s work refers to a specific 

socio-political and historical context: the modern world of the French 

bourgeoisie of the 18th and 19th centuries and the changing condition of 

the institution of art at that time. In such a society, artistic and cultural 

practices had freed themselves from the patronage and tutelage of the 

aristocracy and the church. For instance, art not only became 

synonymous with the democratic values of a new nation, but it was also 

an expression of bourgeois creative genius and other values such as 

“authenticity” and “uniqueness”. It is within the emerging bourgeois 

public sphere, and its moral and political self-consciousness as 

developed through the exercise of public rational-critical debate, that 

the idea of the appreciation of the autonomous works of art emerged.222 

Moreover, in the emerging capitalist society, art became a special 

commodity to be consumed by the emerging leisure class, as a 

“distinctive” symbolic good subject to the laws of the free market. What 

                                                
221 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 141. 
222 Aleš Debeljak, Reluctant Modernity: The Institution of  Art and Its Historical Form (Lanham, 

Rowman & Littlefield, 1998), 59. 
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is relevant here is that the rise of a field that privileges the regime of 

symbolic capital as the dominant form of capital223 is deeply connected 

to the emergence of a market for works of art – the art market.224 In this 

sense, the ideology of autonomy was an escape strategy from the 

threatening shadow of the market apparatus of the art and culture 

industry, which “ushered in a division of art production into 

autonomous high art, on the one hand, and trivial mass culture, on the 

other”; such social processes “finally peaked in the Romanticism and 

Aestheticism (art for art’s sake) of the fin de siècle”.225 As Aleš Debeljak 

notes, the roots of the notion of autonomy are Cartesian, since the 

fundamental principle of the Cartesian rational method is “the 

maintenance of a distance from one’s own physical being and emotional 

perception”, considered as the only way to reach truth.226 However, it is 

in the 18th century that “a radical transition from external 

(heteronomous) to internal (autonomous) claims to legitimacy […] 

radically affected the social definition of the form, content and status of 

art”.227 

The dialectic between autonomy and heteronomy was central to 

the value system of modernity and, in particular, to the emergence in 

the 18th century of the disciplines of aesthetics and art history. Their 

                                                
223 Debeljak, Reluctant Modernity, 59. 
224 Art, especially in Romanticism, Debeljak argues, “attempted to escape the exigencies of  

the market, laws of  propriety, and commodification, which had come to be seen as a threat to 
art’s autonomy” even though, as she acknowledges, “paradoxically, they made it possible 
through the emancipation from traditional legitimization”, namely Olympus, church, court, 
monastery, etc”; Debeljak, Reluctant Modernity, 59-60. 

225 Debeljak, Reluctant Modernity, 60. 
226 As it is broadly known, this translated into “the conceptual opposition of  the spiritual 

versus the corporeal, a juxtaposition that causes the physical world itself  to appear fragmentary”, 
Debeljak, Reluctant Modernity, 67. 

227 Debeljak, Reluctant Modernity, 68. 
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discursive apparatus was, from its very beginning, suitable for the 

inverted economy of the cultural industry. 228  In particular, German 

idealism set the basis for the subdivision of cultural objects between arts 

and crafts, which in turn laid the foundation for the doctrine of the 

exceptionality of art and artists that persists to this day. Anticipated by 

Johann Joachim Winckelmann’s Reflection on the Imitation of Greek Works 

(1755/1787) and Karl Philipp Moritz’s Attempt at a Unification of All the 

Fine Arts and Sciences under the Concept of that which Is Complete in Itself (1785), 

Immanuel Kant’s Critique of Pure Reason (1790) is the foundational text 

of German idealism. Opposing “free art” conceived as play, and based 

on a principle of disinterestedness, to “mercenary art” conceived as 

labour and hence attached to material needs, Kant provided the 

                                                
228 Prior to the emergence to these questions, the philosophical appreciation of  art was 

based on the uncontested assumption of  the heteronomy of  aesthetic judgement: “as may be 
seen as late as medieval aesthetics” Hulatt argues, “the reception of  an artwork, the judgement 
of  its value, was predicated on a judgement of  the artwork’s fitness to perform a given function”. 
Varying by period and by culture such functions were mostly concerned with “the 
representation of  or towards, state or religious values”, implying a “commitment to the 
heteronomy of  aesthetic judgements. Artworks were simply bound up with and expressive of  
other structures of  value” Similarly, before modernity, artistic practice and the status of  the 
artist within society were not disentangled from extrinsic functions, i.e. they were “perennially 
understood on the model of  the craftsman”. Like other craftsmen, Hulatt continues, “artists 
were held to have extrinsic goals which they were required to fulfil (be that moral instruction, 
giving praise to the glory of  God, or whatever) […]; the artist was accorded respect as a 
craftsman able to comprehend the best fashion of  satisfying this goal. The value of  heteronomy 
came under attack in the 17th century, when it was gradually substituted by a new system of  
value based on the notion of  autonomy – of  artistic practice and aesthetic judgment. See Owen 
Hulatt, “Introduction”, in Owen Hulatt ed., Aesthetic and Artistic Autonomy (London, New York: 
Bloomsbury Publishing, 2013), 1-2. As Hulatt highlights in Aesthetic and Artistic Autonomy, the 
emergence of  these disciplines responded to two different questions: one related to aesthetic 
judgment, and the other concerning artistic practice, so much so that these two spheres 
articulated two different understandings of  autonomy. On the one hand, the emergence of  
aesthetics, in the modern sense, he argues, was coeval with the emergence of  the question of  
the constitution of  aesthetic judgements; the question at its origin was “should judgements of  
aesthetic quality be understood as purely autonomous (predicated only on the quality and 
organization of  ‘aesthetic properties’), or intermixed with heteronomous non-aesthetic 
properties and standards?”. On the other hand, the emergence of  the philosophy of  art, in the 
modern sense, was coeval with the emergence of  the question of  the constitution of  artistic 
practice, and posed the following question: “can decisions made by artists be understood as 
driven solely by autonomous aesthetic choices, or is artistic practice determined by extra-
aesthetic standards and concerns?”; Hulatt, “Introduction”, 1-2. 
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conceptual tools for a modern conception of freedom and beauty. The 

emphasis on the non-artistic character of mercenary art and waged 

labour, and the identification of play as the aesthetic impulse par 

excellence reaches its apogee with Johann Christoph Friedrich von 

Schiller. In his On the Aesthetic Education of Man (1794), he argues that the 

aesthetic education of man represents the path toward the individual’s 

emancipation from the corruption of modernity and its division of 

labour: the aesthetic experience is able to “restore, by means of a higher 

art, the totality of our nature, which the arts themselves have 

destroyed”.229 With Schiller, the value of autonomy becomes a criterion 

for the correct aesthetic enjoyment of the work of art, hence turning 

into the desirable attitude for the emerging class of cultural consumers: 

the acquisition of the aesthetic attitude and taste “marks a position of 

privilege in the very realm of economics from which that attitude 

officially declares its independence”.230 

Aesthetic idealism provided the ideological apparatus for the 

establishment of the cultural industries and their markets: the education 

of taste and of the values of aesthetics became a powerful marker of 

                                                
229 Johann Christoph Friedrich von Schiller (1986), On the Aesthetic Education of  Man. Edited 

and translated by E. Wilkinson and L.A. Willoughby (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1794). Quoted 
in Paul  , “Illusion of  Disinterest”, in Art in Its Time: Theories and Practices of  Modern Aesthetics 
(London: Routledge, 2003), 39-46. Aesthetic education coincides with the education of  taste, 
which “throws a veil of  decorum over these physical desires which, in their naked forms, affront 
the dignity of  the free being; and by a delightful illusion of  freedom, conceals from us our 
degrading kinship with matter. On the wind of  taste, even the art which must cringe for payment 
can lift itself  out of  the dust”; von Schiller, On the Aesthetic Education of  Man, 201-219. At the 
economic level, Schiller’s concern is with labour and classes. The idea of  the separation of  
labour in Schiller refers to the division between labour and enjoyment, ranks and occupations, 
and “makes the individual’s occupation such that he does not develop the harmony of  his being 
in it. Reconciliation will never occur in the modern world if  man continues to be confined by 
this sort of  fragmenting activity”, Philip Kain, “Labour, the State, and Aesthetic Theory in the 
Writings of  Schiller”, Interpretation, vol. 9 (1981): 263-278.  

230 Paul Mattick, “Illusion of  Disinterest”, in Art in Its Time: Theories and Practices of  Modern 
Aesthetics (London: Routledge, 2003), 39-46. 
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social distinction, as Pierre Bourdieu has famously argued. 231  The 

consumption of high culture was conceived as a privileged path to a 

superior realm in which the regime of use value is suspended, an 

experience accessible only to those whose material needs are satisfied. 

Within the bourgeois society, taste and aesthetic education become the 

means to achieve new forms of nobility. The debate surrounding the 

notion of art as an autonomous institution, hence a separate aesthetic 

dimension that escapes from the mundane dimension of social life, 

irreducible to utilitarian principle of exchange, has characterized the 

whole history of art since the 18th century. Such a value construct first 

emerged as a philosophical instrument for the constitution of bourgeois 

citizenship and the socio-political and economic interests of the 

emerging class.232 

 The transition from heteronomy to autonomy was a “mediated 

result of three distinct, yet intertwined social-historical processes”, 

namely: (1) the emergence of the capitalist mode of production and the 

extensive social division of labour, (2) the advent of the Industrial 

Revolution followed by the development of new means of production, 

(3) the disintegration of an absolutist social and political order, followed 

by the consequent rise of parliamentary democracy. 233  The social 

environment that gave birth to the notion of art’s autonomy was, hence, 

deeply determined by the “constitution of the free market, based on the 

                                                
231 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction. A Social Critique of  the Judgment of  Taste (1976). Translated by 

Richard Nice (Cambridge, Massachussetts, 1984). 
232 See Terry Eagleton, The Ideology of  the Aesthetic (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 

1990). 
233 Eagleton, The Ideology of  the Aesthetic, 69. 
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logic of profit, economic competition and the mechanism of supply and 

demand”.234 

In as much as the value of art’s autonomy is one of the main 

features of the project of modernity, it is also deeply entangled with 

colonial history. As Kenyan scholar Simon Gikandi has argued, if on 

the one hand the institutionalization of modernity in the 18th and 19th 

centuries implied the consolidation of aesthetic ideas and notions such 

as taste, genius, originality, autonomy, and disinterestedness (which 

were located at the centre of a system of knowledge based on the idea 

of civility), on the other hand, these values were the other face of the 

system of colonial oppression and its economy of slavery.235 According 

                                                
234 Eagleton, The Ideology of  the Aesthetic, 69. Debelja argues that it is precisely with the advent 

of  the free market that the artist became effectively “autonomous”. Such an idea could be, 
however, naïve and misleading. In fact, in the aftermath of  the industrial revolution, art 
production and the professionalization of  the artist started to depend on the market, on the 
system of  mediation and distribution (the editors for the literature industry and the art dealer 
for the art industry), as well as, more broadly, on the development of  the culture of  cultural 
consumption among the established bourgeois society. Even though with modernity the artist 
experienced an actual liberation from “the traditional constrained of  personally specified and 
individually customized commissions on the part of  his ecclesiastical, royal, or aristocratic 
patrons”, as she acknowledges, on the other hand, practitioners started to be influenced 
“indirectly” by the market through a complex system of  gatekeepers, i.e. “mediating social 
institutions whose functions increasingly hinged on the capitalist logic of  profit”. Such complex 
of  mediating institutions, situated between the artist and the public, responded to the new 
configuration of  the art industry, characterized by “the loss of  direct personal contact, the 
spread of  abstract and formalized social relations, differentiated distribution of  education and 
wealth, population expansion, the development of  a middle class that served to extend 
commerce and industry, improvements in transportation”. Eagleton, The Ideology of  the Aesthetic, 
74. 

235 In his Slavery and the Culture of  Taste (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2011), Simon 
Gikandi analyses the link between the development of  cultures of  taste and the growth of  
British North American and West Indian slavery in the period before abolition in the 18th 
century. He illustrates how aesthetic ideas that were essential in the shaping of  “modern social 
life” and the “modern self ” were, at the same time, intimately linked with the brutal system of  
colonial exploitation, the scientific discourse on race and the system of  slavery - from its 
consolidation and its later dismissal in the course of  the 18th century. The role of  Africa and 
Africans in the making of  European modernity is also central in the analysis of  Cameroonian 
political philosopher Achille Mbembe. In his milestone text On the Postcolony, he reminds us that 
it is within Western’s philosophical question about the “self ” and the “other” that Africa was 
built as the “absolute otherness” of  rationality and civilization. Achille Mbembe, On the Postcolony, 
(Berkley and Los Angeles: University of  California Press, 2001), 2.  
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to Gikandi, if the elevated images of art existed in the same order as the 

harsh world of enslavement and the slave trade, they must be read in 

the same register. 236  The modern desire to provide scientific or 

philosophical explanations of the “inferiority” of the enslaved men, was 

motivated by the need to affirm European modern identity, through 

what anthropologist Mary Douglas has termed “ritual cleanliness”237 – 

a cleanliness provided via the establishment of a regime of superior 

aesthetic value. In the case of British bourgeois culture, moreover, this 

has to do with the need to reconcile commerce and taste.238  

In the same way, the dialectical opposition between autonomy 

and heteronomy, disinterestedness and interestedness, free art as play 

and mercenary art as labour, is central to the notion of the postcolony, 

a term coined by political philosopher Achille Mbembe to define 

postcolonial Africa.239 Through this concept, the Cameroonian political 

philosopher identifies African societies that have emerged from the 

experience of colonization. Despite “the chaotically pluralistic qualities” 

                                                
236 The fact that, as Gikandi argues, Kant or his British interlocutors, such as David Hume, 

were not bothered by the fact that enslaved Africans, who drove the European economies of  
the time, were not enjoying freedom, is explained by the fact that they were completely excluded 
from the domain of  “modern reason, aesthetic judgment, and the culture of  taste”. In this sense, 
the figure of  the African man, as the “other” of  modernity and as representing the “prosaic 
object in a discourse of  commodity fetishism”, is also the hidden source of  what Walter 
Benjamin called the art’s “aura”. Mbembe, On the Postcolony, 3. Following the Kenyan scholar, 
“Kant and Hume, often considered to be rivals in the battle to define the contours of  reason 
and taste, would still find concurrence when it came to the question of  an alleged black 
inferiority, either in morals or rationality.” Mbembe, On the Postcolony, 5.  

237 Gikandi, Slavery and the Cultue of  Taste, 228. Gikandi uses the anthropological framework 
of  the dialectic between purity and impurity elaborated by Mary Douglas in her well-known 
Douglas, Purity and Danger, especially in Chapter 1. 

238 Gikandi, Slavery and the Cultue of  Taste, 12. 
239 Achille Mbembe, “Provisional Notes on the Postcolony,” in Gilane Tawadros and Sarah 

Campbell (eds.) Fault Lines: Contemporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes (London: Iniva, 2003); 
and Achille Mbembe, “Necropolitics”, Public Culture vol. 15, no. 1 (Winter 2003). 
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of the different postcolonial societies on the African continent, “which 

prevents any single or general definition”, all postcolony possesses an 

internal coherence, particularly in terms of the distinctive regime of 

violence of dictatorial and failed states alike. Postcolonial Africa 

presents a complex sedimentation of the past, the present, and the 

future in one moment in time, creating what Mbembe terms an 

entanglement. 240  The concept of entanglement is also applied to 

describe the post-apartheid condition of South Africa, 241  whose 

particularly prolonged experience of colonial oppression, formally 

ending only in 1994, makes historians doubt as to whether or not the 

country’s history has ever been “postcolonial”.242  

As suggested by Everlyn Nicodemus in her contribution to the 

well-known volume Reading the Contemporary: African Art from Theory to the 

Marketplace (1999), the notion of the field of autonomous cultural 

production, central to Bourdieu’s thought, seems to invite the 

researcher on African art and industry to find “a method, free from the 

advantages of conventional Western art historiography, to narrate the 

                                                
240  See Sabelo J. Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Coloniality of  Power in Postcolonial Africa. Myths of  

Decolonization (Dakar: Codersia, Council for the Development of  Social Science Research in 
Africa, 2013).  

241 As Sarah Nuttal argues, “Entanglement offers […] a rubric in terms of  which we can 
begin to meet the challenge of  the ‘after apartheid’. It is a means by which to draw into our 
analyses those sites in which what was once thought of  as separate—identities, spaces, 
histories—come together or find points of  intersection in unexpected ways. It is an idea which 
signals largely unexplored terrains of  mutuality, wrought from a common, though often 
coercive and confrontational, experience. It enables a complex temporality of  past, present and 
future; one which points away from a time of  resistance towards a more ambivalent moment in 
which the time of  potential, both latent and actively surfacing in South Africa, exists in complex 
tandem with new kinds of  closure and opposition. It also signals a move away from an apartheid 
optic and temporal lens towards one which reifies neither the past nor the exceptionality of  
South African life”; Sarah Nuttall, Entanglement: Literary and Cultural Reflections on Post-Apartheid 
(Johannesburg: Wits Press, 2009), 11. Quoted in Ndlovu-Gatsheni, Coloniality of  Power in 
Postcolonial Africa, 28. 

242 Premesh Lalu, “When Was South African History Ever Postcolonial?”, Kronos, o. 34, 
Making Histories (November, 2008), 267-281. 
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genesis and the situation of modern art in African countries”. 243 

However the notion of the field is more revealing of the way its 

categories, such as that of autonomy, operated as an exclusionary 

mechanism of non-Western art from the sphere of high art. “Bourdieu’s 

method”, she argues, “enables us to carry out a more precise scrutiny 

of how the Western art world sustains its domination and the nature of 

its mechanisms of exclusion”. 244 As Bourdieu “dissects the nucleus of 

what was to become universally the production of modern visual art, 

related to our time, he offers a setting against which contemporary art 

structures in the so called periphery have to be studied”. 245  The 

difficulties for the “outsider from other art histories” to enter the closed 

game of Bourdieu’s cultural field is due to the fact that such a field has 

been permeated by an idea of modernity centred on European history 

and society. Inherent to the idea of the field is a hierarchy of values that 

locates the “otherness” of modernity outside of the field’s time and 

space.246 

Such systematic exclusion was perpetuated through the 

institutional architecture of museums, collections, disciplines, and 

classifications, which Tony Bennet terms the exhibitionary complex.247 

                                                
243 Evelyn Nicodemus, “Bourdieu in Africa?”, in Olu Oguibe and Okwui Enwezor (eds.), 

Reading the Contemporary. African Art from Theory to the Marketplace (London: Institute of  
International Visual Arts, 1999), 76. 

244 Evelyn Nicodemus, “Bourdieu in Africa?”, 77. 
245 Evelyn Nicodemus, “Bourdieu in Africa?”, 77. 
246 Following Nicodemus, “the specific temporalization of  the artistic field”, conceived, in 

turn, in terms of  “space”, functioning as the metaphor of  modernity, turn allegedly ‘allocronic’ 
modern art producers from alternative culture into something even more despicable in the eyes 
of  the Western players. They are not only accused of  being behind or of  imitating the West, 
but looked upon as naïve and unable of  playing the game according to the rules; they are thus 
from the very beginning, dismissed from the field”; Evelyn Nicodemus, “Bourdieu in Africa?”, 
78.  

247  Tony Bennet defined as “exhibitionary complex” the system of  representation of  
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The exhibition medium, more than the objects it contains, is ultimately 

what most consistently expresses the nature of the art field of 

modernity. The exclusion of the colonial and postcolonial Africa from 

the field of high art, and its confinement to the margins of the regime 

of aesthetic autonomy, ended only towards the last decades of the 20th 

century, with the emergence of the category of “contemporary African 

art” and the acknowledgement – by Western art historians, museums 

and markets - of the participation of artists from Africa in the making 

of the “contemporary”.248 

 

 

	

2.1.2) The Field of Contemporary Art  

The field that gave birth to contemporary curating is that of 

contemporary art.249 However, before proposing an institutional theory 

definition of contemporary art, it is relevant to discuss a particular 

feature of the “contemporary” quality attached to art and curatorship - 

                                                
modern museums and exhibitions, based on a particular technology of  vision aimed to regulate 
and discipline individuals by organizing them in masses or publics according to a particular 
universalizing narrative, as well as on a disciplinary complex, in which an array of  disciplines 
articulate the space of  representation through the formula of  “show and tell.” Tony Bennet, 
“The Exhibitionary Complex”, in Greenberg et al eds., Thinking about Exhibitions (London: 
Routledge, 1996), 81-112. 

248 As I argue in Chapter 3, it is precisely with the emergence of  the category of  
“contemporary African art” at the end of  the 1980s that artists from Africa have been integrated 
in the category of  contemporary art as defined by European and North American art world’s 
institutions and scholarship. On the notion of  the “contemporary” see 2.1.2) The Field of  
Contemporary Art. 

249  Danto’s notion of  Artworld includes all the other categories of  art beyond the 
contemporary and is, therefore, less precise in the definition of  the field of  interest form my 
analysis of  curatorial practice and discourse. 
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a quality that has to do with their relationship with time. Danto attempts 

to describe this relationship in his essay “The End of Art” (1984).250 In 

it, he explains the contemporary condition of art by examining the 

changing status of art in society, through art history as well as through 

the historical relationship between art and philosophy. Danto’s 

contemporary art is post-historical in character, has freed itself from the 

aesthetic yoke and is characterized by a sense of timelessness.251  

On the other hand, in What Is Contemporary Art? (2009) Terry 

Smith argues that contemporary art can be recognized for its 

“interrogation into the ontology of the present”. 252  Moreover, 

according to the Australian art historian, the relationship contemporary 

art entertains with the present time has a critical and inquisitive 

character: in its content, meaning, and usages, “contemporary art has 

become […] thoroughly questioning in nature, extremely wide-ranging 

in its modes of asking and in the scope of its inquiries”. 253  The 

contemporary character of this category of art, moreover, is said to lie 

in a second fundamental quality that is “its contemporaneousness, its 

coming into being at the same time as other beings, including other 

art”.254  

A similar definition of “the contemporary” is given by Smith in 

relation to curating: 

 

                                                
250 Arthur C. Danto, “The End of  Art”, in The Death of  Art (New York: Haven Publications, 

1984). 
251 Danto, “The End of  Art”. 
252 Terry Smith, What Is Contemporary Art? (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2009), 2. 
253 Smith, What Is Contemporary Art?, 2. 
254 Smith, What Is Contemporary Art?, 3. 
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to be contemporary today means more than simply 
being up-to-date with the latest news, ideas and 
attitudes, in tune with the times, it means more than 
increased, instant, global connectedness, the ability to 
travel in time and across space, immersion in a saturated 
image environment, and a quantitative increase in shared 
knowledge of the world. To be alive today means being 
alert to the wild experimentalism of most system of 
government, the implosion of globalizing economic 
frameworks, have-nots, the incommensurability of 
purportedly universal belief systems, the 
contemporaneousness of disjunctive temporalities, the 
intense proximity of cultural otherness and the evident 
fact that the modern contract with the plant has run out 
of options and that a new one is an existential 
necessity.255 
 

 

If artists are “responding to the situation”, Smith argues, “curators are 

being called upon to help, to join a worldwide effort to create a common 

that will outlast the shock of global capitalism, the resurgence of 

fundamentalism, the impacts of climate change”.256 

This discussion on the “contemporary”, however, only 

complements a definition of the category of contemporary art and 

curating that explains the modes of functioning of their field. For 

instance, as Dorothee Richter highlights, Bourdieu provides a detailed 

analysis of what the adjective “contemporary” qualifies in the field of 

art. In The Rules of Art he argues that:  

 

                                                
255 Smith, “The Discourse”, 16.  
256  Smith, “The Discourse”, 16. Also Danto makes some remarks on curating in an 

interview by Anna Maria Guasch. See Anna Maria Guasch, “Entrevista a Arthur C. Danto”. 
Artecubano: Revista de artes visuales, no. 1 (2005): 68-77. 
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at each moment in time, in any field of struggle 
whatsoever (the whole social field, field of power, field 
of cultural production, literary field, etc.), agents and 
institutions engaged in the game are simultaneously 
contemporaries and temporally discordant. The field of 
the present is merely another name for the field of 
struggle (as shown by the fact that an author of the past 
is present to the exact extent that he is still at stake). 
Contemporaneity as presence in the same present only 
exists in practice in the struggle that synchronizes 
discordant times or, rather, agents and institutions 
separated by time and in relation to time.257 
 
 

Therefore, relying on an institutional theory approach, Richter argues 

that “what we perceive as contemporary in art is the result of 

mechanisms of repression, of enforcement strategies on the part of the 

protagonists (artists, gallery owners, collectors) and institutions such as 

art academies, galleries, museums, and public and private collections”.258 

The category of contemporary art “does not simply materialize”, but 

“emerges through a powerful negotiation process”,259 which consists of 

various acts of consecration – namely prizes, critical attention, stipends, 

exhibitions, reviews, gallery representation, acquisition by collectors, 

sales in art auctions, etc. Through these “brokered agreements” 

between art institutions, agents, systems of value, art theories, and 

markets, which take place within particular spatial and temporal 

contexts and through codified procedures, a limited number of artists, 

                                                
257 Bourdieu, The Rules of  Art, 158. Quoted in Dorothee Richter, “New Art Market(s) and 

Forms of  Capital”, in Total Abstraction, On Curating, no. 20 (October 2013), 47-61, 47. 
258 Richter, “New Art Market(s)”, 48. 
259 Richter, “New Art Market(s)”, 48. 
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art practices and work of arts are validated within the canon of 

contemporary art.260  

 

 
Figure 2_“The Contemporary Art Marketplace Model”, according to Taste Buds: How 
to Cultivate the Art Market (2004), by Morris Hargreave Mc Intyre consultancy firm. 

 

 

The contemporary art field is so highly a hierarchized ecosystem 

that some theorists have spoken of a “subscription system” - intending 

to highlight, through the term “subscription”, the process by which art 

is filtered and legitimized. 261  Subscription, therefore defines 

                                                
260 Richter, “New Art Market(s)”, 48. 
261 In their analysis of  the Contemporary Arts Market in the UK, the Morris Hargreave Mc 

Intyre consultancy firm has developed a model for understanding the ecology of  the visual arts 
based on the idea of  subscription. They argue that “In an otherwise unregulated sector, where 
anyone can proclaim themselves an artist and anything be held up as ‘art’, the selection of  ‘the 
wheat from the chaff ’ is carried out by artists’ peers. Networks of  art world professionals, 
including academics, curators, dealers, critics, artists and buyers, provide advocacy and 
endorsement for an artist’s work through exhibitions, critical appraisal and private and public 
purchases. The value of  an artist’s work increases in direct proportion to the subscription it 
attracts and sustains. This process is reflected in artists’ CVs and is explained by dealers to 
potential buyers, but to most people it is an opaque and insular activity”; Morris Hargreaves Mc 
Intyre, Taste Buds: How to Cultivate the Art Market (London, 2004), 4. See 
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contemporary art according to the articulation of its market.262 This 

encompasses all the economic infrastructure, social relations, and 

financial transactions through which artworks are traded, but it also 

includes the agents and their operations in the exchange of goods and 

services related to this art. Therefore, it is included in the art field or the 

art world, which cover a broader spectrum of agents, infrastructures, 

institutions, and relationships. The art market, moreover, includes two 

levels of transaction, known as a primary market and a secondary art 

market, respectively: in the first, artworks enter the market for the first 

time and are sold to buyers in commercial galleries or sporadically in 

artist studios; the latter encompasses all the transactions of artworks 

that have already been passed through the primary market and are 

offered for sale anew by auction houses, private dealers and 

collectors. 263  In it, “rarity is the pre-condition of an artist’s work 

achieving high levels of subscription and consequent value”, where such 

rarity is achieved by “restricting the amount of work for sale, and the 

number of people who are able to possess work by the artist”.264  

                                                
http://www.artscouncil.org.uk/media/uploads/documents/.  

262  This encompasses all the economic infrastructure, social relations, and financial 
transactions through which artworks are traded, but it also includes the agents and their 
operations in the exchange of  goods and services related to this art. It therefore is included in 
the art field or art world, which cover a broader spectrum of  agents, infrastructures, institutions 
and relationships. The art market, moreover, includes two levels of  transaction, known as 
primary market and secondary market. 

263 On the history of  the art market see Harrison C. White and Cynthia A. White, Canvases 
and Careers: Institutional Change in the French Painting World (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
1993); Robert Jensen, Marketing Modernism in Fin-de-Siècle Europe (Princeton: Princeton University 
Press, 1994); Neil De Marchi and D. W. Goodwin Crawford, eds. Economic Engagements with Art 
(Durham: Duke University Press, 1999); Neil De Marchi, and Hans J. Van Miegroet, “The 
History of  Art Markets”, in Victor Ginsburgh and C. D. Throsby, eds., Handbook of  the Economics 
of  Art and Culture. Vol. 1 (Amsterdam: Elsevier, 2006) 69 – 122; M. Gee Dealers, Critics and 
Collectors of  Modern Painting. Aspect of  the Parisian Art Market 1910-1930 (New York: Garland Press, 
1981); and David Throsby, Economics and Culture (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001).  

264 Morris Hargreaves Mc Intyre, Taste Buds: How to Cultivate the Art Market, 7. 
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For instance, the diagram offered by the Morris Hargreave Mc 

Intyre consultancy firm in its text Taste Buds: How to Cultivate the Art 

Market (2008), shows how the different levels of subscription 

correspond to a hierarchy of market segments from low art to high art: 

“emerging art” (emerging artists), “avant-garde” (between established 

and mid-career artists) and “recognized art” (established artists). The 

diagram (Fig. 2) also distributes these categories according to their level 

of internationalization – where “emerging art” has less presence in the 

international market, in comparison to “avant-garde” and “recognized 

art” – as well as according to another important factor: their 

“engagement with current critical debate”. This information, therefore, 

considers the content of the artistic production on the basis of what Terry 

Smith had defined as contemporary art’s “critical and inquisitive 

character”. 265  “Critically engaged, innovative contemporary art”, the 

authors argue, “generally aspires to be recognized within the avant-

garde sector as making a unique and progressive contribution to critical 

debate”.266 The avant-garde, as shown, has the highest level of critical 

engagement and represents, in this sense, the hype of the contemporary 

art world - although it does not cease to desire to become established, 

as demonstrated by the direction of the subscription arrow in the 

diagram.  

Moreover, a fourth segment featured in the diagram includes a 

series of categories – “ex avant-garde”, “ex emerging”, “new entrant 

working in established genres”, “public art”, “corporate art”, “domestic 

art”, “reproduction”, and “souvenirs” – which is defined as “most art”. 

                                                
265 See note [196-197], Smith, What Is Contemporary Art?, 2. 
266 Morris Hargreaves Mc Intyre, Taste Buds: How to Cultivate the Art Market, 7. 
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This features not only the artists that fell out of the “emerging” category 

without succeeding or proceeding in their career, but also outcast 

categories of artists: that is, categories situated outside of the market of 

contemporary art. 267  Pertinently, we could argue that non-Western 

artists and art forms had been confined amongst these categories until 

the end of the 1980s. It is from this moment on that they started to be 

integrated within the canon of contemporary art as defined by 

European and North American scholarship, as well as in the general 

market of contemporary art or specific market segments. The case of 

the market segment “contemporary African art” is a good example of 

these dynamics.268  

Taste Buds features another diagram, which offers a model to 

understand the mechanisms and pathways of artists’ consecration. The 

“Art-Eco-System model” (Fig. 3), it is argued, “illustrates the players 

who determine artists’ trajectories as they accrue endorsement or 

subscription”, where the group of the players includes “private 

individuals and representatives of organizations in the public sector and 

private sector”.269 The diagram appears as a 12-point flow chart, “from 

                                                
267 No definition of  these categories is provided. They are inscribed, by the diagram, in the 

sphere of  the “local” and, implicitly in a sphere located outside of  the artistic value. They appear, 
in fact, in a hierarchy of  value: “production line” (reproductions and souvenir), “aesthetic 
adornment” (public art, domestic art, corporate art), and “respected significant innovator” 
(respected significant innovators). We can say that these are the non-art categories that help 
contemporary art to be what it is. (See Fig. 2) 

268 The case of  “contemporary African art”, which is the focus of  my analysis in Chapter 3 
is an example of  a market segment created after 1989 dedicated to contemporary art produced 
by artists from Africa or African origin but based outside of  the continent (diaspora).  

269 This is shown by the establishment of  collections of  contemporary art from Africa 
(named collections of  “contemporary African art”),269 the creation of  departments dedicated 
to the sale of  “modern and contemporary African art” in auction houses like Sotheby’s and 
Bonhams, or the recent opening of  such art fairs as 1:54 (London, New York and Maarrakesh) 
and Also Known As Africa fair (AKAA, Paris), exclusively dedicated to contemporary art from 
Africa. See my analysis in Chapter 3. 
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the artist attracting the recognition of peers (point 1) to private 

collectors bequeathing works of art to public museums (point 12), 

which highlights the public museum as the final resting place”.270  

 

 
Figure 3_ The “Art-Eco-System model” as designed by Morris Hargreave Mc Intyre 
consultancy firm, in Taste Buds: How to Cultivate the Art Market (2004) p. 6. 

 

                                                
270 Derrick Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, in 

Johnathan Harris (ed.), Globalization and Contemporary Art (Malden: Wiley Blackwell, 2011), 433.  
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In this model, the freelance or independent curator is featured 

in only one position: as the organizer of exhibitions with recently 

graduated artists and prior to their integration into the art market. Here, 

it is made implicit that all acts of consecration and exhibitions taking 

place across the system imply the intervention of curators – be it 

independent or in-house curators working within private collections, 

public museums, independent art spaces, as well as galleries and auction 

houses. 

As Derrick Chong notes, “the market ability of the art dealer, 

who has a central position, is essential to the circulation of art”.271 

Commercial galleries, in fact, have a fundamental impact on the artist’s 

career. And yet, they are not the only market players in the ecosystem 

that impact the trajectories through which artists are consecrated: the 

prestige and influence of auction houses such as Christies, Sotheby’s 

and Bonhams, as well as art fairs such as Art Basel and Frieze impact 

the fortune of artists as well. As part of the art market, they contribute 

to the mechanisms for conferring monetary value onto art.272 

 

 

2.1.2.1) The Dialectic of the Artist’s Consecration: The Two 
Economies of the Art World 

The “Art-Eco-System” diagram proposed by Taste Buds shows 

that both the art dealer and critic are at the centre of the model. These 

are the two figures that Harrison C. White and Cynthia A. White, 

                                                
271 Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 433. 
272 Iain Robertson, Understanding the Art Markets. Inside the World of  Art and Business (New 

York: Routledge, 2016), 23. 
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authors of the landmark text Canvases and Careers, famously located at 

the centre of the modern art field - that is, the field as described by 

Bourdieu – which they term the “dealer-critic” system.273  In it, the 

relationship between dealers - whose primary purpose is to find a way 

to profit from the larger market that could be opened-up - and critics - 

interested in establishing their reputation as influential intellectuals – is 

named “social market”. Such a market is based on the idea that the 

demand for current artistic production of a given type depends more 

on the existence of a favourable climate of opinion than on prices, and 

hence the opinion of the critic is fundamental to the commercial success 

of the artists.274 In this system, the role of critics is key. Their power is 

determined by their expertise and connoisseurship, as well as by their 

judgment, which confers unto them a certain power to imbue art with 

value and, therefore, they play a key role in deciding the criteria of the 

art canon. 275  

                                                
273 In their study of  the changes in the world of  French painting in the 19th century, 

sociologists focused on the ways in which dealers and critics began to provide artists with the 
means for reaching the public without having to accept the stylistic restrictions imposed by the 
Academy. The system of  the salon was replaced by the “dealer-critic” system because the former 
was not capable of  absorbing increasing number of  artists. Moreover, the new system could 
satisfy the needs of  the impressionist movement. White and White, Canvases and Careers. 

274 White and White, Canvases and Careers, 94. 
275 The expert or connoisseur was, in fact, the progenitor of  the art critic. As Jonathan 

Brown reminds us, the art expert emerges in the 17th century, when, because of  the “ebullient 
demand for fine art painting was proving irresistible to forgers and fakers”, there was “a 
problem of  distinguishing between the creation of  masters and those of  their assistants, pupils 
and followers”. He argues that “as more collectors and greater amount of  money entered the 
market, and as pride of  ownership swelled in the heat of  competition, the demand for certain 
knowledge of  authorship become even more urgent”. The discipline of  the connoisseurs in 
charge of  determining art’s authenticity was officially established in the 18th century. Jonathan 
Brown, “The Prestige of  Painting”, in Kings and Connoisseurs. Collecting Art in Seventeenth Century 
Europe (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995), 227-253. However, as Philip Weissman 
wrote in his essay “The Psychology of  the Critic and Psychological Criticism” (1962), the step 
from connoisseur to critic implies a progression from knowledge to judgment which is linked 
to the rise of  public exhibitions in France and England in the 18th century. 
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However, in the dealer-critic system, critics work in close 

cooperation with dealers to build up artists’ career in a specific circle of 

patrons.276 As Daniel Birnbaum and Isabel Graw note, the role of the 

critic is described by the Whites as subordinated to the power of the 

dealer: the critic is “functionalized”,277 since it is his or her task to 

explain artistic programmes or to teach the public how to look at 

paintings”.278 The authors of Canvases and Careers Today. Criticism and its 

Markets (2008), Birnbaum and Graw, criticize such a model for tending 

to overestimate and glorify the dealer, functionalizing the critic, and not 

acknowledging the agency of the artists and the importance of artistic 

competence.  

In any case, it is relevant to note that the model of the artists’ 

consecration and the mechanism of value creation in the modern art 

world proposed by Canvases and Careers is dialectical: symbolic value and 

economic value respond to two different regimes of interests, 

respectively embodied by the role of the critic and the dealer. The 

supposed independent character of the critic’s opinion from the interest 

of the art dealer is, therefore, the basis of art’s system of validation. 

The text Canvases and Careers Today considers the actuality of 

Canvases and Careers in today’s analysis of the art world system and offers 

a collection of essays that analyse the changing configuration of the role 

of the critic in today’s art field. “In contrast with the market structure 

described by the Whites”, Graw argues, “today’s market is a mass 

                                                
276 Daniel Birnbaum and Isabel Graw, eds., Canvases and Careers Today. Criticism and Its Markets 

(Frankfurt: Stenberg Press, 2008), 10. The publication is the output of  the conference 
“Canvases and Careers Today”, that took place on 15 and 16 December 2007 at the 
Hocheschule für Bildende Künste/Städelschule in Frankfurt am Main. 

277 Birnbaum and Graw, Canvases and Careers Today, 10. 
278 Birnbaum and Graw, Canvases and Careers Today, 10. 
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market that seems more global, more corporate, and less 

comprehensible”.279 With the Whites in mind, she argues that today the 

“new structural changes” (toward a market economy) bring “functional 

changes”, that is, “new divisions of labour and new competence 

profiles”.280 These changes evidently affect the profiles of the artists, the 

dealer, and the critic. But they also encourage the emergence of new 

agents and professionals, amongst which is the curator, a figure that - 

as I argue in 2.2.2) Curators and the changing condition of autonomy in 

postmodernity - responds to the reconfiguration of power relationships 

within the art field as well as within the changing geopolitical 

reconfiguration that emerges from the progressive integration of new 

regions of the world into the network of the contemporary art market 

and field in general.  

 

 

 

2.1.2.2) The Exhibition and the Economy of Attention 

Compared to the modern social universe described in Canvases 

and Careers, contemporary art relies on a much more segmented and 

pluralized networking-market, in which “the imperative to cooperate 

reigns as much as it is not organized around a clear-cut antagonistic 

movement anymore”.281 Yet, as Graw notes, the main argument of the 

book – that it is careers (and not canvases) that have to be managed – 

                                                
279 Birnbaum and Graw, Canvases and Careers Today, 9. 
280 Birnbaum and Graw, Canvases and Careers Today, 9. 
281 Birnbaum and Graw, Canvases and Careers Today, 8. 
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still resonates today.282 Artists’ careers today rely on a complex set of 

economic relationships which Malcom Bull summarizes as the merging 

of “two different economies”: the economy of prices and the economy 

of attention.  

In the economy of prices, the economic value (the price) is the 

primary success for an artist; price, however, indicates the value placed 

upon the work in the market only, without considering other critical 

success factors in the career of an artist: “it reveals the cost of acquiring 

ownership of a particular object and related product […], but nothing 

about its value in the eye of other viewers”. 283  The economy of 

attention, on the other hand, is based on mechanisms distinct from the 

money economy and yet it operates according to similar capitalist 

principles.284 In the contemporary art field, it describes the success of 

artists on the basis of the frequency and location of exhibitions in which 

the artist’ work is featured, where those staged in non-commercial 

venues (like museums and biennales) have more prestige and confer 

more value to the work and higher status to the artist. There are tools 

to estimate the success of artists within this economy. Artfact.net, for 

instance, provides an artist ranking which ranks of thousands of artists, 

both living and dead, according to their exhibition profiles since 1998.285 

We could add that the attention economy also relies on other non-

commercial acts of validation that revolve around the exhibition and 

                                                
282 Birnbaum and Graw, Canvases and Careers Today, 8. 
283  Malcom Bull, “The Two Economies of  World Art”, in Jonathan Harris (ed.), 

Globalization and Contemporary Art (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 181. 
284 The idea of  an economy of  attention was first proposed by economist Georg Franck. 

See George Franck, “The Economy of  Attention”, Telepolis (7 December 1999). Quoted in Bull, 
“The Two Economies of  World Art”, 181. 

285 Bull, “The Two Economies of  World Art”, 181. 
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that sanction an artist’s consecration into the canon: namely, the 

attention of critics, curators, and art historians, the gaining of prizes, as 

well as the acquisition of the artist’s work by collections - where public 

collections are generally more prestigious than private ones.286 

All these agents and institutions are key players within the field, 

although their profits do not usually result from the sale of the artworks. 

For instance, both the museum curator and the commercial gallery 

owner benefit, although in different ways, from the success of the artists 

they support. As Bull puts it, they are “investors who lend their capital 

(in the form of exhibition space and its associated cultural prestige) to 

the artist, in the expectation of a return in the form of enhanced 

attention for their museum or gallery in question”, while “profit on that 

investment can be calculated in terms of the amount of additional 

attention attracted to the investor, minus the initial investment”.287 The 

exhibition, therefore, is at the centre of the two described economies of 

the art world and, as such, plays a fundamental role in the creation of 

art’s value and in the mechanism of the artist’s consecration.  

In the analysis of Emma Barker, the “culture of exhibitions” 

centred on the display of contemporary art is a phenomenon that 

emerges in Europe in the aftermath of the Second World War, 

becoming the main medium through which art is perceived and 

appreciated in museums, biennales, commercial galleries, and art fairs 

                                                
286 There are two main categories of  collections: collecting institutions, such as public 

museums, private funds and museums, and corporations; and private individuals. As Derrik 
Chong argues, there are private collectors, such as those cited by ARTnews in its annual review, 
that behave like institutional collectors, see Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in 
Contemporary Art”, 435. 

287 Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 435. 
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to this day.288 Exhibitions are, moreover, part of an international system 

through which artworks are valuated and exchanged, a system that 

involves all the art field players: artists, collectors, critics, curators, 

dealers and the public.289 As Sandy Narine argues, “art and exhibition 

have evolved together, so that contemporary art cannot be fully 

understood independently of its presentation”. 290  The system of 

contemporary art exhibitions is “inextricably bound up with a market in 

which the price cannot be fixed by the usual forces of supply and 

demand and in which there is a considerable overlap between the 

interests of private individuals and those of public institutions”.291 For 

instance, in her analysis of the London and New York art scene of the 

1960s and ‘70s, Narine notes that new exhibition types emerge 

alongside experiments in art languages, as well as contextually to the 

effervescent growth of the art market. Galleries like Leo Castelli in New 

York (Fig.4) and Robert Frazer in London, as well as artist-run spaces, 

provided the context for such experiments.292 

 

                                                
288 Emma Barker, “Introduction”, in Emma Barker (ed.), Contemporary Cultures of  Display 

(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1999), 23-25.  
289 Sandy Narine “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, in Contemporary Cultures of  Display, 

Emma Barker (ed.), Contemporary Cultures of  Display (New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 
1999), 105.  

290 Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, 105. 
291 Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, 105. 
292 Her analysis focuses on the contemporary art system in New York. She notes that in the 

mid-1960s, “the growth in affluence encouraged a steady increase in the contemporary art 
market, which became closely associated with popular music and fashion”. In the New York art 
environment, dealers such as “Robert Fraser in London […] or Leo Castelli in New York were 
featured in the growing number of  Sunday newspaper color supplements and weekly and 
monthly magazines”, while “artists were quick to create ‘alternative spaces’, enjoying the 
flexibility and the informal, creative resonances of  the waterhouse or workshop (this was also 
true in Turin, Toronto, New York, Berlin, and Vancouver”). Narine, “Exhibitions of  
Contemporary Art”, 108. 
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Figure 4_ Robert Morris, “Untitled (L-beams)” installed at the Leo Castelli Gallery, 
New York (1965). 

 

From the 1960s onwards, both art museums and commercial 

galleries “became more animated spaces, offering a wide range of 

exhibitions and developing educational programmes, which would 

eventually influence the form of the exhibitions themselves”.293 At the 

same time, new exhibition formats “promoted a greater interaction 

between art and audience”, therefore transforming art’s public into a 

less contemplative and a more proactive co-producer of meanings and, 

hence, of value.294 Throughout the 20th century, New York, Paris and 

London have disputed the primacy as art capitals – London being the 

one that by the 1980s had produced what Narine calls a “culture” of 

contemporary exhibitions. 

                                                
293 Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, 109. 
294 Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, 109. 
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There is, therefore, a direct link between exhibition and the 

establishment of the economic value of contemporary art. Unlike other 

cultural goods, such as literature and film, artworks “have no immediate 

mass market”: their price is not “fixed for identical and mass produced 

versions of the same object or experience”.295 The art market is, in fact, 

very largely based on the production of individual, unique, and 

especially authored artworks, whose economic value is always attached to 

their producers – the artists – and, hence, depends on the reputation of 

the latter. While these are mostly acquired by very specific and rare 

buyers (private or public collectors), the attention of the public 

(consisting of exhibition attendance and of the critical discussions that 

art stimulates) generates another kind of economic value. This is, Nairne 

reminds us, the use value of the artworks, which depends on “the nature 

of the art itself” and is linked both to commentary, to professional 

assessment, and to the setting in which it is seen, to the institutional 

context of the gallery and museum exhibitions in which works of art are 

not simply displayed, but also accompanied by programmes of talks and 

seminars.296  
 

 

 

 

                                                
295 Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, 113. 
296 Narine, “Exhibitions of  Contemporary Art”, 113. 
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2.1.3) The Becoming Normative Authority of the Art 
Market within a Globalized Art Field 

The field of contemporary art appears to have become more 

global since the last decade of the 20th century, so much so that the 

notion of “global art” and “contemporary art” have often been used as 

synonyms.297 This is due to “the visual and conceptual accessibility of 

contemporary art, the dissemination of artistic events across the world, 

and the popularity of new tools that are offered by the internet”.298 And 

yet, several art sociologists argue that “the mapping of the geopolitical 

locations of internationally operating collectors, as well as the mapping 

of various institutional systems in which collectors function” shows that 

“collecting contemporary art is geographically concentrated in the art 

hubs that have developed in the post-war period”, that is, in Western 

Europe and North America.299  

The topic of the globalization of the art world is, therefore, a 

contentious one and I will address it in more detail in the final section 

of this chapter.300 What is rather unquestionable is that, as Olav Velthuis 

points out, the contemporary art field and the configuration of its 

                                                
297 Hans Belting and Andrea Buddensieg (eds.), The Global Art World. Audiences, Markets, and 

Museums (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2009). 
298 Marta Gnyp, The Shift. Art and the Rise of  Contemporary Collectors (Stockholm: Art and 

Theory Publishing, 2015), 73. 
299 See for instance Olav Velthuis and Stefani Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, in 

Olav Velthuis and Stefani Baia Curioni (eds.), Cosmopolitan Canvases. The Globalization of  Markets 
for Contemporary Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015) and Alain Quemin, “The 
Internationalization of  the Contemporary Art World and Market. The Role of  Nationality and 
Territory in a Supposedly ‘Globalized’ Sector”, in Maria Lind, Olav Velthus (eds.), Contemporary 
Art and its Commercial Markets: A Report on Current Conditions and Future Scenarios (Berlin: Stenberg), 
53-83; amongst others. 

300 See section 2.4) Curators and the Globalization of  the Art Market. 
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market and regime of value are influenced by three important 

phenomena: globalization, commercialization, and financialization.301  

The phenomenon of economic globalization, for instance, has 

seen countries like Brazil, India, Russia, China, which represent new 

large emerging economies, entering the art market circuits. The upper 

middle classes in these regions, in fact, “have rapidly recognized art as 

an object of desire, status symbol, and investment”.302 At the same time, 

“a global market architecture has enabled [this] new wealth of buyers 

[…] to flow to contemporary art produced in the West, as well as the 

old wealth of buyers in Europe and in the United States to find its way 

to new art produced in emerging art worlds”. 303  Moreover, within 

emerging new local art ecosystems, arts practice, as well as other 

professions related to art’s mediation, are being recognized as both 

prestigious and profitable activities. 

On the other hand, “as in other markets for cultural goods”, 

Velthuis argues, “commercialization is a driving force in the 

contemporary art market”, and it “manifests itself in many different 

ways”. 304  It is reflected, for instance, in the motivations of artists, 

collectors, and their intermediaries, who are today more openly 

business-oriented and operate with a managerial approach. This shift 

                                                
301 Olav Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market between Stasis and Flux”, 17-50.  
302 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 24. 
303 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 25. Amongst these infrastructures, there are, 

for instance, the organization of  sales dedicated to sales of  modern, traditional and 
contemporary art from India, Russia, Latin America, South Africa and Africa in mayor auction 
houses like Sotheby’s, Christie’s and Bonhams; the establishment of  art fairs in new global art 
capitals like Shanghai, New Delhi, Sao Paulo, Cape Town, Johannesburg, Lagos, Moscow or 
Abu Dhabi; the opening of  new local commercial art galleries and a number of  multinational 
powerhouse dealers that trade in this market. 

304 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 18. 
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toward commercialization is particularly evident in the work of many 

renowned artists since the 1990s, such as Jeff Koons, Richard Price, 

Maurizio Cattelan or Damien Hirst, amongst others: they have gained 

international recognition by producing “recognizable and digestible, 

iconic or provocative images, often borrowed from popular culture”, 

while a significant part of their production is expressly made and 

directed through the intermediation of powerful art galleries to specific 

art fairs frequented by their buyers.305 Moreover, many of these artists 

“organize their studios in a business-like manner, with large numbers of 

studio assistants executing the master’s ideas”.306 This model of artistic 

production is being adopted by other emerging artists across the world, 

like Japanese artist Takashi Murakami, and has provided the model for 

what Isabel Graw has termed the “the artist as the prototype of the 

entrepreneurial self”. 307  Commercially successful artists exert 

fascination on media and, therefore, on the public, “not only because 

they possess the mythical power of money”, but also because they 

“responds to the no less mythical image of the free artist”.308  

                                                
305 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 18. 
306 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 118. 
307 Graw, High Price. 
308 Graw, High Price, 112. In Graw’s words, “two societal norms enter into an irresistible 

combination here: just as success is one of  today’s modern duties (Neckel), creativity has taken 
the position of  a salvatory concept of  the present (Brockling). The commercially successful 
artist perfectly fulfills both requirements- he has money, the omnipresent being (Marx) whose 
magic powers are usually attributed to its owner, and also embodies the prototype of  the 
‘creative worker’, so coveted on the employment market today, especially in the service sector”; 
Graw, High Price, 112. Graw makes reference to the following works: Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels, “The Power of  Money”, in Robert C. Tucker (ed.), The Marx-Engels Reader (New York: 
Norton, 1978); Sighard Neckel, Flucht nach vorn: Die Erfolgskultur der Marktgesellschaft (Frankfurt 
am Main: Campus, 2008), which was not translated to other languages; and Ulrich Bröckling, 
The Entrepreneurial Self. Fabricating a New Type of  Subject (London: Sage, 2016). 
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The phenomenon of the financialization of the art market, 

finally, signals art becoming a financial asset during the first decade of 

the 2000s. As Velthuis notes, “works of art are used as collateral in order 

to secure multimillion-dollar bank loans, they are or have been part of 

the portfolios of pension funds, and numerous investment funds that 

focus on art have been announced”.309 However, the financialization of 

art hasn’t achieved complete legitimacy as currency, and this is for two 

reasons. On the one hand, within the financial community there is still 

reluctance or fear of investing in art. On the other, financialization 

meets significant resistance from many in the art community who see 

art as a cultural and social value. Most artists, curators, collectors, and 

dealers are morally against the speculation that financialization implies310 

- a fact that shows the persistence of the ideological apparatus of the 

modern art field as defined by Bourdieu. 311  Velthuis argues that 

resistance to, or rejection of, the financialization of art, makes art an 

instance of what has been called “hostile worlds”, that is, the idea of an 

intrinsic incompatibly between economics and intimacy.312 Art is, in 

fact, mostly perceived by artists and art mediators as belonging to the 

sphere of intimacy and affectivity, so much so that it is believed “the 

                                                
309 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 26. While several studies suggest that art 

performs poorly if  compared to “ordinary” investments in stock and bonds, it has been also 
noted that investment in art, on the other hand, represents a good strategy for diversifying 
investors’ portfolio, also taking into consideration that art is a good hedge against inflation or 
can be used as a risk management tool; amongst the studies supportive of  investing in art is 
Jianping Mei and Michael Moses, “Art as an Investment and the Underperformance of  
Masterpieces”, American Economic Review, vol. 92, no. 5 (2002), 1656-1658. 

310 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 27. 
311 As discussed in section 2.1.1) Drawing from Field Theory, and especially in 2.1.1.a) Relative 

Autonomy and Inverted Economy, the ideological apparatus of  the modern art field is based on the 
polarization between the two spheres of  economic and symbolic value, the regime of  
disinterestedness and the logic of  the inverted economy.  

312 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 27. 
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incommensurable value of art is at risk once it is standardized and 

transformed into a speculative object”.313 This view is contrasted by a 

morally opposed ideology - called the “Nothing But” view - which 

positions market interests at the top of the pyramid of values and, 

therefore, subordinates the sphere of intimate relationship to market 

interests. 

Despite the frictions within the art community and although art 

still represents a very risky class of asset, structural barriers such as the 

scarce liquidity in the art sector and the lack of transparency in art 

market transactions are gradually being overcome. In particular, the art 

market, which has always been inhabited by players driven by “intuition 

and passion”, has been subjected to progressive “standardization, 

professionalization and scientization”, 314  which make it a more 

intelligible field. As a result, since the ‘80s and ‘90s, the power of the art 

market in determining the success of artists and the value of their work 

(symbolically and economically) has increased. As Isabel Graw argues, 

while the market had previously been considered in purely functional 

terms as a means of doing business,315 its status has gradually been 

                                                
313 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 27. The notion of  “hostile worlds” by 

Viviana A. Zelizer is based on the idea that the entry of  instrumental means such as 
monetization and cost accounting into the worlds of  caring, friendship, sexuality, and parent-
child relations depletes them of  their richness, hence that zones of  intimacy only thrive if  
people erect effective barriers around them. Viviana A. Zelizer, “The Purchase of  Intimacy”, 
Law and Social Enquiry, vol. 25, no. 3 (Summer 2000): 817-848. Also see Erica Coslor, “Hostile 
Worlds and Questionable Speculation: Recognising the Plurality of  Views about Art and the 
Market”, Research in Economic Anthropology, no. 30 (2010): 209-224.  

314 Velthuis, “The Contemporary Art Market”, 28. Such a process of  professionalization 
and standardization of  the art market results from the work of  academic economists, pension 
funds, auction data providers, art market research companies, art appraisers, legal services, 
insurance companies, and accountants.  

315 As she argues, until the 1970s and ‘80s, “the market was viewed as a necessary means of  
making sadly inevitable financial transactions”, while “by the dawn of  the twenty-first century, 
it had advanced in the collective unconscious to the status of  an end in itself. Graw, High Price, 
56. 
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elevated to that of a normative authority: “now, the art market 

(alternately) the Mainstream, is credited with the ability to filter out what 

is (apparently) of no artistic worth in favour of what is (allegedly) of 

artistic value”.316 She argues that it is especially during art booms, the 

last of which happened in 2008,317 that the market acquires a particular 

agency over determining the worth of an artist and their work. In an art 

world increasingly governed by economic imperatives, the art market is 

often permitted to play the role of final arbiter on artistic matters,318 

influencing non-commercial players and non-economic criteria in the 

establishment of value. This phenomenon, therefore, impacts the 

contemporary reconfiguration of the dealer-critic system and its 

dialectical mechanisms of value creation in a particular way.  

Firstly, it impacts the modes of doing of artistic work. As Graw 

has noted, such a model was already problematic for the way it bypassed 

the agency of the artists, reducing them to simple suppliers of 

artworks.319 This idea appears to be even more misleading if applied to 

today’s ideal of the artist-entrepreneur promoted by the contemporary 

art system. 320  Today’s artists participate in a “winner-takes all” 

                                                
316 Graw, High Price, 56-57. 
317 Isabel Graw defines “art booms” as an “economic phase in which artworks change 

hands on the commercial market for high prices. Such a boom in the art trade is generally linked 
to a flourishing of  the economy in general”. She argues that “the last art boom, which came to 
a sudden end with the collapse of  Lehman Brothers investment bank in the Fall of  2008, 
conferred undreamt-of  authority on the market and its value judgments. Never before had the 
market held such pronounced defining power, even on artistic matters”; Graw, High Price, 11-
12. 

318 Graw, High Price, 19. 
319 In the dealer-critic model, Graw notes, the artist “is supposed to be responsible only for 

artistic concerns in a narrow sense, while everything else – production of  meaning and 
marketing – is dealt with the critic, the dealer..” and the curator. Graw, High Price, 122. 

320 Different authors argue that the artist, and the art professional in general, is the very 
model for labour in the new economy – that is, the economy of  the global, postindustrial 
capitalist system. Andrea Fraser addresses this, for instance, in her essay “A Museum Is Not a 
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competition, in which “the gulf between commercially successful and 

unsuccessful artists is extreme, reflecting today’s concentration of 

wealth in the hands of a few superrich”.321 

The second impact is that, thanks to the availability of economic 

resources, powerful market players – that is, leading international 

commercial galleries, art dealers, auction houses, and art fairs, which 

represent the marketplace - are increasingly becoming the site in which 

this meaning and knowledge on contemporary art is being produced. 

They have the means to produce and host art prizes, large-scale 

exhibitions, symposia, and publications. By employing or involving art 

historians, critics, and curators within their initiatives, they are able to 

give voice and cede control at the same time in events of symbolic 

                                                
Business. It Is Run in a Businesslike Fashion”. The artist embodies the perfect entrepreneurial 
being, since the entrepreneurship is “deeply rooted in our ‘habitus’- as Pierre Bourdieu calls the 
habits, dispositions, and preferences attracted and produced by a given field, in this case the 
field of  art. We’re highly educated, highly motivated ‘self-starters’ who believe that learning is a 
continuous process. We’re always ready for change and adapt to it quickly. We prefer freedom 
and flexibility to security. We don’t want to punch a clock and tend to resist quantifying the 
value of  our labour time. We hardly know what overtime means. We’re convinced that we work 
for ourselves and our own satisfaction even when we work for others. We tend to value non-
material over material rewards, which we’re willing to defer, even to posterity. While we may 
identify with social causes, we tend to come from backgrounds that discourage us from seeing 
ourselves as ‘labour’. Finally, we’re fiercely individualistic, which makes us difficult to organize 
and easy to exploit”; Andrea Fraser, “A Museum Is Not a Business. It Is Run in a Businesslike 
Fashion”, in Melanie Townsend (ed.), Beyond the Box. Diverging Curatorial Practices (Banff: Banff  
Centre Press, 2003), 114. In a similar way, Pierre Michel Menger argues that “‘the central values 
of  artistic competence’ such as (supposedly) being responsible for self-determined actions, have 
long since been transferred to other fields of  production”; Pierre Michel Menger, Portrait de 
l’Artiste en Travailleur. Métamorphoses du Capitalism (Paris: Seuil, 2003), quoted in Graw, High Price, 
113. According to Graw, “the artist’s rise to the status of  a prototype for the ideal creative 
worker, whose origin can be traced back to the reception of  Rubens and Rembrandt, thus forms 
the blueprint for such an artistic self-image […]. A set of  requirements that formerly applied 
exclusively to artists has advanced to the status of  a general ideal: everyone is supposed to be 
as flexible and creative as possible, to work on their own initiative, and to have a higher degree 
of  mobility”; Graw, High Price, 113. Graw bases her argument on the notion of  the 
“entrepreneurial self ” from the aforementioned The Entrepreneurial Self. Fabricating a New Type of  
Subject (2016) by Ulrich Bröckling.  

321 Graw, High Price, 114. See also Stefan Theil, “Special Report”, Newsweek, Special Issue on 
“Unsinkable Luxury” (May/June 2008): 48-52.  
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consecration which were before mostly the prerogative of non-

commercial players (art museums and biennales, for instance). 

As in the discipline of art history  and the institutions of the 

public museum and the biennale, these activities operate according to 

“value systems, criteria, language games and sets of rules”322 other than 

those of the market, and yet they are all “still required as an insurance 

policy”, since the “market value still relies on symbolic value for 

ultimate legitimacy”.323 

The growing power of market players has an even a deeper 

epistemological impact on the contemporary art field, that is, the 

naturalization of the market. In this fashion, the marketplace – be it 

physical or virtual - ceases to be a place in which art is transformed into a 

commodity with an abstract and decontextualized value expressed by 

prices: 

 

There is a growing willingness to view the market as 
something given and self-justifying: it is no longer 
considered a mere tool for the purpose of exchange that 
alienates art from itself and degrades it to pure exchange 
value. Instead, its ability to merge means with ends 
seems to have worked to its advantage. In any case, the 
willingness to view it as something natural, as a kind of 
higher authority, was very widespread in the early years 
of the new millennium. Following this naturalization, 
the true character of the market – something relative and 
conditional – was lost from the sight, obscured by the 
conviction that what it embodies was actually at stake.324 
                                                

322 Graw calls the system of  knowledge production of  contemporary art the “market of  
knowledge” and argues that this integrates and overlaps the commercial market and often serves 
the interests of  its stakeholders, the relationship between the two markets is characterized by a 
mix of  attraction and opposition; Graw, High Price, 11. 

323 Graw, High Price, 11. 
324 Graw, High Price, 57. 
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The marketplace, therefore, is turned into a curated space, a space in 

which art is contextualized and discoursivized, and where it acquires 

symbolic and economic value at the same time, directly impacting and, 

hence, becoming one of the places of the curatorial.  

 

 

 2.1.3.1) Understanding the Authority of the Art Market: The 
Neoliberal Regime 

The growing authority of the art market and the notion of art as 

a both a cultural and a financial asset must be understood within the 

bigger picture of the post-industrial shift of global capitalism.325 Starting 

in the 1970s, this shift has been analysed by Marxist theorist David 

Harvey as neoliberalism,326 defined as an economic regime, ideology, 

                                                
325As Stuart Hall argues, capitalist globalization starts with the European colonial conquests 

at the end of  the 15th century, and it later developed through different stages. The phase of  
formal and informal colonization, characterized by European trade supremacy through 
navigation, was followed by the establishment of  colonial possessions. After the Second World 
War, the third phase was marked by the decline of  European Empires followed by the Berlin 
Conference. The process of  decolonization and, later, the Cold War, marked a phase 
characterized by the polarization of  the entire world between two rival models of  development 
in the USA and the USSR. Starting in the 1970s, the neoliberal global regime is characterized, 
according to Stuart Hall, by the establishment of  new “global interdependencies, massive 
financial investment, technological flows, and transnational production, climax with the era of  
neoliberal globalization and American superpower hegemony”. In Stuart Hall, “Maps of  
Emergency Fault Lines and Tectonic Plates”, in G. Tawadros and S. Campbell (eds.), Fault Lines: 
Contemporary African Art and Shifting Landscapes (London: Iniva 2003).  

326 The term neoliberalism has been used by various scholars, critics and analysts, mainly 
referring to a set of  economic policy initiatives and ideologies that come to prominence in the 
early 1980s. Neoliberalism has its roots in the classical economic liberalism of  the 19th century 
and, in particular, in Adam Smith’s idea that that markets are governed by an “invisible hand” 
(cf. The Wealth of  Nations, 1776), and thus should be subject to minimal government interference. 
And yet, the two terms, neoliberalism and liberalism, indicate two different economic regimes. 
Neoliberalism represents an updated version of  laissez-fair economics: like its predecessor, it 
sees State ownership of  the means of  production as an inefficient mechanism for ensuring wide 
access to resources; and yet, it stops from discouraging the state intervention in the economy, 
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and complex of policies based on the centrality of market competition 

and on the subordination of the state to market stakeholders. More 

recently, neoliberalism has received criticism from academics and 

activists,327 especially after the impact of the global 2008-2009 economic 

crisis. Such criticism has not only questioned the assumption of the 

economic efficiency of neoliberalism,328 but it has also accused it of 

increasing socio-economic inequalities.329 While in the 1980s only few 

                                                
to subsume state policy into the economic system and interests. Neoliberal ideology and policies 
became increasingly influential across the world from the late 1970s. The adoption of  the New 
Deal model by the USA in the 1930s marked the beginning of  an era in which the State took 
on the role of  regulator of  mercantile capitalism (adopted between the 1933 and the 1936 by 
the USA under Franklin D. Roosevelt in response to the Great Depression, the New Deal was 
a series of  programs, public work projects, financial reforms and regulations. According to 
Hardt and Negri, the New Deal sanctioned a new era characterized by “the trinity that would 
constitute the modern welfare state: a synthesis of  Taylorism in the organization of  labor, 
Fordism in the wage regime, and Keynesianism in the macroeconomic regulation of  society”. 
This was fundamental to the USA’s global hegemony across the world ever since the end of  the 
Second World War; on this regard see Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri. Empire, Cambridge, 
MA: Harvard University Press, 2000, 242) However, even under the New Deal, society was 
thought of  as “a factory-society” (Hardt and Negri, Empire, 243). For Marxist political 
economist David Harvey, the rise of  neoliberalism in Europe and the USA is a response to the 
crisis of  over-accumulation of  the 1970s, where accumulation is “a condition in which idle 
capital and idle labour […] exist side by side with no apparent way to bring them together”, 
Harvey, David. “Neo-Liberalism as Creative Destruction”. Geografiska Annaler : Series B, Human 
Geography, vol. 88, no 2 (2006): 145-158. See also Harvey, Brief  History of  Neoliberalism, 9.  

327 Dieter Plehwe, Bernhard Walpen, and Gisela Neunhöffer, “Introduction: Reconsidering 
Neoliberal Hegemony”,  in Dieter Plehwe, Bernhard Walpen, and Gisela Neunhöffer (eds.), 
Neoliberal Hegemony: A Global Critique (London & New York: Routledge, 2006). 

328 See, for example, Mark Fleming, “Mass Transit Workers and Neoliberal Time Discipline 
in San Francisco”, American Anthropologist, vol. 118, no. 4 (2016): 784–95. 

329 One example of  this criticism is David Harvey’s idea that neoliberalism is a class project, 
designed to impose class interests on society through liberalism; David Harvey, “A Brief  History 
of  Neoliberalism, 1/5”, on YouTube: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PkWWMOzNNrQ. 
Economists Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy posit that “the restoration and increase of  
the power, income, and wealth of  the upper classes” are the primary objectives of  the neoliberal 
agenda; see Gérard Duménil and Dominique Lévy, “The Crisis of  Neoliberalism”, in Simon 
Springer, Kean Birch, Julie MacLeavy (eds.), The Handbook of  Neoliberalism (New York & London: 
Routledge, 2016) 551–557; economist David M. Kotz contends that neoliberalism “is based on 
the thorough domination of  labour by capital”;  David M Kotz, The Rise and Fall of  Neoliberal 
Capitalism (Harvard University Press, 2015), 43. The emergence of  the “precariat”, a new class 
facing acute socio-economic insecurity and alienation, has been attributed to the globalization 
of  neoliberalism; see Kotz, The Rise and Fall of  Neoliberal Capitalism, 43. Sociologist Loïc 
Wacquant denounces that neoliberal regimes have allowed for the retrenchment of  the social 
welfare state and the rise of  punitive workfare, to have increased gentrification of  urban areas, 
the privatization of  public functions, the shrinking of  collective protections for the working 



 

 

 
141 

states had adopted neoliberal policies, today they are applied in most 

states in the world.330 

Institutions like the International Monetary Fund, the G8 and 

the World Bank were vital in spreading neoliberal policies to developing 

countries and post-communist states in the Eastern bloc. Actually, these 

organizations required developing countries to adjust their economies 

along neoliberal lines in order to receive development loans. This has 

been particularly important and, at the same time, deleterious, in post-

colonial Sub-Saharan Africa.331 State after state - from the new states of 

the ex-Soviet Union, to New Zealand, Sweden, China, and South Africa 

-, Harvey notes, have embraced “sometimes voluntarily, and in other 

instances in response to coercive pressures, some version of neoliberal 

theory and adjusted at least some of their policies and practices 

accordingly”.332  

                                                
class via economic deregulation and the rise of  underpaid, precarious wage labour. According 
to him, these neoliberal policies are at the origin of  the criminalization of  poverty and the mass 
incarceration of  the poor in neoliberal countries like the United States. Loïc Wacquant, Punishing 
the Poor: The Neoliberal Government of  Social Insecurity (Durham NC: Duke University Press, 2009), 
53-54. 

330 As David Harvey argues, neoliberalism “has swept across the world like a vast tidal wave 
of  institutional reform and discursive adjustment, entailing much destruction, not only of  prior 
institutional frameworks and powers, but also of  divisions of  labor, social relations, welfare 
provisions, technological mixes, ways of  life, attachments to the land, habits of  the heart, ways 
of  thought, and the like is in the first instance a theory of  political economic practices which 
proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by the maximization of  entrepreneurial 
freedoms within an institutional framework characterized by private property rights, individual 
liberty, free markets and free trade”; Harvey, “Neoliberalism as Creative Destruction”, 145. 

331 Since the early 1980s there has been a continuous attempt by the World Bank, the IMF 
and increasingly the G7 to introduce neoliberal programs to “solve'” the problems of  the 
African economy. From the recommendations of  the Berg Report in the early 1980s, to the 
Structural Adjustment Programs of  the mid-1980s to the mid-1990s, to the Heavily Indebted 
Poor Country (HIPC) and Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers initiatives of  the late 1990s and 
the early 21st century, each of  the neoliberal '”solutions” have failed to offer real solutions to 
post-colonial African states. See Graham Harrison, Neoliberal Africa. Impact of  social global 
engineering (London and New York: Zad Books, 2013). 

332 Harrison, Neoliberal Africa. 
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Foucault addresses this shift from a classical liberal approach to 

a neoliberal regime in his The Birth of Biopolitics. Lectures at the Collège de 

France (1976-79). In it, he discusses the market as a natural social form 

that enables exchanges and also as an expression of human freedom. It 

is conceived as a space of autonomy from the State, founded on the 

unconditional right of private property. With neoliberalism, however, 

the focus shifts from “exchange” to “competition”,333 and the market 

turns into an all-encompassing biopolitical system and a mode of 

“governmentality”. According to Jameson Read’s analysis of the idea of 

the “homo œconomicus” in Foucault, the shift from exchange to 

competition has had profound effects: “while exchange was considered 

to be natural, competition is understood by the neo-liberals to be an 

artificial relation that must be protected against the tendency for 

markets to form monopolies and interventions by the state”. 334 

Competition, he argues, necessitates the constant intervention of the 

state, not on the market, but on the conditions of the market. The same 

argument is made by David Harvey, according to whom the role of the 

state is to create and preserve the political and institutional frameworks 

that foster and facilitate competition. From assuming a non-

interventional role in relation to the market, the state turns into an active 

guarantor of market competition, i.e. into an integral tool for the 

neoliberal market ideal. As a consequence, within the neoliberal system 

the market ceases to be an autonomous and identifiable field: market 

relationships permeate society at all levels, from its institutions to 

                                                
333 Michel Foucault, The Birth of  Biopolitics: Lectures at the Collège de France, 1978-1979, trans. 

Graham Burchell (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 12. 
334 Jason Read, “A Genealogy of  Homo-Economicus: Neoliberalism and the Production of  

Subjectivity”, Foucault Studies, no. 6 (February 2009): 29. 
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everyday human interactions, to the point that there is no possibility of 

a social life outside of the economic sphere, or, in other words, that all 

social interaction happens within a naturalized and all-encompassing 

economic field.  

If, following Erik Olin Wright, capitalism is always based on a 

certain form of exploitation, i.e. on a particular form of inter-

dependence of the exploiter and the exploited,335 neoliberal capitalism 

also enables new forms of labour exploitation. Since the mid 1970s, 

global capitalism has shifted from an industrial mode of production, 

based on material assets, to an immaterial (informational and 

cognitive) economy. As Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri argue, with 

the gradual dismantling of the industrial system mostly dominated by 

the production of material goods, the new form of capitalism gradually 

establishes itself as an empire of immateriality, in which information, 

knowledge, affects, and all forms of cognitive practices are turned into 

the main source of surplus value; this new form of capitalism is 

centred in what they term “immaterial labour”.336 Such a turn has been 

                                                
335 Erik Olin Wright, “A General Framework for the Analysis of  Class Structure”, in Erik 

Olin Wright et al. (eds.), The Debate on Classes (London and New York: Verso, 1989), 3-4. 
336 Michael Hardt and Antonio Negri define immaterial labour as a “labour that produces 

an immaterial good, such as a service, a cultural product, knowledge, or communication”; in 
Empire, 313. They distinguish three types of  immaterial labour that drive the service sector of  
the immaterial economy: “The first is involved in an industrial production that has been 
informationalized and has incorporated communication technologies in a way that transforms 
the production process itself. Manufacturing is regarded as a service, and the material labour of  
the production of  durable goods mixes with and tends toward immaterial labour. Second is the 
immaterial labour of  analytical and symbolic tasks, which itself  breaks down into creative and 
intelligent manipulation on the one hand and routine symbolic tasks on the other. Finally, a third 
type of  immaterial labour involves the production and manipulation of  affect and requires 
(virtual or actual) human contact, labour in the bodily mode. These are the three types of  labour 
that drive the postmodernization of  the global economy”, 293. As argued by Moulier-Boutang, 
we are leaving an old world where the production of  material goods took up the bulk of  
investment (a lot of  capital for machinery, and a lot of  low-skilled labour) and was the basis for 
the accumulation of  profit. And we have very much entered a world in which the reproduction 
of  complex goods (biosphere, noosphere or cultural diversity, the economy of  the mind) and 
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addressed by academics through the concept of post-Fordism337 and 

cognitive capitalism. 338  According to Moulier-Boutang cognitive 

capitalism is “a mode of accumulation in which the object of 

accumulation consists mainly of knowledge, which [then] becomes the 

                                                
the production of  new knowledge and innovations – and also of  the living (le vivant) – require 
a shift of  investment towards intellectual capital (education, training) and a large quantity of  
skilled labour, set to work collectively, through the new information and telecommunications 
technologies”; Moulier-Boutang, Cognitive Capitalism, 34. 

337 Becoming popular during the 1990s, especially through the French École de la régulation, 
the term post-Fordism, defines a period, from 1975 to the early 1990s, “during which the 
process of  accumulation and valorization is no longer based on the centrality of  Fordist material 
production, the vertically integrated, large factory”; Andrea Fumagalli, “Twenty Theses on 
Contemporary Capitalism (Cognitive Biocapitalism)”, Angelaki: Journal of  the Theoretical 
Humanities, vol. 16, no. 3 (2011): 7-17. Amongst the authors of  the French École de la régulation, 
see B. Jessop, The Regulation Approach: Governance and Post-Fordism, Economy and Society (Oxford: 
Blackwell, 1995); Alain Lipietz, ‘‘The Post-Fordist World: Labor Relations, International 
Hierarchy and Global Ecology’’, Review of  International Political Economy, vol. 4, no. 1 (1997): 1- 
41; Robert Boyer and Jean-Pierre Durand, After Fordism (Paris: Syros, 1998). Within the Italian 
“workerism” (operaismo) debate, the first text to use the term post-Fordism is Sandro Bologna 
and Andrea Fumagalli (eds.), Il lavoro autonomo di seconda generazione. Scenari del postfordismo in Italia 
(Milan: Feltrinelli, 1997). See also Enzo Rullani and Luca Romano, Il Postfordismo. Idee per il 
capitalismo prossimo venturo (Milan: Etas Libri, 1998), and Maria Turchetto, ‘‘Fordismo e post 
fordismo. Qualche dubbio su un’analisi un po’ troppo consolidata’’, in VVAA, Oltre il fordismo. 
Continuitá etrasformazioni nel capitalismo contemporaneo (Milan: Unicopli, 1999). In Europe and the 
USA, the conditions underlying the transformation towards a post-Fordist model, which 
prepared the terrain for the ideology of  neoliberalism to spread, were related to the crisis of  
capital in the 1960s and 1970s: the resurrection of  workers against the disciplinary regime of  
capitalist labour in the factory, joined by the student movements, the Vietnamese resistance 
which motivated anti-war protests all over the world, simultaneously to the liberation struggles 
in the colonies of  Africa, Latin America, and Asia. 

338 The term “cognitive capitalism” originated in France in the early 2000s from the research 
of  the Laboratoire Isys Matisse, Maison des Sciences Économiques, Université de Paris I, La 
Sorbonne, under the direction of  Bernard Paulré, and it is divulged by the journal Multitudes, 
containing very heterogeneous texts by Antonella Corsani, Maurizio Lazzarato, Yann Moulier-
Boutang, Toni Negri, Enzo Rullani, Carlo Vercellone and others. In particular see also Bernard 
Paulré, ‘‘De la New Economy au capitalisme cognitif ”, Multitudes no. 2 (2000): 25 - 42; Christian 
Azaïs, Antonella Corsani, Patrick Dieuaide, eds., Vers un capitalisme cognitif (Paris: l’Harmattan, 
2001); Yann Moulier-Boutang, L’età del capitalismo cognitivo (Verona: Ombre Corte, 2002); C. 
Vercellone, (ed.), Sommes-nous sortis du capitalisme industriel? (Paris: La Dispute, 2003); Antonella 
Corsani, Maurizio Lazzarato, et al., Le Capitalisme cognitive comme sortie de la crise du capitalisme 
industriel. Un programme de recherche (2004). More recently, cognitive capitalism has been at the 
centre of  the analysis of  new authors: Carlo Vercellone ed., Capitalismo cognitivo (Roma: 
Manifestolibri, 2006); Andrea Fumagalli, Bioeconomia e capitalismo cognitivo. Verso un nuovo paradigma 
di accumulazione (Roma: Carocci, 2007); Yann Moulier-Boutang, Le Capitalisme cognitif. Comprendre 
la nouvelle grande transformation et ses enjeux (Paris: Editions Amsterdam, 2007). See also Andrea 
Fumagalli and Carlo Vercellone ‘‘Le Capitalisme Cognitif. Apports et perspectives’’, European 
Journal of  Economic and Social Systems, vol. 20 no. 1, Monographic Issue (2007). 
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basic source of value, as well as the principal location of the process 

of valorization”.339 

The specific mode of exploitation under the cognitive 

capitalist regime is a new form of unemployment termed 

precarity. 340 Precarity, Vassilis Tsianos Dimitris Papadopoulosis 

argues, “is where immaterial production meets the crisis of the social 

systems which were based on the national social compromise of 

normal employment. […] Because work – in order to become 

productive – becomes incorporated into non-labour time, the 

exploitation of workforce happens beyond the boundaries of work, it 

is distributed across the whole time and space of life”.341 Maurizio 

                                                
339 Yann Moulier-Boutang, Cognitive Capitalism (Cambridge: Polity Press, 2011). In cognitive 

capitalism, Moulier-Boutang argues, intellectual and cognitive forces work together with 
technologies: the “digital, the computer and the internet”, he argues, are emblematic in the same 
way in which coal, the steam engine, the loom, and the railroad were emblematic of  industrial 
capitalism”; Moulier-Boutang, Cognitive Capitalism, 34. However, industrial capitalism has not 
merely disappeared. Instead, it has moved from the center to the periphery of  the global 
economy. In advanced capitalist economies, post-Fordism was, in fact, made possible “by the 
export of  Fordism-in-goods-production (in other words, large-scale manufacturing plants) to 
newly industrializing countries”. Moulier-Boutang notices that “the mechanical transformation 
of  matter by means of  a twin expenditure of  energy and labour power does not disappear, but 
it loses its centrality”, Moulier-Boutang, Cognitive Capitalism, 34. 

340 However, Angela Mitropoulos notices that the precarization of  labour accessibility and, 
as a consequence, of  life itself, is a common point of  Fordist and post-Fordist modes of  
production, since “on a global scale and in its privatized and/or unpaid versions, precarity is 
and always has been the standard experience of  work in capitalism; when one has no other 
means to live than the ability to labour or – even more precariously, since it privatizes a relation 
of  dependency – to reproduce and ‘humanise’ the labour publicly tendered by another, life 
becomes contingent on capital and therefore precarious; “Precari-us”, Mute: Culture and Politics 
after the Net, vol. 1 no. 29 (2005), 88–96. 

341 According to Vassilis Tsianos and Dimitris Papadopoulos in their essay “Precarity: A 
Savage Journey to the Heart of  Embodied Capitalism”, “Precarity means exploiting the 
continuum of  everyday life, not simply the workforce. In this sense, precarity is a form of  
exploitation which operates primarily on the level of  time. This is because it changes the 
meaning of  what non-productivity is. The regulation of  labour in Fordism was secured in an 
anticipative way independently of  its immediate productivity. The protectionist function of  the 
welfare system is time management: it works by anticipating and securing the periods when 
someone becomes non-productive (accident and illness, unemployment, age). In post-Fordism, 
this form of  time management disappears. Not so only because the future is not guaranteed, 
but also because the future is already appropriated in the present. From the standpoint of  the 
labourer, work takes place in the present, which is, though, incorporated into his or her whole 
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Lazzarato notes that “precariousness, hyper-exploitation, mobility, 

and hierarchy” are key characteristics of immaterial labour and that 

“behind the label of the independent ‘self-employed’ worker, what we 

actually find is an intellectual proletarian, but who is recognized as 

such only by the employers who exploit him or her”; this kind of 

“working existence”, he argues, makes it “increasingly difficult to 

distinguish leisure time from work time; in a sense, life becomes 

inseparable from work”.342  

Neoliberalism and cognitive capitalism have impacted and 

shaped the political economy of the contemporary art field in different 

ways. For instance, as we have already discussed, artists have provided 

a model for distinct forms of exploitation in cognitive capitalism,343 

while, simultaneously, the art world and the “creative industries” in 

general have become a privileged field for the neoliberal regime and 

cognitive economy. Since the 1970s and ‘80s, a fundamental factor in 

                                                
lifespan as a worker. And precisely this lifelong scope is destroyed in precarity: from the 
standpoint of  capital the whole lifespan continuum of  a precarious labourer is dissected into 
successive exploitable units of  the present. Precarity is this form of  exploitation which, by 
operating only on the present, exploits simultaneously also the future. Published in October 
2006 in EIPCP, European Institute for Progressive Cultural Policies, online at: 
http://eipcp.net/transversal/1106/tsianospapadopoulos/en. 

342 Tsianos and Papadopoulos, “Precarity”, 137-138. 
343 As noticed by Rosalind Gill and Andy Pratt, artists, (new) media workers and other 

cultural labourers are hailed as ‘model entrepreneurs’ by industry and government figures […]; 
they are also conjured in more critical discourses as exemplars of  the move away from stable 
notions of  ‘career’ to more informal, insecure and discontinuous employment, [they] are said 
to be iconic representatives of  the ‘brave new world of  work’ […] in which risks and 
responsibilities must be borne solely by the individual , and, more recently […], they have been 
identified as the poster boys and girls of  the new ‘precariat’ – a neologism that brings together 
the meanings of  precariousness and proletariat to signify both an experience of  exploitation 
and a (potential) new political subjectivity. Rosalind Gill and Andy Pratt, “The Precarious 
Labour in the Field of  Art”, On Curating, vol. 16, no. 13 (2013), 26. See also Franco “Bifo” 
Beraldi, Fenomenología del fin. Sensibilidad y mutación conectiva (Buenos Aires: Caja Negra, 2017). 
However such a definition is not adequate to define the development of  such initiatives in the 
context of  urban settings that are not inherited from the industrial past, and that result from 
other socio-economic historical conditions, as in postcolonial urban contexts, for instance. 
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the emergence of neoliberalism and cognitive capitalism, or what 

Boltanski and Chiapello term the “new spirit of capitalism”, has been 

the transformation of two forms of critique which acquired agency 

within society. “Artistic critique” is the first of them, and it 

corresponds to a demand for liberation and autonomy, independence, 

singularity, and authenticity. The second form of critique is “social 

critique”, which is concerned with “inequality, misery, exploitation 

and the selfishness of a world that stimulated individualism rather than 

solidarity”. 344  This critique, they argue, is instrumentalised by 

capitalism, which needs external sources to ensure its justification. The 

enemies of capitalism can’t help but being absorbed and neutralized 

by the neoliberal regime. Therefore, Boltanski and Chiapello define 

the new spirit of capitalism as the “ideology that justifies people’s 

commitment to capitalism”.345 Since capitalism does not have its own 

system of ethical and moral values, which are fundamental to induce 

people to join its regime, it needs to outsource moral legitimation. In 

this sense, the authors agree with Max Weber’s idea that individuals 

need to morally legitimate their affiliation to capitalist activities, and 

such reasons are always external to capitalism. However, while Weber 

identifies the locus of persuasion mobilized by capitalism for 

recruiting adherents in the Protestant’s system of moral values, 

Boltanski and Chiapello identify different moral strategies and sources 

of legitimation that drive people to play their part in the capitalist 

                                                
344 Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello, “The New Spirit of  Capitalism”, International Journal of  

Politics, Culture, and Society, no. 18 (2005), 175. 
345 Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello, “The New Spirit of  Capitalism”, 162. 
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production system.346 According to them, social critique and artistic 

vanguard offer such a value system to the capitalist society.  

In this sense, capitalism’s ability to incorporate critical positions 

into its own logic of profit maximization explains its constantly 

changing structure, which makes it a system that adapts itself to the 

specific conditions of contexts varying over time. Since it is able to meet 

the moral needs of people without challenging its own mechanisms of 

functioning, it is described by Boltanski and Chiapello as a system that 

is not only immune to, but also neutralizing of, radical revision and 

critique. 347  An example of this mechanism is offered by the 

contemporary cognitive turn of capitalism, which co-opted and 

reaffirmed the leftist critique of the working conditions in industrial 

factories. In the 1960s, the workers movement protested against the way 

factory work and a Fordist lifestyle suppressed authenticity and 

creativity, as well as the freedom and individuality of the workers. Only 

later on, with the radical transformation of the economic system that 

started in the last decades of the 20th century, consisting of a shift toward 

cognitive labour and immaterial forms of production, capitalism 

recovered and reaffirmed the rights and the values that the factory 

working class had fought for, and turned them into productive forces. 

In our contemporary post-industrial working environments, 

authenticity, individual initiative, self-motivation, creativity, and 

flexibility are considered productive values,348  since they are proper 

                                                
346 In Paul Du Gay and Glenn Morgan, eds., New Spirit of  Capitalism?: Crisis, Justification and 

Dynamics (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 253. 
347 Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello, The New Spirit of  Capitalism (London: Verso, 2005), 

199-202. 
348 This resulted in what Boltanski and Chiapello named “The Projective City”, where “city” 
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productive forces able to generate interests and income.349 

Moreover, the contemporary art industry falls into the category 

of the “creative industries” programme - a programme of urban 

economic revival prescribed for post-industrial urban sites, based on the 

implementation cultural production centres. 350  First adopted by the 

British Labour Party,351 such a programme has been adopted by cultural 

capitals worldwide, both in Western and non-Western countries. South 

African cities like Johannesburg and Cape Town, for example, have 

been a theatre of interventions and transformations responding to the 

agenda of the creative industry since the aftermath of the democratic 

elections. The development of the creative industries has played a 

fundamental role in reshaping the image of these cities and in the urban 

renewal of impoverished and racialized area inherited by apartheid.352 

                                                
is the term they use to define dominant normative landscapes of  a given context and time.  

349 In the words of  Boltanski and Chiapello, “the new capitalist system responds to the 
socio-political and economic crises with commodification, that is to say the transformation into 
‘products’, allocated a price and hence on a market, of  goods and practices that in a different 
state of  affairs remained outside the commodity sphere. Commodification is the simplest 
process through which capitalism can acknowledge the validity of  a critique and make it its own, 
by incorporating it into its own specific mechanisms: hearing the demand expressed by the 
critique, entrepreneurs seek to create products and services which will satisfy it, and which they 
will be able to sell. We have already seen this process at work in the satisfaction of  demands for 
liberation with the invention of  products and services with a supposedly ‘emancipatory’ quality. 
It has likewise operated on a wide scale to meet demands for authenticity: consumers would 
henceforth be offered products that were ‘authentic’ and ‘differentiated’ in such a way that the 
impression of  massification would be dispelled”; Boltanski and Chiapello, The New Spirit of  
Capitalism, 438-442. 

350 Ozgun, “Post-Fordism, Neoliberalism and Cultural Production”, 36. 
351 As Nicholas Garnham notes, “in the arts policy documents produced by the British 

Labour Party prior to its 1997 election victory, it used the term ‘cultural industries’ to describe 
the range of  activities with which it was principally concerned. In the government policy 
documents it produced after victory in that election, the organising term shifted to the ‘creative 
industries’; Nicholas Garnham, “From Cultural to Creative Industries: An Analysis of  the 
Implications of  the ‘Creative Industries’ Approach to Arts and Media Policy Making in the 
United Kingdom”, International Journal of  Cultural Policy, vol. 11, no. 1 (2005), 15. 

352 See the section 3.2 Curatorial Instances and the Marketplace for Contemporary Art in Post-
Apartheid South Africa. 
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As in most of the metropolises that subscribe to the creative economy 

script, such programs are linked to processes of gentrification,353 which 

in turn acquire the features of a new form of colonialism.354 In most 

cases, creative industries programmes “lead to the direct or indirect 

allocation of public funding and resources for fostering marketable 

cultural production in relevant urban areas”. 355  Funded by public-

private partnerships and motivated by the idea of cultural production as 

a form of economic development, these programmes “channel public 

resources toward artistic and cultural production in order to establish 

market structures in these fields”.356 

The model of the creative industries emerges from the 

neoliberal blurring of boundaries between two models of political 

economy and cultural industry: the European “public” model and the 

American “market” model.357 These two models were traditionally seen 

as antagonists: on the one hand, the former was based on the idea that 

only an art system supported by public instruction and independent 

from the market can guarantee the autonomy of art production and of 

the canon of art history; on the other, in the Anglo-American model the 

                                                
353 T. Edensor and M. Jayne, eds. Urban Theory beyond the West: a World of  Cities (New York: 

Routledge, 2012); D. Ley, “Artists, Aestheticisation and the Field of  Gentrification”, Urban 
Studies, no. 40 (2003), 2527–2544. 

354 G. Bridge and R. Atkinson, eds. Gentrification in a Global Context: The New Urban Colonialism 
(London and New York: Routledge, 2005). 

355  Aras Ozgun, “Post-Fordism, Neoliberalism, and Cultural Production”, in Angela 
Harutyunyan (ed.), Intersections. Practice of  Curating, Education, Theory (Armenia: Institute of  
Contemporary Art, 2011), 36. 

356 Ozgun, Intersections, 36. 
357 Ozgun, Intersections, 37. 
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market is considered to be the guarantor of the artist’s freedom from 

the State’s political agenda.358  

The first model corresponds, ideally, to the cultural field as 

defined by Bourdieu, characterized by a strong polarization between the 

symbolic value of art, established by autonomous institutions and 

agents, and the art market, where art is transformed into an object with an 

economic value susceptible to trade as a commodity. In this model, the 

autonomy of art from market interests and influences is protected by 

the very public institutions that they mark their independence from. By 

contrast, in the second model the market is not an antagonist to artistic 

and aesthetic autonomy: the market is precisely the mechanism that 

guarantees the freedom of art production from the State’s agenda, 

thanks to its capacity to generate competition and, hence, to ensure the 

achievement of the public good. As Ozgun notes, each one of these two 

models, which do not exist in a “pure” form, implies a specific 

economic and productive system as a precondition for its efficacy.359 

On the one hand, the European model requires a welfare system that 

can allocate public funds to cultural production and, hence, it 

presupposes a “sufficient level of public revenues that require a wealthy 

public sector”. 360  On the other hand, the Anglo-American market-

driven model implies, amongst other conditions, a system of media and 

entertainment, a well-developed market that supports art production, 

and fiscal incentives on cultural investments for the corporate sector. 

                                                
358 Ozgun, Intersections, 33-34. 
359 Ozgun, Intersections, 35. 
360 Ozgun, Intersections, 35. 
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Under the neoliberal agenda these two models seem to merge, giving 

birth to a hybrid model. 361 

In Europe, one of the most common ways in which such a 

process takes place is through the normalization of a funding model for 

the arts that relies on the corporate sector. Since the 1980s, in fact, the 

state has withdrawn more and more from the provision of subsidies for 

cultural institutions, a tendency that in most European countries has 

degenerated over the last few years. As a consequence, such institutions 

have opened their doors to banks, insurance agencies, production 

companies, and service enterprises, which put art at the centre of their 

corporate culture and their public image.362 

 

 

2.2. On the Economy of the Curatorial 

Some have argued that curating is “the condition of the 

contemporary”.363 But what does this mean in light of the definitions of 

contemporary art and the art field that I have discussed in the previous 

                                                
361 In European countries like Italy and Spain, for example, where the public resources are 

not sufficient to satisfy the demand for cultural production, or the private-led service 
infrastructure and the market are not sufficiently developed to allow cultural production to 
flourish, such a hybrid model or phase damages the labour system, to the detriment of  cultural 
producers and mediators. In particular, it enables forms of  labour exploitation and mechanism 
of  accessibility and success that disadvantage lower classes that had previously gained access to 
the field of  cultural production through state funded programs. 

362 Sponsorship as a business practice is understood as “the promotion of  artists or cultural 
institutions by the provision of  finance, material assistance or services with the aim of  receiving 
an equivalent benefit in return, mostly in the form of  publicity. Peter Roth, “Theorie”, in 
Christoph Graf  Douglas (ed.), Corporate Collecting und Corporate Sponsoring (Dokumentation des 
Symposiums zur Art Frankfurt 1994, Regensburg, 1994), 35. 

363 Balzer, Curationism, 45. 
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section? One way to address the agency of curators, their practice and 

their discourse within this field is to analyse curators’ involvement in 

the changing mechanisms of artist’s consecration, in the dynamics of 

the art market, and, more generally, in the strategies of creation and 

communication of both art’s symbolic and economic value. This 

precisely will be the focus of this section, which offers a theoretical 

framework for the economy of the curatorial. 

The role of the contemporary curator within the contemporary 

art world is mostly regarded as the result of the transformations of the 

role of the museum custodian.364 This seems to be confirmed by the fact 

that most curators in Europe “are employed by a particular (normally 

public or non-profit) institution that operates on a freelance basis for 

various institutions”, where his/her tasks “overlap with those of the 

museum custodian”. 365  And yet, as Beti Žerov discusses in When 

Attitudes Become the Norm. The Contemporary Curator and Institutional Art 

(2015), because of the variety of their tasks, today’s curators - especially 

freelance curators – are given a role that “unites and intertwines all sort 

of features that can even seem, at least outwardly, incompatible with the 

tasks and powers of the institutional employees”.366  

In this sense, the idea of the curator as a producer of 

connections,367 must be understood beyond the realm of the objects 

he/she selects and distributes in a narrative display, and extended to the 

realm of the social relations he/she creates, of the regimes of value 

                                                
364 See section 1.2.3) Curating as Institutional Critique in Chapter 1. 
365 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 17-18.  
366 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 18. 
367 This is an idea by Beatrice von Bismarck, which I discuss in section 1.2.5) The Curatorial 

as a “Dynamic Field”. 
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he/she mediates, and of the economic transactions that, silently, his/her 

operating eases. As Žerov acknowledges:  

 

the curator’s involvement in the sale of art is an awkward 
topic [as] we can see from the fact that is rarely 
discussed. Also, in most of the current attempts to 
compile a history of curating – a task being undertaken 
by a number of curators – the role of the private gallerist 
is usually left out, although curators could well see him 
as their predecessor on a number of levels.368 
 

 

To bring to light the hidden links that connect the curatorial with the 

economy of the contemporary art field, and to explore the reasons 

behind the reservation and the discretion that surround the relationship 

between curators and the production of the economic value of art, is, 

therefore, an important task pending within curatorial theory.  

 

 

	

2.2.1) “Dealing” with the First Curators: Exhibition 
Makers and Marketers of Conceptual Art 

The rise, since the 1970s, of curating as an organizational and 

discursive practice beyond the mere assembling of discrete artworks for 

display,369 as well as the establishment of the curator as the author of 

                                                
368 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 20.  
369 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 22. 
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the exhibition from the late 1980s onwards,370 must be understood in 

the context of the transformations of the contemporary art field during 

the second half of the 20th century. These transformations concern 

many aspects of contemporary art life in Europe and United States, not 

the least of them being the increasing power of the art market, the 

impact of neoliberal policies on art institutions, and the global and post-

colonial becoming of the art world. Paraphrasing Balzer, we can affirm 

that, in order to understand the proliferation of curators, we shall first 

understand the proliferation of artists and the increasing number of art 

mediators surrounding them since the 1970s.371 

The curator emerges as a professional figure during a key 

moment in the contemporary art world, that is, “when the avant-garde 

underwent a dizzying acceleration, largely due the post-war economy 

in the West and the associated maturation of the baby boomers, which 

embraced bohemianism and experimentation en mass in 

unprecedented ways”.372 At this moment, when contemporary art had 

gained popularity and visibility amongst Western youth culture, artists 

and critics were rejecting artistic formalism and the paradigm of art-

for-art’s-sake373 to embrace what is today known as conceptualism.374 

In the new avant-garde, the dematerialization of the art object in 

favour of its immaterial intention, idea or concept was aimed at 

democratizing the art institution and, at the same time, at making new 

                                                
370 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 28. 
371 David Balzer argues that “before the proliferation of  curators there was the proliferation 

of  artists”; Curationism, 39. 
372 Balzer, Curationism, 38. 
373 In particular, Tom Wolfe had rejected the formalism of  such languages as post-painterly 

abstraction, color field painting, op art, pop art, in his The Painted Word (1975). 
374 David Balzer, Curationism, 39. 
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art less palatable to the taste and values of the bourgeoisie.375 Such an 

anti-market and anti-bourgeoisie pose, however, turned out to be a 

rhetorical, and yet still powerful, device. Advised and supported by 

visionary art dealers like Seth Siegelaub, artists such as Carl Andre, 

Daniel Buren, Jan Dibbets, Douglas Huebler, Joseph Kosuth, 

Lawrence Weiner, and Robert Berry were “making something from 

nothing”, and yet their dematerialized works found a key place both 

in art history and on the art market.  

For instance, the aforementioned Robert Berry’s Closed Gallery 

(1969), a performance consisting in keeping the gallery space closed 

during the duration of the exhibition, was materialized in a physical art 

piece that consisted of three invitations to these shows (which were 

held in Amsterdam, Turin, and Los Angeles), printed on simple white 

cards, in which the recipients were informed that during the exhibition 

the gallery would be closed. In the 1970s, the work was bought for 

$250 by collectors Herb and Dorothy Vogel - roughly $1,667 in 

today’s dollars – who considered it to be “without a doubt the greatest 

piece of conceptual art in the world”, as Herb Vogel told New York 

magazine in 1975. 376  Today, one of these pieces belongs to the 

MoMA’s collection of announcement cards, press clippings, posters, 

and flyers, and other printed ephemera,377 which makes it worth a 

                                                
375 See Alexander Alberro, Conceptual Art and the Politics of  Publicity (Cambridge: The MIT 

Press, 2003).  
376 See “A New Art Word Legend: Good-bye, Bob and Ethel, Hullo Dorothy and Herb”, 

New York Magazine, 28 Apr 1975, 46-48. 
377 The piece owned by MoMA is Robert Barry, “Invitation Piece”, Amsterdam: Art & 

Project, 1972. In the museum’s website we read, “these Robert Barry invitations are parts of  
works in which the announcement was the decisive element in the work. For Closed Gallery, 
the announcement communicates that for the run of  the exhibition the gallery will be closed. 
This was staged three times through the post in 1969, through an announcement by the Los 
Angeles gallery, Eugenia Butler, and through these announcements by Art & Project and 
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fortune. In the same manner, other conceptual artists such as Daniel 

Buren – today represented by powerhouse galleries like Lisson (New 

York, London, and Shanghai) - have conquered their value through 

the conceptual and provocative artistic strategies staged at the most 

important museums and biennales across the world. Not 

coincidentally, this value is today reflected in nine figure price sales at 

Christie’s, amongst other auction houses. The commercial success of 

conceptual art from its very beginning was also due to the fact that the 

art market in the United States and Europe had become more 

accessible, bringing new buyers into the arena.378 At the same time, the 

increasing number of US collectors interested in new art was also 

                                                
Galleria Sperone. The second work, “Invitation Piece”, involved the coordination of  eight 
galleries: Paul Maenz, Art & Project, Jack Wendler Gallery, Leo Castelli, Yvon Lambert, galerie 
MTL, Galerie Toselli, and Galleria Sperone. In each invitation, the gallery invited the audience 
to attend a Robert Barry show at another gallery. In the example here, Art & Projects invites 
you to Jack Wendler Gallery. The piece extended over the course of  the 1972–73 gallery season”. 
MoMA has collected numerous event flyers from the ‘60s to the ‘80s: “The Museum of  Modern 
Art Library houses several collections of  files containing assorted printed ephemera, such as 
announcement cards, press clippings, posters, and flyers, which illustrate an elaborate range of  
artistic activities. […] These materials are important research documents. They provide 
descriptive evidence of  particular moments in art history, evoking the setting and spirit of  artists’ 
practices and illuminating networks of  artists, spaces, and ideas. The invitations reflect, disguise, 
or reconstitute artworks and can act as mechanisms that direct the audience’s experience of  the 
work, and some are also artworks themselves. Online at: 
https://www.moma.org/interactives/exhibitions/2013/please_come_show/. 

378 Beginning in 1968, the Art Sales Index brought auction prices into the public domain, 
while books such as Gerald Reitlinger’s Economics of  Taste (1960), and later Robin Duthy’s The 
Successful Investor (1986), suggested that art prices were susceptible to financial analysis.378 In 
addition, during the 1970s, modern and contemporary art started to be seen as an investment 
vehicle, slowly turning into a financial assets. See Jeremy R. Howard’s contribution to the entry 
“art market” in the Encyclopaedia Britannica, https://www.britannica.com/topic/art-
market/The-20th-century. The first experiment in this new trend was the experience of  the 
British Rail Pension Fund, which, in 1974, decided to invest in art, eventually devoting some 
£40 million ($70 million), or about 3 percent of  its holdings at the time, to the venture. British 
Rail engaged with Sotheby’s, which offered “free” advice on the condition that any sales from 
British Rail’s portfolio would pass through Sotheby’s. The market boom of  the ‘80s and the ‘90s 
represents the first apex of  this process, accompanied by the greatest escalation of  prices 
between the 1987 and 1990, after the 1987 stock market crash. As Howard explains, prices were 
being forced up artificially by a huge influx of  money from institutions, individual speculators, 
and, it later emerged, an elaborate Japanese money-laundering operation; Howard, “Art Market”, 
Encyclopaedia Britannica. 
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favoured by the establishment of a complex triangular relationship 

between art dealers, critics, and museums.379 

Following Balzer, it is precisely at the end of the 1960s that 

“artists begin to put their trust in curators as managers”. 380 Siegelaub, 

the dealer-curator who was, perhaps, the single most influential figure 

associated with the movement,381 was one of them. On the one hand, 

Siegelaub marketed conceptual art in different ways, promoting the 

artists, curating ground-breaking shows, organizing symposia and 

publications. He was aware that the “economic pattern associated with 

conceptual art is remarkably similar to that of other artistic 

movements: to purchase a unique work cheap and resell it at a high 

price”. 382  The reason for the initial hesitation of collectors and 

museums, “before getting into conceptual art”, Siegelaub argued, “is 

that they did not understand how one could sell an idea”; in other 

words, “they did not understand how they might be able to reconcile 

their aesthetic interests and their taste for speculation”.383  On the 

other hand, Siegelaub’s relationship with conceptual art became the 

stage for what Alexander Alberro called “another kind of 

entrepreneur”: the freelance curator.  

                                                
379 In particular, the exodus of  Jewish people from Europe during the Second World War 

was one of  the reasons of  the success of  New York contemporary art market since the 1960s, 
which succeeded Paris as the most exciting centre for modern and contemporary art. Howard, 
“Art Market”, Encyclopaedia Britannica. 

380 David Balzer, Curationism, 43. 
381 Blake Stimson, “The Promise of  Conceptual Art”, in Alexander Alberro and Blake 

Stimson eds., Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, (Cambridge: the MIT press, 1999), xliii. 
382 Seth Siegelaub in Michel Claura and Seth Siegelaub, eds. L’art conceptual (1973), cited in 

Alberro and Stimson, Conceptual Art, 286-290. 
383 Alberro and Stimson, Conceptual Art, 288. 
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In the late 1960s, the first independent curators were a sort of 

“independent exhibition maker” (ausstellungsmacher in German and 

faiseur d’exposition in French), intellectual figures “operating counter to 

the museum, who organized large-scale, independent exhibitions of 

contemporary art”.384 They had worked in the art world for a long time 

“usually without a fixed institutional post”, and they were therefore 

able to influence public opinion through their exhibitions.385 Amongst 

these first exhibition makers was art historian and critic Germano 

Celant, known for coining the term “Arte Povera” and for promoting 

artists such as Piero Manzoni and Harald Szeemann, considered today 

as the “grandfather” of contemporary curating. 386  Alongside 

Siegelaub, there were several other art dealers, like Konrad Fisher 

(who organized exhibitions in his own house in Dusseldorf, before to 

open his own Dusseldorf gallery in 1967) and Walter Hopps (who 

opened Ferus Gallery in California in 1956, after having organized 

exhibitions independently during the 1950s, later becoming director at 

Pasadena Museum).  

These figures had contributed to demystifying the role of the 

museum, the hidden structure of the art world, and, therefore, the 

                                                
384 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 14. 
385 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 14.  
386  See the article on the touring exhibition “Museum of  Obsessions” (2018), “The 

Grandfather of  Contemporary Curating: Harald Szeemann Returns to Kunsthalle Bern”, in 
Frieze On-line (31 August, 2018); https://frieze.com/article/grandfather-contemporary-
curating-harald-szeemann-returns-kunsthalle-bern. As the culmination of  a six-year research 
undertaken by the Getty Research Institute (GRI) in Los Angeles, the show celebrates 
Szeemann as a pioneer in the development of  a new form of  exhibition-making, centred on 
close collaborations with artists and a sweeping international vision of  contemporary culture. 
The show travelled to the Kunsthalle Bern in September 2018, neatly coinciding with the 
Kunsthalle’s centenary. In this way, the exhibition turned out to be the occasion to also celebrate 
Bern as the birthplace of  the independent curator-as-auteur. 
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ideology and aesthetic of the white cube.387 As I discussed in Chapter 1 

the first curators’ initial involvement with conceptualism and an 

institutional critique of artistic practices were the two aspects that 

most influenced the theories and the histories written on curating. 

These have mostly focused on the similarities between the curator’s 

activity and art making, on the curator becoming author of an 

exhibition, as well as on the intellectual and critical dimension of 

curatorial work. The contemporary curator is logically seen as more 

closely related to the traditional museum custodian than to other 

traditional figures of the modern art world – and even less so to the 

figure of the art dealer. And yet the ability of dealers-curators like 

Siegelaub to market subversive and anti-market conceptual art 

amongst museum curators and private collectors speaks volumes 

about the plausibility of the relationship between art curating and art 

dealing. 

Conceptual and process art were also the protagonists of 

another important shift in the political economy of the contemporary 

art world from the end of the 1960s: the partnership of art production 

and curating with the corporate sector. Such a shift started with Harald 

Szeemann’s Live in Your Head: When Attitudes Become Forms (Works – 

Concepts – Processes – Situations – Information), held at the Bern’s 

Kunsthalle in 1969, and today considered the first ever curated 

exhibition. In fact, this was also the first time in history in which a 

private corporation supported an experimental art exhibition. 

                                                
387 Paul O’Neill and Sieth Siegelaub, “Action Man: Paul O’Neill interviews Seth Siegelaub”, 

The Internationaler, no. 1 (Sheffield, August 2006). The ideology and aesthetic of  the White Cube 
was famously questioned by Brian O’Doherty in 1976 in a series of  essays for Artforum magazine, 
which later turned into a book titled Inside the White Cube. 
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Szeemann’s show was sponsored by the tobacco company Philip 

Morris, which gave 15.000 USD to its curator, adding 10.000 dollars 

at a later date for the production of the catalogue. 388  This first 

sponsorship was an example for other multinational companies – such 

as Chase Bank, Johnson’s Wax, Prudential Insurance, and the 

corporate sector in general – to become involved in the promotion of 

experimental art as a form of brand washing over the following years.  

If it is true that Andy Warhol’s readymades of commodity 

icons (Campbell Soup cans, Coca-Cola bottles, Brillo boxes) had, a 

decade earlier, turned into the emblem of the “transformation of the 

cultural contradiction of capitalism into the new capitalist spirit of 

culture” in the USA, 389  the new partnership between art and 

corporations was a symptom of a new era in Europe: the 

dismantlement of the welfare state. New corporate philanthropism in 

the arts, with the accompanying contradictions implicit in the 

relationship between the world of business and the world of art, came 

                                                
388  Claudia di Lecce “Avant-Garde Marketing”, in Christian Rattemeyer et al. (eds.), 

Exhibiting the New Art ‘Op Losse Schroeven’ and ‘When Attitudes Become Forms’ (Afterall Book, by 
Koening Books, London, 2010). 

389 Eduardo de la Fuente and Peter Murphy, Aesthetic Capitalism (Leiden, Boston: Brill, 2014). 
In 1977, Andy Warhol recounted in his book, The Philosophy of  Andy Warhol, the following 
anecdote: “Some company recently was interested in buying my ‘aura’. They didn´t want my 
product. They kept saying, ‘We want your aura’. I never figured out what they wanted. But they 
were willing to pay a lot for it. So, then I thought that if  somebody was willing to pay that much 
for it, I should try to figure out what it is”. In Andy Warhol, The Philosophy of  Andy Warhol. (From 
A to B and Back Again) (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975), 77. Warhol did not see 
any conflict between his own artistic philosophy and the interests of  the company. On the 
contrary, the two were linked by the same logic of  “good business is the best art”. Far from 
being an exaggeration, Warhol’s motto perfectly expressed his ability of  turning image making, 
public relations and marketing into his own artistic language and strategy. It was precisely such 
an overlap between artistic value and commercial value that was deeply criticized by the 
philosophy of  the dematerialized and conceptualized art of  the 1960s and by the ensuing 
institutional critique movement. And yet, through new forms of  mediation and exhibition 
formats, amongst which the curatorial intervention, the subsumption of  art by the corporate 
sector not only survived such artistic critique, but it appropriated its values, while reaffirming 
its autonomy.  
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under attack in the 1990s within the practices of artists like Andrea 

Fraser and Hans Haacke. In an essay entitled “Symbolic Capital 

Management: Or What to Do with the Good, the True and the 

Beautiful”, Haacke notes that: 

 

Since the arts […] have become fashionable and 
integrated into today’s entertainment culture, public 
relations experts are convinced that the association with 
culture improves their clients’ standing in the arena of 
public opinion. Without studying sociology, the P.R. 
wizards have understood high culture’s symbolic power. 
They know it is the aura that matters. The 
instrumentalization of the good, the true and the 
beautiful by business interests is to affect favourable tax 
rates, trade rules, health, safety and environmental 
legislation, as well as labour relations. And it is to subtly 
dissuade elected officials and the press from scrutinizing 
corporate conduct and to deflect public criticism.390 

 

As Balzer argues, in the 1960s and ‘1970s, the art world 

increasingly yearned for “a figure to makes sense of things, to act as 

advocate for an ever more obtuse, factionalist art scene” and hence to 

mediate between the world of art and the world of business.391 There 

were “too many artists, too many movements, too many works in too 

                                                
390 Hans Haacke, “Symbolic Capital Management, or What to Do with the Good, the True, 

and the Beautiful” [1977], in Stephan Dillemuth (ed.), The Academy and the Corporate Public 
(Cologne: Permanent Press, 2002), 28-39; reproduced in Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson 
(eds.), Institutional Critique: An Anthology of  Artists’ Writings (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2009). 
The essay began as a public lecture at the University of  California, Berkeley in 1977; a revised 
version of  the lecture was presented at the Kunsthalle Zurich in 1996. On the shift from private 
patronage to sponsorship, see the conversation between Hans Haacke and Pierre Bourdieu, 
“Sponsors Who Know the Tune”, in Hans Haacke and Pierre Bourdieu (eds.), Free Exchange 
(Cambridge: Polity Press, 1995), 14 -19. 

391 David Balzer, Curationism, 43. 
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many shows, too much discussion: who would parse them?”.392 The 

multitasking role of the freelance curator, able to be, at the same time, 

a ringleader, a translator, a mediator, a diplomat, and a gatekeeper, was 

a response to this call.393 The curator was asked then, and is still asked 

today, to “understand [art] aesthetically and commercially, combining 

the two to turn something that is new and thus vulnerable into 

something that is nothing short of invincible”.394  

	
	

2.2.2) Curators and the Changing Condition of 
Autonomy in Postmodernity 

As Beatrice von Bismarck suggests, the emergence of 

contemporary curating has sometimes been linked to the crisis of the 

art field in the 1960s - a crisis for which “art theory, art criticism, and 

even art itself” have all been considered responsible. 395  She quotes 

Zygmunt Bauman in particular, the author who in 1998 located the 

curator’s position “on the front line of a big battle for meaning under 

the conditions of uncertainty, and the absence of a single, universally 

accepted authority”.396 In her words, “he was hoping to find the roots 

                                                
392 David Balzer, Curationism, 43. 
393 David Balzer, Curationism,  40-41. 
394 David Balzer, Curationism, 43.  
395 Beatrice von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality. On the Role of  Freelance Curators in the 

Field of  Contemporary Art”, Curating Critique, On Curating Issue, 09–23. 
396 Zygmunt Bauman, “On Art, Death, and Postmodernity-And What They Do to Each 

Other”, in Mika Hannula (ed.), Stopping the Process? Contemporary Views on Art and Exhibitions 
(Helsinki: NIFCA – The Nordic Institute for Contemporary Art, 1998), 31; quoted in Bismark, 
19. Zygmunt Bauman defines the curator as an “scapegoat” of  the art world’s postmodern crisis, 
located “on the front line of  a big battle for meaning under the conditions of  uncertainty”. He 
is, hence, an authoritative figure whose agency responds to the need of  a field characterized by 



 

 

 
164 

of a semantic production based on processes of connection in the 

postmodern transformations in the field of art”. 397  In Bauman’s 

formulation, von Bismarck notes, we can distinguish two opposite 

perspectives and concerns:  

 

On the one hand, there is the positive assessment that 
the figure of the curator represents the hope for finding 
footing again in the jungle of meanings that has resulted 
from the loss of clarity and binding norms. On the 
other, there are reservations about giving the installation 
a new position of authority that lays claim to special 
powers to interpret the processes of connection.398 

  

Detractors denounce the curator’s involvement in art’s new claims of 

autonomy in postmodernity – an epoch that has sanctioned the crisis of 

the modern ideology of art’s autonomy and disinterestedness.399  

Paul Kaiser analyses this relationship in his essay “Is the Curator 

a Product of the Cultural Crisis?” (2004), where he argues that the 

                                                
the “absence of  a single, universally accepted authority” – as art history was throughout 
modernity. According to Bauman, since the late 1980s the art world experienced a crisis which 
turns “the event of  the exhibition” into the site in which the experience of  art is mostly 
generated through the format of  a short-lived temporal event and secondly, by the ex-temporal 
value of  the work of  art itself. In the exhibitionary context, art turns into an object of  
consumption and unfolds its “entertainment value”. Bauman, “On Art, Death and 
Postmodernity”, 31. 

397 “If  we choose not to view the current ‘curator hype’ and star cult as simply a side effect 
of  the enormous growth in exhibition activity as part of  today’s event culture but also admit it 
has critical modes of  action and effect, then the relationship between these two antithetical 
assessments of  the phenomena becomes more significant”; Von Bismarck, “Curatorial 
Criticality”. 

398 Von Bismarck, “Curatorial Criticality”. 
399 Such crisis was addressed by Nathalie Heinch and Michael Pollok in their analysis of  the 

transformation of  the profession of  the curator from museum conservateur to independent 
curatorship in France. Nathalie Heinch and Michael Pollak, “From Museum Curator to 
Exhibition Auteur. Inventing a Singular Position”, in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, 
Sandy Nairne (eds.), Thinking about Exhibtions (London: Routledge, 1996), 321-250. 
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curator responds to the need of the art world to assert art’s autonomy 

in a market regulated by economic factors:  

 

The success of curators as social figures in recent years 
derives from the old dilemma of art in the (post-
)modern age, i.e., the need for art to assert its supposed 
autonomy in a market heavily regulated by economic 
factors [...]. As a result, the ‘curator’ was invented in an 
attempt to fill this gap: in the interest of the art 
institutions with their dwindling budgets, and in the 
interest of the artists with their growing need for 
representative exposure in a media society. The ‘curator’ 
thus appears as a hybrid part marketing manager, part 
artistic intellectual informally associated with the artistic 
production, and (thanks to the art world’s duty to supply 
‘innovative’ topics) part amateur trend scout. 
Depending on his or her moral calibre, s/he acts either 
as a freelance plenipotentiary for a mighty institution or, 
in more positive cases, as an agent provocateur with the 
task of successfully representing a specific vision. One 
thing is clear: the ‘curator’ is a phenomenon born of 
crisis, a crisis in the course of which all previously valid 
social conventions concerning the arts have been 
successfully called into question.400 
 

 

As such, the loss of the value of autonomy in the field of art culture has 

been defined as one of the main features of the changes occurring in 

modern society during what has been defined as “postmodernity”.401 

                                                
400 Paul Kaiser, “Is the Curator a Product of  the Cultural Crisis?”, in Christoph Tannert and 

Ute Tischler (eds.), Men in Black: Handbook of  Curatorial Practice (Frankfurt a.M.: Revolver 2004), 
198-199. 

401  The paradigm of  postmodernity, generally thought as proclaiming the end of  
metaphysics, of  history’s metanarratives and its subjects, can be defined through different 
epistemological constituents such as: a critique of  the philosophical bases of  objectivity and 
subjectivity [See, amongst others, Roland Barthes, “From Work to Text” in Brian Wallis (ed.), 
Art after Modernism: Rethinking Representation (New York: New Museum of  Contemporary Art, 
1984), 253-282; Jacques Derrida, L’écriture et la difference (Paris: Éditions du Seuil, 1967); Michel 



 

 

 
166 

With an inflationary art market since the 1980s, a general consensus 

(amongst both the public and producers) on the tangibility of an 

intimate association between art (or the aesthetic object) with money, 

has emerged. 402  Such a blatant association of art with money has 

“destroyed any illusion, perhaps crucial to the historic formation of the 

category of art itself, that its discourse on cultural aesthetic value could 

be autonomous”.403 As George E. Marcus and Fred E. Meyers note, “it 

is not just that art is implicated; the fact of money value as fundamental 

                                                
Foucault, Les mots et le choses (Paris: Gallimard, 1966); Anthony Giddens, Central Problems in Social 
Theory: Action, Structure and Contradiction in Social Analysis (Berkley: University of  California Press, 
1979); James Clifford and George E. Marcus, eds. Writing Culture: The Poetic and Politics of  
Ethnography (Berkley: University of  California Press, 1986)]; the rise of  a certain awareness of  
the (historical and contemporary) power relations implicit between object and subject in all 
disciplines, but in history and social science in particular [see, for example, Pierre Bourdieu, 
Distinction: A Social Critique of  the Judgment of  Taste (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 
1984); Michel Foucault, “Nietzsche, Genealogy, History”, in Language, Counter-Memory, Practice, 
(Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press, 1977), 139-164; Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge 
(New York: Pantheon, 1980); Jean François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on 
Knowledge (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1984); George E. Marcus and Michael 
M.J. Fisher, Anthropology as Cultural Critique: An Experimental Moment in the Human Sciences 
(Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1986)]; the end of  the linear models of  modernism 
which place postindustrial capitalism at the end point of  history, and the centre of  the globe;401 
the critique of  the romantic modern myths involving the heroic individual and allegorizing the 
rise of  private property and the conquest of  free enterprise [see, for example, James Clifford, 
The Predicament of  Culture: Twentieth-Century Ethnography. Literature and Art (Cambridge, MA: 
Cambridge University Press, 1988); Michel Foucault, Les mots et les choses (Paris: Gallimard, 1966); 
Raymond Williams, Culture and Society, 1780-1950 (London: Chatto and Windus, 1958)]; as well 
as a breakdown of  the autonomous sphere of  culture (art, science, morality) and the belief  that 
these lie outside social and political history [It is precisely Jean-François Lyotard’s La condition 
postmoderne (1979), which introduced the term “postmodern”; here he employs Wittgenstein’s 
model of  language games and concepts taken from speech act theory to account for what he 
calls a transformation of  the game rules for science, art, and literature since the end of  the 
nineteenth century. See, Jean-François Lyotard, The Postmodern Condition: A Report on Knowledge 
(Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 1984)]. This summaryof  postmodern 
epistemological and philosophical constituents can be found in Nancy Sullivan, “Inside Trading: 
Postmodernism and the Social Drama of  Sunflowers in the 1980s Art World”, in George E. 
Marcus and Fred E. Meyers (eds.), The Traffic in Culture. Reconfiguring Art and Anthropology (Berkley, 
Los Angeles, London: University of  California Press, 1995), 258-259. 

402 See, for example John Baldessari et al., “Making Art, Making Money: Thirteen Artists 
Comment”, Art in America no. 78 (July, 1990): 178; and Carter Ratcliff, “The Marriage of  Art 
and Money”, Art in America no. 76 (July 1988): 145-47. 

403  See George E. Marcus and Fred E. Meyers, “The Traffic in Art and Culture: An 
Introduction”, in George E. Marcus and Fred E. Meyers (eds.), The Traffic in Culture. Reconfiguring 
Art and Anthropology (Berkley, Los Angeles, London: University of  California Press, 1995), 21. 
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or as inextricably intertwined with aesthetic value is more apparent and 

undeniable that it ever has been”.404 

The question of the crisis of art’s autonomy within the shifting 

conditions of capitalism recalls the work of critical theorists such as 

Walter Benjamin, Hebert Marcuse, and Theodor Adorno,405 as well as 

of postmodern theorists in art and visual culture, such as Peter Burger, 

Hal Foster or Jean Baudrillard. 406  The end of art’s autonomy also 

seemed to be heralded by the postmodern claim of the “death of man” 

- not only as the original creator of unique artefacts, but also as the 

“central object of representation and history”, 407  a turn which was 

crucial to the postmodernists’ repudiation of the values of modernity.408  

However, in contemporary art the values of autonomy and of 

the unicity of artistic genius were not dismissed in post-modernity: they 

were, on the contrary, reaffirmed. As Fredric Jameson argued in his 

landmark book Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism 

                                                
404 Marcus and Meyers, “The Traffic in Art and Culture”, 23. 
405 In particular, Adorno had precisely identified in art’s social nature in its critical character 

and anti-societal position. In other words, in a society where economic and market relations 
have become the dominant form of  social relationship, autonomous works of  art do not escape 
this principle. Their fetishism is expressed by the way they conceal the labour that has gone into 
them, as well as by their appearance as superior cultural products, detached from socio-
economic determinations, hence from the condition of  material production. According to 
Adorno’s argument, with their appearance as useless objects, the fetishism of  artworks appears 
as the “condition of  their truth, including their social truth”. Theodor Adorno, Aesthetic Theory, 
trans. C. Lenhardt (London: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), 323.  

406  Peter Burger, Theory of  the Avant-Garde (Minneapolis: Manchester University Press, 
University of  Minnesota Press, 1984); Hal Foster, “(Post)Modern Polemics”, New Political Theory 
of  German Critique, no. 33 (1984): 67-78; and Hal Foster, The Anti Aesthetics. Essays on Postmodern 
Culture (Port Townsend: Washington Bay Press, 1983); Jean Baudrillard, “Beyond the Vanishing 
Point of  Art”, in Paul Taylor (ed.), Post-Pop-Art (New York: Flash Art Books, MIT Press, 1988), 
and Simulacra and Simulation (Ann Arbor: The University of  Michigan Press, 1994). Amongst 
other art critics addressing postmodern art are Craig Owen and Douglas Crimp. 

407 Hal Foster, “(Post)Modern Polemics”, 67. 
408 Such a critique was directed at the foundational values of  Cartesianims and humanism, 

as well as towards the idea of  the author as an original creator - as suggested by Roland Barthes’ 
“Death of  the Author (1967) and Michel Foucault’s “What is an Author?” (1969). 
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(1991), the cultural and art fields turned into key features of the culture 

of capitalism: they became a sort of second nature through the immense 

dilatation of their sphere of (cultural) commodities and the 

aesthetization of reality. 409  Postmodernism revealed modernism’s 

autonomy of art to be an illusion - that is, a “ghostly, yet utopian, 

existence, for good or ill, above the practical world of existence, whose 

mirror image throws it back in forms which vary from the legitimations 

of flattering resemblance to the contestatory indictments of critical 

satire or Utopian pain”.410 Instead of being extinguished by the logic of 

late capitalism, the dissolution of the autonomy of the cultural sphere 

must be imagined more like an explosion: “A prodigious expansion of 

culture throughout the social realm, to the point to which everything in 

our social life – from economic value and state power to practices and 

to the very structure of the psyche itself – can be said to have become 

‘cultural’ in some original and yet untheorized sense”.411 Rather, what 

disappears according to Jameson is the paradigm of “critical distance” 

that characterized modernity and its aesthetic form, modernism, which 

was also necessary for a Marxist attack on capital.412 

                                                
409 Jameson, Postmodernism, ix. 
410 Jameson, Postmodernism, 48. 
411 Jameson, Postmodernism, 48. 
412 Jameson, Postmodernism, 48-49.  The question of  the reaffirmation of  art’s autonomy 

today is also central in the debate on the possibility “for art to be commodified without being 
commodified”, or on how art is “subsumed by capitalism without capitalism formally 
subsuming artistic practice through ownership of  its means of  production, the payment of  
wages to the producers and the realization of  surplus value through the sales on the market”. 
This is a key question posed by Dave Beech in Art and Value: Art’s Economic Exceptionalism in 
Classical, Neoclassical and Marxist Economics. (Leiden: Brill, 2015), 17. As suggested by Paul Wood, 
the intensification of  the rhetoric of  autonomy in modernity concealed commodification as 
one of  its conditions. Paul Wood, “Commodity”, in Robert Nelson and Richard Shiff  (eds.), 
Critical Terms for Art History (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1996), 382. According to 
Dave Beech, who draws from Adorno’s perspective on the dialectic between the 
commodification of  art and art’s interpretative independence from commodification, autonomy 
and commodification are two antagonistic but reciprocally entangled natures of  art. In 
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If postmodernity does not mark the end of art’s autonomy but, 

on the contrary, its reaffirmation and expansion, this also results from 

the diffusion of the forms and devices of art presentation and display – 

that is, from the white cube as defined in the previous section – across 

the globe. 413 The white cube, set up by biennales, museums and art fair 

exhibitions that have been established globally since the end of the 

                                                
particular, he places emphasis on art’s critical and anti-economic character as the necessary 
condition for its absorption by the capitalist system. Moreover, following Paul Wood, Beech 
suggests that the way “meanings” are generated by artworks, together with the “critical distance” 
from the commodity system, can increase value. According to him, the “art critical 
independence”, hence the very possibility of  art’s critique of  commodity society, is “rooted in 
its anomalous and paradoxical relationship to the capitalist mode of  production, namely art’s 
commodification without commodification”; Beech, Art and Value, 45. This mechanism – art’s 
commodification without commodification - is known as “formal subsumption” and it explains 
the autonomy of  the work of  art as a commodity that resists its own commodity status. 
According to Beech, this is only one of  the two possible forms through which art is coopted 
by capitalism. He, hence, recalls Antonio Negri’s distinction between “formal subsumption” 
and “real subsumption”. On the one hand, art’s formal subsumption means that art is integrated 
in capitalist regimes as a commodity despite the fact that it opposes or resists commodification 
(i.e. despite its claim of  “autonomy”), since “everything that is produced-circulated-consumed 
is a mere cog in the wheel of  the reproduction of  the already existent”; Antonio Negri, Marx 
beyond Marx: Lessons on the Grundisse (New York: Autonomedia / Pluto, 1991), xxxvii; available 
at: 
https://libcom.org/files/Negri%20-%20Marx%20Beyond%20Marx%20-%20Lessons%20on
%20the%20Grundrisse.pdf. On the other hand, as argued also by Steward Martin, within a 
post-Fordist society art is coopted by capitalism through strategies that goes beyond the simple 
“commodification” of  artworks, since cultural capitalism coopts not objects but life itself; 
Steward Martin, “Artistic Communism- A Sketch”, Third Text, vol. 23, no. 4 (2009): 481-494, 
quoted in Dave Beech, Art and Value, 16. It is at this point that Negri’s second form of  
subsumption takes over the field. According to the Italian post-Marxist philosopher, “formal 
subsumption” explains how capitalism coopts biological and social spheres that are not 
apparently submitted to markets dynamics – namely social practices, domestic activities and 
intimate relations. Ibidem. In this sense, real subsumption is a consequence of  the capitalist 
shift from material production to immaterial production. According to Beech, hence, real 
subsumption explains art’s integration into capitalism without capitalism formally subsuming 
artistic practice through the transformation of  its relationship of  production. Real subsumption, 
he argues, closes the gap between non-market mechanism and the capitalist mode of  production. 

413 As Oriol Fontdevilla suggests, while the gallery space had always offered the material 
conditions for aesthetic idealism, the white cube provided the conditions to reaffirm such 
idealism in the form of  “display”. Oriol Fontdevilla, El arte de la mediación (Bilbao: Consonni, 
2018), 35-35. In his words: “The museum of  modern art anticipated the effect of  the ‘sublime’ 
through the White Cube, by articulating an immersive environment, depurated from all traces 
of  mediation. Through the White Cube, art is presented as the pure intention of  the thing itself. 
With its apparent suspension of  mediation, the White Cube must be understood as one of  the 
biggest pirouettes of  mediation of  the 20th century”. Fontdevilla, El arte de la mediación, 67. 
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1980s, is today inseparable from curatorial practice and discourse. These 

institutions even produce a white cube “effect” themselves: wherever 

curating takes place and whatever falls under the realm of the curatorial 

acquires a symbolic value and an instant transit into the sacred realm of 

autonomy.  

 

 

 

2.2.2.1) Curating Autonomy 

As Peter Osborne highlights, art curating plays an ambivalent 

role in relation to the presentation of socio-political matters within the 

art space, as well as in relation to the reaffirmation of the autonomy of 

the art sphere.414 The art industry, he argues, has changed the conditions 

of art production, whereas it perpetuates the idea of art’s autonomy. 

Amongst these conditions are the progressive integration and 

promotion of critical art into the contemporary art industry and market, 

and the displacement of leftist theoretical and political discourse into 

art spaces.415 

Osborne argues that it is precisely through curatorial mediation, 

its capacity to respond to the changing conditions of the industry, and 

                                                
414 Peter Osborne, “Living with Contradictions: The Resignation of  Chris Gilbert”, Afterall 

Journal, no. 16 (Autumn – Winter, 2007), available at 
https://www.afterall.org/journal/issue.16/living.contradictions.resignation.chris.gilbert.an. 

415 The dynamics of  the appropriation of  the critique, the emergent and the radical, “has 
increasingly become internalized to a more integrated cultural-economic system”, in which “the 
dominant not only appropriates the emergent”, but it also “facilitates its production as emergent, 
as the condition of  its appropriation”; in this sense “individual works of  contemporary art have 
a tensely dual character: their autonomy must be wrestled from other cultural functions, that 
must nonetheless continue to perform as a condition of  their social actuality (exhibition, 
reproduction, circulation)”; Osborne, “Living with Contradictions”. 



 

 

 
171 

its constant quest for autonomous art, that we can understand the 

relationship between contemporary art, politics, and capitalism.416 For 

Osborne, the contemporary art world has incorporated Marcuse’s 

“affirmative character of culture” - hence the affirmative function of 

autonomy - through increasingly sophisticated strategies, that is, by 

instituting an independent realm that is “compatible with the bad 

present, despite and within which it can afford happiness”.417  

While, historically, the affirmative character of culture was 

achieved with the autotelic philosophy of l’art pour l’art (art for art’s 

sake), today it is pursued through various strategies that seem (only 

apparently) to undermine the validity of art’s autonomy.418 However, 

according to Osborn, any attempt to challenge art’s autonomy cannot 

truly undermine the affirmative character of culture. With a booming 

                                                
416 For him, the “petty commodity” character of  art production (hence its resistance to the 

capitalistic modes of  production) suggests that art is subject to a change in the character of  its 
formal subsumption (rather than a shift from formal to real subsumption), which originates 
from a change in the political economy and technologies of  cultural production more generally. 
Peter Osborne, “Living with Contradictions”. 

417 Herbert Marcuse, “The Affirmative Character of  Culture” (1937), in Negations: Essays in 
Critical Theory (Boston: Beacon Press, 1968), 88-133, quotation from p. 95 and 118; quoted in 
Osborne, “Living with Contradictions”.  

418 Osborne, “Living with Contradictions”. The notion of  autonomy was, for instance, 
questioned by the artistic avant-garde at the end of  the 1960s and 1970s for being attached to 
the values of  the modern Western bourgeoisie and the elitism of  the art institutions. However, 
the only way such autonomy was challenged was by exploring new art languages based on artistic 
interventions in the social sphere into art, or by activating social relationships within the space 
of  art. The art forms of  the second avant-garde, from collage to performance, and from the 
new media to socially-based practice, are examples of  this attempt. They all were based on the 
idea of  introducing heteronomic elements in the realm of  art – elements taken from the social 
sphere, the sphere of  politics and economy – as a strategy to undermine the white cube’s 
ideology and aesthetics. Beuys’s idea that art is not a specialized profession but, rather, a way of  
conducting one’s life, exemplifies the attempt to disrupt the autonomy of  the art sphere. In the 
same way, institutional critique represented the zenith of  such an art trend, with works like 
Marlene Laderman Ukeless’s “Manifesto for Maintenance Art 1969”, Daniel’s Buren’s “The 
Function of  the Museum” (1970) or Hans Haacke’s “Provisioal Remarks” (1971), amongst 
others, produced along the last decades of  the 20th century. Today, the institution of  art’s 
autonomy is challenged by practices defined as politically engaged or as artistic activism. 
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market and the constant need to integrate “the critical, the emergent, 

and the radical” into the circuits of cultural capital, the institution of art 

needs to recreate the condition of autonomy, and the strategies to 

achieve this condition have become increasingly sophisticated. Osborn 

suggests curating plays a key role in this: on the one hand, it allows the 

reaffirmation of art’s autonomy and, on the other, it facilitates the 

affirmation of art’s socio-political agency. As he argues, “curatorial 

presentations” have a particular and increasingly difficult relationship to 

“political practices”:  

 

Institutions cannot rely upon the autonomy of 
individual artworks: they need to curate autonomy. 
Currently, and paradoxically, curations of oppositional 
political representations are one way this can be done, 
one way the dialectic of criticism and affirmation takes 
a further turn. Presenting oppositionally political – 
‘artless’ - representations through acts of curatorial 
autonomy confers art status on the material, thereby 
reviving the institutionally (and by inference, more 
broadly socially) affirmative function of a critical 
autonomy.419 
 

To “curate autonomy”, the key idea in Osborne’s quote, means that 

curatorial practice turns into the site in which autonomy is recreated as 

an intrinsic value of art. Moreover, the curatorial presentation of politics 

within the affirmative space of art is, according to Osborne, “a 

distraction from, and covers over, the real issue: the relentless 

dominance of the market”.420 He argues that the fact that the space of 

                                                
419 Osborne, “Living with Contradictions”. 
420 Osborne, “Living with Contradictions”. 
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art has turned into the main site where political matters are debated and 

critical thinking is presented only demonstrates the failure or the 

absence of effective oppositional politics in our society. Although it is 

not his intention to deny the critical content of artistic and curatorial 

interventions, he claims that these practices tend to enact a particular 

“distance” (whether historical or geographical) between the content and 

the sites of display, or between the topic and the viewer. With his 

negative disenchantment, Osborn’s analysis unveils an important aspect 

of curating: its entanglement with the question of aesthetic autonomy 

as the conditio sine qua non of the art market, as well as curatorship 

becoming the site of production of such autonomy. 

 

 

2.2.3) Conflicts of Interest in Curating and their 
Institutional Nature 

In a short interview published by Artnet in 2016, Francesco 

Bonami made a provocative statement about the complete irrelevance 

of curators in today’s art world. While their role consists essentially in 

validating the intellectual content that “even the most callous dealer 

seems to need in order to maintain some kind of credibility”421, the 

Italian curator argues, they are, at the same time, “totally irrelevant in 

relation to the market and the artist’s career”.422 Bonami’s statement 

                                                
421 Francesco Bonami in interview by Henri Neuendorf, “Francesco Bonami Says Curators 

Are ‘Self-Delusional’ and ‘Irrelevant’ in Today’s Art World. Are Curators a Dying Breed?”, 
Artnet (7 June 2016), available online at: https://news.artnet.com/market/francesco-bonami-
says-curators-self-delusional-irrelevant-todays-art-world-512705. 

422 Neuendorf, “Francesco Bonami”. 
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exemplifies a common anti-market pose amongst curators, who are 

usually reluctant to talk about their relationship with the art market.423 

Unlike Bonami, Charles Esche discusses curatorial practice as a 

parasitical activity, in which “the ability to manage, negotiate and 

compromise is generally the most prized of assets”.424 He argues that 

curators are in the hands of urban consultants, who determine what is 

suitable for cultural development and city promotion, or they “fall 

under the influence of capitalist oligarchs for whom art is an element in 

a constantly shifting game of one-upmanship”.425 The “compromised” 

nature of the curatorial has, Esche argues, an important impact on the 

way art is produced, consumed and understood.426  The relationship 

between curating and the art market is defined by Esche as “insidious”, 

since curators “pluck artists from the commercial galleries and 

introduce them to the art fair circuits via curatorial projects”.427 At the 

same time, curators often provide the art world with “radical chic 

[content], rhetorically supportive of utopian social conditions” and are 

“yet only too willing to organize advanced decorative assemblies at the 

feasts of the super-rich”. 428  It is only after satisfying all these 

compromises to keep the funders happy that the curator is able to 

                                                
423 His blatantly implausible statement was only an appendix to a central complaint, about 

the progressive de-professionalisation of  curating, with “artists and non-specialists” taking over 
curatorial positions previously assigned to “specialised art historians”. That curators are 
reluctant to establish relationships with the art market is also argued by Beti Žerov, who 
interviewed numerous curators who refuse to reply to her questions on such topics; see When 
Attitudes Become the Norm, 20. 

424 Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, 247. 
425 Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, 247.  
426 Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, 248. 
427 Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, 249. 
428 Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, 249. 
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produce what Esche calls a “critical surplus”- which is “a figure that 

emerges beside/above/below everything else”.429 

The curator’s odd role - as one who stands on the “front line of 

full-out neoliberal capitalism and the chaotic flipping vortex of the non-

linear art market”, 430  and as well as navigating the shifting terrain 

between the two worlds of private and public interests - has recently 

been the object of controversy in Europe. This is the case, for instance, 

of many curators employed at public museums who simultaneously 

work as advisors for private art collections or who also entertain 

professional relationships with market players. The case of renowned 

curator Beatrix Ruf, director of the Stedelijk Museum until September 

2017, is a good example of the magnitude of the debate. Her ties to 

private collectors was questioned when it was discovered that she 

operated as art advisor while leading the public museum in 

Amsterdam.431 In an exclusive interview with the New York Times, the 

curator called the controversy a ‘misunderstanding’: her advisory work, 

she claims, started before her employment at the public institution and 

was “contractually approved by the Stedelijk”; she stated that she had 

disclosed everything in “good faith”. 432  And yet, the controversy 

resulted in her resignation.  

                                                
429 Esche, “Coda: The Curatorial”, 249. 
430 Angels Diaz Miralda Tena, “The Corruption of  Curating”, Collecteur Magazine (15 April, 

2018), available online at: https://collecteursmagazine.com/magazine/the-corruption-of-
curating. 

431 For example, Ruf  received 1 million Swiss Francs ($1 million) as a “thank-you gift”, from 
Swiss collector Michael Ringier, after advising him for over 20 years. 

432 Nina Siegal, “Museum Leader Who Resigned Calls Controversy a ‘Misunderstanding’”, 
New York Times, 7 November 2017, https://www.nytimes.com/2017/11/07/arts/amsterdam-
beatrix-ruf-stedelijk.html. 



 

 

 
176 

The authors of the article “Can Museum Curators Ever 

Moonlight as Art Advisors without Corrupting Themselves?” note that 

“as the prices for contemporary art have ballooned, a growing number 

of wealthy people are willing to pay top dollar for advice from curators 

working at prestigious and taste-making institutions”.433 The common 

practice of offering pro-bono advice to collectors, they say, is being re-

examined in the wake of Ruf’s resignation. To address the topic, they 

interviewed several curators, some of whom remained anonymous. 

Amongst the ones that did not hide behind anonymity were Robert 

Storr, former dean of the Yale School of Art, who claimed that “the 

perception that curators are making extra cash on the die of their jobs 

at the public institutions can have a negative effect on the industry as a 

whole”.434 Even though curators have been offering advice to collectors 

since the very beginning of the history of contemporary curatorship, 

what seems to be problematic is the monetary compensation that 

curators receive for such an activity, i.e. the money that often exchanges 

hands as a “gift”.435 

With regards to the private collector, the relationship with a 

curator is generally not perceived as problematic. Chicago-based 

collector Irving Stenn, interviewed by the authors of the article, offers 

an emblematic example of this. His collection of drawings from the 

                                                
433 Julia Halperin and Javier Pes, “Can Museum Curators Ever Moonlight as Art Advisors 

Without Corrupting Themselves?”, Artnet News, 4 December 2017, 
https://news.artnet.com/art-world/can-curators-give-advice-collectors-without-conflict-
interest-1166267. 

434 Halperin and Pes, “Can Museum Curators”. 
435 In the case of  Ruf  and on the topic of  the curatorial conflicts of  interest see as well: 

Stefan Kobel, “Outrage Over Conflicts of  Interest Misses the Mark”, Frieze, 7 December 2017; 
see https://frieze.com/article/outrage-over-conflicts-interest-misses-mark. 
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1960s and ‘70s was greatly informed by his conversations with the Art 

Institute of Chicago curator Mark Pascale.436 According to the collector, 

Pascale never touched the topic of prices nor did he explicitly suggest 

buying this or that artwork. The curator simply educated his taste: “he 

would direct him to books, articles, and exhibitions to help him make 

more informed decisions”. 437  Such curatorial generosity was 

compensated by Stenn in 2015, when he donated more than 101 

drawings to the Art Institute.438 When asked, over a phone interview, 

why he decided to donate the drawings, Stenn said, “The timing seems 

right, the Art Institute of Chicago is wonderful, and these drawings 

belong in the public hand”; this was a way for him to “give a little back” 

to society. As with all gifts, however, Stenn’s gesture of generosity was 

evidently impregnated by interests.439 

Curators like Ruf and Pascale, thus, seem to play a double role: 

while they tell private collectors who are the great artists to buy, they 

also have the power – as museum curators - to make them “great artists 

to buy”.440 In other words, by including an artist’s work in the museum 

collection or featuring it in an exhibition, they impact the economic 

value of the artist’s work – therefore, when they advise a private 

collector, it feels as if they are “self-dealing”.441 The case of Fur and 

                                                
436 Kobel, “Outrage”. 
437 Kobel, “Outrage”. 
438 New City Art’s Editors, “Irving Stenn Jr. Gifts Personal Collection of  105 Drawings to 

Art Institute of  Chicago”, 28 April 2015. See https://art.newcity.com/2015/04/28/news-
irving-stenn-jr-gifts-personal-collection-of-105-drawings-to-art-institute-of-chicago/. 

439 Pascale, on the other hand, when interviewed in relation of  Stenn’s donation, stated that 
“Mr. Stenn has a great eye. He collects many great works” – a “great eye” that he surely 
contributed to educate. Editors, “Irving Stenn Jr. Gifts Personal Collection”. 

440 Statement made by an anonymous curator interviewed by Julia Halperin and Javier Pes.  
441 Halperin and Pes, “Can Museum Curators”.  
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Pascale are not isolated examples of the controversial relationships 

between curators and private donors. These relationships are often the 

museum’s official strategy for supporting exhibitions and acquisitions. 

As Ryan Wong notes, “these relations can take many forms, and often 

research, social activity, and professional fundraising blur into one 

activity”.442 

The question of a possible conflict of interest in the museum 

curator’s work is contemplated by museums’ policies in various 

countries. For instance, in the American Association of Art Museum 

Curators’ charter “Professional Practices for Art Museum Curators” 

(2007), we find the following: 

 

While museums have divergent positions about possible 
conflicts of interest in the areas of personal collecting, 
dealing, gifts, and outside consulting or employment, a 
general consensus maintains that when curators are 
presented with activities or relationships that might 
involve a conflict of interest (actual, potential, or 
perceived), or with behaviour that might cause 
embarrassment to the museum, their professional 
responsibilities must take precedence over personal 
concerns and gain.443 

                                                
442 The author mentions other relevant cases: “Massimiliano Gioni, when he joined the New 

Museum as Associate Director and Director of  Exhibitions, kept his role as the artistic director 
of  the Trussardi Foundation, a private non-profit that mounts contemporary art exhibitions (it 
does not collect). He has held the position since 2002. The Kadist Art Foundation counts 
among its advisors Jens Hoffman, Larry Rinder, and Hou Hanru: all of  whom oversee museum 
or exhibition programs. It was recently announced that Michael Darling, Chief  Curator at the 
Museum of  Contemporary Art Chicago, is leading a selection committee to acquire a work for 
the offices of  Northern Trust, a wealth management firm with over $200 billion in assets”; 
Ryan Wong, “The Art World’s Intrinsic Conflict of  Interest: Curating the Private Collection 
with the Public Trust”, Artsland, 21 August 2014; see 
https://www.artslant.com/ew/articles/show/40491-the-art-worlds-intrinsic-conflict-of-
interest-curating-the-private-collection-with-the-public-trust. 

443  Document available for download at the link 
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Amongst the situations of potential conflicts of interest, the document 

on the Professional Practices for Art Museum Curators mentions 

curators’ relationships with dealers, auction houses, private collectors, 

and living artists, which includes tasks such as Expert Advice, 

Authentication, Appraisals, Gifts and Confidentiality. 444  Another 

activity considered by the charter as a possible source of conflict of 

interest is personal collecting:  

 

the acquisition, maintenance, and management of a 
personal collection by a curator can create a perceived 
conflict of interest. Extreme discretion is required 
whenever a curator collects objects similar to those 
collected by the museum. Curators need to ensure that 
no conflict or perceived conflict of interest arises 
between themselves and the museum and that they are 
not in a position of competing with their employer for 
any acquisition.445 
 

Pascal Gielen addresses the conflict of interest inherent to curatorial 

work within the context of the biennale, rather than that of the 

museum.446 Like the museum, the biennale is not officially a marketplace: 

in it, the display of art is aimed at its consecration not at its trade. And 

yet, Gielen defines the biennale as a “problematic hybrid monster”, 

                                                
http://www.collegeart.org/pdf/AAMC_Professional_Practices.pdf. 

444 Accepted activities include having a curator’s travel, food, and lodging paid for on a trip, 
if  the trip fits the category of  “donor cultivation”. Conflicts include gifts from donors and 
collectors, and sometimes even accepting work themselves; “Professional Practices”, 15-16. 

445 “Professional Practices”, 17. 
446 Pascal Gielen, “The Biennial. A post-Institution for Immaterial Labour”. In Cahier on art 

and the Public Domai no.16 (Amsterdam: NAi Publisher, Skor, 2009), 82-92. 



 

 

 
180 

while he spotlights the “cynical” or “opportunistic” attitude that 

biennale curators adopt.447 Gielen deploys Paulo Virno’s theorization of 

the amoral categories of cynicism and opportunism to define the 

curator’s role within an art world governed by contrasting public and 

private interests.448 Therefore, he suggests not to ascribe the conflict of 

interest to the individual – the curator – but rather to examine its 

institutional nature.  

The cases of conflicts of interest in the art world are not limited 

to curatorial roles and practices, with a number of cases existing 

amongst other art professionals.449 The question then becomes: how 

can the museum curator’s autonomy – from the market and from 

private interests – be granted? This, it could be said, depends on 

whether or not the salary satisfies the curator’s needs, which means that 

when curators seek out lucrative work, this is typically blamed on the 

museums’ salary offer.450 Both in Europe and the United States, the 

                                                
447 Gielen, “The Biennale as a Post-Institution”, 82. 
448 In his words, “in line with the Italian thinker Paolo Virno, [the categories of  cynicism 

and opportunism”] are not used as part of  an ethical assessment. They can also be understood 
as amoral categories. Furthermore, they define not so much the actions of  an individual, but 
the general mood of  a collective. Cynicism and opportunism are now a structural component 
of  our globalized society. Or, as Virno argues, they colour the ‘emotional tonality of  the 
multitude’ within a post-Fordian world economy. Applied to the contemporary art world, 
cynicism and opportunism have become necessary modes of  operation. This merits a more 
detailed explanation. Cynicism, Virno argues, comes from the realization that rules and the 
reality they supposedly regulate are miles apart, even as people still operate according to these 
rules. Those who know the rules of  the present-day art world, for example, go in for themed 
exhibitions, which today prefer to embrace social responsibility – witness the boom of  new 
engagement, social activism, political or ecological criticism, etc. All of  this is taking place 
against the backdrop of  a neoliberal reality of  commercial telephone providers and airlines with 
an excess of  ecologically irresponsible flights, mass tourism and virtually inescapable global 
marketing strategies”; Gielen, “The Biennale as a Post-Institution”, 82. 

449 See Stephanie Cash, “From the Editor’s Desk: On Conflicts of  Interest and Glass 
Houses”, Burnabay (18 July, 2014), https://burnaway.org/feature/from-the-editors-desk-on-
conflicts-of-interest-and-glass-houses/. 

450 In Ruf ’s case, she had an annual salary around “only” $130,000 per year, as Julia Halperin 
and Javier Pes report in their article, which corresponds to a minor part of  her global annual 
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museum sector is notoriously poorly paid, despite the fact that top jobs 

often require advanced degrees and extensive training.451 As curator 

Robert Storr denounces: “museums can’t expect to maintain their status 

as intellectually independent while allowing curators to accept outside 

work to cover for their failure to pay them properly”.452 If, especially in 

Europe, the museum and the biennale circuits continue to be regarded 

as the keepers and the conferrers of symbolic value – a value that is 

founded on their autonomy -, then to maintain or redefine such autonomy 

seems to be a major issue for these consecrating institutions.  

 

 

 

2.2.4) The Independent Curator as a Middleman, or 
the Curator in the Art Market 

Within a contemporary art world characterised by the 

progressive blurring of the boundaries between public and private 

interests, commercial and non-commercial entities, symbolic and 

economic values, the free-lance curator has become a crucial figure 

called to operate with agility between different settings, according to 

                                                
income ($730,000 in 2016); Halperin and Pes, “Can Museum Curators”. 

451 They state that “the landscape has improved in recent years in the US, Canada, and 
Mexico, where chief  curators make an average of  $143,400 and directors make an average of  
$294,000 per year, according to the most recent salary survey by the Association of  Art Museum 
Directors. In the UK and Europe, however, salaries are generally much lower. Salary guidelines 
published by the UK Museums Association earlier this year say a curator should make a median 
salary of  at least £38,518 ($52,000) and a director should make at least £45,000 ($60,000);  
Halperin and Pes, “Can Museum Curators”.  

452 Halperin and Pes, “Can Museum Curators”. 
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different interests, and conforming to contrasting regimes of value. 

Independent curators have become a special kind of middlemen, 

whose function overlaps and is intertwined with the role of other 

middleman agents - the art critic, the art dealer, and the art advisor. 

The mediating function of curators has been interestingly 

discussed by Soren Andreasen and Lars Bang Larsen. In their essay 

“The Middleman: Beginning to Talk about Mediation” (2007), they 

analyse the mediating agency of the curator through the figure of the 

“middleman”, which Fernand Braudel has famously considered to be 

key in the development of modern capitalism. 453  According to 

Braudel, the middleman is the most important figure of the 

“marketplace” – which is the emblem of the capitalist economy since 

it replaces the direct relationship between the farmer and the lord in 

feudal societies. At its origins in the 18th century, the marketplace was 

a space situated on the outskirts of the city, in which goods were 

stocked and sold. In this sense, Braudel distinguishes market economy 

or “economic life” from capitalist economy. The latter only appears 

with the progressive specialization, differentiation and hierarchisation 

of the marketplace, which is gradually divided into two levels: the level 

of the simple shops, the peddlers, and the market, and the level of the 

fairs and bourses. It is within this second level that a new agent 

emerges: the dealer/broker. He established himself as the agent in 

between, the one who intermediates the relationships between the 

producer and the consumer in modern society. The middleman, 

following Braudel, transforms use value into exchange value and, in 

                                                
453 Soren Andreasen and Lans Bang Larsen, “The Middleman: Beginning to Talk about 

Mediation”, in Paul O’Neill (ed.), Curating Subjects (London: Open Edition, 2007), 20-30. 
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turn, both these values into capital value.454 The dealer/broker “breaks 

off the relations between producer and consumer, eventually 

becoming the only who knows the market conditions at both ends of 

the chains”, and he does so “by representing and speculating on the 

interests and needs of producers and consumers, and thus regulating 

the link between the market and the everyday life”. 455  Eventually 

turning into the “only available passage between the market and 

everyday life”,456  the dealer/broker is able to regulate and control 

access to the market.  

For Andreasen and Bang Larsen, Braudel’s history of the 

middleman is a “tendentious means” to reflect on the role of curators 

in contemporary art. They consider Braudel’s mediating subject as 

“the archetypal intermediary who is not equivalent with the market, 

but controls access to it”.457 Within the art industry, the art dealer is 

the equivalent of Braudel’s middleman; however, Andreasen and 

Larsen argue, there are many other agents that perform “mediating 

functions” while taking part in the production of art. The curator, 

“who operates within global cultural capitalism as the backdrop of her 

activities”,458 is but one of them.  

Similarly to Fontdevilla, they argue that, while intermediaries 

have always existed, their subjectivity, and hence the social and public 

                                                
454 Fernand Braudel, Afterthought on Material Civilization and Capitalism (Baltimore: Johns 

Hopkins University Press, 1977), 17; quoted in Andreasen and Bang Larsen, “The Middleman”, 
23-24. 

455 Andreasen and Bang Larsen, “The Middleman”, 24. 
456 Andreasen and Bang Larsen, “The Middleman”, 24. 
457 Andreasen and Bang Larsen, “The Middleman”, 25. 
458 Andreasen and Bang Larsen, “The Middleman”, 25. 
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acknowledgment of their agency, has been mostly concealed during 

modernity and by the paradigm of authenticity – that is, by the 

ideology of the “immediacy” of art and the aesthetic experience. If this 

is correct, the agency and visibility conferred to curators - their 

subjectivation - in the post-modern era, should be indicative of new 

post-autonomist conception of art. However, as we have argued 

above, this does not happen, since curatorial mediation and 

presentation enables new forms of autonomy that conceal the 

dominance of the art market and the normative authority of economic 

value over the regime of symbolic capital. 

Andreasen and Bang Larsen are amongst the few theorists of 

curating that analyse the link between curators and the market from a 

materialist perspective. In the same essay, they address the question of 

curatorial mediation in terms of the “means of production” and begin 

by questioning “the mechanism through which acts, ideas and 

products are authorised – how art is made, and for whom” is it 

produced? 459  How is it recognised and made credible through 

mediation?  

Curatorial work, both practical and intellectual, plays a specific 

role and carries a particular agency that overlaps and complements these 

other mediating agents. As Bourdieu suggests:  

 

The subject of the production of the art-work – of its 
value but also of its meaning – is not the producer who 
actually creates the object in its materiality, but rather 
the entire set of agents engaged in the field. Amongst 
                                                

459 Andreasen and Bang Larsen, “The Middleman”, 25. 
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these are the producers of works, classified as artists 
(great or minor, famous or unknown), critics of all 
persuasions (who are themselves established in the 
field), collectors, middlemen, curators, etc. in short, all 
those who have ties with art, who live for art and, to 
varying degrees, from it, and who confront each other 
in struggles where the imposition of not only a world 
view but also a vision of the art world is at stake, and 
who through these struggles, participate in the 
production of the value of the artist and of art.460 

 

Amongst the mediators of the art industry, the art dealer was famously 

linked by Pierre Bourdieu to the creation of value, to the detriment to 

the official author of the artwork – the artist: 

 

The charismatic ideology which is the ultimate basis of 
belief in the value of a work of art, which is therefore 
the basis of the functioning of the field of production 
and circulation of cultural commodities […], directs 
attention to the apparent producer, the painter, writer or 
composer, in short, the “author”, suppressing the 
question of what authorizes the author, what creates the 
authority with which authors authorize. […] The 
question can be asked in its more concrete form […]: 
who is the true producer of value of the art work – the 
painter of the dealer […]? The ideology of creation, 
which makes the author the first and the last source of 
value of his work, conceals the fact that the cultural 
businessman (art dealer, publisher, etc.) is at one and the 
same time the person who exploits the labour of the 
“creator” by trading in the “sacred” and the person who 
by putting it on the market, by exhibiting, publishing or 
staging it, consecrates the work. The art which he has 
“discovered” and which would otherwise remain a mere 

                                                
460 Pierre Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production: Essays on Art and Literature (Cambridge: 

Polity Press, 1992), 261. 
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natural resource; and the more consecrated he 
personally is, the more strongly he consecrates the 
work.461 

 

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, Bourdieu’s institutional 

theory of art is aimed at demystifying the idea of art’s intrinsic value, 

and hence at deconstructing internalist theories of art and the modern 

aesthetic tradition more specifically. The deconstruction of artistic 

authorship as the legitimate source of value is central to his argument. 

The source of value is therefore relocated from the supposedly inherent 

quality of the work of art to the different practices of art mediation 

(carried out by art dealers, advisors, critics and curators), through which 

artworks are brought to the public (exhibition) and sold as limited and 

exclusive cultural goods (market).  

As we have seen, in today’s constellation of practices of art 

mediation, the dialectical divide between symbolic and economic 

regimes of value is increasingly blurred. The agency of those who are 

closely involved in the sale of artworks – the dealers – extends beyond 

the realm of commercial value. They are also fundamental to the 

creation of symbolic value, since they invest “their prestige in the 

author’s cause, acting as symbolic banker”, who offers as security “all 

the symbolic capital he has accumulated”.462 The art dealer, according 

to Bourdieu, has to introduce the artist and his work to a select company 

through group exhibitions, one-man shows, prestigious collections, and 

museums. However, while the dealer is increasingly admitted as the 

conferrer of symbolic value, the curator’s influence on the making of 

                                                
461 Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production, 74-111. 
462 Bourdieu, The Field of  Cultural Production, 74-111. 
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economic value is concealed, overlooked or considered taboo: neglected 

by curatorial theory, economy has become a hidden feature of the 

curatorial. 

 

2.2.5) The Marketplace as the Site of the Curatorial 

 

The intertwining and overlapping of art curation and art dealing 

has been the object of analysis of Beti Žerov, who argues that the 

curator has less in common with the museum conservator than with the 

art dealer: the latter, more so than the former, should be regarded as his 

predecessor.463 The curator, she argues, “has assumed many features of 

the private gallerist and is deeply involved in the way money is 

distributed in the art system”, while he has also “absorbed the sexy 

pioneering stance of the post-war gallerist who has a nose for the new 

and is ready to risk exhibiting and supporting the most contemporary 

trends”.464 On the other hand, since “most buyers of contemporary art 

– museum and private collections – usually act on the advice of a curator 

when purchasing art, both artists and gallerists find themselves to a 

certain extent dependent on curators”.465 

                                                
463 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 20.  
464 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 20. 
465 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 20. Žerov also mentions that “curators are also 

very often directly involved in all sort of  art/financial speculations”, in which they covertly 
collaborate with financial investors to create funds, while at the same time, through their work 
“both inside and outside the museum, he tries as much as he can to increase their value”, so 
that after a few years, “when the prices are rising, everything that was thus purchased and 
‘ennobled’ is now sold, and the profit is divided into ten share, of  which one share is the 
curator’s payment”; Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 18. Here she references Nairne, “The 
Institutionalization of  Dissent”, in Resa Greenberg et al. (eds.), Thinking about Exhibitions, 401-
404. 
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The dealer, in turn, benefits from the curator’s taking over in 

the “pioneering relationships with art” – that is, discovering and 

supporting unknown artists and artistic trends. Before the rise of the 

curator, “it was most often the private gallerist who, at their own 

expense […] oversaw [new] projects and gave them the space they 

needed”.466 Today, the curator has freed the dealer from a number of 

tasks, especially in finding new talents, and hence, he assumes the risk 

of making “initial investments in artists all on his own”… while the 

dealers “do not even share in [their] later profits”.467  

The world of art commerce, moreover, today exercises a certain 

fascination given its glamourous appeal and a certain lack of 

bureaucracy that is usually alien to museums. The recent exodus of 

museum curators to commercial galleries and auction houses testifies to 

this trend. For instance, in Britain, public museums have recently lost 

many curators to the commercial world; amongst them is Emma 

Dexter, who joined the world of private galleries in 2013, after serving 

ICA in London and, later, Tate Modern for fifteen years.468 

More importantly, however, the relationship between gallerists 

and curators benefits the market at another level: curating contributes 

to the “ennobling” of the marketplace.469 In fact, commercial galleries, 

art fairs, and auction houses have turned into major curated sites and 

                                                
466 As a result, she argues, even up to the 1980s, many of  these ‘avant-garde’ gallerist had a 

certain hip reputation, some even had a start status, Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 19.  
467 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 19. 
468 See Colin Gleadell, “Emma Dexter, Former Tate Curator, Interview: There’s So Little 

Bureaucracy in Commercial Galleries”, Telegraph (1 April 2013), 
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/culture/art/art-features/9965355/Emma-Dexter-former-Tate-
curator-interview-theres-so-little-bureaucracy-in-commercial-galleries.html. 

469 Žerov, When Attitudes Become the Norm, 19. 
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events – in a similar fashion as museums and biennales. The curated 

sale, for instance, seems to be “the latest trend to take hold of the 

auction market”,470 while art fairs have long been involving independent 

curators with the aim to become events in which the discursive 

dimension of art is also cultivated. This is causing a blurring of the 

differences, in both the look and cultural offer, of art fairs and biennales. 

For instance, the 2018 edition of Artefiera, Bologna’s contemporary art 

fair, organized an international conference entitled “Between 

Exhibition and Fair: Entre Chien et Chain”. Curated by art historian 

                                                
470 See Henri Neuendorf, “Loic Gouzer and the Rise of  Curated Auctions. Behind the 

Latest Auction Trend”, Artnet (11 May 2016), https://news.artnet.com/market/curated-art-
auctions-trend-493952; in the article it states: “In order to appeal to new audiences, auction 
houses have come up with novel ways of  selling art—and this new approach seems to be 
working. While auctions have traditionally contained all sorts of  works in loosely defined 
categories, works included in curated sales are restricted by far narrower criteria, and fewer 
lots—typically under 40—which offers greater cohesion and oversight to discerning collectors. 
The concept of  the “curated auction” was originated by Phillips in November 2010, when it 
was then known as Phillips de Pury. The New York-based auction house gave the private dealer 
and advisor Philippe Segalot free reign to put together an auction in an effort to show that it 
was doing something a little bit different than that of  the two powerhouses, Christie’s and 
Sotheby’s. […]In May 2014, Gouzer, then 33 years old, put together Christie’s first curated 
auction titled “If  I Live I’ll See You Tuesday.” The sale featured a selection of  works by 
emerging and established artists, from Jeff  Koons and Richard Prince to Alex Israel, who’s work 
Sky Backdrop (2012) was the first work by the artist to appear at auction. The event was 
accompanied by a slick promotional video of  professional skateboarder Chris Martin 
performing tricks throughout Christie’s offices, sales room, and storage facility. The message 
was clear. No dusty old stuff  here! Christie’s was trying to attract a younger audience and it 
worked. The sale generated $134.6 million, with 97 percent sold by lot and 99.5 percent sold by 
value, setting 16 auction records. Not bad.” Idem. See also “‘Curated’ auctions and new buyers 
keep Christie’s in the frame Impressionist and modern art surges 57% in choosy market”, in 
Financial Times. (Date not specified), https://www.ft.com/content/70d74b86-c386-11e5-808f-
8231cd71622e ; in this we read “Online bidding, “curated” auctions and a host of  new buyers 
have pushed Christie’s to its second-best year ever, with sales of  impressionist and modern art 
surging 57 per cent, although total sales were down 5 per cent in a tough market. Curated events 
— centred on a theme rather than an art classification or time period — included the $170m 
sale of  Modigliani’s Nu Couché in the November Muse auction in New York, which helped 
generate a record week for Christie’s. As the €51bn global art market has expanded in recent 
years, auction houses are seeking ways to fuel interest and entice clients to sell their treasures as 
buyers become more discerning. Chief  executive Patricia Barbizet said 30 per cent of  all buyers 
last year were new to Christie’s, and 20 per cent of  those were on digital platforms. Stephen 
Brooks, deputy chief  executive, said the curated auctions “bring together different types of  art 
in a more cohesive manner” and help gather buyers who might be interested across categories”; 
Neuendorf, “Loic Gouzer and the Rise of  Curated Auctions”. 
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and philosopher Angela Vettese, it gathered internationally renowned 

academics, theorists, museum directors, curators and agents of the 

contemporary art world - including Bruce Altshuler, Stefano Baia 

Curioni, John Rajchman, and Jens Hoffmann, amongst others – to 

discuss the exhibitionary complex of the art fair. In the curator’s 

statement for the conference, it reads:  

 

In recent years, large-scale exhibitions and art fairs have 
become more alike, although they have been long 
considered two distinct, and to a certain extent, opposite 
formats. Establishing the boundaries between what, in 
the contemporary art world, is a cultural or commercial 
event presents as many complexities as the value 
estimation process of artworks and artists. Production, 
circulation, and reception of artworks are, in fact, part 
of an osmotic mechanism, which allows a permeability 
between what is part of an exhibition and what is 
brought on the market. With distinctions, today’s 
scenario resembles that of the late 19th century, when 
there wasn’t an ethical boundary between culture and 
market, and institutions such as the Venice Biennale had 
an ordinary Sales Office.471 
 

 

The existence of art fairs such as Spring Break (New York City), in 

which artists and artworks, rather than commercial galleries, are 

presented by independent curators, 472  exemplifies the blurring of 

boundaries between art fairs and non-commercial blockbuster 

exhibitions though curating. 

                                                
471 From the brochure of  the conference program at Artefiera, Bologna 2018. 
472 Spring/Break Art Show is an annual contemporary art show held in New York that 

coincides with The Armory Show (art fair). 
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The progressive integration of curators into art fairs represents 

an important shift in the organization of these events, where the 

selection of the participant galleries was traditionally in the hands of 

powerful art dealers. To give the impression that the selection criteria 

are disinterested, and that the mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion are 

more objective, art fairs like Art Basel and Arco have gradually 

employed independent curators for the organization of conference 

programs or for the curation of specific sections of the fairs. Freeze, for 

instance, has integrated curators into its staff as part of their selection 

committee, as creative directors, or as part of the juries that determine 

the prizes awarded to the artists.473 With the involvement of curators in 

their organizational procedures, today’s art fairs not only appear more 

transparent, but also acquire an “ennobled” aura, becoming events of 

symbolic consecration not solely dedicated to commerce anymore. 

The author of The Age of the Art Fair (2008), Paco Barragán, 

argues that it is due to the progressively aggressive competition of the 

art market that art fairs are in need of “positioning”, in order “to remain 

in the collector’s mind”.474 To reach this aim, different strategies have 

been adopted. Art Basel, for instance, has presented new branding, 

establishing an edition of its fair in the exotic Miami Beach. This 

strategic investment did not, however, work for Art Cologne, whose 

attempt to expand to Palma de Mallorca failed. Resorting to curators, 

therefore, must be also be read in light of this competitive positioning 

                                                
473 On this topic, see Ximena Apisdorf  Soto, “The Role of  Curators Hired by Art Fairs”, 

MA dissertation, Sotheby’s (2010), 
http://www.academia.edu/649234/The_role_of_the_curators_hired_by_art_fairs. See also 
Jorden Magnus, How Can Selection Committees Contribute to the Success of  an Art Fair? (London: 
Sotheby’s Institute of  Art, 2006). 

474 Paco Barragan, The Art Fair Age (Milano: Edizioni Charta, 2008), 36. 
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within the market: “we shouldn’t be surprised that the curator’s 

presence is ever more overwhelming”, Barragan states.475 Amongst the 

examples mentioned by the Spanish curator are Manada Coulson’s 

executive directorship of VOLTA (New York and Basel) since 2004, 

Andrea Belini’s directorship of Artissima (Torino) since 2006, and Cay 

Sophie’s artistic directorship of Art Basel and Art Basel Miami Beach:  

 

Transparency, pedagogy, and interest are precisely the 
right terms to take into consideration when one, from a 
position of vision and vision as a curator, gets involved 
with an art fair. However, the figure of the “art fair 
curator” entails a series of tasks and practices directed at 
giving the art fair a curatorial air by converting it into a 
curatorial platform. Why not believe that we are facing 
a new development in some curatorial practices, which 
are expanding from a museum or the institutional sphere 
to reformulate the art (market) system? Why insist on 
the idea that a fair must only give priority to economic 
matters and not to cultural and social ones?476 
 

 

Barragan argues that the emergence of the “art fair curator” must be 

understood within the bigger picture of the shift from a society of 

products towards a society based on information, “which is reflected in 

the art world in a corresponding shift from collecting to exhibiting”, 

and in the transformation of curatorial practice towards what he terms 

the “guerrilla curator”.477 In this sense, the author ascribes to curating 

strategies that are typically proper to marketing, 478  since they enact 

                                                
475 Barragan, The Art Fair Age, 38. 
476 Barragan, The Art Fair Age, 40. 
477 Barragan, The Art Fair Age, 46. 
478 Guerrilla marketing, for instance, is a marketing promotion strategy based on creative 
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“guerrilla tactics” – namely, conceiving and organizing exhibitions in 

unconventional spaces (offices, shops, factories, townhouses, 

abandoned flats, etc.).479 

While Barragán seems to be interested in promoting the 

curators as those agents who can provide “a fresh and independent 

perspective, the reason for which [Barragán] practices an active policy 

that favours the presence of curators in selection committees”,480 my 

interest on the becoming of the marketplace as a site of the curatorial is 

due to its epistemological implications. This has a definitive impact on 

the mechanisms through which the value of art is created within the 

contemporary art world. It therefore must be looked at in light of the 

increasing authority gained by the art market – as discussed in section  

2.1.3) The Becoming Normative Authority of the Art Market within a Globalized 

Art Field - where its players are acquiring agency in the consecration of 

artists. The commercial gallery is probably the most emblematic 

example of the transformation of the marketplace into the site of 

curatorial practice and symbolic consecration. 

 

                                                
and unconventional creative methods of  promotion to maintain the public’s interest in a 
product or service. This was first theorized by Jay Conrad Levinson in his book Guerrilla 
Marketing (1984). 

479 And yet, he argues that the concept of  “guerrilla” is also borrowed from the notion of  
“guerrilla warfare” or of  the more recent terms of  “guerrilla terrorism”, with “moving targets 
that appear and disappear in an instant”. Guerrilla warfare is an expression that comes from the 
history of  South America, and in the slave revolts against the Portuguese and Dutch in Brazil 
in the 17th century, as well as from “the guerrilla operations of  Simón Bolívar, Lenin, Lawrence 
de Arabia, the communist revolutionaries Fidel Castro and Che Guevara and more recent 
groups such as the Zapatistas or even Al-Qaeda martyrs in Afghanistan and Iraq”; Barragan, 
The Art Fair Age, 46. 

480 Paco Barragán is a curator and has worked in the art fairs sector: at the moment of  
writing this dissertation, he was artistic director of  CIRCA PR, head of  the selection committee 
of  PhotoMiami, of  Festival SOS 4.8. 
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2.2.5.1) Curating and Commercial Galleries 

 
The role of commercial galleries in the making of art history and 

in the transformation of its canon is rarely acknowledged or analysed in 

the discipline.481 Their influence in shaping the career paths of the artists 

that pass through their rosters is hardly considered relevant to the 

narratives on modern and contemporary art. Few exceptions are made 

with dealers such as Julien Levy, Peggy Guggenheim, Leo Castelli, 

Konrad Fisher, and Seth Siegelaub, amongst a few others that have 

come before or after – some of whom I have mentioned earlier in this 

chapter with relation to practicing as exhibition makers while 

simultaneously being leaders in the marketing of new art movements 

and trends. The role of these dealers as the first validators and 

                                                
481 There are a few studies that consider the role of  art dealers in the making of  the canon 

in art. Such an omission is particularly relevant in the field of  art history, while most 
contributions on this topic come from the field of  sociology: White and White, Canvases and 
Careers; Robert Jensen, Marketing Modernism in Fin-de-Siècle Europe (Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1994); Philip Hook, Rogues’ Gallery: The Rise (and Occasional Fall) of  Art Dealers, 
the Hidden Players in the History of  Art (New York: The Experiment, 2017); and Laura de Coppet 
and Alan Jones, The Art Dealers: The Powers behind the Scene Tell How the Art World Really Works 
(New York: Cooper Square Publishers, 2002). The fundamental work of  Pierre Bourdieu on 
the art field, which I use abundantly in my theoretical framework, has been fundamental for this 
genre of  studies. Of  great value for the topic is the more recent work of  cultural sociologist 
Olav Velthuis, including his book Talking Prices. Symbolic Meanings of  Prices on the Market for 
Contemporary Art (Princeton University Press, 2005), and his co-edition with Maria Lind of  
Contemporary Art and Its Commercial Markets. A Report on Current Conditions and Future Scenarios 
(Sternberg Press, 2012) and with Stefano Baia Curioni, of  Cosmopolitan Canvases. The Globalization 
of  Markets for Contemporary Art (Oxford University Press, 2015), whose main focus, however, is 
not on commercial galleries and art dealing. Edward Winkleman and Patton Hindle are the 
authors of  How to Start and Run a Commercial Gallery (New York: Allworth Press, 2018), as well 
as of  Selling Contemporary Art. How to Navigate the Art Market (New York: Allworth Press, 2015), 
whose “handbook” character is made clear by its title. A recent contribution on the topic is 
Michael Shnayerson, Boom: Mad Money, Mega Dealers, and the Rise of  Contemporary Art (New York: 
Public Affairs, 2019), whose sensationalistic tone positions it amongst books of  the same style, 
like Don Thompson’s The $12 Million Stuffed Shark. The Curious Economics of  Contemporary Art 
(London: St. Martin’s Griffin, 2010); Georgina Adam, The Dark Side of  the Boom. The Excess of  
the Art Market in the 21st Century (London: Lund Humphries, 2017), or Sarah Thomson, Seven 
Days in the Art World (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2009).  
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promoters of now mainstream artists has been acknowledged, narrated, 

and, sometimes, mythologized through biographies or exhibitions,482 all 

of which makes them seem an exception to the rule rather than a norm 

in the history of art.  

Galleries are a very particular business model that occupies a 

privileged position in the art world, essentially functioning as a bridge 

between the double nature of art: as a commodity and commercial 

enterprise, on the one hand, and as a creative, philosophical, and 

disinterested activity motivated by vocation, on the other. Alongside 

galleries whose purpose consists of merely commercial dealing, there 

are others that entertain a special relationship with their artists, 

combining commerce with sincere advocacy. 483  Such advocacy and 

                                                
482 A few biographies on art dealers that have achieved fame due to their influence on major 

art movements and artists - namely Joseph Duveen, Edith Halpert, Julien Levy, Peggy 
Guggenheim and Leo Castelli- have been published over the last twenty years: Meryle Secrest, 
Duveen: A Life in Art (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 2005); Lyndsay Pollock, The Girl 
with the Gallery: Edith Gregor Halpert and the Making of  the Modern Art Market (New York: Public 
Affair, 2006); Ingrid Schaffner and Lisa Jacobs, Julien Levy: Portrait on an Art Gallery (Cambridge, 
MA: MIT Press, 1998); Peggy Guggenheim, Out of  this Century: Confessions of  an Art Addict 
(Universe Books, 1979); Annie Cohen- Solal, Leo and His Circle: The Life of  Leo Castelli, by Annie 
Cohen-Solal (Knopf, 2010). Moreover, a few museums have recently held exhibitions and 
published catalogues dedicated to the work of  art dealers such as Seth Siegelaub and Konrad 
Fisher: Seth Siegelaub: Beyond Conceptual Art (2015-2016), an exhibition held at the Stedelijk 
Museum in Amsterdam, dedicated to the dealer and curator’s influence in the emergence and 
establishment of  Conceptual Art in the late 1960s; and With a Probability of  Being Seen. Dorothee 
and Konrad Fischer. Archives of  an Attitude (2010-11), an exhibition held at the Museum of  
Contemporary Art of  Barcelona (MACBA). Particular attention was given to the dealer Seth 
Siegelaub in Alexander Alberro’s Conceptual Art and the Politics of  Publicity (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 2004). As Edward Winkleman reminds, “for many people, and indeed many artists, the 
image of  the art dealer as an enthusiastic patron (scouring drifty studios, finding that 
misunderstood genius who’s toiling in obscurity and breaking all the rules, and then working 
tirelessly to promote this newly discovered modern-day master in the face of  even the most 
scathing of  critiques) remains a romantic ideal. A closer look will reveal that among famous 
dealers even some of  the greatest have been known to ‘let go’ of  artists whose work they 
couldn’t sell, but like many legends, this one is at least partially grounded in truth”, in Edward 
Winkleman, How to Start and Run a Commercial Art Gallery (Allworth Press, 2018), Kindle edition, 
location 178. 

483 Edward Winkleman said that this is a shift that happened at some point in the history 
of  commercial galleries – which he briefly summarizes in his book How to Start and Run a 
Commercial Art Gallery (Kindle, locations 192-193).  
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philanthropic motivation is never completely divorced from financial 

earning goals. Galleries are, in fact, aware of the importance of building 

strong relationships with museums and independent curators, as well as 

of undertaking investments that do not have an immediate and 

quantifiable impact on their finance. These activities and relationships 

have a positive impact on their image, reputation, perceived identity, 

and, hence, on their opportunities in the long run. This strategic aspect 

is particularly relevant in a time in which the voice of the market has 

become particularly powerful in establishing artists’ reputations.  

Pricing is an important task carried out by commercial galleries. 

Olav Velthuis, for instance, considers pricing both an economic and a 

symbolic gesture, and he stresses the influence of price over other 

determinations of artworks’ value.484 Velthuis argues that dealers are 

price-maximisers rather than profit-maximisers and, in consequence, 

scarcity is promoted as a form of production, exhibition, and 

distribution: “since high prices are perceived as a sign of success, dealers 

and artists have an incentive to produce scarcity”.485 Price decreases, on 

the other hand, affect not only the return on an art investment, but also 

the “meanings which those decreases convey to both artists and 

                                                
484 Olav Velthuis, “The Symbolic Meaning of  Prices”, in Talking Prices: Symbolic Meanings of  

Prices on the Market for Contemporary Art (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2007), 258-
278; and Titia Hulus, The History of  the Western Art Market (Oakland: University of  California 
Press, 2017), 51-54. Price is fundamental, he argues, for art collectors: they do not take the 
artwork seriously if  it has a low price, i.e. a price that differs from the conventional or expected 
price. Another way price influences art’s valuation is, according to Velthuis, in the script of  
pricing according to size: artworks of  the same size must have the same prize, in order to create 
a sense of  stability in a market that is dominated by uncertainty. Plus, with this rule, dealers 
tacitly “seek to let buyers decide themselves what they like” (Velthuis, “The Symbolic Meaning 
of  Prices”, 52), hence giving them the power to define symbolic value and meaning. A third 
contribution of  price to the articulation and construction of  value is related to the taboo of  
price decreases in the art market, as well as to the absolute effort put into price increase; Velthuis, 
“The Symbolic Meaning of  Prices”, 53 

485 Velthuis, “The Symbolic Meaning of  Prices”, 53. 
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collectors”, since “it conveys a message about the worth of an artist’s 

work”486 - i.e. a loss of symbolic value that affects the reputation and 

the pride of the artist. As one of the art dealers interviewed by Velthuis 

states, “when an artist has hardly been selling for a considerable amount 

of time, you drop the artist, because you cannot drop the price”.487 The 

question of price, and of value in general, is a trending topic in today’s 

social sciences, a fact that leads to stress (as in the case of Olav Velthuis), 

and economic and pricing determinism over other factors in the 

functioning of the art industry. And yet, pricing and other economic 

value dynamics are never analysed in art history. 

While little attention is given to the overall role of commercial 

galleries in the making of the art canon, there is also a lack of interest in 

the curatorial aspects of commercial gallery life. As marketplaces, 

galleries are unlikely to be analysed as spaces in which various forms of 

the curatorial take place. They are generally thought of as non-curated 

spaces, and when curators put their signature on an exhibition in a 

commercial gallery, it is rarely considered by the theorists of the 

curatorial worthy of attention and analysis.  

To understand the involvement of curators and curatorial 

practices within the setting of the commercial gallery, we shall 

distinguish between two different models and agencies of curating. On 

the one hand, galleries engage with established curators who have 

acquired reputations within the local or international art world; these 

curators generally enjoy a certain degree of visibility and are well-known 

as taste-makers, as well as holders of vast networks amongst important 

                                                
486 Velthuis, “The Symbolic Meaning of  Prices”, 53. 
487 Velthuis, “The Symbolic Meaning of  Prices”, 53.  
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players. The galleries that approach curators of this calibre usually offer 

curators the chance to organize exhibitions at the gallery space or they 

support the curator’s initiative when this involves artists from its stable. 

The gallery is interested in the agency of these curators as exhibition 

authors, in the authority they perform within the field, and in their 

network of contacts. On the other hand, commercial galleries have 

recently started to integrate curators and art historians into their staff. 

From behind the scenes, these employees perform curatorial tasks of 

varying types, from reaching out to new artists that could potentially be 

suitable for their stable, to liaising with the represented house artists as 

well as private collectors, museum directors, and established 

independent curators. Without carrying the official title of “curator”, 

these practitioners indirectly confer a curatorial feel and image on the 

gallery. While in the first model the agency of curators lies in their 

visibility and reputation as taste-makers, in the second model the agency 

of the curator-as-facilitator lies precisely in his/her invisibility and the 

anonymity of their work, their authorship being absorbed by the gallery 

brand.  

Curating has an important role in what Derrick Chong has 

named powerhouse dealers or galleries. Emerging at the end of the 

1980s in major art metropolises, powerhouse dealers were at the 

forefront: 

 

“Powerhouse dealers”, as a term, resonates with 
“superstar museum”, used by cultural economist Bruno 
Frey (1998) to describe particular museum attributes: a 
must for tourists; large number of visitors; world famous 
artists and artworks (permanent collections); 
architecture of the museum building as an artistic 
feature; and commercialized (with museum shops and 
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restaurants); and an impact on the local economy. It 
goes without saying that the Guggenheim Bilbao […] 
was manufactured as a branded museum […]. As a key 
cultural project to regenerate the disused port town of 
Bilbao, it represented a partnership. Architect Frank 
Gehry’s museum building is a key drawing card. The 
opening also features [Jeff] Koons, who created Sky 
Poppy, a large-scale public sculpture. Koons, who is 
represented by Gagaosian, has modelled for Hugo Boss, 
a major Guggenheim corporate sponsor, keen to 
advance in the German-based fashion label in the 
United States.”488  

 

Today, powerhouse galleries function in a similar fashion, or at least try 

to reproduce this purported “museum quality”, within a certain “degree 

of subjectivity” which includes “the shifting nature of reputation in 

contemporary art”: 

 

Prominent representations at leading contemporary art 
fairs – Art Basel, Art Basel Miami Beach, and the Frieze 
Art Fair – is instructive. Interviews with contemporary 
art dealers, Art Review’s Power 100, current advertising 
space in Artforum, the ranking of artists by Artfact, lists 
of artists and dealer representation from Artnet, and 
consultation with colleagues at Sotheby’s Institute of Art 
are also used. A working list of twenty-five 
contemporary art dealers would represent 
approximately 10 percent of the dealers represented at 
Frieze (150+), Art Basel Miami Beach (250+), and Art 
Basel (300+) – that is to say, the elite from an already 
highly selected group.489  
 
 

                                                
488 Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 435. 
489 Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 441. 
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The emergence of powerhouse dealers is inspired by the multinational 

Gagaosian Gallery and its market behaviours towards the late 20th 

century, and yet it started with an audacious merger, in 1993, between 

the Pace Gallery (a leading contemporary art gallery established by 

Arnold Glimcher in 1960) and Wilderstain & Co (a modern art gallery 

founded in the 19th century) into PaceWilderstain.490 Founded in Los 

Angeles in the early 1980s and relocated to New York in 1986, 

Gagaosian is known for its “impact on the contemporary art market 

boom” over the last twenty years, “namely for expanding the scale of 

[its] operations within multiple gallery sites, first in the United States 

and then in Europe, and a bigger roster of the leading artists (with 98 

‘artists exhibited’ listed, including the recently dead)”.491 Most of today’s 

powerhouses are based in London, in New York, or in both cities, while 

others are based in Paris, Berlin and Zurich. In any case, many of these 

galleries have sites in different cities and hold multiple spaces within the 

same city. The size and number of the galleries’ physical spaces is 

reflected in the number of artists represented, where one-quarter of the 

dealers list more than forty artists – whose work is normally featured 

amongst the world’s most reputable collections and exhibitions in 

museums and biennales.  

                                                
490 Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 441. 
491 Chong, “The Emergence of  Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 242. Amongst 

the powerhouses listed in Chong’s essay, twelve opened before the mid-1980s and remained 
highly competitive. Many are of  them are owned and directed by women dealers – namely Paula 
Cooper, Mary Boone, Marian Goodman, Barbara Gladstone, Chantel Crousel, Janelle Reiring 
and Helene Winner (Metro Pictures), and Victoria Miro. Most of  those were established in the 
1990s and based in New York (Cheim&Read, Lehmann Maupin, Matthew Marks, Andrea Rosen 
and David Zwirner), London (Jay Jopling and Sadie Coles), and continental Europe 
(Contemporary Fine Art, Haus & Wirth, Emmanuel Perrotin, and Sprüth Magers). The new 
Haunch of  Venison and Albion, established in the 2000s, Chong argues, “may be viewed as 
extension of  developments by Pace Wildestein and Gagosian”; Chong, “The Emergence of  
Powerhouse Dealers in Contemporary Art”, 441. 
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In the management of these galleries, exhibition programmes 

occupy a central role. Curated shows do not appear to have a necessarily 

commercial aim, as they often include not-for-sale artworks or are 

accompanied by academic activities – such as book launches or 

symposia – aimed at producing discourse and debate around certain 

topics or the works on display. However, if we have learned anything 

from Bourdieu’s art field theory, we must acknowledge that the less 

visible an investment is, the more productive it is symbolically, and that 

it will impact business in the long run. 

These exhibitions, for instance, demonstrate a clear link 

between the powerhouse commercial gallery and the museum in that 

relationships with key internationally established curators are of 

fundamental importance. These relationships materialize in exhibitions 

curated by guest curators and in exhibition catalogues in which curators, 

art critics, and art historians feature their texts. One example mentioned 

by Chong is the show “Home Lands – Land Marks. Contemporary Art 

from South Africa” (2008), curated by art historian Tamar Garb at 

Haunch of Venison. The involvement of curators in the organization 

of exhibitions at the gallery space is, therefore, a fundamental element 

of the “museum quality” performed by commercial galleries and, as 

such, it contributes to their progressive transformation from a mere 

space of commerce and economic transaction into sites of both 

economic and symbolic consecration.  

Moreover, curatorial work within these galleries is not limited to 

the guest-curator formula. For instance, in-house curators, exhibition 

managers, and artist- and museum-liaisons are kinds of curatorial figures 

that occupy a central role within the organigrams of these galleries. The 

job profile of the artist- and museum-liaisons, for example, reflects the 
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independent curator’s ability in creating connections, as well as in taking 

care of and managing social relationships within the art world 

environment. In fact, the key tasks for this professional revolve around 

his/her responsibility for the artists’ career strategy, studio liaison, 

exhibitions, and consignments, as well as the search for, initiation and 

development of new artists.492 The curatorial agency performed “behind 

the scenes” of powerhouses like Lisson or White Cube is, therefore, key 

in the reconfiguration of the power of the commercial gallery within the 

ecosystem of the contemporary art world. 

 

 

	

2.3) Curating, the Biennale, and Concerns with 
Cultural Brokering 

 

Art museums have played a key role in the construction of art 

history throughout modernity: through exhibitions, as a display medium 

within what Tony Bennet named the “exhibitionary complex”, they 

have narrated art history and presented art in “the mirror of its own 

history”. 493  However, since the end of the 1980s, other exhibition 

formats have been taking on the role of reshaping art historical 

                                                
492 My analysis of  curating at the Goodman Gallery in the 3rd chapter of  this thesis offers 

an important example of  the curatorial practices carried out within commercial galleries.  
493 Hans Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art: A Critical Estimate”, in Hans Belting 

and Andrea Buddensieg (eds.), The Global Art World: Audiences, Markets, and Museums (Hatje Cantz 
Verlag: Ostfildern 2009), 12. 
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narratives and canons by presenting new contemporary artists, hence 

responding to the latest wave of globalization that has impacted the art 

field:494 namely, blockbuster exhibitions, biennales, and art fairs.495  

                                                
494  Following Jonathan Harris, who analyzes the intertwining of  globalization and 

contemporary art, I consider “globalization” as an on-going process which “has a long history” 
and whose “epochal development over thousands of  years includes regional and continental 
pattern of  migration, trade, conquest and cultural borrowings”; Jonathan Harris, 
“Introduction”, in Globalization and Contemporary Art (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 2. 
In his words, “a globalizing market for goods and services of  all kinds has a very long history 
– with treading between regions extending radically and seemingly irreversibly since the 
sixteenth century with trans-Atlantic and trans-Pacific explorations and migrations – and within 
this market the place of  art and metropolitan centers for its production and dissemination 
become increasingly important both economically and politically. […] Since 1945, the pace and 
depth of  globalization (despite some powerful countervailing forces, such as the Cold War, 
1945-1991) has dramatically increased in economic, cultural, ideological and political forms”, 
Harris, “Introduction”, 2. Globalization and capitalism must be understood as belonging to the 
same socio-political register, so that it is fundamental to understand globalization as part of  the 
capitalist project and as intertwined with colonial and postcolonial history. See the 
aforementioned Stuart Hall’s “Maps of  Emergency: Fault Lines, and Tectonic Plates”. With the 
“last wave” of  globalization of  the art field, I refer to the transformations that have affected, 
since the 1980s the markets of  contemporary art and the contemporary art system more 
generally. See Olav Velthuis and Stefani Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, in Olav 
Velthuis and Stefani Baia Curioni eds., Cosmopolitan Canvases. The Globalization of  Markets for 
Contemporary Art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015).  

495 Blockbuster exhibitions, biennales, and art fairs are exhibition formats whose roots can 
be traced back to the modern large-scale World’s Fair or Universal Exhibitions, inaugurated by 
the Great Exhibition of  1951, held in London, followed by others like the Paris Universal 
Exhibitions of  1889, occasion on which the Eiffel Tower was built. These exhibitions were part 
of  the broader imperialist and colonialist project of  European nations and their nation-building 
agendas. As Sandy Narine notes, “in them the ideology of  modernity, manifested though 
displays of  design and manufacture, went hand in hand with imperialist ambitions and racist 
assumptions”; Nairne, “Exhibitons of  Contemporary Art”, 106. The first blockbuster 
exhibition was The Treasure of  Tutankhamon held at the British Museum in England in 1972, 
which attracted over 1.6 million visitors. However, it is at the end of  the 1980s that blockbuster 
exhibitions gain popularity in Europe and the United States, responding to the financial crisis 
of  museums and their need to find alternative sources of  revenue. As the name “blockbuster” 
suggests, these exhibitions have a fundamental commercial aim, where revenues - created by the 
support of  sponsors, entry fees and sales from museum shops – are proportional to the capacity 
of  the show to attract media attention and audience attendance. Nairne argues that “the 
perpetuation of  the blockbuster format suggests that such exhibitions have become 
indispensable to the institutions that stage them. By making charges of  elitism less credible, 
they do not only enhance the museum’s public image, but also thereby safeguard its financial 
visibility [since they] help to maintain an extremely fragile equation in which attendance equals 
popularity equals ‘cultural democracy’ equals ideological justification equals funding’ ([Anne 
Higonnet],“Whither the Barnes”, [in Art in America. No. 82 (3) (March 1994) 62-69], 64)”; 
Nairne, “Exhibitons of  Contemporary Art”, 129. Monet in the ‘90s, held at the Royal Academy 
of  London in 1990, was for instance one of  the first most successful blockbuster exhibitions 
in terms of  attendance and revenues; Nairne, “Exhibitons of  Contemporary Art”, 129. The 
aforementioned sponsorship of  When Attitudes Become Forms (1969) by Philp Morris marks an 
important shift towards the corporate support of  blockbuster exhibitions which does not show 
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mainstream modern art but contemporary cutting-age art. On the other hand, the Biennale or 
Biennial is a large-scale, international group show that happens every two years counting with 
a generous budget. It is characterized by being part of  an international art world nexus and 
attracts huge flows of  art tourism. The term ‘biennial’, however, referrers to a range of  
periodicities and formats that includes triennials, quadriennials and other recurring exhibitions. 
See Sabine B. Vogel Biennials – Art on a Global Scale (New York: Springer, 2012). Therefore 
‘Biennale’ is an umbrella term that allows us “to encompass a wide and heterogeneous range of  
visual art exhibitions, or more broadly visual art events. There is a history to biennales, even we 
might say a ‘biennale culture’, but equally they represent structures of  constant change and 
adaptation”, Shwetal A. Patel, Sunil Manghani and Robert E. D’Souza, “Extracts from How to 
Biennale! (The Manual)”, in On Curating, “Global Biennial Survey 2018”, Issue 39 (June 2018), 
10; see www.oncurating.org. The genealogical root of  today’s contemporary art biennale is 
traced back to the previously mentioned World Fair that spread across Europe, America and 
Australasia throughout the end of  the 19th century, culminating with the establishment of  the 
Venice Biennale in 1895 – the first art biennale. Finally, contemporary art fairs – which I have 
already discussed in the previous section – emerge in Europe in the second half  of  the 20th 
century, precisely in 1967 with the opening of  Cologne Art Fair, Art Cologne. As Christian 
Morgne explains in “The Evolution of  the Art Fair”, “it is not surprising that contemporary art 
fairs emerged in countries such as Germany and Switzerland. Cities such as New York City, 
London, or Paris had already attained a high density of  networked art dealers, yet those in 
Germany and Switzerland had not such concentrations. While in Cologne there were only a few 
modern galleries in 1967, the Rhineland had a solid base of  collectors and an overall stable 
market. While art dealers were scattered across Germany, they were well-connected via informal 
networks that were hidden to the international art market. Art Cologne thus meant to provide 
a platform where, through the concentration of  art dealers and through which a great visibility 
for the German art market could be achieved”; Christian Morgne, “The Evolution of  the Art 
Fair”, Historical Social Research / Historische Sozialforschun, vol. 39, no. 3 (149), Special Issue: 
“Terrorism, Gender, and History. State of  Research, Concepts, Case Studies” (2014), 327-328. 
After Cologne Art Basel emerged, with which the art fair shifted away from its local character 
and opened up to the international art market, finally becoming one of  the world’s leading 
contemporary art fairs. In the late 1980s “a second type of  art fair, the niche art fair, appeared 
in cities such as New York City and London”; these were “small fairs […] closely attached to 
the hot spot of  the world art market, and thus could make use of  an existing network of  art 
dealers”, which “brought attention to more peripheral products that were usually not exhibited, 
namely, works on paper, drawings, watercolours, and other similar works”; Morgne, “The 
Evolution of  the Art Fair”, 330. “The golden years of  the art fairs came to an abrupt end in 
the late 1980s with the collapse of  the Japanese bubble economy”, when “the art market faltered 
and many galleries went bankrupt while several were on the brink of  closure […] Thus art 
dealers developed two strategies to cope with the social turbulence. Established art dealers 
moved their pieces into established art fairs, such as Art Basel and Art Cologne, turning them 
into hot-spot, while art dealers in the periphery used art fairs as tools to cope with the crisis. A 
large number of  peripheral and niche fairs were founded following the economic turbulence”; 
Morgne, “The Evolution of  the Art Fair”, 330-331. Morgne tells us that by the end of  the 1990s, 
“the world art fairs had developed a stable tripartite structure”, meaning that there were art fairs 
of  primary, secondary and niche art fairs, and that once, by the end of  the 1990s, the crisis of  
the art market was over, the art fairs had established itself  as a fundamental institution for the 
trade of  art; Morgne, “The Evolution of  the Art Fair”, 331. Since the art fair was a model 
applicable to many different contexts, art fairs started to appear across the world, becoming a 
global institution.  
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The shift in the influence from the museum to the biennale 

develops slowly in post-war Europe, shortly followed by a ‘second 

wave’ of biennales outside of Europe, notably with the advent of the 

Sao Paulo Biennial founded in 1951.496 The Southern hemisphere has 

thus the protagonist of this second wave phenomenon since the 1980s, 

with biennales established in cities like La Habana (1984), Istanbul 

(1987), Dakar, (1990), Sharjah (1993), Shanghai (1994), and Gwangju 

(1995), following important economic and political changes in these 

regions. As Shwetal A. Patel, Sunil Manghani and Robert E. D’Souza 

argue: “Although some important biennales, such as Tokyo (1951), 

Paris (1959), Johannesburg (1995) and Melbourne (1999), are now 

defunct, many new biennales have sustained, even if missing some 

editions, or vastly reconfiguring in scale, reach and scope”. 497  For 

instance, more recently, new biennales have been established in cities 

across Asia - Kochi-Muziris (2012), Yinchuan (2016), Lahore (2017), 

Karachi (2017), and Srinager (2018) – and Africa – Lubumbashi (2008), 

Benin (2012), and Lagos (2017).  

The over 100 biennales taking place across the world in any 

given year are an indicator of the fact that these events are deeply 

entangled with the phenomenon of the globalization of the 

contemporary art field. The term “Biennalization”498 is used within the 

art world as shorthand to refer to the proliferation and standardization 

of biennial exhibitions under a common (if rather loose) format. These 

                                                
496 Patel, Manghani, and D’Souza, “Extracts from How to Biennale!”, 10. 
497 Patel, Manghani, and D’Souza, “Extracts from How to Biennale!”, 10. 
498 Monica Sassatelli, “The Biennalization of  the Art Worlds. The Culture of  Cultural 

Events”, in Laurie Hanquinet, Mike Savage (eds.), Routledge International Handbook of  the Sociology 
of  Art and Culture (London: Routledge, 2015).  
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events are also the sign of progressive shifts in the global geopolitical 

re-configuration of the art field, where new “centres”– that is, new local 

contemporary art fields – are emerging. In this sense, the biennale has 

been defined as a “glocal” phenomenon, in which global and local 

interests converge.499  

In this regard, biennales can be regarded through two different 

lenses: as a powerful means through which the art world is being de-

centralized, allowing new art capitals to emerge in Asia, Latin America 

and Africa; or as the perpetuation of Western hegemony via the 

exporting of blue-print art institutions inherited from modernity.500 The 

latter perspective suggests that the biennale has spread the ideology and 

aesthetic autonomy of the white cube across the world. 501 As Elena 

Filipovic argues, “particular to the white cube is that it operates under 

                                                
499  The notion of  “glocalization” was first formulated by Roland Robertson in 

“Glocalization: Time-Space and Homogeneity-Heterogeneity”, in Mikel Featherstone, Scott 
Lash y Roland Robertson, eds., Global Modernities (London: Sage Publication, 1995). The “glocal” 
is defined by Neil Brenner as an “increasingly dense superimposition and interpretation of  
global political-economic forces and local regional responses within the parameters of  a single, 
re-scaled framework of  state territorial organization”; Neil Brenner, “Global Cities, Glocal 
States: Global City Formation and the State Restructuring in Contemporary Europe”, Review of  
International Political Economics, vol. 5, no.1 (Spring, 1998), quoted in O’Neill, The Culture of  
Curating, 53. According to O’Neill, the politics of  glocalism “are particularly significant in the 
case of  biennials, in which the city of  town from Berlin to Lyon, Venice, Havana and so on, is 
usually included in the title of  the exhibition event, appropriating cultural status by framing the 
place as a central node within the global production networks”, O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 
53.  

500 The ‘globalisation of  the art world’ in recent years, Patel, Manghani and D’Souza argue, 
has in fact led “to a growing sense of  homogenization in art production and discourse, 
supported by an ever growing ‘art market’ and iterant globe- trotting artists, cultural tourists, 
cultural producers, curators, corporate sponsors and media personnel. In coordination with 
rapidly expanding markets, fuelled through rampant and unregulated capitalism or the 
‘hegemony of  industrial capitalism’, standardisations have similarly spread across the art world 
with veracity and often scant concern for local and regional site-specificities”, in Patel, 
Manghani, and D’Souza, “Extracts from How to Biennale!”, 13. 

501 The notion of  white cube was first theorised by Brian O’Doherty as a “neutral” and 
“pure” architectural, aesthetic and ideological structure that enacts a specific relationship 
between the object and the viewer, based on detachment and contemplation; O’Doherty, Inside 
the White Cube. 



 

 

 
207 

the pretence that its seeming invisibility allows the artwork best to 

speak; it seems blank, innocent, unspecific, insignificant. Ultimately, 

what makes a white cube a white cube is that, in our experience of it, 

ideology and form meet, and all without our noticing it”.502 As the space 

in which aesthetic autonomy is perpetuated and made tangible, the 

white cube seems to represent the culmination of the project of the 

Enlightenment and modernity. It is also a space where a particular form 

of subjectivity is produced and a specific socio-normativity is 

perpetuated: the one of “the ideal viewer (white, middleclass)”, a subject 

that is “constructed–well behaved, solemn, disembodied, and able to 

focus on the singularity of the work of art with an uninterrupted 

gaze”.503 These same qualities and values - namely “neutrality, order, 

rationalism, progress, extraction from a larger context, and, not least of 

all, universality and (Western) modernity” 504  today sanction the 

tremendous success of the white cube around the world as a neo-

colonial form. Its “putative neutrality”, Filipovic notes, “makes it an 

ubiquitous architectural surround (an ‘architectural inevitability,’ Rem 

Koolhaas would say) for artworks in museums, but also for galleries and 

art fairs that transform commercial environs into what look more and 

more like mini museal spaces”.505 The biennales and the large-scale 

international exhibitions that have proliferated around the world since 

the 1990s demonstrate this. But they also sanction the beginning of a 

                                                
502  Barbara Vanderlinden and Elena Filipovic, eds., The Manifesta Decade: Debates on 

Contemporary Art Exhibitions and Biennials in Post-Wall Europe (Brussels, Roomade, Cambridge MA, 
MIT Press) 63-84. See also Elena Filipovic, “The Global White Cube”, in On Curating, no. 22 
Politics of  Display (April 2014): 45-60. 

503 Filipovic, “The Global White Cube”, 45. 
504 Filipovic, “The Global White Cube”, 45. 
505 Filipovic, “The Global White Cube”, 46. 
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new era, in which the whitening device of the white wall of the Biennale 

of contemporary art is used to undertake an economic and political shift 

after conflictive socio-political conjunctures and events.506  

Without a doubt, biennales have become synonymous with 

contemporary cosmopolitanism, whose roots can be traced back to the 

Enlightenment fascination with “other worlds” and the modern 

promise of universality.507 They also tend to reflect an idea of the art 

world that is global and post-colonial at the same time, at least since 

Okwui Enwezor’s Documenta 11 (2002). Within this landmark edition 

of the Kassel quinquennial event, the Nigerian argued that globalization 

“exceeds the borders of the former colonized world to lay claim to the 

modernized, metropolitan world of empire by making empire’s former 

‘other’ visible and present at all times, either through the media or 

through mediatory, spectatorial, and carnivalesque relations of 

language, communication, images, contact, and resistance within the 

everyday”.508 That idea that today the contemporary art world is post-

colonial is also put forward by Rasheed Araeen in his “Art and 

                                                
506 Filipovic argues that “a number of  [Biennales] find their origins in contexts of  profound 

political and cultural transition, for example, the globally disparate Documenta and German 
post-war reconstruction, the Gwangju Biennial and the democratization of  South Korea, the 
short-lived Johannesburg Biennial and the end of  apartheid, or Manifesta, European Biennial 
of  Contemporary Art and the fall of  the Berlin Wall. These and others have used the 
particularity of  their historic, cultural, and geographic situation to define an institutional focus, 
a striking example being the Havana Biennial’s ongoing engagement to offer a platform for 
artists from the “Third World.” Whatever their individual histories, however, the ambition to 
be a counter model to the museum and its traditional exhibitions is a significant defining feature 
of  such events. Most biennials and large-scale international exhibitions in fact were founded in 
reaction to unwilling or unable to support the most experimental contemporary cultural 
production”, Filipovic, “The Global White Cube”, 47. 

507 See Charlotte Bydler, The Global Art World, Inc.: On the Globalization of  Contemporary Art, 
(Uppsala: Uppsala University, 2004). 

508 Okwui Enwezor, “The Black Box”, in Okwui Enwezor et al., eds., Documenta11_Platform 
5 (Hatje Cantz: Ostfildern-Ruit, 2002), 42-55. 
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Postcolonial Society” (2011), where he redefines and expands the terms 

of the post-colonial condition:  

 

The common perception and understanding of 
coloniality is that it has something to do only with those 
people who were once Europe’s colonial subjects but 
who have now achieved their independence. It is based 
on a mistaken view that it’s only the decolonized who 
are now facing or must face the specific conditions of 
post-coloniality; and that there was no need for the 
colonizer to change or go through its own liberation 
from colonial relationship. Europe can therefore 
continue behaving as a colonial master even when it 
doesn’t have colonies […]. What I am instead suggesting 
is that postcoloniality is the condition of both: those 
who were once the colonizer and the colonized, and 
only when we recognize this can we establish a new 
relationship based on human equality between the 
people of Europe and its new citizens, who were once 
Europe’s colonial subjects, and their European-born 
descendants.509  

 

 

Other theorists have highlighted how the biennale format celebrates 

cultural pluralism within a neoliberal and market-driven art system, and 

therefore establishes:  

 

transcultural participation in the manner of supermarket 
democracy. Like the supermarket, the art exhibition may 
give the impression that “we” all inhabit a truly shared 

                                                
509 Rasheed Araeen, “Art and Postcolonial Society”, in Jonathan Harris ed., Globalization and 

Contemporary Art (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 364-374 366. A fundamental distinction, 
however, is to be made betweenthe  post-colonial and the post-modern condition; see Joaquin 
Barriendos, Geostetica y transculturalidad. Políticas de representación, globalización de la diversidad cultural 
e internacionalización del arte contemporáneo (Girona: Fundació Espai d’Art Contemporani, 2006), 
157. 
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world – one open to all either as sellers/exhibitors or 
consumers/visitors, even if its contents are to be taken 
home only by the “haves”. Contents (that is, art) from 
whatever culture can be displayed in proximity and 
privileged subjects (those who feel entitled to access) are 
expected to behave in a certain way (stroll, look, respect 
property) in encountering comparable brands delivered 
in recognizable aesthetic forms. The vantage point of 
the amateur anthropologist, from which cultural 
uniformity can be perceived, is therefore secured as a 
global class privilege.510 
 

 

Not only has the biennale become a default exhibition model across the 

world for the presentation of contemporary art, but it has also become 

the stage within which the most important transformations in curatorial 

practice have taken place: they, in fact, configured a fundamental 

globalized view of the figure of the curator.511 

The paradigm of curatorial mediation is key in the curatorial 

imaginary shaped by the biennale industry. In these events, the curator 

is regarded as a cultural mediator or interpreter, able to turn the 

exhibition into an interface between different cultures, hence 

reinterpreting cultural differences within the representation space of a 

global exhibition. On this matter, Paul O’Neill emphasizes the 

“anthropological” aspect of this curatorial phenomena, arguing that, in 

the context of biennials, by “bringing diverse cultures together in one 

global exhibition”, curators exhibit “what James Clifford has called an 

                                                
510 Angela Dimitrakaki, “The Spectacle and Its Others: Labour, Conflict, and Art in the Age 

of  Global Capital”, in Jonathan Harris (ed.), Globalization and Contemporary Art (Hoboken, NJ: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 306. 

511 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 1. 
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‘interpretative anthropology’, wherein cultures are proposed as 

‘assemblages of texts’, intended to challenge ‘ethnographic authority’ by 

setting up more discursive paradigm”. 512  Although, he argues, the 

curator maintains an “authorial” position and authority, by proposing 

his/her own view of the (art) world. Through the biennale, curators 

distance themselves from the Western narrative of modern and world 

art history, to embrace the idea of the inclusive, pluralist and democratic 

“global contemporary” art world.513 The rise of the biennial’s curators 

represents, according to Zygmund Bauman, a challenge to meaning 

under conditions of uncertainty 514 – that is, the epistemological 

instability caused by the end of the grand narrative of Western 

modernity and the consequent absence of a single, universally imposed 

objective authority.515  

 
 
 
  

                                                
512 O’Neill, The Culture of  Curating, 68. 
513 The expression refers to the title of  the catalogue The Global Contemporary and the Rise of  

New Art Worlds, published in the aftermath of  the exhibition The Global Contemporary. Art Worlds 
after 1989 (ZKM | Museum für Neue Kunst, Karlsruhe, 2011-2012). The exhibition celebrates 
the multiplication of  the art worlds after 1989, examining “the way in which globalization, both 
with its pervasive mechanisms of  the market and its utopias of  networking and generosity, 
impacts upon the various spheres of  artistic production and reception” across the world. See 
the online link: http://globalcontemporary.de/en/exhibition. 

514 Zygmunt Bauman, “On Art, Death, and Postmodernity: And What They Do to Each 
Other”, in Miku Hannula (ed.), Stopping the Process? Contemporary Views on Art and Exhibition 
(Helsinki: Nordic Institute for Contemporary Art, 1998). Quoted in Reesa Greenberg, “The 
Exhibition as a Discursive Event”, in Longing and Belonging: From the Faraway Nearby (Santa Fe: 
SITE, 1995), 120-125. 

515 Greenberg, “The Exhibition as a Discursive Event”, 21-34. 
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2.3.1) Issues with Transcultural Curating 

The question of the transnational character of curating within 

biennales and other global shows proliferating in Western museums 

since the late 1990s516 has attracted important criticism. For instance, 

Carmen Ramírez has argued that in the “struggle between global and 

local interests”, art curators “play key roles as brokers, translators, or 

cultural agents”.517 Before Ramírez, similar concerns were voiced in the 

seminar “A New Internationalism” held at the former Tate Gallery 

(now Tate Britain) in 1994, which resulted in the well-known anthology 

Global Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts, edited by 

Jean Fisher.518 The involvement of curators from Europe and United 

States in multiculturalist assimilation policies was one of the main 

concerns of curator and writer Gerardo Mosquera. After participating 

in A New Internationalism, Mosquera wrote two critical essays entitled 

                                                
516  Amongst the “transcultural” shows were Jean-Hubert Martin’s Magiciens de la Terre 

(Centre Pompidou, Paris, 1989), which displayed, under the same curatorial theme, the work of  
fifty established artists from Europe and North America and the work of  then still unknown 
artists from Africa, South America, Asia and Australia; The Decade Show: Frameworks of  Identity in 
the 1980s (The New Museum, The Museum of  Contemporary Hispanic Art, and The Studio 
Museum in Harlem, New York, 1990), which brought together over 200 works by ninety-four 
artists of  “Hispanic, Asian, African-American, Native American, and European heritage”; Crudo 
y cocido (Museo Nacional Centro de Art Reina Sofía, Madrid,1994), whose curator, Don Cameron 
selected 54 artists from 20 countries belonging to the 5 continents; The Biennale Exhibitions 
(Whitney Museum of  American Art, New York, 1993), Seven Stories about Modern Art in Africa 
(Whitechapel Art Gallery, 1995), as part of  afric95’ festival, curated by Clementine Deliss in 
collaboration with six artists and art professionals from Africa (David Kololane, David Elliot, 
Salah Hassan, Chika Okeke, Wanjiku Nyachae and El Hadju Sy), amongst many others. 

517  Mari Carmen Ramírez, “Brokering Identities: Art Curators and the Politics of  
Representation”, in Reesa Greenberg, et al. (eds.), Thinking about Exhibitions (London: Routledge. 
1996), 21-38. 

518 Jean Fisher, ed., Global Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts (London: 
Kala Press in association with the Institute of  international Visual Arts, 1994). The conversation 
made reference to Rasheed Araeen’s manifesto presented in 1978 at the ICA in London, in 
which he argued that the ‘Internationalism’ of  Western art was nothing more than a function 
of  the political and economic power of  the West, forcing its values on other people”.  
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“Some Problems in Transcultural Curating” and “Poder y comisariado 

internacional” (“Power and International Curating”).519  In them, he 

denounces that behind the whole idea of a “trans-territorial world of 

multicultural dialogue with currents that flow in all directions”,520 there 

are art market manoeuvres controlled by Western stakeholders. The 

West, he argues, owns the economic, social and symbolic power and 

resources to invest in the creation of “universal values” such as 

“transculturality”.521 In this sense, the “internationalization” of the art 

world is seen by Mosquera and by other theorists from the Global South 

– such as Olu Oguibe and Rasheed Areen, who also participated in the 

same symposium522 - as a way for the centre to assimilate, control, and 

                                                
519 Gerardo Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, in Jean Fisher, ed. 

Global Visions: Towards a New Internationalism in the Visual Arts (London: Kala Press in association 
with the Institute of  International Visual Arts, 1994), 133-139; and “Poder y comisariado 
internacional”, Lapiz (April 1994): 12-17. 

520 Gerardo Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, 134. 
521  While marketing themselves as bearers of  a certain “cultural aura” that implied 

“incompatibility with speculation”, 521  so called “global shows” concealed speculative 
investment and market manoeuvers; Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, 
134. In particular, Mosquera addresses the unbalanced relationship between “curating cultures” 
from the Global North and “curated cultures” from the Global South, and denounced the 
persistence of  neo-colonial power relationships in the art world: “The centres are not satisfied 
with sending their own art to the periphery, they also bring back art of  their choosing from the 
periphery, under control, keeping disconnected the zones of  silence. After repackaging it, they 
send it again, taking charge of  exhibiting the peripheries in the peripheries. This is what is 
known as the international circulation of  art. A phenomenon of  inverted curating: the countries 
which host the art of  other cultures are at the same curating the shows; it is almost never the 
other way around, and it is regarded as the most natural thing to happen. The world is practically 
divided between curating cultures and curated cultures. Of  course, the first rules over the others. 
At their convenience, curating cultures select, legitimate, promote and purchase. The ecumenical 
Eurocentric vision chooses what is valuable in the world, imposing it internationally through its 
networks. Apart from the more obvious implication, this provokes the art of  the curated 
cultures to adapt in order to satisfy the preferences of  the curating culture, not only looking for 
material benefits, but following the prestige of  the paradigms legitimated by the centres”; 
Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, 135-135. The contemporary art 
network at the time, he argued, was characterized by radial patterns rather than rhizomatic 
patterns: South-South connections were rare, and exchanges between peripheral countries 
happened only through the intermediation of  the centres, which controlled the circulation of  
people, artworks and meanings; Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, 133. 
See also, “Poder y comisariado internacional”, 83. 

522 Their contributions were also featured in the publication edited by Jean Fisher, Global 
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profit from the periphery. These neo-colonial power dynamics, 

according to Mosquera, are centred on a particular curatorial model 

adopted by Western institutions, which he terms “transcultural 

curating”. This expression is defined the inclusive yet fetishizing 

approach of Western curators toward non-Western artists, who are 

progressively integrated into the international art circuits through their 

participation in exhibitions and their assimilation into the market. While 

marketing themselves as bearers of a certain “cultural aura” that implies 

“incompatibility with speculation” 523 , so called “global shows” can 

therefore conceal speculative interests and manoeuvres. 

Twenty-five years after he penned these texts, and despite the 

obsolescence of the binary trope of Western versus non-Western art,524 

Mosquera’s critique of the neo-coloniality of the art industry is not 

outdated. His analysis was a first attempt to account for the politics of 

the relationship between curating and the globalization of the art world. 

It invited a look at these phenomena beyond and behind the curatorial 

content of the exhibitions of the global turn, seeking to unveil power 

dynamics such as the “system of ‘one way import’ of non-Western 

cultures, which perpetuates a long tradition of colonial exhibitions”, as 

Christian Kravagna put one decade later.525 

 

                                                
Visions. Rasheed Araeen’s essay was entitled “New Internationalism, or the Multiculturalism of  
Global Bantustans”, while Olu Ouguibe’s was titled “A Brief  note on Internationalism”. 

523  Mosquera, “Some Problems in Transcultural Curating”, 133. 
524 Anne Ring Petersen, “Identity Politics, Institutional Multiculturalism, and the Global 

Artworld”, Third Text, vol. 26, no. 2 (March, 2012): 195–204. 
525 Christian Kravagna, “Transcultural Viewer Point. Problems of  Representation in Non-

European Art”, in Christoph Tannet, Künstlerhaus Bethanien (eds.), MIB-Man in Black: 
Handbook of  Curatorial Practice (Frankfurt am Main: Revolver, 2004), 93. 
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2.4) Curators and the Globalization of the Art 
Market 

In recent years within the academic debate on the globalization 

of art, the term “global art” (or the “global turn”) 526 has emerged to the 

define a new condition of the contemporary art world, which “rises 

from the ashes of modern art towards the end of the twentieth century 

in clear opposition to the highly valued ideals of Western progress and 

hegemony”.527 Art historians like Hans Belting, Andrea Buddensieg, 

                                                
526 See Peter Weibel y Andrea Buddensieg eds., Contemporary Art and the Museum. A Global 

Perspective (Hatje-Cantz, Ostfildern, 2007); Hans Belting and Andrea Buddensieg, The Global Art 
World. Audiences, Markets, and Museums (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2009); Jonathan Harris 
ed., Globalization and Contemporary Art (Wiley Blackwell, 2011); Emanoel Araujo, The Global Art 
World: Audiences, Markets, and Museums (Hatje Cantz, Ostfildern, 2009); Hans Belting, ed. Global 
Studies: Mapping Contemporary Art and Culture (Hatje Cantz, Ostfildern, 2011); James Elkins, 
Zhivka Valiavicharska and Alice Kim, Art and Globalization (University Park, PA, Pennsylvania 
State University Press, 2010); Pilar Parcerisas y Joaquín Barriendos, eds. Global Circuits: The 
Geography of  Art and the New Configurations of  Critical Thought (Simposi sobre Crítica d'Art, 
Barcelona, ACCA, Associació Catalana de Crítics d’Art, 2010); Anna Maria Guasch, El arte en la 
era de lo global (Madrid: Alianza Forma, 2016). The notion of  “global art” supplants that of  
“World Art”, which was synonymous with the modernist idea of  art heritage of  non-Western 
civilization to be found in the colonial collections of  Western museums. As announced by the 
question Is Art History Global? posed by James Elkins in his homonymous book – see James 
Elkins (ed.) Is Art History Global? (Routledge, London and New York, 2007) - the shift from 
“World Art” to “Global Art” was concurrent to the shift from “World History” to “Global 
History”, as well as to the emergence of  interdisciplinary fields of  research like Global Studies, 
Transnational Studies, Visual Studies and the cultural and anthropological analysis of  migration 
and translocation. At the forefront of  the global art theory there was the research project and 
platform “Global Art and the Museum”, funded by Hans Belting, Peter Weibel and Andrea 
Buddensieg in 2007, within which a number of  publications and debates on this topic have 
taken place. In Barcelona, the research group “Art, Globalization, and Interculturality” (AGI), 
directed by Anna Maria Guasch has undertaken a similar approach. 

527 Anna Maria Guasch Ferrer and Nasheli Jimenez del Val, “The Semiotic Code of  the 
Global Contemporary”. In Anna Maria Guasch Ferrer and Nasheli Jime ́ nez del Val eds. Critical 
Cartography of  Art and Visuality in the Global Age (Newcastle upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing, 2015), xi.  
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Anna Maria Guasch, and Joaquin Barriendos, amongst others, identify 

1989 and the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre (Pompidou, Paris, 1989) as 

the landmark event that sanctioned the beginning of the global art 

age. 528  Since then, the narrative on global art has favoured an 

understanding of globalization as a cultural phenomenon that sanctions 

the end of Western colonial and neo-colonial hegemony in which the 

Western gaze has ceased to be predominant. 529  Therefore, scholars 

stress the idea that the category of global art marks a definitive break 

with the postmodern and multiculturalist policies and their 

                                                
528  In particular, Belting acknowledges a fundamental change in the contemporary art 

industry after 1989, corresponding to its expansion across the globe. He argues that “Global art 
[...] is, by definition, contemporary, not just in a chronological but also, as we will see, in a 
symbolic or even ideological sense. It is both represented and distorted by an art market whose 
strategies are not just economic mechanisms when crossing cultural borders, but strategies to 
channel art production in directions for which we still lack sufficient categories. […] Art on a 
global scale does not imply an inherent aesthetic quality which could be identified as such, nor 
a global concept of  what has to be regarded as art. Rather than representing a new context, it 
indicates the loss of  context or focus and includes its own contradiction by implying the counter 
movement of  regionalism and tribalization, whether national, cultural or religious”; Hans 
Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art. A Critical Estimate”, in Hans Belting, Andrea 
Buddenseig (eds.), The Global Art World. Audiences, Markets, and Museums (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz 
Verlag, 2009), 34-73. The emergence of  disciplines dedicated to the analysis of  global 
phenomena, beyond the narrative of  Western modernity, responded to the need of  addressing 
human, material and immaterial culture mobility and forms of  hybridization. 

529 Guasch, El arte en la era de lo global, 19. 
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Eurocentrism:530 global art is defined as inherently non-hierarchically 

plural, diverse, and geographically rhizomatic.531  

This idea of global art and of a global art world perspective has 

been questioned by Olav Velthuis and Stefano Baia Curioni. In their 

introduction to the volume Cosmopolitan Canvases. The Globalization of 

Markets for Contemporary Art (2015), they scrutinize and criticize the 

celebratory discourse which embraces the notion of a post-1989 

globalized art world “uncritically”. The two scholars, point their finger 

at “a curious amalgam of artists, auctioneers, art market pundits, 

curators, art journalists, and markets researchers”, as well as at “some 

strands of the humanities”, that depict the contemporary art world as a 

                                                
530 In their words, “While it may initially seem that globalization is the new and improved 

version of  postmodernity, insofar as both incorporate a clear will to periodicize, globalization 
is far from being a simple substitute for postmodernity […]. Globalization, in contrast to 
postmodernity—considered an aesthetic category used to describe architectural styles, art 
movements or literary strategies—, is a reality that has little to do with the concepts of  aesthetics 
and culture such as they have been understood from a postmodernist viewpoint. There is no 
one ‘globalizing culture’ in the same sense that we can describe a ‘postmodern culture’ (nor a 
global architecture, a global art or a global literature). And if  postmodernity seemed attractive 
because of  the diverse formal innovations that it introduced, globalization inverts this 
relationship by emphasizing the restructuring of  relations of  power and politics, as well as re-
dimensioning economic production from the national to the transnational in light of  the 
operations of  financial capital”; Anna Maria Guasch and Nasheli Jimenez del Val, “The 
Semiotic Codes of  the Global Contemporary”, in Anna Maria Guasch and Nasheli Jiménez del 
Val (eds.). Critical Cartography of  Art and Visuality in the Global Age (Newcastle upon Tyne: 
Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 2014), xv. 

531 Within this debate, the creation of  a global contemporary art field is seen as resulting 
from the particular agency of  certain artists – those who participate in the global art project 
affirming “the loss of  context or focus” and including, at the same time, their own 
contradictions, “by implying the counter movement of  regionalism and tribalization, whether 
national, cultural or religious”; Hans Belting, “Contemporary Art as Global Art. A Critical 
Estimate”, in Hans Belting, Andrea Buddensieg (eds.), The Global Art World: Audiences, Markets, 
and Museums (Ostfildern: Hatje Cantz, 2009), 38-73. In contrast, Barriendos argues that global 
art is a “post-colonial lingua franca offered up to the world by the West”; Joaqui ́ n Barriendos, 
“Un cosmopolitisme esthétique? De l’«effet Magiciens» et d’autres antinomies de l’hospitalité 
artistique globale”, in Kantuta Quiros & Aliocha Imhoff  (eds.), Ge ́ oesthe ́ tique, (2014): 157-
163. 
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‘global village’ and ‘global community’, in which the hegemony of the 

West has simply faded away.532   

According to them, scholars like Hans Belting and Andrea 

Buddensieg base their theories on six interrelated misconceptions: (1) 

that the globalization of the art market is a new phenomenon which (2) 

reflects economic globalization; (3) that it is a lineal, teleological process 

which (4) leads to a convergence in the way contemporary art is traded 

across the world, which sets in motion (5) intensive cross- border flows 

of art and brings about (6) a redistribution of symbolic power from 

Europe and the United States to other regions of the world.533 To these 

“false” assumptions, they respond with an analysis of the contemporary 

art market which shows that globalization is not a new phenomenon, 534 

that the idea of the declining power of gatekeepers in Europe and in the 

United States in consecrating contemporary art is misleading, and that 

the art markets still maintain a certain local or regional character (since 

distances and localizations are still an important determinant in the sale 

transactions). In other words, they argue that the idea of globality within 

the art market is a sort of anthropological construct. While the variety 

of geographical origins of the artists is relatively increasing (10% in the 

last 40 years), collectors are pretty much still concentrated in Europe 

and the US (63%) and increasingly in Asia (24%). Latin America and 

Middle East take the rest of the pie (respectively 8% and 5%), while 

only the 0.1% of the collectors lives in Africa. This data, however, 

                                                
532 Olav Velthuis and Stefano Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, in Olav Velthuis and 

Stefani Baia Curioni (eds.), Cosmopolitan Canvases. The Globalization of  Markets for Contemporary Art 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 7. 

533 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 7. 
534 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 12. 
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should not distract from important countertrends - like the expansion 

of auction houses such as Sotheby’s and Christies in Asia, the increasing 

impact of China, Japan, and Korea on traditional art market centres 

such as London and New York, as well as the establishment of 

divisions, within major auction houses, dedicated to auctioning art 

defined by its regional provenance (like Sotheby’s “Modern and 

Contemporary African Art Division”, established in 2016)535  or the 

record prices achieved by contemporary African artists in recent years 

in sales taking place in London.536 

Baia Curioni and Velthuis offer, therefore, a new description of 

the recent wave of global expansion of the art market, thorough three 

recurring instances: 

 

(1)The emergence of markets for contemporary art 
across the globe and the development of institutional 
frameworks and organizational structures which enable 
these markets to function; (2) the cross-border sale of 
contemporary art, for instance, at a commercial gallery 
who sells the work of a foreign artist to a foreign 
collector; (3) the integration of local art markets for 
contemporary art into a single, unified, interconnected 

                                                
535 See the interview with Hannah O’Learly, head of  Sotheby’s Modern and Contemporary 

African Art department, who prior to this appointment was working at Bonhams, where one 
of  her tasks was researching art from non-Western regions: “It became apparent quickly that 
Africa had a rich modern art history that was not yet appreciated by the international art market. 
While the market for traditional African art was strong at that time, African art from the 20th 
and 21st centuries was simply not represented. This realization prompted us to introduce South 
African sales at the auction house in 2007, with my eventual heading of  the department in 2010. 
When Sotheby’s, one of  the largest and most-respected names in the art world, approached me 
to set up a Modern African Art department in 2016, I jumped at the opportunity”. 
http://www.theluxedigest.com/?source=In_Conversation_with_Hannah_O%27Leary&cat=1
9&read=303. 

536 Namely, El Anatsui’s “Paths to the Okro Farm” (2006) sold for USD 1.445.000, William 
Kentridge’s “Procession” (1999-2000) sold for USD 1.538.500, and Njideka Akunyili Crosby’s 
“Drown” sold for USD 1.092.500 at Sotheby’s in 2016. 
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global market or a transnational field of contemporary 
art, which to a large degree has a shared institutional and 
organizational set-up.537 
 

 

Their analysis introduces a series of essays in which the art markets in 

countries like China, Japan, India and Brazil, are examined and 

discussed on the basis of sociological field research and quantitative data 

analysis.  

Importantly, globalization is understood as the 

“internationalization” of the local art markets, and the role of curators 

is considered pivotal to this process. In fact, Velthuis and Baia Curioni 

argue that curators are able to “connect” – both physically and 

conceptually “different art worlds through their permanent travels and 

partially because an element of their work is to introduce and ‘mediate’ 

art produced in one region to audiences in other regions”.538 In other 

words, if curators have played and keep playing a fundamental role in 

the process of globalization of the contemporary art field through their 

curation of biennales and global shows, their practice also has 

fundamental impact on the globalization of the art market – or on the 

internationalization of local (read “regional”) art as well, i.e. in the 

creation of a market niche for artists and art defined by the region of 

provenience.  

 

	

                                                
537 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 3. 
538 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 12. 
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2.4.1) Negotiating Curatorial Authority: Foreign vs 
Local Curators and the Global Redistribution of 

Symbolic Power 

 

Featured in the volume Cosmopolitan Canvases is a study by Adrian 

Favell on the internationalization of the contemporary art market in 

Japan, which pays particular attention to the role played by curators.539 

Favell’s research is aimed at explaining the reasons behind “Japan’s 

puzzling underperformance in the art world market” – reasons which 

he traces to the particular features of the local art field. In contrast to 

China,540 India,541 and other contemporary art scenes, in Japan very few 

gallerist and curators have become “noted participants” in the global 

elite of the contemporary art world.542 The crucial difference, he argues, 

is due to Japan’s different relationship to the West as a highly 

modernized society, which has been “much more resistant to the 

colonial style globalization of art worlds that swept the planet in the 

1900s and 2000s”.543 Such socio-cultural and political resistance has also 

been expressed though the refusal to systematically integrate foreign 

curators into the local art system, a fact which has proved key in the 

process of art market internationalization in other regions.544 According 

                                                
539 Adrian Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos: Japan and the Global Art 

World”, in Olav Velthuis and Stefani Baia Curioni (eds.) Cosmopolitan Canvases. The globalization of  
markets for contemporary art (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 238-263. 

540 Jane Debevoise, Between State and Market: Chinese Contemporary Art in the Post-Mao Era 
(Modern Asian Art and Visual Culture) (Leiden: Brill Publishers, 2014). 

541 M. Ciotti “Post-Colonial Renaissance: ‘Indianess’, Contemporary Art and the Market in 
the Age of  Neoliberal Capital”, Third World Quarterly, vol. 22, no. 4 (2012): 633-51. 

542 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 239.  
543 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 239.  
544 In the author’s words: “Japan was the one Asian art system that has never really let in 
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to Favell,545 international curators such as Hans Ulrich Obrist and Hou 

Hanru have found other Asian destinations much easier to deal with: 

travelling through Korea, China, and India, they have composed their 

curatorial narrative on the local art field and, therefore, have felt entitled 

to select any artist they liked, “without any pre-existing local hierarchies 

encumbering them”:546 

 

They could simply pick out and make famous artists 
from nothing, and in many cases could also negotiate 
directly with the artists without gallerists’ representation 
getting in the way. This, along with their close relation 
to commercial art advisors and Western dealers, has 
given them extraordinary powers as the makers of 
“value”. On the Chinese side, the local authorities would 
make things easy for the global art interests, often paying 
very large numbers of curators, writers and museum 
                                                

the foreign curators; curators being the crucial facilitators of  the globalizing process of  art and 
the main ambassadors of  its distinctive new colonialist ambitions. New Chinese, Korean, Indian 
and other non-Western artists during the 1990s and 2000s were selected and promoted in 
international art circles, garnering enormous commercial and critical value, in the case of  
Chinese artists especially; excepting one or two very particular exceptions, who monopolized 
most of  the attention, emerging Japanese artists were largely ignored. Meanwhile, because of  
the lack of  corporate buyers and multi-millionaire playboys that have underwritten auction sales 
elsewhere, Japanese contemporary art in Japan remains overshadowed (and hugely out-valued 
and out-sold) by other traditional and modern Japanese art fields”; Favell, “The Contemporary 
Market in Galapagos”, 239. This has led the few leading artists, frustrated with such global 
underperformance of  the mainstream Japanese art system, to undertake their own commercial 
operation independently – as it is the case of  the art production system of  Takashi Murakami, 
Japan’s most successful contemporary artists today. Favell highlights the crucial role of  
“international curators”, whose intermediary role consists in acting as “discussant, arbiters and 
interpreters of  the internal (local) scene to the outside world. In the case of  Japan, the local art 
scene and the intermediation with the international art world was dominated by Japanese 
curators (before Akira Tatehata, Shuji Takashina, and later, from the 1990s, Fumio Nanjo and 
Yuko Hasegawa.) Their exclusive power in the local art world, which made difficult the 
penetration of  other, foreign “taste makers”, has been into a “too narrow channel” to bring the 
local contemporary art scene to the international arena. Still today, Japanese curators like Mami 
Kataoka, “continue to ensure that they influence and direct most foreign selections of  Japanese 
art, playing a “mediating, gatekeeping role”; Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 
260. 

545 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 247. 
546 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 259. 
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directors to fly in to huge-scale openings and festivals, 
in order to ensure Western art media coverage. Certainly 
there has never been this kind of hospitality in Japan 
within the cash-strapped contemporary art world: there 
are rarely any foreigners at major art event press 
conferences.547 
 

Without a doubt, Obrist and Hanru have played a crucial part in 

positioning several Asian artist in the “national top one-hundred artists 

worldwide, if not in commercially then certainly discursive terms”.548 

The Japanese case, as Favell also acknowledges, shows that today the 

globalization of high culture - like the contemporary art world and 

market - is embedded in neo-colonial power dynamics. 549  Of neo-

colonial nature is also the position of the curator at the forefront of the 

process of globalization - with curators being able to “fly in, select, 

construct a narrative and a hierarchy of artists in each local case, to 

establish an art history, put value and prestige on these selections, and 

facilitate the commercial benefits that the global art world repeats”.550  

If the Japanese case is the negative that proves that such neo-

colonial patterns exist, the art industries of South Africa and other 

Southern, Western and Eastern African countries, prove it affirmatively. 

A series of international, foreign (mostly Western) curators - like Jean-

Hubert Martin, Clémentine Deliss and Susan Vogel - and alongside 

them, collectors and dealers, have played a key role in the process of 

creating a “contemporary African art” category, suitable both for the 

                                                
547 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 259. 
548 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 259. 
549 “The globalization of  Asian art”, he argues, “was essentially a colonial operation”; Favell, 

“The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 260. 
550 Favell, “The Contemporary Market in Galapagos”, 260. 
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global art discourse and market, after 1989. Such Western curatorial 

mediation, with foreign “experts” that translate local art for other 

audiences, through their practice of selection, writing, and promotion, 

has a long tradition indeed in Sub-Saharan Africa – a tradition that 

began with the looting of African art towards the end of 19th century 

and the creation of ethnographic collections in the West. 

And yet, the increasing agency and visibility of curators and 

writers from Africa or of African origin since the end of the 1990s – 

such as Okwui Enwezor, Simon Njami, Olu Ouguibe, Azu Nwagbogu, 

Bisi Silva, Gabi Ngcobo, Koyo Kouoh, amongst others – operating in 

the international (mostly European and North American) 

contemporary art field, demonstrates that the idea of the primacy of the 

“foreign” curator as the main mediating agent between the local and the 

global art world is being successfully challenged. These curators, in fact, 

have achieved a level of internationalization that makes their reputation 

as taste-makers and artists consecrators equally acknowledged at home 

and abroad:551 they have become the main mediators of contemporary 

art from the continent in biennales and museums exhibitions 

worldwide.  

                                                
551 Such an international character of  the curatorial in relation to contemporary African art 

is linked to the African Diaspora phenomenon, which refers to Africans forcefully displaced by 
the slave trade, as well as by the more recent global flows of  migrations. Okwui Enwezor is the 
curator and intellectual that most emphasizes this double character of  contemporary African 
art: “Africa is constituted not only by resident cultures, but also by a significant diasporic 
population located outside its physical geographies”; Enwezor and Ouguibe, “Introduction”, 
12. Moreover, as a recent report on the 20 most influent curators from Africa shows, they have 
mostly carried out their studies outside of  the African continent and more than half  of  them 
have settled outside of  their country of  origin. Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art 
Ecology: A Decade of  Curating (Cape Town: Published Corrigal & Co, 2008), 2; see 
www.corrigal.org.  
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 Moreover, institutional and market stakeholders (museums, 

private collectors, art fund, and art dealers) dedicated to the 

presentation, promotion, and trade of contemporary art from Africa, 

both on the African continent and in the West, are becoming more 

aware of how the cultural identity carried by curators affects public 

opinion. Therefore, they are becoming more likely to recruit African 

curators to “represent” their institution’s choices.552 As I discuss in 

Chapter 3, in South Africa - the mayor epicentre of the contemporary 

art market on the continent - this has become common practice. Here, 

powerful private enterprises, 553  owned by white foreign or local 

entrepreneurs or funds, carefully build their curatorial “interface” to 

please the political correctness of contemporary art public life. In the 

cutting words of curator and writer Thembinkosi Goniwe, discussing 

the power relationships at play in the South African art field: “white 

enterprises […] rent natives for purposes of tokenism and window 

dressing, legitimacy, and political correctness whilst alienating black 

                                                
552 In particular, the debate on the identity of  the curators in charge of  collection of  African 

art is particularly animated in the USA. An example is the discussion raised within the art world 
in the aftermath of  the appointment in 2018 of  two white curators at the Brooklyn Museum. 
See Teju Adisa-Farrar, “Why Are White Curators Still Running African Art Collections?”, The 
Guardian (3 April 2018); see 
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2018/apr/03/brooklyn-museum-white-
curators-african-art-open-letter. The museums’ awareness of  the public opinion on the cultural 
identity or origin of  the curators is also exemplified by the MoMA’s recent announcement that 
a revision of  their collection and curatorial boards will be made to focus new attention on works 
by women, Latinos, Asians, African-Americans and other overlooked artists”, relying on the 
work of  new appointed curators originating from these regions. Robin Pogrebin, “MoMA to 
Close, Then Open Doors to More Expansive View of  Art”, New York Times, 5 February 2019; 
https://www.nytimes.com/2019/02/05/arts/design/moma-museum-renovation.html. 

553 Amongst them are the FNB Joburg Art Fair, Investec Cape Town Art Fair, Stevenson 
Gallery, and the more recently opened A4 and Norval foundations and Zeitz Museum of  
Contemporary African Art (MOCAA), amongst others. 
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professionals from the actual means of economic production and 

creation of wealth”.554 

In other words, if curators from Africa have succeeded today in 

becoming the spokespersons of contemporary art from the continent, 

partially dismissing the agency of European and American curators in 

presenting contemporary African art, this is definitely a sign of a 

positive shift in the distribution of “symbolic” power amongst those 

who validate artists in the international arena. And yet, this could be 

also understood in terms of a politics of curatorial visibility –black 

African curators being employed to make the art world appear more 

global, democratic, and inclusive than it actually is: as market statistics 

indicate, the post-colonial art field remains mostly unchanged in its 

configuration of economic power.555 

The notion that curators are at the forefront of the 

internationalization of local art fields – that is, through the promotion 

of artists of a specific region into global arenas like biennales, 

                                                
554 Thembinkosi Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”, Mail & Guardian (28 

September 2018); see https://mg.co.za/article/2018-09-07-00-the-sour-pleasure-of-the-art-
industry. 

555 See the previously mentioned study Cosmopolitan Canvases (2015). This point was also 
made in the report Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. The authors of  the 
report briefly address this topic quoting South African curator Nontobeko Ntombela’s 
statement, featured in a 2015 article, when she was curator at the Johannesburg Art Gallery 
(JAG): “Here’s a few black women curators so let’s put them out there and promote them as 
hard as we possibly can, without giving people the opportunity to really produce quality work, 
again as another gatekeeping strategy because how long do those people last? They’re there for 
a moment, they serve a purpose and then they are rejected. […] I’d rather produce shows that 
I’ve invested research, time and space into, which academia allows for. It was frustrating being 
part of  that hypervisibility and need to curate as many shows as possible, rather than develop a 
signature”. Almost everyone agrees: racial transformation has been too slow. Nadine Botha, 
“Where Hypervisibility Meets True Transformation in the Arts”, Mail & Guardian (6 March 
2015), available at: https://mg.co.za/article/2015-03-05-where-hypervisibility-meets-true-
transformation-in-the-arts. As I address in the next chapter, in South Africa such criticism is a 
complex and delicate topic. In fact, it scrutinizes the power structure behind the newly 
appointed professionals who, in twenty years, have finally achieved a transformation in the art 
field that was monopolized by white professionals, scholars, practitioners and audiences. 
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blockbuster exhibitions, and art fairs, contributing to making the art 

world more interconnected and “global” in its look and discursive 

content - is hardly refutable. On the contrary, what is questionable is 

that “foreign” curators are the only players in this process - the role of 

curators from Africa within the international market and discourse on 

contemporary African art being a meaningful example. These 

relationships are particularly relevant factors in the internationalization 

of contemporary art from Africa due to that fact that, unlike the case of 

Japan, they are inherited from a colonial history that compels one to 

locate such a category both within and beyond the African borders, 

engaging with the diaspora and with specialists and players who are 

differently linked to Africa, although not based within the geographical 

borders of the continent. 

On the other hand, the increasing visibility of African curators 

and artists - as well as those from Asia and Latin America - in 

international venues like biennales, art fairs and other exhibitions and 

festivals, suggests an important shift in the distribution of symbolic 

power within the art world. Velthuis and Baia Curioni attribute this 

perception to two processes: namely, the growing inclusivity of Western 

museums, biennales and markets players, and the emergence of new 

institutions and events aimed at consecrating contemporary artists in 

countries like China and Brazil.  

Regarding this second process, the authors argue that it consists 

of: 

 

a global shift in the composition of the art organizations 
involved in the gatekeeping and consecration. As a result 
of this shift, artistic reputations are no longer exclusively 



 

 

 
228 

made by a limited group of prestigious museums and art 
centres located in Europe and the United States, but by 
a plethora of relatively new organizations in other 
regions of the world […] such as art foundations and 
residency programs, as well as private collections and 
private museums. Especially in regions where the 
government is unwilling to support the contemporary 
art world, these organizations constitute new ways of 
consecrating art. For Brazilian, Chinese and Indian 
artists respectively (and in some cases for European or 
American artists), getting the opportunity to exhibit in 
former mining magnate Bernardo Paz’s prestigiously 
and megalomaniacal museum Inhotim, in the Ullens 
Center for Contemporary Art in Beijing, established by 
the Belgian collectors Guy and Myriam Ullens, or in 
Kirin Nadar’s Museum of Art (KNMA) in New Delhi, 
is a source of status.556  
 
 

However, Velthuis and Baia Curioni partially dismiss the symbolic 

power of these new institutions, arguing that “in spite of a museum 

building boom in countries like China and the Gulf States, the cultural 

infrastructure in many of these regions is still hardly developed”.557 The 

number of museums, art centres and other public, non-profit exhibition 

spaces in these countries is still quite limited compared to Europe and 

the United States (Fig. 5). As a result, “for visibility and consecration, 

artists born in these counties continue to rely on Western organization 

almost by necessity”,558 where a solo show in New York’s MoMA or a 

participation at the Venice Biennale continue to be regarded as the 

                                                
556 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 20. 
557 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 20. 
558 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 20. 
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greatest symbolic achievements that sanction one artist’s global 

acknowledgment.  

 

 
 
Figure 5_ Number of non-profit visual arts organizations in selected countries. Source: 
Artfacts.net 

 

If the emergence of contemporary art museums and institutions 

devoted to symbolic consecration across the world is not sufficient to 

demonstrate that an actual shift in the global configuration of symbolic 

power is happening, then the increasing authority of curators from the 

Global South in sanctioning the integration of non-Western artists into 

the canon of the contemporary art world can be considered a further 

step towards this accomplishment. As I have argued throughout this 

chapter, and as my analysis of different case studies in the next chapter 

aims to demonstrate, contemporary independent curators have become 

bearers of authority and are employed in different events and 

mechanisms of artists’ consecration. Through the work of curators, 

even the for-profit institutions and market players have acquired an 

“ennobled” aura and a “disinterested” look, becoming events of 
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symbolic consecration and not only dedicated to commerce and the 

persecution of private interests.  

My third chapter focuses on the analysis of these curatorial 

dynamics in the field of contemporary art from Africa, within and 

without the continent, with a special focus on post-apartheid South 

Africa. Like other countries of the BRICs group (Brazil, Russia, India, 

China), South Africa is successfully participating in the reconfiguration 

of the power dynamics of the art world. Resituating the question of the 

curatorial and its economy in South Africa, I also look at the reshaping 

of the curatorial competency profile, expertise, role, and agency as a 

response to the specific, although constantly changing, conditions of 

the local art field. 

There are, in fact, a number of specifically local factors and 

contingencies that shape the way contemporary art is produced, 

distributed, mediated, and intellectually consumed, as well as materially 

purchased in a specific region. Therefore, the conditions of curatorial 

production and mediation also have an inextricably local nature, often 

resulting from previous systems of patronage and the specific 

relationships between public and the private participation in the making 

of the contemporary art field. As Olav Velthuis and Stefano Baia 

Curioni maintain, the European/American art field blueprints – 

articulated according to the “dealer-critic” model as described in 

Canvases and Careers: Institutional Change in the French Painting World (1993) 

– is not a universally efficient and legitimate model. Although Western 

models of conducting art business are consistently dissseminated 

around the world, these are constantly renegotiated, hybridised and 
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adjusted to meet concrete needs and situated contexts.559 The same 

thing can be said for the competency profile of the art world actors. In 

this sense, while the emergence of the curatorial across the globe over 

the past decades depends on the confluence and intertwining of local 

and global conditions, imaginaries, and dynamics of value production, 

in situ curators develop competency profiles and perform agencies in 

their relationships with artists, dealers, collectors and audiences that are 

specific to the field in which they operate.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
559 Velthuis and Baia Curioni, “Making Markets Global”, 14. 
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3. THE CURATORIAL AND THE MARKET 
FOR CONTEMPORARY AFRICAN ART. 

QUESTIONS AND INSTANCES FROM THE 
(SOUTH) AFRICAN ART FIELD 

 

In 2010, Tate London museum curator Kerryn Greenberg 

organized a symposium entitled “Curating in Africa”, inviting “leading 

curators involved in some of the most active areas of artistic production 

in Africa to address the current state of curatorial practice in this 

region”.560 Amongst them were museum curators (Raphael Chikukwa 

from the National Gallery of Zimbabwe, and Riason Naidoo from the 

South African National Gallery), curators that had founded their own 

contemporary art organizations or centres (Meskerem Assegued, 

founder of the Zoma Contemporary Art Centre in Ethiopia; Marilyn 

Douala Bell, founder of Doual’art in Cameroon; Abdellah Karroum 

who established L’appartement 22, Morocco; and Bisi Silva who 

founded the CCA Lagos in Nigeria), and independent curators (N’Goné 

Fall from Senegal). This symposium marked an important step towards 

the acknowledgment, in Europe, of the growing agency of organizations 

and players from the African continent in the global art ecosystem. And 

yet, two decades previously artists from many African regions had 

already entered the contemporary art circuits of Europe and the United 

States, where museums, collections and biennales had played a key and 

                                                
560  The Curating in Africa symposium was organised by Kerryn Greenberg (Curator, 

International Art, Tate Modern) in collaboration with Tate National, and funded by the World 
Collections Programme (WCP, see the symposium website with the programme at 
https://www.tate.org.uk/about-us/projects/curating-africa-symposium). 
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monopolistic role in consecrating non-Western artists before the altar 

of “the contemporary”.  

Curators, both from Africa and elsewhere, have been key 

players in the process of validation of contemporary African art over 

the last three decades. This process has taken place across geographical 

borders, mostly outside but also - especially over the last ten years - 

within the African continent. It has also happened beyond the borders 

of museums, biennales and other temples of symbolic validation. At the 

forefront of the promotion and the marketing of contemporary art from 

Africa, market players (mostly commercial galleries and auction houses) 

enacted a key role in this process of validation. Relying on the authority 

of international curators, in recent years they have acquired particular 

agency in determining the success of artists, practices, and discourses, 

contributing to define contemporary African art in the global art arena. 

The intertwining of the curatorial with the economy of 

contemporary art and, in particular, the embeddedness of curators in 

the strategies of consecration that take place within the art market, has 

been the object of my discussion in Chapter 2. That chapter, therefore, 

has provided the theoretical framework for analysing these curatorial 

dynamics within the context of the definition and promotion of 

contemporary African art. My analysis in this chapter focuses on a series 

of case studies and is articulated in three sections: The first part is 

entitled (3.1) Curating and the Globalization of the Market for Contemporary 

Art from Africa: Issues and Instances. Essentially, it focuses on the role of 

individual curators – André Magnin, Clementine Deliss, Okwui 

Enwezor, and Simon Njami, amongst others - in the process of the 

definition and globalization of contemporary art from Africa, as well as 
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their impact on the development of a market niche within the 

international contemporary art market since 1989.  

The second section is entitled (3.2) Curatorial Instances and the 

Marketplace for Contemporary Art in Post-Apartheid South Africa. In it, my 

focus is on the contemporary art field of post-apartheid South Africa - 

that is, post-1994. This is the country in Africa that has the most mature 

market for contemporary art, as well as a major concentration of artist 

studios, independent art spaces, schools and universities for artists and 

art historians, century-old and recently-founded art galleries, private 

collections and state-owned museums – which all play a key role in the 

validation of local artists (as well as artists from other African regions) 

and their promotion outside the continent. I therefore address the 

question of the emergence of the curatorial within the difficult and on-

going process of transformation of an art field inherited from the white-

supremacist apartheid and from the previous years of a colonial regime. 

The third section – (3.3) Goodman Gallery. The Performing of the Curatorial 

in the Marketplace –  focuses on my main case: the analysis of curating in 

one of South African leading commercial galleries. Founded in 1966 and 

known for supporting and promoting both black and white artists 

during a period of racial segregation, Goodman Gallery today operates 

successfully on the local and international art market, while also 

assuming a para-institutional role within the local art field. Within it, 

curatorial practice and curators have played, and continue to play, a key 

role in determining the authority of the gallery locally and 

internationally. Therefore, this case study illustrates the performance of 

the curatorial within the marketplace and the impact of curating on the 

growing authority of the art market (market players and economic 

value) in sanctioning artists’ success and in shaping of the narratives of 
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“the contemporary”. The case studies in the three sections participate 

in and enrich the discussion on the current redistribution of symbolic 

power within a globalized art world, where curators and new 

organizations (both commercial and non-profit) are emerging within 

the African continent, consolidating the authority and agency of local 

players in determining the criteria and the strategies of consecration of 

contemporary art. 

 

 

3.1 Curating and the Globalization of the Market 
for Contemporary Art from Africa: Issues and 

Instances 

One of the problematic aspects of visiting museums, art 
galleries, and other sites of cultural valuation, in Europe 
and the United States, is the pervasive absence in these 
highly policed environments of art by contemporary 
African artists. Not only are the works of these artists 
(many of whom have been working for the past half 
century) conspicuously absent from the museum and 
gallery environment, they’ve also been accorded little 
attention or significance in academic art historical 
practices, university curriculums, the print media, or other 
organs of such reportage.561 
 

With these words, in 1994 the Nigerian curator and critic Okwui 

Enwezor set forth the premises for a great curatorial enterprise aimed 

at redefining the narrative of contemporary art from Africa that had 

                                                
561 Okwui Enwezor, “Redrawing the Boundaries: Towards a New African Art Discourse”, 

Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, vol. 1 (Fall-Winter 1994), 3. 
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been, up until that point, established mainly by curators from Europe 

and the United States. Over the past thirty years, curatorial authority 

over the mediation and definition of contemporary African art has been, 

in fact, a contended issue. The discussion has assimilated the 

postmodern anthropological question regarding the dubious legitimacy 

of narratives that speak for a group’s identity or authenticity, in the 

context of cross-cultural translation inherited from a colonial history.562 

The criticism raised against forms of “transcultural curating” - as 

defined by Mosquera 563 - have been particularly relevant in the 

discussion on curating African art, and said criticism is at the origin of 

an important shift toward the authority of curators from Africa in the 

contemporary art field.  

This debate will be at the core of my analysis over the next 

pages, in which my focus will be on the intertwining of curatorial agency 

and the authority of the art market in shaping contemporary art from 

Africa since 1989. My analysis is articulated in two main sections. The 

first is titled “Transcultural Curating: Curatorial ‘Magiciens’ and the Rise 

of a Market for ‘Contemporary African Art’ in the West”, and it focuses 

on the legacy of the landmark exhibition Magiciens de la Terre (1989) 

through a key figure: André Magnin – one of its co-curators – who, 

along with collector Jean Pigozzi, had significant impact on the creation 

of a market for “contemporary African art” in the West. The second 

section is titled “Contemporary African art After Magiciens: African 

Curators, the Diaspora Question and the Building of a Contemporary 

                                                
562 James Clifford, The Predicament of  Culture (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1988). 
563  See my analysis on the critique to “Transcultural Curating” in 2.3.1) Issues with 

Transcultural Curating. 
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Field in Africa”.  In it I analyse, on the one hand, the role that Okwui 

Enwezor, as well as Simon Njami, Salah M. Hassan and others curators 

from Africa, played in renegotiating, mostly within the framework of 

Western art institutions, the definition of contemporary African art by 

challenging the neo-colonial and neo-exotic curatorial approach of 

Magnin and other Western curators. On the other hand, I introduce the 

on-going growth of a contemporary art field in different African 

metropolises (namely Lagos, Accra, Nairobi, amongst others which 

today concur with the more established Cape Town and Johannesburg’s 

contemporary art scene) – a process in which organizations founded by 

local curators, that have also established their reputation abroad, play a 

key role. To this end, I analyse Nigerian curator Bisi Silva’s project 

Àsìkò, a pan-African itinerant curatorial and artistic workshop (2010-

2017). Here, I pay particular attention to the relationship between 

curators and market players, highlighting the fact that over the past ten 

years curators from Africa have been more likely to become involved in 

commercial events. I suggest that this is due to the increasing number 

of commercial galleries on the continent, the growing authority of 

existent galleries, as well as to the emergence of new African-focused 

art fairs in Africa, Europe, and Unites States, which are at the forefront 

of the promotion of contemporary African art today.  

 

3.1.1) Retour sur une exposition légendaire: Curator-
Magicians and the Rise of a Market for 

“Contemporary African Art” in the West  

Over the last thirty years, blockbuster shows and biennales have 

played a key role in the growing visibility of contemporary African art 
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in the mainstream global arena,564 as well as in the reshaping of an art 

historical narrative that ultimately relocates African artists within the 

realm of the contemporary. As a hybrid model between a biennale and 

a blockbuster show,565 Magiciens de la Terre (Centre Pompidou, Paris, 

1989) is acknowledged as the first of a series of landmark exhibitions 

that sanctioned the concept of “contemporary African art” as cultural 

currency. 566  Curated by Jean-Hubert Martin, alongside co-curators 

André Magnin, Aline Luque and Mark Francis, the Parisian “whole 

earth show” juxtaposed the work of established contemporary artists 

from Europe and the United States with the work by unknown artists 

from the rural areas outside of the metropolises of art, such as Africa, 

Asia, Australia and Latin America. The show generated an intense 

debate on curatorial authorship and on the legitimacy of Western 

curatorial mediation in post-colonial contexts567 - especially in Africa. 

The debate, however, rarely addressed the exhibition as a starting point 

for the emergence of a market niche for contemporary African art, an 

event for which the relationship between curators and the market was 

                                                
564  Raphael Chikukwa, “Curating Contemporary African Art: Questions of  Mega-

Exhibitions and Western Influences”, African Identities, Vol. 9 No. 2, (2011), 225-229. See also 
Sidney L. Kasfir, “Museums and Contemporary African Art: Some Questions for Curators”, 
African Arts, Vol. 35, no. 4 (2002), 15. 

565 Paul O’Neill argues that the show “was originally organized as a substitute for the 
traditional biennale format on the occasion of  [Jean-Hubert] Martin becoming director of  the 
Paris Biennale in 1985. Instead of  contributions being selected by cultural representatives from 
each of  the participant countries, as had previously been the case, Martin proposed that the 
exhibition explore the practices of  artists in Asia, Africa and Latin America, alongside 
contemporary works from the United States and Western Europe”; O’Neill, The Culture of  
Curating and the Curating of  Culture, 55.  

566 Amongst other exhibitions that generated a similar debate were Africa Explores (New 
York, 1991) and the festival Africa ‘95 (London, 1995).  

567 Benjamin Buchloh, “The Whole Earth Show”, Art in America, (May, 1989), 150-158. See 
also Clementine Deliss, “Conjuring Tricks”, Artscribe International (September-October, 1989), 
48-53. 
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to prove crucial. In this sense, it is important to analyse said relationship 

through the figure of Magiciens de la Terre co-curator André Magnin, 

particularly considering his parallel work as an art dealer and advisor, 

his relationship with Jean Pigozzi and the Contemporary African Art 

Collection (CAAC), and his role in the emergence of an international 

market of contemporary art from Africa. 

For the Paris exhibition, in fact, Magnin had selected numerous 

African artists after meeting them during his field trips in different 

African countries.568 The criteria established by the French curators to 

identify the artists to be featured in Magiciens – namely, self-taught 

practitioners, mostly from the rural areas, alien to post-colonial 

modernist art traditions - was key in developing a first definition of 

“contemporary African art” in Europe. Magnin has defended this 

approach over the years, as he stated in a recent interview: “In Kinshasa, 

you could choose between so-called popular artists like Chéri Chénin 

or Chéri Samba, and artists stemming from the academy, abstract 

painters inspired by the European tradition. We wanted to go to those 

who, apart from everything, had developed their own art. […]”. He 

continues: “Find me a conceptual artist in Africa! There isn’t any”.569 

                                                
568 Amongst the artists from Africa included in Magiciens were: Sunday Jack Akpan (Nigeria), 

Jean-Michel Alberola (Algeria), Amidou Dossou (Benin), Frédéric Bruly Bouabré (Ivory Coast), 
Seni Camara (Senegal), Mike Chukwukelu (Nigeria), Efiaimbelo (Madagascar), Nathan Emedem 
(Nigeria), John Fundi (Mozambique), Bodys Isek Kingelez (DR Congo), Agbagli Kossi (Togo), 
Boujemaâ Lakhdar (Morocco), Esther Mahlangu (South Africa), Chéri Samba (DR Congo), 
Cyprien Tokoudagba (Benin), Twins Seven Seven (Nigeria) and Chief  Mark Unya (Nigeria). 
Magiciens’s interest for contemporary art from Africa must be considered in light of  the 
multiculturalist programmes and initiatives that focused on the promotion of  African culture 
undertaken by the French government in the aftermath of  decolonization. On this topic see 
Jean-Loup Amselle’s L’art de la friche. Essai sur l’art africain contemporain (Paris: Flammarion, 2005), 
in which the author analyses the motives and the consequences of  French cultural brokers in 
the production of  African art and culture. 

569  Interview with André Magnin by Roxana Azimi, “André Magnin, l’éternel goût de 
l’ailleurs”, Le Monde Afrique, http://mobile.lemonde.fr/afrique/article/2015/01/29/André-
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Amongst these artists, Twins Seven Seven, Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, 

John Fundi, Esther Mahlangu, and Chéri Samba have achieved 

popularity in the contemporary art world to this day and are still widely 

collected.570 The work of André Magnin, as co-curator of Magiciens de la 

Terre and later as art advisor and dealer, has deeply marked the 

development of a market for contemporary African art in Europe to 

this day. Therefore, Magiciens de la Terre appears to be a constant 

reference in the debate on contemporary African art in the decades 

following the exhibition – motivating what art historian Johanne 

Lamoureux has termed an “antidote to Magiciens de la Terre”,571 that is, 

exhibitions, projects and debates that aim to counter the French 

curators’ approach.572 As argued by Nigerian curators Okwui Enwezor 

and Olu Oubuibe in the landmark publication Reading the Contemporary. 

African Art from Theory to the Marketplace (2009):  

 

That [Magiciens] returns again and again for discussion, 
especially in the consideration of work by artists of non-
European descent, is due in part to the ascendance at the 
time of a postmodernism whose discourse sought to 
challenge the exclusive set of values that modernism had 
constructed for itself against any kind of aesthetic 
contamination. […] 1989, [the year of Magiciens] could be 
seen as an emblematic marker for many […] critical 

                                                
magnin-l-eternel-gout-de-l-ailleurs_4565937_3212.html. 

570 The case of  Esther Mahlangu differs from the others and will be the object of  my 
analysis in the following sub-section.  

571 Johanne Lamoureux, “From Form to Platform: The Politics of  Representation and the 
Representation of  Politics”, Art Journal, vol. 64, no. 1 (2005), 65-73. 

572 The response to Magiciens by artists, art writers and theorists from Africa based in Europe 
and the USA produced several important projects, such as the launch of  the magazines Nka–
Contemporary African Art and Revue noire, and the subsequent creation of  new international art 
biennales in Africa (Dakar, Johannesburg, Bamako) and other mega-shows in Europe, such as 
The Short Century (2001), Documenta 11 (2002), and Africa Remix (2004-2007), amongst others.  
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questions. It is also important to point out that 1989 was 
the year of radical global shift in the political economy, and 
for Africa this is reflected in the momentous historical 
death of apartheid in South Africa.573 
 

Magiciens de la Terre has been at the centre of analysis and 

criticism since the aftermath of its opening in 1989, and it continues to 

be one of the most discussed, thought-provoking, and game-changing 

exhibitions of the last 30 years.574 As Clementine Deliss noted, Magiciens 

has greatly influenced discussions on curating art by artists operating 

outside of Europe or the USA.575 Despite the fact that the literature on 

this exhibition is already very vast, its relevance to my discussion stems 

from the way that it shows the link between Magnin’s curatorial work 

and its influence in creating a niche market for contemporary African 

art.  

 

                                                
573 Enwezor and Ouguibe, “Introduction”, 9. 
574 See for instance Gayatri Spivak, “Looking at Others, 1989”, in Lucy Steed, Thomas 

McEvilly et al., Making Art Global, Part II: Magiciens de la Terre, 1989 (London: Afterall, 2013), 
260-266; Rasheed Araeen, “Our Bauhaus Others’ Mudhouse”, Third Text, no. 6 (1989), 3-16; 
Jean Fisher, “Fictional Histories: Magiciens de la Terre”, Artforum International, vol. 28, (September 
1989), 158-162; Néstor García-Canclini, “Remaking Passports: Visual Thought in the Debate 
on Multiculturalism”, in Donald Preziosi, ed. The Art of  Art History (Oxford, Oxford University 
Press, 1998), 498-506; Reesa Greenberg, “Identity Exhibitions: From Magiciens de la Terre to 
Documenta 11”, Art Journal, vol. 64, no. 1 (Spring 2005), 90-94; Thomas McEvilley, “Marginalia: 
Thomas McEvilley on the Global Issue [Examination of  the Critical Reaction to Two Recent 
Shows—Primitivism in 20th Century Art: Museum of  Modern Art, New York; Magiciens de la Terre: 
Centre Pompidou, Paris]”, Artforum International, vol. 28, (March 1990), 19-21; and “Overhead: 
Former Beaubourg Director Jean-Hubert Martin Talks with Thomas McEvilley”, Contemporanea, 
no. 23 (December, 1990), 110-111. The body of  literature that groups criticism of  Magiciens is 
vast. For an exhaustive description of  Magiciens de la Terre and of  the criticism it raised, see Steed, 
McEvilly et al., Making Art Global, Part II: Magiciens de la Terre, 1989. 

575 Clementine Deliss, “Free Fall – Freeze Frame. Africa. Exhibitions, Artists,” in Reesa 
Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, and Sandy Narine, eds., Thinking About Exhibitions (London: 
Routledge, 1996), 275-296. 
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3.1.1.1) Retour sur une exposition légendaire (2014) 

On the occasion of the 25th anniversary of Magiciens, the Centre 

Georges Pompidou organized a rich programmeme of events aimed at 

celebrating the landmark exhibition of 1989. For this anniversary, a new 

show entitled Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur une exposition légendaire was 

held at the museum, curated by of Didier Schulmann, head of the 

Bibliothèque Kandinsky, in collaboration with Jean-Hubert Martin. The 

exhibition was presented as a review of the original show, aimed at 

acknowledging its role in the globalization of contemporary art.576 For 

this reason, Retour sur une exposition légendaire mainly consisted of a display 

of selected archival materials and documents from the former Magiciens 

exhibition, as well as personal memories and documents belonging to 

its four curators. 

Running throughout 2014, the programmeme also included a 

documentary exhibition, an international symposium hosting 

prominent intellectuals and curators, a new catalogue and a Summer 

University Programme.577 On an implicit level, this programmeme was 

motivated by the need to contain, once again, the criticisms surrounding 

Magiciens that the anniversary was arousing, both nationally and 

internationally.578 

                                                
576 This was also the first edition of  a new research programme launched by Pompidou, 

dedicated to the exploration of  exhibitions held at the Centre Pompidou since 1971. 
577  Organized by the museum and the Bibliothèque Kandisky, the Summer University 

Programme took place from the 1st to the 10th July, 2014. I was one of  its 23 participants, which 
included scholars, researchers and curators from Brazil, Australia and Europe. At the end of  
the programme, the participants were asked to submit a contribution for a publication in 
newspaper format, of  which hundreds of  copies were printed and later integrated to the 
exhibition. 

578 Amongst the programmes and events that looked at the legacy of  Magiciens on its 25th 
anniversary were: “Revisiting Magiciens de la Terre”, held at the Stedelijk Museum (Amsterdam), 
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Figure 6_ View of the entrance of the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une 
exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou, Paris. 

 

 
Figure 7_ View of one of the main galleries of Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une 
exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou, Paris. 
 

                                                
“Magiciens de la Terre: Reconsidered” held at the London Tate (London), and “Beyond the 
Magiciens Effect”, organized by Joaquín Barriendos (Columbia University) for the Parisian 
curatorial platform “le peuple qui manque”. 
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Figure 8_ View of the main showcase in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou. 

 

Overall, the exhibition display was conceived as an open archive 

aimed at contextualizing the original Magiciens within the socio-political 

emergence of its time such as it was perceived by its curators, as well as 

within the “fields” in which they carried out their overseas curatorial 

expeditions (Fig. 6, 7, 8). Placed throughout two galleries on the 4th 

level of the Centre Pompidou, the exhibition’s parcour opened with the 

Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur une exposition légendaire catalogue placed on 

a shelf. Next to it, a series of French newspapers (Libération and Le 

Monde) introduced the visitor to the global political context of 1989: the 

fall of the Berlin Wall; the 30th anniversary of Cuban Castrism; Muslim 

demonstrations in Tehran against novelist Salman Rushdie; the coup 

d’état in Ethiopia; Gorbachev’s visit to Beijing for the Sino-Soviet 

Summit of 1989; the fall of Romanian dictator Nicolae Ceausescu; the 

headline “M. de Klerk a voulu apaiser les adversaires de l’apartheid” 
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(“Mr de Klerk wanted to appease the opponents of apartheid”). In the 

same space, a large showcase made reference to cartographic artistic 

practices, containing, among other documents, the inverted map by 

Stuart McArthur, a picture of André Breton’ cabinet de curiosités, and a 

catalogue by Alighiero e Boetti open to the page of the “Insicuro, 

Noncurante” map. In both galleries, the walls were plastered with 

collages of poster-like printed photographs of the artworks of the 

original Magiciens. The space was articulated by several white showcases, 

in which, under the glass, a constellation of documents, collected both 

from the Pompidou archive and the private archives of Martin and his 

co-curators, was on display. It was precisely the ethnographic 

experience of the curators that was presented centre stage. Images and 

films, travel diaries and conceptual maps, books, catalogues and 

drawings, all accompanied by explanatory texts and labels, contructed a 

narrative through which the viewer was invited to discover the 

backstage of the “legendary” exhibition and the ethnographic 

adventures of its authors.  
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Figure 9_ View of one of the two documentaries screened at Magiciens de la Terre. Retour 
sur une exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou, Paris. 

 

A big screen situated in the area adjacent to the second gallery 

showed two videos with old footages of the installation of Magiciens, in 

which artists were captured installing their work; and a third video, 

which explained the articulation of the exhibition at a technical 

museographic level (Fig. 9). 
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Figure 10_ View of one of the four films by Philip Haas screened at Magiciens de la 
Terre. Retour sur une exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou. 

 

In one of the two galleries, a video installation projected another 

four videos in a loop. Unlike the other elements on display, they were 

not accompanied by explicative labels (Fig.10). This implied a shift 

from the archivist tone of the show, allowing the videos to play a more 

aesthetic and evocative role. The videos showed no-audio footages of 

what seemed to be different rituals taking place in rural areas of 

Australia, Western and Southern Africa. After enquiring with the 

museum, we later discovered this to be Philip Haas’s films series 

Magicians of the Earth (1989-90). 579  Known for his films on David 

                                                
579 The series included four films: The Giant Woman and the Lightning Man, a film on Australian 

Aboriginal art, illustrating the preparation of  a three ground paintings made by a group of  
desert tribesman; A Young Man’s Dream focuses on the artist Efiaimbelo from Madagascar who 
works as a funerary sculptor; Seni’s Childern narrates the history of  a Senegalese sculptor working 
outside the local tradition of  making pots and “useful” objects; Kings of  the Water tells the story 
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Hockney, Boyd Webb, Richard Long, and Gilbert & George, Haas 

turned his attention to native artists from the rural areas of Australia, 

Madagascar, Papua New Guinea, Senegal, and Benin, all of whom had 

been working in traditional forms. Like Martin’s Magiciens, the film, 

especially commissioned by the museum, follows a sparse narration 

with little contextual information, allowing the audience to complete the 

interpretation of the theatrical images of ritual performances and art 

making. 

 

 
Figure 11_ Summer University Programme, taking place within the exhibition 
Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou. Details 
on Jean-Hubert Martin. 

                                                
of  Cyprien Tokoudagba, from Benin Republic of  West Africa, who paints the religious houses 
of  the vodun.  
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Figure 12_ Jean Hubert Martin at the Summer University Programme, Centre 
Pompidou (2014). 

 

During the Summer University Programme, the central 

showcase of the Retour sur une expositon légendaire was used as a desk with 

the participants sitting around it. For ten days, the exhibition was turned 

into a space for presentations and debates between the participants, 

Jean-Hubert Martin and twenty guest speakers (amongst them 

anthropologists, critics and artists, some of who were directly or 

indirectly involved in the 1989 show).580 In this way, the exhibition 

became a living archive and a testimony of its role in the narrative of 

history of contemporary art (Fig. 11, 12, 13) 

                                                
580 Amongst the guest speakers were curators Jean-Hubert Martin, Mark Francis and André 

Magnin; Carlo Severi, Jérôme Glicenstein, Rémi Parcollet, Elio Montanari, Laurent Jeanpierre, 
Teresa Castro, Lotte Arndt, Monica Juneja, and others. 
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Figure 13_ Images of the Summer University programme, taking place within the 
exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une exposition légendaire (2014), Centre 
Pompidou. 

 

 

3.1.1.2) From the Archive of Magiciens: Overseas Expeditions 
and Selection Criteria  

Conceptualised in 1985, four years before its opening at the 

Centre Pompidou and the Grande Halle de la Villette in Paris, Magiciens 

de la Terre was conceived by its curators as a French response to, and 

critique of, the American exhibition Primitivism in 20th Century Art. 

Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern  (1984, MoMA, New York), curated 

by William Rubin and Kirk Varnedoe. Magiciens sought to challenge the 

idea of primitivism put forth by the New York exhibition, and to 

contest the categories of primitive and contemporary art that informed 
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it. In contrast with the modernist approach of Primitivism, Martin’s 

vision aimed at challenging modernist approaches, presenting a global 

notion of art in which Western and non-Western art practitioners could 

equally share the same contemporary space.  

As such, Magiciens should be understood in the context of the 

Parisian museum system. In it, the art objects in Magiciens were separated 

according to French museography and its disciplinary complex, as 

follows: Western modern and contemporary art , which, falling under 

the disciplinary domain of art history, was collected and exhibited, 

respectively, by the Musée du Louvre and the Centre Pompidou; 

ethnographic artefacts that constituted the legacy of colonial collections 

of objects from Africa, Asia, Oceania and Latin America, were exhibited 

at the Musée de l’Homme and interpreted within the discipline of 

anthropology; and art objects that modernists had labelled, early in the 

20th century, as “primitive art”, were placed at the Musée national des 

Arts d’Afrique et Océanie.581 For the art from Europe, North America, 

and the metropolises in ex-colonies, the museographic and disciplinary 

classification was shared by all the institutions dedicated to non-

Western art and material culture (museums and Africanist academic 

departments).  

According to Pablo Lafuente, the term “magiciens” meant to 

overcome the debate on authorship in African art, which opposed 

“artists working with an exported, colonial modern canon” and 

“craftsmen, working outside of that canon, without a name or a face, 

                                                
581 The two collections of  the Musée national des Arts d’Afrique et Océanie and of  the 

Musée de l’Homme have been rearranged and reallocated to two new museums: the Musée du 
quai Branly (Paris), which opened in 2006, and the Museum of  European and Mediterranean 
Civilisations (Marseille), that opened in 2013. 
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dissolved into the collective expression of a tribe, a region, a country or 

a continent”.582 In this sense, by using the term “magicians” the curator 

meant to acknowledge a special agency amongst these artists: their 

ability to be unique and original and, at the same time, maintain their 

tradition alive and resisting hybridisation.  

According to Steed: 

 

While it may be argued that, to the extent that Magiciens 
invokes tricksters or shamans, claims to the irrational 
and transcendental aspects of aesthetic practice are 
made, interestingly. […] Martin notes that ‘it was never 
intended that recourse to occult and supernatural 
practices would be the common denominator for the 
exhibiting artists’. Inevitably, perhaps, the title acted as 
a lightning rod for responses to the show. Indeed, it 
could almost be read as foretelling the ‘magical’ 
solutions that would be promised by economic 
neoliberalism operating through markets. In this way, it 
inadvertently becomes an example of the sort of 
exploitation that would be involved in the neoliberal 
reach across the globe, with notion of ‘magicianship’ 
and its specific social role in regions outside modern 
Western world being casually taken up or bought 
cheaply, and then loosely applied as if universally 
applicable, indeed sold back to the non-West as the 
means of entry into the global discourse.583 
 

At a time when discussions in the field of art theory and 

anthropology were experimenting important theoretical challenges 

                                                
582 Pablo Lafuente, “Introduction: From the Outside In – ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and Two 

Histories of  Exhibitions”, Thomas McEvilly et al., Making Art Global, Part II: Magiciens. de la 
Terre, 1989 (London: Afterall, 2013), 8 - 22.  

583 Lucy Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre and the Development of  Transnational Project-Based 
Curating”, Lucy Steed et al., Making Art Global, Part II: Magiciens. de la Terre, 1989 (London: 
Afterall, 2013), 39-49. 
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deeply influenced by postcolonial literature and the political and 

economic consequences of the end of the Cold War, Magiciens 

represented a ground-breaking statement of human universalism based 

on the idea of a common, global creativity.584 However, presented as the 

event that celebrated the bicentenary of the French Revolution (1979), 

Magiciens controversially linked itself to the project of modernity and its 

values. Moreover, as Lucy Steed points out, the show: 

 

was not intellectually or politically driven. It was 
primarily a pragmatic response to the expanded 
horizons produced by satellite television, affordable 
long distance travel and the new fax technology that 
made written arrangements between geographically 
remote partners instantaneous. It is possible that the 
show’s title only inadvertently echoed Franz Fanon’s Les 
damnés de la terre (The Wretched of the Earth, 1961) and the 
first line of ‘The Internationale’ (1971), which Fanon’s 
book referenced. Martin has remarked that ‘[…] the 
project was not theoretical but physical and relational; it 
was to see people, meet people, take decisions and bring 
things together’. […] ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ may be 
considered in this way as an early move within the value 
sphere that Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello identify as 
‘the project based polis’ (‘la cité par projects’) that will 
define 1990s. […] Here lies the seeds of an argument 
that ‘Magiciens is best viewed neither as a modernist or 
postomodern exhibition, nor as a post- or neo-colonial 
venture, but rather as a characteristic project of the 
neoliberal world to come.585  
 

                                                
584 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 27. 
585 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 34. 



 

 

 
254 

This vision was also reflected in the “transnational project based 

approach, that offered a useful model for the subsequent curation and 

production of large-scale exhibitions that would flourish in the 

emerging climate fostered by the neoliberal globalization of capital”.586 

The non-intellectual character of the curatorial project of Martin and its 

incapacity to dialogue with the then already well established post-

colonial theory, 587  was precisely at the origin of the criticism that 

emerged against the exhibition and its neo-exoticizing approach.588 

Magiciens’s curatorial team, in fact, gathered “Western” and 

“non-Western” artists on the basis of two different criteria.589  Fifty 

European and North American artists were chosen amongst the most 

renowned contemporary artists at the time, many of which still 

represent the mainstream of contemporary art today - including Marina 

Abramovich, John Baldessarri, Alighiero e Boetti, Christian Boltanski, 

                                                
586 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 25. 
587 As Lucy Steed notes, “In Eloge de la creolité, published in the year during which the 

exhibition was on view, Jean Barnabé, Patrick Champoiseau and Raphael Confiant celebrated a 
key notion introduced by Eduard Glissant, Fanon’s Peer, which undercut some of  the rationale 
for the show, asserting that ‘Creoleness is an annihilation of  the false universality, of  
monolinguism and of  purity’ (Jean Barnabé, Patrick Champoiseau and Raphael Confiant, Eloge 
de la creolité, Paris, Gallimard, 1989, 28), in Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 34. 

588  Criticism emerged parallel to the organization of  the exhibition and exploded 
immediately after. As Steed points out, “the inclusion of  an essay by Homi Bhabha in the 
‘Magiciens’ catalogue and the commissioning of  papers by Gayatri Spivak and Bhabha for the 
colloquium that accompanied the show clearly indicate the significance of  [post-colonial] issues 
for the exhibition, but they might seem more like the ballast added late in the project than fuel 
for its formation, given the accounts for the curatorial process”, Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 
34-35.  

589 The analysis of  Lucy Steed, however, demonstrates that the labelling “Western” and 
“non-Western” was not meant to be expressed publicly and was, to some extent, aleatory: 
“While it was presumably a point of  principle not to identify Western and non-Western artists 
publicly, the labelling of  participants in the exhibition archives is interesting and often surprising. 
One list, for example, has Soviet, Czechoslovakian and Israeli artists all bracketed within the 
West, where Alfredo Jaar and Krzysztof  Wodiczko are also located, but not Joe Ben Junior, 
Cildo Meireles or any artist from West Africa; the non-Western category includes all the 
Australian, indigenous or otherwise”, Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 48.  
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Daniel Buren, Hans Haacke, Barbara Kruger, Mario Merz, Miralda, 

Lawrence Weiner, amongst others. On the other hand, the selection of 

the fifty artists from South America, Africa, Asia and Australia, was 

based on completely opposite criteria: accurately selected amongst self-

taught, non-academically trained practitioners, these artists were chosen 

for “authentically” evoking traditional arts practice and, at the same 

time, for manifesting some sort of individual originality within their 

group’s tradition.590 

Thus, despite their will to challenge the idea of primitivism and 

overcome the dialectic between arts and crafts, the curators restored, 

thorough their selection criteria, a neo-exotic regime of 

“authenticity”.591 This criteria resulted in the exclusion, within the group 

of non-Western artists, of the majority of formally trained practitioners, 

whose work was inscribed in anti-colonial and post-colonial modernist 

traditions. As a consequence, themes that were politically relevant in 

post-colonial contexts were excluded, in favour of more naïve thematic 

content and practices that fell under the categories of “popular art”.592 

This choice can be read as a curatorial “depoliticizing act”, although the 

                                                
590 See the analysis of  Lucy Steed in the section “Curatorial Selection: La recherche dans le 

monde”, Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 45-60. 
591 In this sense, Martin ignored a critique of  the doctrine of  “authenticity” and “cultural 

purity” that had already been started at the time within the post-modern turn of  the 
anthropologic discipline, at least in the USA and the UK. For a further critique of  ethnographic 
authenticity, see Shelley Errington, The Death of  Authentic Primitive Art and Other Narratives of  
Progress (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1998) and Ruth B. Phillips and Christopher B. 
Steiner, “Art, Authenticity, and the Baggage of  Cultural Encounter”, in Ruth B. Phillips and 
Christopher B. Steiner, eds., Unpacking Culture: Art and Commodity in Colonial and Postcolonial World 
(Berkeley: University of  California Press, 1999), 3-19.  

592 See Valentin-Yves Mudimbe, “Reprendre: Enunciations and Strategies in Contemporary 
African Arts”, in Olu Ouguibe and Okwui Enwezor (eds.), Reading the Contemporary. African Art 
from Theory to the Marketplace, (London: Institute of  International Visual Arts, 1999), 31-47. 
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show included political work by artists such as Alfredo Jaar and Cildo 

Mereiles.593 

Practitioners with such profiles were to be recruited, not in the 

modern metropolis, but in the remote rural areas of the ex-colonies. As 

André Magnin recalls, “the curatorial team of Magiciens filled a wall of 

their tiny windowless office with a map of the world and then they 

picked areas of the globe in which each would specialize”:594 Martin 

specialized in Asia, Magnin in Africa, Luque travelled to Latin America, 

and Francis explored the Pacific area. The curators’ ethnographic-like 

expeditions were aimed at meeting and selecting the artists in their own 

environments and relied on the use of personal diaries, photographic 

surveys, and mission reports, as well the intermediation of “native 

informants” and anthropologists – confirming the curators’ “interest in 

bypassing modernist art practices developed outside of a Western 

context”.595  

As shown by the archive materials collected by the Bibliothèque 

Kandinsky (Fig. 14 and 15), a list of artistic categories “for potential 

inclusion in Magiciens, written a year before the show, indicates that 

specific forms of practice had been decided upon, where no names 

could be yet provided – ‘tantric painting’, ‘aboriginal sand painting’ and 

a ‘sand mandala’ were all explicitly envisaged, alongside named artists 

from Abramovic to Zush”.596 

 

                                                
593 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 59. 
594 André Magnin, quoted in Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 46.  
595 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 47. 
596 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 47. 
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Figure 14_ Hand-written notes by Jean-Hubert Martin, in which he defines the 
categories of “traditional art” he sought to include in Magiciens de la Terre. 
(Document dated 20th of June, 1989, from the Kandinsky Library and the Centre 
Pompidou) 
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Figure 15_ Hand-written notes by Jean-Hubert Martin, in which he defines the 
categories of “traditional art” he sought to include in Magiciens de la Terre. 
(Document dated 20th of June, 1989, from the Kandinsky Library and the Centre 
Pompidou). 

 

 

 



 

 

 
259 

Although displayed in the same exhibition space, participating 

artists were being curatorially classified under the two politically 

different categories of modernity and tradition. As argued by Rasheed 

Areen, the exhibition maintained an invisible divide between the “Self” 

represented as a “modern, universal vision”, and the “Other” still 

trapped in their “tribal, folk, naive and innocent worlds”; such 

separation was based on the assumption that no authentic modernism 

could be found in the Third World.597 He adds that: 

 

Not even the work of Third World artists living in 
Europe for the last fifty or so years and who had been 
part of modern developments (the black South African 
artist, Ernest Mankoba, for example, who was an 
important member of COBRA and who is still living in 
Copenhagen today) was considered authentic. The word 
‘authentic’ was emphasised, on the basis that the 
modernism of the Third World artists was derivative, 
which raised many disturbing question. Underlying this 
assumption was the idea that modernity was an 
expression of ‘European Spirit’ which could only be 
authentically manifested in the work of white artists; and 
if it had found an expression elsewhere it was a 
disturbing aberration which should not be allowed to 
enter a modern discourse.598 
 

Non-Western artists from the different continents were invited 

to Paris and asked to produce their work and perform in situ, following 

the ritual procedures in each case. Images of the event circulated in 

newspapers and art magazines during 1989 and thereafter, evidently 

                                                
597 Rasheed Areen, “A New Beginning”, Third Text vol. 14, no. 50 (2000), 3-20; published 

online: 19 June 2008, at http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09528820008576833. 
598 Areen, “A New Beginning”. 
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echoing 19th century colonial shows,599 and producing a new sense of 

exoticism against which curators and critics like Olu Ougiube and 

Okwui Enwezor reacted ferociously for years to come.600 

 As noted by Lucy Steed, the classification of the artists 

according to their regions of provenance and the traditional practices to 

which they were associated was fundamental in the curatorial and 

ethnographic research phase. These same categories were initially used 

in the drafts of the exhibition layout,601 but completely disappeared in 

the final display. Both at the Centre Pompidou and the Grande Halle 

de la Villette, the exhibition parcours were rather arranged according to 

aesthetic resonances amongst the artworks. In other words, the 

organization of the works within the exhibition space did not follow any 

national or geographic order. The works were installed with “a 

minimum of contextual information”, while labels only displayed 

information on the title of the work, the name and date of birth of the 

artist and their region of provenance or residence. 602  According to 

Eleanor Heartney, this “lack of information encouraged viewers to 

apply pre-existing Western aesthetic standards to objects where such 

standards are irrelevant”.603 At the same time, the installation at La 

Villette drew on ethnographic museographic strategies and decorations, 

                                                
599 Areen, “A New Beginning”.  
600 See for example their “Introduction” to the volume Reading the Contemporary. African Art 

from Theory to the Marketplace, (London: Institute of  International Visual Arts, 1999). 
601 These labels, in fact, appear in a drawing of  the exhibition layout at the Grand Hall 

Villette by architect Jacques Lichnerowicz, who followed the instructions of  the curators. 
Enwezor and Ouguibe, “Introduction”, 63. 

602 Enwezor and Ouguibe, “Introduction”, 64. 
603 Eleonore Heartney, “The Whole Earth Show, Part II”, Art in America, vol. 77, no.7 (July 

1989), The Global Issue, 92, quoted in Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 64. 
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including a mock Ndebele house for South African Esther Mahlangu to 

decorate (Fig. 16).604  

 

 

 
Figure 16_ View of the work by Esther Mahlangu at Magiciens de la Terre (1989), Centre 
Pompidou, Grande Halle de la Villette. 

 

All the works were given equal space and were arranged with 

the aim to create a sense of aesthetic coherence. The museographic 

strategy adopted gave the idea that all the artists shared a “coeval” 

existence, challenging the anthropologic narrative effect on the 

perception of the time of its “others”.605 However, as Nigerian artists 

and critic Olu Oguibe pointed out, by emphasizing the tribal identity or 

                                                
604 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 66.  
605  Johannes Fabian, Time and the Other. How Anthropology Makes Its Object (New York: 

Columbia University Press, 1983). 
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spiritual background of the artists from Africa, the French show does 

not display contemporary artists from elsewhere, but produces new 

exoticized others606. Rasheed Areen defined the Magiciens museographic 

approach as a neo-colonial, decontextualizing and depoliticizing way to 

represent the post-colonial subject.607 Despite the criticisms, the French 

curators have kept enthusiastically marketing their approach and 

strategies as pioneering and politically correct to this today.  

 

 

3.1.1.3) Magnin and Pigozzi: Behind a Private Collection of 
“Contemporary African Art” 

Magiciens de la Terre perfectly exemplifies the modes of 

transcuratorial curating as discussed by Mosquera, while it is also an 

example of how blockbuster curatorial enterprises are entangled with 

the art market and the interests of private stakeholders. In this regard, 

Maureen Murphy notes that: 

 

[i]n a lasting way, [Magiciens de la Terre] influenced 
people’s perception of non-Western contemporary art, 
by ushering in, in its wake, an art market which 
perpetuated the decisions taken. To take just the 
example of Africa, let us mention Jean Pigozzi’s 
collection, started by André Magnin, first the continent’s 
envoy for Magiciens de la Terre, then consultant for it. 
Through its international dissemination and its many 
publications, the Pigozzi collection helped to construct 
a canon of “contemporary African art” by favouring 
                                                

606 Olu Oguibe, “Art, Identity Bounderies”, Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, no. 3 
(Fall-Winter 1995), 26-33. 

607 R. Araeen, “Our Bauhaus Others’ Mudhouse”, 3-16. 
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painters of signs, sculptors of funerary posts, creators in 
the service of a religious cult, and studio 
photographers.608 
 
 

Since Magiciens, Magnin became one of the principal promoters 

of contemporary African artists in Europe, acting as curator, adviser 

and dealer for thirty years. To instigate a market demand for 

contemporary art from Africa was precisely his intent. He visited several 

Sub-Saharan regions of the continent – from Nigeria, to Ivory Coast, 

Ghana, Congo and Kenya to Mozambique, Botswana, Namibia and 

South Africa - to find unknown practitioners at a time when the only 

way to communicate with remote interlocutors was by the landline 

phone and fax. In the aftermath of the Magiciens opening, André Magnin 

was approached by a rich heir and paparazzi photographer named Jean 

Pigozzi, who was willing to start an art collection. After visiting the 

exhibition in Paris, Pigozzi realised that Magnin’s selection of art from 

Africa could be the starting point for a collection of “contemporary 

African art”. From that moment on, Magnin advised Pigozzi over two 

decades, from 1989 until 2008, a collaboration that resulted in the 

creation of the Contemporary African Art Collection (CAAC) and the 

acquisition of 15000 artworks. The relationship between Magnin and 

the Jean Pigozzi collection, hence, demonstrates how curatorial 

mediation ties public and private interests, and backs up art market 

operations and strategies.  

                                                
608 Maureen Murphy, “From Magiciens de la Terre to the Globalization of  the Art World: 

Going Back to a Historic Exhibition”, Critique d’art [Online], no. 41 (Printemps/Eté 2013); 
available at: http://critiquedart.revues.org/8308. 
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Based in Geneva, the CAAC is today the largest private 

collection of contemporary art from Africa in the world, and the first to 

use – through its name - the label of “contemporary African art”. The 

collection surpassed, in ambition and popularity, the very first private 

Western collection of contemporary art from Africa, whose story is also 

intertwined with Magiciens. The latter was the private collection of a 

German journalist named Gunter Péus. Péus discovered a large number 

of artists during his travels through the continent while he was based in 

Kenya. His collection included works by mostly ‘self-made’ artists such 

as Uche Okeke, Henry Tayali, and Asiru Olatunde - dating back to the 

1960s and 1970s. Most of his acquisitions were displayed for the first 

time in the exhibition Moderne Kunst aus Afrika: Horizonte ’79, which was 

organized during the 1st Festival of World Cultures in Berlin in 1979 – 

being the first large-scale exhibition of contemporary African art held 

in Europe, including nearly 400 works by 47 artists. André Magnin 

consulted Peus in the selection process for the Magiciens de la Terre 

exhibition, although this is rarely mentioned in the curator’s accounts.609  

                                                
609 See Marie-Laure Bernadac and Simon Njami (eds.), Africa Remix. Contemporary Art from a 

Continent. (Johannesburg, South Africa: Jacana Media, 2007), 246. Amongst other private 
collectors of  contemporary art from Africa are Hans Bogatzke, who started to collect sub-
Saharan African art in the 1990s. Like Pigozzi and Péus, he was interested in self-taught artists 
who worked in relative isolation, without being aware of  the artistic creation in the rest of  the 
world. In the 2000s, he expanded his collection to include, unlike Jean Pigozzi, artists connected 
with the international art scene, admitting work by critically acclaimed African artists such as 
William Kentridge, Olu Oguibe, and YiNka Shonibare. In 2005, Bogatzke sold his collection to 
Sindika Dokolo. Born in Kinshasa, businessmen Dokolo owns one of  the largest collections of  
contemporary African art, which includes over 3,000 pieces, making it one of  the two largest 
based on the continent. Established in 2004 and headquartered in Angola, the collection built 
on the Hans Bogatzke Collection, which was bought a year after. Committed to the promotion 
of  African art, Dokolo has partnered with a number of  organizations, being involved in the 
Luanda Triennial and in the creation of  an African Pavilion for the 2007 edition of  the Venice 
Biennale. On the continent, the Dokolo Foundation currently competes with the Zeitz 
collection, founded in 2002 by German business entrepreneur Jochen Zeitz. Focused on 
contemporary art from Africa and the diaspora mostly produced in the new century, the 
collection has partnered with private stakeholders and the city of  Cape Town to create the 
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Magnin, Pigozzi and the CAAC were fundamental for the birth 

of a niche market for “contemporary African art” and have played a 

vital role in determining both its symbolic and the economic value, 

along with other players – collectors, curators and dealers – who have 

emerged since then. The absence, at the time of Magiciens, of a market 

for artworks from Africa that were classified as “contemporary” meant 

that prices were very low, but ready to increase rapidly. 

The curatorial vision behind this collaboration echoes the one 

adopted for Magiciens. While building the collection, in fact, Magnin and 

Pigozzi, assumed that there was no academic knowledge on 

contemporary art from Africa which they could rely on to build their 

criteria, nor did they acknowledge that critics and dealers on the 

continent could help them with their choices. This assumption justified 

the adoption, by the curator and the collector, of completely personal 

criteria to select, acquire, and describe artists, practices and artworks 

and, hence, to establish the category of contemporary African art in 

Europe. Instinct and passion, Pigozzi argues, drove all their 

acquisitions:  

 

It was just a passion. With my curator André Magnin, 
99.9% of what we bought was from the artists directly 
— there was nothing organized. […] I’m completely 
dyslexic so I never read any theory about art, especially 
what I collect. With contemporary African art, there are 
no books whatsoever. There might be three people in 
the world who know a bit more than me, so it’s 
completely instinctive. […] It’s like, ‘Oh, I like this guy, 

                                                
Museum of  Contemporary African Art (Zeitz MOCAA), which opened its doors in 2017.  
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I like his work,’ or, ‘No, I don’t like that guy or I don’t 
like that guy’s old work’.610 
 

This notion of a lack of context in the African countries from 

which the artists were selected was precisely the premise deployed by 

the curator and the collector to undertake their explorations driven only 

by their taste and preconceptions. This assumption that there was a lack 

of knowledge on contemporary art from Africa at the time 

underestimated the contribution of other art exhibitions in Europe, 

USA and Africa that featured artists from Africa and the African 

diaspora.611 One of them was Contemporary African Art (Camden Arts 

                                                
610 Julie Baumgardner, “Inside the World’s Largest Collection of  Contemporary African 

Art”, Artsy, 12 October 2015, available at https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-inside-
the-world-of-jean-pigozzi-the-tech. 

611  The record of  the exhibition includes, amongst others: Art from the Commonwealth 
(Commonwealth Institute, London, 1962); Tendances et confrontations (Musée Dynamique, Dakar, 
1966), within the World Festival of  Black Arts; Contemporary African Art (Studio International, 
New York, 1969 and Camden Arts Centre, London, 1970); Contemporary African Art (Otis 
Institute, Los Angeles, 1969); African Art Today: Four Major Artists (African-American Institute, 
New York, 1974), Contemporary African Art (Museum of  African Art, Washington D.C., 1974); 
Contemporary African Arts (Field Museum of  Natural History, Chicago, 1974); African 
Contemporary Art (The Gallery, Washington D.C, 1977; curated by Kojo Fosu); Christliches Africa: 
Kunst und Kunsthandwerk in Schwarzafrika (Curated by Josef  Thiel, Haus Völker und Kulturen, St. 
Augustine, 1978); Eine Ausstellung der Berliner Festspiele mit Unterstützung der Staatliche Kunsthalle 
(Berlin, 1979; curated by Sabine Hollburg and Gereon Sievernich, Staatliche Kunsthalle, Berlin 
1979); Moderne Kunst in Afrika (curated by Harrie M. Leyten and Paul Faber, Tropenmuseum, 
Amsterdam, 1980); Art from Africa (Commonwealth Institute, London 1981); L’art en Afrique est 
la vie: Paul Ahyi & El loko aus Togo (Galerie Altana, Hamburg,, 1984); Sanaa: Contemporary Art 
from East Africa (curated by Fatmah Abdellah, Mordecai Buluma, Elimo Njau, Commonwealth 
Institute, London, 1984); Tributaries: A View of  Contemporary Southern African Art (BMW 
Communications Department, curated by Richard Burnett, Africana Museum, Johannesburg 
and Germany, 1985); From Two Worlds (Whitechapel Art Gallery, 1986); Ethnicolor (curated by 
Bruno Tilliette & Simon Njami, Paris, 1987); Art pour l'Afrique: Exposition internationale d'art 
contemporain (Musée National des Arts Africains et Océaniens, Paris, 1988); Kunst uit een andere 
wereld (Art from another world) (Snoeck-Ducaju & Zoon, Rotterdam, 1988; curated by Paul Faber, 
Museo di Etnologia, Rotterdam); Bild/konst i södra Afrika (Art/Images in Southern Africa) 
(Riksutställninger, Kulturhuset, Stoccolma, 1989: curated by Kerstin Danielsson, Kulturhuset 
& Kulturhuset, Stoccolma, 1989; itinerant in Sweden and in Scandinavian countries until May 
1990); Croisement de signes (Institut du Monde Arabe, Paris, 1989, curated by Mohamed Métalsi); 
The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain (Hayward Gallery, South Bank Centre, 
London, 1989; curated by Rasheed Araeen). 
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Centre, London, 1969), “one of the first European exhibition to deal 

with and analyse the distinctive features of non-traditional African 

art”.612 In the same way, the academic and curatorial expertise on the 

continent was equally ignored. As argued by Lucy Steed, “the ease with 

which the views of African experts in academic African art were set 

aside or dismissed is striking”.613  

In 1991, the itinerant exhibition Africa Now: The Jean Pigozzi 

Collection, held at the Centro Atlántico de Arte Moderno (Las Palmas de 

Gran Canaria), the Groningen Museum, the Centro Cultural de Arte 

Contemporáneo (Mexico City), and the Saatchi Gallery (London), was 

the first public presentation of the collection brought together by 

Pigozzi and Magnin. 614  The first of a long series of exhibition of 

contemporary art from Africa curated by Magnin, it included works by 

artists such as Frédéric Bruly Bouabré (Côte d’Ivoire), John Goba 

(Sierra Leone), Bodys Isek Kingelez (Democratic Republic of Congo), 

and Esther Mahlangu (South Africa). Still represented and promoted by 

                                                
612 See Marie-Laure Bernadac and Simon Njami eds., Africa Remix. Contemporary Art from a 

Continent. (Johannesburg, South Africa: Jacana Media, 2007), 228. Despite all the difficulties they 
faced at that time, the curators Jacqueline Delange and Philp Fry featured artists whose name 
became very well known amongst the European contemporary art scene in the following years; 
amongst them the Sudanese Ibrahim El Salalhi, the Mozambican Malangatana, the South 
African Gerard Sekot and Sidney Kumalo, the Senegalese Iba Ndiaye and the Nigerians Uzo 
Egonu, Uche Okeke, Bruce Onobrakpeya and Twins Seven Seven. This last artist was actually 
the only artist selected by André Magnin whose work had been featured in a European 
exhibition. 

613 Steed, “Magiciens de la Terre”, 24 -92.  
614 The other artists were Efiaimbelo (Madagascar), Emile Yebo Guebehi (Côte d'Ivoire), 

Romuald Hazoumé (Bénin), Cheïk Ledy (Congo, Democratic Republic), Georges Lilanga di 
Nyama (Tanzania), Moké (Congo, Democratic Republic), and Cyprien Tokoudagbe (Bénin). 
The exhibition was reviewed by Richard Dyer, “Third World Perspectives on Contemporary 
Art and Culture”, Third Text, no. 22 (Spring 1993), 111-112; also see Andrew Graham-Dixon, 
“Jungle Fever: International Socialite “Johnny” Pigozzi Collects Houses, Celebrities, Kitsch and 
Now, with Characteristic Enthusiasm, African Art”, Vogue Paris (October 1992), 209-212; 
Richard Cork, “Visions of  Africa: Ancient & Modern”, Times London (November 6, 1992), 39; 
and Clémentine Deliss, “White Mischief ”, Frieze, no. 7 (November-December 1992), 12-15. 
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the CAAC and Magnin, over the last thirty years there has been no 

major changes in these artists’ style and technique (Fig. 17 and 18). 

 

 
 Figure 17_ John Goba, “The Serpent Sampa” (2012), painted wood and porcupine 
spines, 149 x 101 cm. 
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Figure 18_ John Goba, “Yellow Woman” (1993), painted wood and porcupine spines, 
120 x 120 x 100 cm. 

  

Africa Now was presented as an overview of sub-Saharan African 

contemporary art and not as an exhibition focusing on a thesis or a 

theme. It was rather aimed at establishing the criteria that defined the 

category of contemporary art from Africa by including only informally 

trained or self-taught practitioners, therefore echoing the curatorial 

selection criteria of Magiciens. In 2005, another exhibition centred on the 

CAAC was held at the Museum of Fine Arts of Houston (Texas, USA). 

Titled African Art Now, it featured several artists in the previous 
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exhibition, alongside new incorporations made over the previous fifteen 

years, including the works of the late Seydou Keïta and Malick Sidibé – 

photographers from Mali who are internationally acclaimed today – and 

the now blue-chip multimedia artist, Pascale Marthine Tayou, from 

Cameroon (Fig. 19)615 

A year after the African Art Now exhibition, Guggenheim Bilbao 

(Spain) collaborated with CAAC to organize 100% Africa, another 

exhibition that relied exclusively on loans from the collection.616 In 

2008, the Pinacoteca Giovanni e Marella Agnelli, in Turin (Italy), hosted 

the last of this series of exhibitions aimed at promoting the CAAC. 

Titled Why Africa?, it was also the last exhibition curated by Magnin as 

the collection’s artistic director.617  

 

 

                                                
615 The full list of  artists in this show includes: Philip Kwame Apagya, Willie Bester, Pierre 

Bodo, Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Seni Awa Camara, Calixte Dakpogan, Jean Depara, Jean-Jacques 
Efiaimbelo, Gedewon, John Goba, Emile Guebehi & Nicolas Damas, Romuald Hazoumè, 
Samuel Kane Kwei, Seydou Keïta, Bodys Isek Kingelez, Koffi Kouakou, Cheik Ledy, George 
Lilanga, Esther Mahlangu, Abu Bakarr, Mansaray Moke, Rigobert Nimi, J.D. 'Okhai Ojeikere, 
Richard Onyango, Chéri Samba, Malick Sidibé, Pascale Marthine Tayou, Barthelemy Toguo, 
Cyprien Tokoudagba, Zinsou. Information available at the CAAC website 
http://www.caacart.com. 

616 The exhibitions include the works of  Pierre Bodo, Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Demba 
Camara, Chéri Chérin, Calixte Dakpogan, Jean Depara, Jean-Jacques Efiaimbelo, Romuald 
Hazoumè, Seydou Keïta, Bodys Isek Kingelez, George Lilanga, Titos Mabota, Abu Bakarr 
Mansaray, Moke, Rigobert Nimi, J.D. 'Okhai Ojeikere, Richard Onyango, Chéri Samba, Malick 
Sidibé, Pathy Tshindele. See a description of  the exhibition at https://www.guggenheim-
bilbao.eus/en/exhibitions/100-africa-2/. 

617  See the description of  the exhibition at the CAAC website 
http://www.caacart.com/pigozzi-exhibition.php?i=Why-Africa-Pinacoteca-Giovanni-e-
Marella-Agnelli-Turin-Italy&m=12, and at the website of  the Pinacoteca Giovanni e Marella 
Agnelli, in Turin (Italy), https://www.pinacoteca-agnelli.it/visit/804/why-africa-2/. 
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Figure 19_ Malick Sidibeé, “Nuit de Noël (Happy-club)” (1963). 

 

 

Moreover, the Pigozzi collection built its reputation upon 

becoming one of the major loaners of artworks to important museums 

worldwide, as well as being one of the key promoters of the artists 

whose works are featured in the collection.618 As its website details, 

CAAC regularly sponsors exhibitions in, or loans artworks to, major 

                                                
618 After Africa Hoy, other eleven group exhibitions with works of  the CAAC collection 

were organized, among them Big City (1995) and Masterpieces from the Pigozzi Collection (2005). See 
also the record of  exhibitions that feature artworks belonging to the CAAC in the “exhibitions” 
section of  the CAAC website: http://www.caacart.com. 
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museums and art foundations,619 while also publishing catalogues and 

monographs. Amongst these exhibitions is the formerly mentioned 

Africa Remix (2004-07) curated by Simon Njami, which featured a 

considerable number of CAAC artists, 620  and the above mentioned 

Beauté Congo, 1926-2015 (2016), curated by Magnin and organised at the 

Fondation Cartier in Paris.621 Even Okwui Enwezor resorted to CAAC 

for two recent exhibitions: Making Africa. A Continent of Contemporary 

Design (2015-16), held at the Guggenheim Bilbao and at the Centro de 

Cultura Contemporánea de Barcelona (Spain), which featured works 

recently integrated into the collection by artists such as Leonce Raphael 

Agbodjelou (Benin), Kudzanai Chiurai (Zimbabwe), and Omar Victor 

Diop (Senegal); and All the World’s Futures (Venice Biennale, 2015), for 

which Pigozzi lent some 30 drawings by Abu Bakarr Mansaray.  

Solo shows by CAAC artists in major Museums have also been 

supported by Pigozzi to this day; amongst them are Frédéric Bruly 

Bouabré’s solo show at the Tate Modern (London) in 2011, Pascale 

Marthine Tayou’s show at the Serpentine Gallery (London), and the 

more recent Bodys Isek Kingelez’s City Dreams in 2018-19, the first solo 

show by an artists from Africa held at MoMA (New York). Mostly 

                                                
619 Amongst these are the Tate Modern (London), Pompidou Centre (Paris), Guggenheim 

Bilbao, Metropolitan Museum (NY), Museum of  Fine Arts, Houston (Texas), National Museum 
of  African Art (Washington), Cartier Foundation (Paris) and the Saatchi Gallery (London), 

620 The CAAC featured artists are: Willie Bester, Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Chéri Chérin, 
Romuald Hazoumè, Paulo Kapela, Bodys Isek Kingelez, George Lilanga, Goncalo Mabunda, 
Abu Bakarr Mansaray Richard Onyango, Chéri Samba, Pascale Marthine, Tayou Barthelemy, 
Toguo Cyprien Tokoudagba.  

621 Beauté Congo featured the following CAAC artists: Steve Bandoma, Pierre Bodo, Chéri 
Chérin, Jean Depara, Bodys Isek Kingelez, Cheik Ledy, Papa Mfumu'eto 1er, JP Mika, Moke, 
Ambroise Ngaimoko (Studio 3Z), Rigobert Nimi, Chéri Samba, and Pathy Tshindele.  
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consisting of miniature cities (Fig. 20) the work of the Congolese artist 

was amongst the first acquired by CAAC in the aftermath of Magiciens.  

 

 
Figure 20_  Bodys Isek Kingelez, “Kimbembele Ihunga” (detail), 1994. 

 

Moreover, Pigozzi was also actively involved the creation of the 

economic value of his collection within the secondary market. On 24 

June, 1999, for instance, he sold several CAAC pieces through a 

Sotheby’s auction, which became the first major auction house to 

handle contemporary African art. At that time, a market for 

contemporary African art was still non-existent, which resulted in the 

participation of only a small coterie of collectors.622  However, “the 

                                                
622 Such information is provided by ArtPrice in the article “Contemporary African Art”, 

published online through its website on the 11 January 2010 – link 
https://www.artprice.com/artmarketinsight/contemporary-african-art. In a recent interview, 
Magnin stated that “Estimates ranged from €800 to €9,000. Fifty-six lots out of  fifty-seven were 
sold and, on the whole, the results were higher than the estimates. Some positive results, but 
prices remained reasonable and could not compare with Western art auctions. It was neither a 
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event generated a modest new record of less than 16,000 USD for a 

mixed-technique work by the South African artist Willie Bester (at his 

first-ever international auction appearance)”.623 Today, artists from the 

CAAC sell in the “Modern & Contemporary African Art” section of 

Sotheby’s auction for up to 8 figure prices expressed in GBP.624 

In a recent interview, Jean Pigozzi stated that the increase in 

value of the artworks he owns is not a priority for him. “None of the 

paintings in my house are worth anything,” he says. “These African 

paintings in my house, the maximum they’re worth is $100,000”. He 

probably refers to the fact that, with the exception of artists like El 

Anatsui, William Kentridge and YiNka Shonibare, amongst a few 

others, prices for African art are generally inferior to the record prices 

registered in the secondary art market in art capitals like New York and 

London. Even if he claims that prices are not a motivator for him, he 

does add that “In a year or two, good African art will explode, I hope 

so”.625 It is often the case that art collectors tend to show a certain 

indifference toward the commercial value of artworks, emphasizing 

rather the affective value they project upon the pieces. However, this is 

not a good reason to take Pigozzi’s statement flippantly. His interest in 

the both the symbolic and market value of his collection underlies his 

recent announcement regarding his plans to open a massive foundation 

                                                
success nor a failure. For Sotheby’s, the test was not conclusive. The African contemporary art 
market was still hesitant and the main Western private collectors were absent”. See 
https://newafricanmagazine.com/latest-and-current-affairs/.../newfound-visibility/. On the Sotheby’s sale 
of  artworks from the CAAC see https://sothebys.gcs-web.com/static-files/efbcd864-b28e-
4215-9ddd-7becbfad68cd.  

623 ArtPrice, “Contemporary African Art”.  
624  See http://www.sothebys.com/es/auctions/2019/modern-contemporary-african-art-

l19801.html. 
625 Baumgardner, “Inside the World’s Largest Collection of  Contemporary African Art”. 
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in which his collection will be homed.626 Pigozzi’s wish to find a home 

for his collection resonates with the current trend of creating museums 

from private collections of contemporary African art, as the recent 

opening of two museums on the African continent prove: the Museum 

of African Contemporary Art Al Maaden (MACAAL), which opened in 

Marrakesh in February 2018 and the Zeitz Mocca in Cape Town, 

inaugurated in September 2016. These private, specialized collections 

are acquiring a growing authority in the field of contemporary art in 

Africa. Moreover, by collecting works by artists from the continent and 

the diaspora, they are substantially contributing to the transformation 

of the “contemporary African art” label into a self-defined and proudly 

affirmative category with which artists identify themselves, and that 

represents for them a source of additional value to their work. In this 

sense, these collections, together with the market on which they rely 

and the network of curators they support, are generating new local 

pathways of consecration for African artists. The enthusiasm 

surrounding the increasing popularity and economic value of 

contemporary art from Africa is fuelling the motivation of a number of 

new private art investors.627  

                                                
626 Interview with Jean Pigozzi by Alyssa Buffenstein, “Investor and Celeb Photographer 

Jean Pigozzi Is Searching for a Home for His African Art Collection”, 27 April, 2017, available 
at: https://news.artnet.com/art-world/jean-pigozzi-foundation-contemporary-african-art-
938897. 

627 It is argued that contemporary African art has also benefited from the price inflation of  
the speculative bubble on the art market of  2008-2009. Price indexes showed strong progression 
over five years (+ 370% from January 2002 to January 2007), followed by a contraction of  25% 
between January 2007 and January 2010; ArtPrice, “Contemporary African Art”. The spikes in 
prices have continued until today, with the recent sale of  a 1974 long-lost masterpiece by 
Nigerian artist Ben Enwonwu for 1.67 million USD at “Africa Now”, the first-ever sale of  
contemporary African art at Bonhams London. The piece was originally expected to fetch some 
300,000 pounds; see Sarah Cascone, “A Long-Lost Nigerian Masterpiece Found in a London 
Apartment Just Set a Record at Bonhams”, Artnet News, on the 1 March 2018, 
https://news.artnet.com/market/ben-enwonwu-nigerian-masterpiece-bonhams-1234223. 
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During the 20 years over which he was advisor and curator of 

the Pigozzi Collection, André Magnin built up his reputation in Europe 

and Africa, both as a curator, art dealer and  patron. Throughout his 

career, he has pursued his purpose of creating a market for 

contemporary African art, as he recounts in interview:  

 

It’s natural that after we spent twenty years building up 
this collection we are now starting to hear about Chéri 
Samba, Seydou Keïta, Romuald Hazoumé, Malick 
Sidibé, etc. on the market. We bought almost everything 
they produced. Not only to support them but also with 
the idea of organising major group and solo exhibitions. 
After twenty years and all those exhibitions, I noticed I 
was repeating myself. So I regained my freedom and it 
was a logical step to show and sell their work to other 
collectors in the art market and create a market for 
contemporary African art. That’s what I have been 
doing since 2009. Another important point is that by 
creating this market for African art in the West we can 
also raise the profile of the Pigozzi collection and 
African artists, so everybody benefits. […]Samba, 
Bouabré, Hazoumé and many more, who were only 
known in their own country at the time, would sell single 
works for $300 or $400. Now you can easily pay $20,000 
for a piece. For example, a big installation by Hazoumé 
can cost €300,000. So the artists live very well 
nowadays.628 
 

                                                
Such a sale recalls Sotheby’s first auction of  modern and contemporary African art one year 
ago, where 83 pieces by African artists were sold for a total of  nearly 4 million USD. El Anatsui 
was the star of  such a sale, with his sculpture made from discarded aluminum bottle caps and 
copper wire that went for about 950,000 USD. South African William Kentridge and Ghanaian 
El Anatsui are today’s living artists from and based on the continent that have achieved the most 
success in the secondary market. 

628  See the interview with André Magnin, by Mart Engelen, for #59magazine, 
http://59magazine.nl/portraitandinterview/André-magnin/. 
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For Magnin, there seems to be no contradiction between 

curatorial practice and direct activity within the art market as an art 

dealer. Rather, these different roles are understood by him as part of the 

same commitment and, therefore, they are perfectly compatible. 

Magnin considers his contribution to the market for contemporary 

African art as the best strategy to integrate the artists he represents 

within the canon established by Western museums, which, according to 

him, “do not know contemporary African art well enough”.629 On the 

contrary, he argues, private collectors are more active promoters of 

these artists: 

 
the first buyers of artworks are private collectors. 
Because they are aware that there are very important 
artists in Africa and they can still acquire incredible 
works for reasonable prices. If you take Chinese artists 
for example, these days you can easily pay €500,000 or 
€1 million for a painting. Look at the Chéri Samba 
painting on the wall behind you, a very special work that 
costs €50k. There are collectors who love the work of 
Chéri Samba, the price is very reasonable and you can 
expect it to increase rapidly in value.630 
 

In 2008, Magnin stopped collecting exclusively for Pigozzi and 

“began showing works at art fairs, helping to expand collections of art 

from Africa and around the world”, with the aim of creating “a market 

[for those artists], a market that I played a role in creating”.631 Since then, 

he consults for commercial galleries, mostly in France (Fabienne 

                                                
629 Interview with André Magnin, #59magazine.  
630 Interview with André Magnin, #59magazine. 
631 See the interview by Crash Art, “André Magnin, the Man behind the Jean Pigozzi 

Collection”, https://www.crash.fr/43681-2. 
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Leclerc, Galerie Lelong, Anne de Villepoix, Galleria Continua), which 

have started to integrate the artists he promotes to their rosters. Since 

2009, he directs his own gallery Magnin-A, 632  where he represents 

Magiciens artists such as Frédéric Bruly Bournabré, Chéri Chénin, and 

Chéri Samba, as well as other younger artists like Omar Victor Diop 

and Joël Andrianomearisoa. 

 

 

3.1.1.4) Magnin in South Africa: The Encounter with Esther 
Mahlangu and the Making of an Artist’s Career 

 

André Magnin visited South Africa in the late ‘80s in search of 

an artist to feature in Magiciens. Certainly aware of the conditions in 

South African at the time, the curator made his choice with awareness 

and according to a specific agenda. In 1985, before his trip, the 

exhibition Art against Apartheid was held at the Fondation Nationale des 

Arts Graphiques et Plastiques in Paris, featuring what was publicised as 

“The Art against Apartheid Moving Collection”.633 It was created with 

the aim of raising awareness on ending Apartheid within the 

                                                
632 See http://www.magnin-a.com/. 
633 Art against Apartheid was an exhibition assembled by the Association of  Artists of  the 

World against Apartheid, headed by Ernest Pignon-Ernest and Antonio Suara, in co-operation 
with the United Nations Special Committee against Apartheid. Comprising 85 works, the 
exhibition opened in Paris in 1983, after which it travelled to various parts of  the world, 
including Spain, the Netherlands, Greece, the USA, Korea, Canada, the Caribbean and Japan. 
The show featured work by celebrated international artists of  the 1970s and ‘80s, including 
Pignon-Ernest, Joe Tilson, Roy Lichtenstein, Sol LeWitt, Christian Boltanski, Donald Judd, 
Robert Motherwell, Claes Oldenberg, Tom Phillips, Larry Rivers, James Rosenquist, Pierre 
Soulages, Robert Rauschenberg, Valente Ngwenya Malangatana and Gavin Jantjes. The Art 
against Apartheid collection is now hosted at the Centre For Humanity Research, UWC; see 
http://www.chrflagship.uwc.ac.za/media/galleries/art-against-apartheid-collection. 
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international art world and in support of local artists, who were affected 

by the cultural boycott imposed by the UN since 1980.634 Magnin had 

arrived in the country during a decade – the last under the apartheid 

regime – of intense social conflicts and anti-apartheid confrontations, 

with a new state of emergency being declared every year since 1985 until 

the fall of the regime. The South African urban art world deeply 

reflected these political tensions, with both black and white artists 

producing politically challenging works.635 In 1982, exiled South African 

artists and intellectuals, some of who were part of the Medu Art 

Ensemble,636 organized the Culture and Resistance festival in Botswana, 

which promoted the spirit of black self-liberation from the oppressive 

                                                
634 In 1980, with international pressure mounting, the UN General Assembly constituted 

Resolution 35/206, which stated that (Summary): “The United Nations General Assembly 
makes the request to all states to prevent all cultural, academic, sporting and other exchanges 
with South Africa. This is also an appeal to writers, artists, musicians and other personalities to 
boycott South Africa. It urges all academic and cultural institutions to terminate all links with 
South Africa.” See “South Africa’s Academic and Cultural Boycott” in SAHO: 
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/south-africas-academic-and-cultural-boycott. 

635 As South African art writer and activist Mario Pisarra argues in his essay “Cast in Colour: 
Towards an Inclusive South African Art”, “South African history reveals a counter-hegemonic 
discourse to racism and apartheid”. The liberation struggle, which included the non-racialism 
of  the African National Congress played a critical part in unifying artists across color and 
ethnicity. Non-racialism was, in contrast, rejected by the more radical Black Conscious 
movement: “According to Omar Badsha it was in the aftermath of  the Sharpeville Massacre 
(1960) that some black artists, including Dumile and himself, began to wrestle with the role of  
art in society. According to Sue Williamson, it was the 1976 Soweto Uprisings that ‘jolted [a 
generation of  artists] out of  lethargy’. However it was the Culture and Resistance symposium 
in Gaborone 1982, organised by the ANC, that perhaps did the most to provide a radical 
framework for non-racial solidarity amongst South African artists”. The essay was included in 
the catalogue, available on-line, of  the exhibition project Revision, organized by the South 
African Campbell Smith Collection: http://www.revisions.co.za/articles/cast-in-colour-
towards-an-inclusive-south-african-art/#.XKTdDuszbVo. I delve into the South African art 
scene of  the time in the last section of  this chapter. 

636 Medu Art Ensemble (Medu is a SePedi word meaning roots) was established in 1978, by 
a group of  “cultural workers” from the South African townships that had fled into exile in 
Gaborone, Botswana. Running units specializing in music, theatre, graphics and visual arts, 
photography, and writing, Medu existed for eight years. The visual arts unit of  Medu included: 
Thami Mnyele, Miles Pelo, Heinz Klug, Judy Seidman, Gordon Metz, Albio and Theresa 
Gonzales, Philip Segola, Lentswe Mokgatle. See the SAHO website: 
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/medu-art-ensemble. 



 

 

 
280 

apartheid regime. Culture, it was resolved, should be used as a “weapon 

of the struggle”637 Opposing the constant threat of state censorship, 

repression and violence, this political stand dramatically met with the 

response of the South African military, which raided the community of 

exiled artists, killing one of its leaders, Thamy Mnyele. The ‘80s was also 

the decade in which Anthony Caro and Bill Ansile’s Triangle Arts 

Workshop was brought to South Africa, 638  offering art training to 

numerous black artists. The selection criteria defined by Magnin for 

Magiciens were, in fact, particularly problematic in the case of South 

Africa, given that black artists were excluded both from the art 

establishment and from formal artistic education, 639  and where 

primitivistic and paternalistic approaches to the work of black artists 

went hand in hand with apartheid’s political agenda.  

                                                
637 Because of  these radical positions, in 1986 apartheid armed forces raided Medu Art 

Ensamble headquarters and the homes of  its members, killing 12 of  them. The assassination 
of  the main leader of  Medu, Thami Mnyele, provoked the collapse of  the organization. For 
more onn the Botswana Festival of  Culture and Resistance, the Medu Art Ensemble and on Thami 
Myele, see online resources such as: https://www.sahistory.org.za/archive/thami-mnyele-a-
portrait; see also the catalogue Thami Mnyele + Medu Art Ensemble Retrospective [Exhibition 
Catalogue] (Sunnyside: Jacana, 2009), published on the occasion of  the retrospective exhibition 
at the Johannesburg Art Gallery in 2009. 

638  Triangle Workshop, today known as Triangle Network, was founded by artist Sir 
Anthony Caro and collector and philanthropist Robert Loder through an artists’ workshop in 
upstate New York in the Summer of  1982. In 1983 it was brought to South Africa and then 
expanded to the rest of  the continent.  

639 As Ciraj Rasool reminds us, “with some exceptions, such as Durban-Westville from 1963 
onward and Fort Hare from 1971, universities established or administered for blacks under the 
Separate Universities Education Act of  1959 did not offer education in art or other creative 
disciplines. While education in the high arts of  the Western canon of  art, theatre and music 
found expression in the historically white universities, black cultural expression was figured 
through anthropology, Bantu or native art, ethnic culture and ethnomusicology, with these limits 
determining why Fort Hare and Durban-Westville are seen as exceptions to this exclusion. 
Historically, white universities even refused to admit talented black applicants, both before and 
after the legislative decree”, Ciraj Rasool, “South African Art and Apartheid”, in Gabi Ngcobo, 
ed., A Labour of  Love (Frankfurt: Weltkulturen Museum, 2015), 24-31, 25. 



 

 

 
281 

 Moreover, in 1985 the Tributaries. A View of Contemporary South 

Africa exhibition was held in Johannesburg’s Africana Museum, pre-

empting the multiculturalist curatorial approach of Magiciens. Sponsored 

by BMW South Africa and supported by the South African government, 

“which was making efforts to project an image of amicable racial co-

existence through exhibitions”, 640  its white curator, Ricky Burnett, 

brought together works by white established artists and works by black 

artists, both from the urban areas (townships) and the rural areas 

(Bantustans). This was followed, in 1989, by another landmark 

exhibition during the last years of apartheid entirely dedicated to the 

work of black artists. Titled The Neglected Tradition and organized by 

another white curator, Stephen Sachs, at the public art museum 

Johannesburg Art Gallery, the exhibition was a first step towards an 

official inclusion of the work of local black artists into the white-

monopolized narrative of South African art history. During the same 

period, two publications that achieved wide local and international 

popularity were published: Gavin Young’s Art of the South African 

Townships (1988) and Sue Williamson’s Resistance Art in South Africa 

(1989).641 Surely they must have passed by the desks of André Magnin 

and Jean-Hubert Martin, as they were also displayed amongst Magiciens’s 

archival material in the Retour sur une exposition légendaire exhibition in 

2014 (Fig. 26).642 

                                                
640 See Mario Pisarra’s arguments in his essay “Cast in Colour: Towards an Inclusive South 

African Art”. 
641 Introduced by Archbishop Desmond Tutu, Sue Williamson’s publication also contains 

Williamson’s historically important portraits of  South African women in the anti-apartheid 
struggle later exhibited at Frieze Masters 2015, curated by Goodman Gallery. 

642  See other archival material and documents  on Esther Mahlangu and Ndebele art 
displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une exposition légendaire (2014), Centre 
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Figure 21_ View of the archival material on Esther Mahlangu and Ndebele art 
displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une exposition légendaire (2014), 
Centre Pompidou. 
 

In short, the complexity and richness of the contemporary art 

field in South Africa could not be easily ignored. And yet, during his 

curatorial trip, André Magnin decided to look the other way and to 

focus his attention on a particular form of art production: Ndebele art 

from the KwaNdebele Bantustan.643  

                                                
Pompidou, in fig. 21, 22, 23, 24, 25. 

643 The Bantustans (from the substantive “Bantu-”, meaning “people” in some of  the Bantu 
languages, and the suffix “-stan”, meaning “land” in the Persian language and some Persian-
influenced languages of  Western, Central, and Southern Asia), also called Homelands, were 
territories that the apartheid government had set aside for black inhabitants of  South Africa 
and South West Africa (now Namibia). As detailed in the SAHO website, “the Bantustans or 
homelands, established by the Apartheid Government, were areas to which the majority of  the 
Blacks population was moved to prevent them from living in the urban areas of  South Africa. 
The Bantustans were a major administrative mechanism for the removal of  Blacks from the 
South African political system under the many laws and policies created by Apartheid. The idea 
was to separate Blacks from the Whites, and give Blacks the responsibility of  running their own 
independent governments, thus denying them protection and any remaining rights a Black could 
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Figure 22_View of the archival material on Esther Mahlangu, Ndebele art and the 
“Mission in South Africa” displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une 
exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou. 

 

                                                
have in South Africa. In other words, Bantustans were established for the permanent removal 
of  the Black population in White South Africa”. See 
https://www.sahistory.org.za/article/homelands. Each of  the ten Bantustans established in 
South Africa were assigned to a designated ethnic group, thus making each of  those territories 
ethnically homogeneous as the basis for creating “autonomous” nation states for South Africa’s 
different black ethnic groups. Situated in a dry savanna area about 160 km Northeast of  
Johannesburg, the KwaNdebele was a former non-independent Bantustan in central Transvaal 
province, that was a self-governing “national state” for Transvaal Ndebele people from 1981 to 
1994. KwaNdebele was located at an altitude of  3,500-foot- (1,060-metre-). It was established 
in 1979, when many Transvaal Ndebele were expelled from the nearby Bophuthatswana 
Bantustan. A massive resettlement programme led to the creation of  12 camps in KwaNdebele, 
housing about 40% of  the Transvaal Ndebele population in South Africa by the end of  1982. 
Under the South African constitution, KwaNdebele was reincorporated into South Africa and 
became part of  the new province of  Eastern Transvaal (now Mpumalanga) in 1994. 
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Figure 23_  View of the archival material on Esther Mahlangu, Ndebele art and the 
“Mission in South Africa” displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une 
exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou 
 

 
Figure 24 _ View of the archival material on Esther Mahlangu, Ndebele art and the 
“Mission in South Africa” displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une 
exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou 
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Figure 25_ View of the archival material on Esther Mahlangu, Ndebele art and the 
“Mission in South Africa” displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une 
exposition légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou. 

 

Magnin’s choice fell onto Esther Mahlangu, a practitioner who 

was employed in a Ndebele village in the Northern regions named 

“Botshabelo”. In this native reserve, “constituted for touristic 

purposes”, 644  Mahlangu used to paint and perform for visitors. 

Women’s mural art and beadwork, characterised by geometric 

compositions and contrasting primary colours, were familiar to 

international visitors: to those who, visiting South Africa, travelled the 

roads north of Pretoria, as well as to those who leafed through 

magazines and travel guides that advertised holidays in South Africa.645 

                                                
644  This information comes from the report of  Magnin’s visit to the village and his 

negotiations with Esther Mahkangu. The report was written by the head of  the “Ambassade de 
France en Afrique du Sud” in Pretoria, on the 4 March 1988. I was able to consult a copy of  
this letter during my research at the archive of  Magiciens de la Terre, at the Bibliothèque Kandinsky 
and Centre Pompidou, in July 2014.  

645  John Peffer writes that ever since the early apartheid years “tourist brochures, 
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Figure 26_ View of the archival material on “Resistance Art in South Africa” by Sue 
Williamson, displayed in the exhibition Magiciens de la Terre. Retour sur une exposition 
légendaire (2014), Centre Pompidou. 

 

                                                
advertisements, and travel guides have routinely featured images of  Ndebele women’s art”, and 
that “through these forms of  mass media, photographic imagery was historically an adjunct to 
the homelands system in the creation and distribution of  ideas of  black ethnicity at the service 
of  white leisure in South Africa”, John Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid, (Minneapolis: 
University of  Minnesota Press, 2009) 12. 
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Figure 27_ Detail of the Magiciens de la Terre catalogue in which the work of Esther 
Mahlangu is described.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 
288 

In the catalogue for Magiciens de la Terre, Mahlangu’s work is not 

described as a unique and authored art practice, but as an example of 

the traditional Ndebele mural art, a practice with a ritual function 

connected to Wela male initiation rites, in which “innovations” are not 

considered a threat to “authenticity”: 

 

Every four years, when they are between 18 and 22 years 
old, the young males go to the school of circumcision: 
the Wela, where they learn of responsibility towards the 
family and the tribe. On this occasion, the women renew 
their houses, they rebuild the entrance and paint the 
walls. They paint their everyday impressions into the 
geometric forms. […] The wall decoration is a 
prerogative of the women which denotes their 
privileged, unique and intimate relationship with the 
house and their response to be exploited socially and 
politically. […] Over the last 15 years, the iconography 
has started losing its ritual characteristics and has been 
enriched by forms: a bottle, a lamp, a TV aerial, a phone, 
stylized to the extreme. However, these “innovations” 
represent dreams, since the houses are not equipped 
with these devices.646  
 

The category of Ndebele mural art and its popularity should be 

considered within the conventions, institutions and cultural strategies 

of the “indirect rule” 647 regime of governance and its primitivistic socio-

                                                
646 From the catalogue of  Magiciens de la Terre (Paris: Edition do Centre Pompidou, 1989), 

189 (fig. 27). 
647 Indirect rule defined a system of  governance used by the British and French to control 

parts of  their colonial empires, particularly in Africa and Asia, through pre-existing indigenous 
power structures. On indirect rule in South Africa, see Jason Conard Myers, Indirect Rule in South 
Africa: Tradition, Modernity, and the Costuming of Political Power (Rochester: University of  Rochester 
Press, 2008) and Jeffrey Butler and John Adams, The Blacks Homelands of  South Africa: The Political 
and Economic Development of  Bophuthatswana and Kwa-Zulu (Berkeley: University of  California Press, 
1978). Also see Mahmood Mamdani’s Citizen and Subject: Contemporary Africa and the Legacy of  Late 
Colonialism (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1996) and Define and Rule: Native as Political 
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cultural agenda, perpetuated by the late apartheid state. As an art form, 

in fact, Ndebele mural art is not an ancient tradition, but rather a 

relatively recent phenomena. It first emerged in the 1940s as a form of 

“ethnic self-identification”, while it was promoted by the apartheid, 

soon becoming a form of “tourist art”.648 After 1953, the government 

even started to “supply colourful acrylic paint to the local women and 

set up tourist villages, with the aim of buttressing the nascent ideology 

of apartheid and its separation of ‘races’ into linguistically, culturally, 

and geographically distinct units”.649 By the 1970s, Ndebele art was 

“already being subjected to a retroactive nostalgia for ‘endangered 

species’ and the ‘threat of contamination by Western culture’ and to the 

rhetoric of ethnographic ‘salvage’”.650 

Magnin was certainly aware that Ndebele mural art was the most 

visible representation of ethnicity in apartheid South Africa. Quite 

possibly, it is precisely the primitivistic rhetoric of loss and nostalgia 

with which this art was treated in the country at that time that convinced 

him to undertake his trip to Botshabelo. As he states in the letter to the 

French embassy in South Africa, Esther Mahlangu was “the most 

creative amongst the women of her group”.651 When he invited her to 

                                                
Identity (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 2012). 

648 Elizabeth Shneider dates the earliest examples of  Ndembele mural art to the 1940s. 
(Elizabeth Shneider, “Art and Communication: Ndundza Ndebele Wall Decorations in the 
Transvaal”, in Anitra Nettleton and David Hammond-Tooke, African Art in Southern Africa, from 
Tradition to Township (Johannesburg: A.D. Donker, 1989), 103. Elizabeth Shneider, “Paint, Pride 
and Politics: Aesthetic and Meaning in Transvaal Ndembele Wall Art” (PhD dissertation, 
University of  the Witwaterstrand, 1986), quoted in John Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid, 
283. 

649 John Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid, 12. 
650 John Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid, 12. 
651 Quoted from letter in which André Magnin requested the French embassy in South 

Africa to allow Esther Mahlangu to travel to Paris to participate in the exhibition Magiciens de la 
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join the exhibition in France, she responded with enthusiasm, but in 

order for her to leave the village, he had to arrange an official agreement 

with her employers – the owners of the tourist village.652  

Magiciens was the stepping stone for Mahlangu, being one of the 

first artists to be collected by Jean Pigozzi. Today she can be found in 

dozens of collections, both public and private, located in France, 

Germany, Japan, Switzerland, Belgium, and the USA. However, 

Mahlangu’s career is not marked by her participation in the main 

international art exhibitions organised by major curators from Africa, 

such as Enwezor or Njami - nor has she received particular attention by 

international curators, art historians and critics until very recently. When 

she was featured in international exhibitions – such as the 

aforementioned Africa Now or Africa Art Now - these were always 

curated by André Magnin and/or supported by the CAAC. Even André 

Magnin himself did not continue to promote Mahlangu after these first 

few exhibitions, and she isn’t amongst the artists he represents in his 

commercial gallery Magnin-A. In South Africa, Mahlangu did not 

receive any particular attention from the institutions, commercial 

galleries, curators and writers that had promoted and supported the 

transformation of a segregated art field between the end of apartheid 

and 2015, when she gained renewed media and critics’ attention that 

relaunched her image. This initial oblivion might depend on the fact 

that Mahlangu’s artistic reputation within the South African art circles 

was, from the very beginning, attached to primitivistic stereotypes and 

                                                
Terre (1989); letter dated 4 March 1988. 

652 The documentary makes an explicit reference to the permit Esther Mahlangu needed to 
leave the village. It is also made clear that for her participation in the exhibition she asked to be 
accompanied by another woman from the village and to be paid 3000 ZAR per month.  
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to the fact that a European curator had supported, through his choice 

alone, the apartheid’s cultural agenda. But this might also be due to 

Mahlangu’s immediate and barefaced association with the world of 

brands and corporations, previous to the creation of a reputation within 

the narrative of art history and critique.  

In fact, Mahlangu had acquired a good deal of her popularity by 

collaborating with international brands, for which she customised a 

series of limited edition design products. In 1991, the same year of the 

Africa Now exhibitions, she partnered with BMW, becoming one of the 

artists of the BMW Art car programme (Andy Warhol, David Hockney, 

and Frank Stella had participated before her), and was commissioned to 

customise a BMW525i car with the Nedebele art pattern.653 The car was 

later exhibited at the National Museum of Women in the Arts in 

Washington, DC, in 1994. British Airways and Fiat approached her 

years later, obtaining customised planes and Fiat 500s to sell in limited 

editions - the Fiat car also being exhibited in the show Why Africa? 

(Turin, 2007).  

 

                                                
653 BMW, which opened their plant in South Africa in the 1970s, sponsored a number of  

art initiatives, amongst which the aforementioned exhibition Tributaries, curated by Ricky 
Burnett. Fifty years ago, the German brand also initiated the programme BMW Group Culture, 
through which it supported cultural events worldwide, ranging from modern and contemporary 
art, jazz, and classical music, as well as architecture and design. Recently, the BMW Art Journey 
initiative included renowned South African curator Gabi Ncgobo as one of  the members of  
the jury. See https://www.bmw-art-journey.com/idea.  
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Figure 28_ Artist Esther Mahlangu 

 

 

Figure 29_ Esther Mahlangu posing by her BMW Art Car 12 (1991), displayed at South 
Africa: The Art of a Nation, British Museum, London (2016).  
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Figure 30_ Curator Beathur Mgoza Baker at the Timeless. Between Matter & Spirit solo 
exhibition by Esther Mahlangu, Cape Town Art Fair in February 2019. 
 

 

Over the past few years, Mahlangu, who turned 80 in 2015, has 

started to receive more attention from the local and international 

contemporary art world. For instance, Esther Mahlangu 80, was held at 

the Irma Stern Museum in Cape Town to celebrate the artist’s 

birthday.654 It included works on canvas, clay, and costumed items. The 

exhibition was “followed by business as usual, with contracts with the 

Brazilian and Swedish shoe brands, Melissa and Eytys, the limited 

edition labels for Belvedere Vodka and, the jewel in the crown, the 

BMW reboot”.655 All the works displayed were on sale – no doubt an 

unusual practice for a museum – which resulted from the partnership 

of the museum with the 34 Fine Art Gallery (Cape Town). The 

commercial gallery also commissioned several South African curators 

                                                
654  See a feature of  the show in the Irma Stern Museum’s website: 

http://www.irmastern.co.za/view.asp?ItemID=13&tname=tblComponent2&oname=Exhibiti
ons&pg=exhibitions. 

655 Ashraf  Jama, In the World. Essays on Contemporary South African Art (Milano: Skira, 2016), 
270. 
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and critics to produce essays, with the aim of redeeming Mahlangu from 

the oblivion of art critique as well as from the idea that she has been a 

passive victim of the business world. As Same Mdluli pointed out, “to 

suggest that Mahlangu is not aware of her own complicity […] is to 

disempower her and deny her agency as a significant player in the 

discourse surrounding the histories of modernism”.656 

Moreover, her BMW Art Car 12 (1991) was featured in South 

Africa: The Art of a Nation (2016-2017), held at the British Museum in 

London (Fig. 29). This was a major retrospective focused on South 

African history “through archaeological, historic and contemporary 

artworks, which look at the long and rich artistic heritage of the 

country”.657 In the same year, still in London, her second BMW car, 

resulting from a more recent collaboration with the German car brand, 

was exhibited at Frieze and sold through a secret auction with 

philanthropic purposes.658 Simultaneously, Mahlangu collaborated with 

singer John Legend, Belvedere Vodka’s brand ambassador, in a 

campaign against the spread of HIV/AIDS, and she was featured in a 

Belvedere Vodka’s advert video clip.659  

 

                                                
656 Same Mdluli, “The First Lady to Visit Overseas”, in Esther Mahlangu at 80 Ex. Cat. (Cape 

Town), http://34fineart.com/Esther_Catalogue.pdf. 
657 South Africa: The Art of  a Nation was sponsored by art philanthropists Jack and Betsy 

Ryan. See the link to the British museum’s website here: 
https://www.britishmuseum.org/about_us/past_exhibitions/2016/south_africa.aspx. 

658 The proceeds of  the auction went to The Art Room, a charity that addresses children’s 
behavioural and emotional needs. Ashraf  Jamal, In the World. Essays on Contemporary South African 
Art (Milano: Skira, 2016), 269. 

659 See Tracy McVeigh, “Grandmother of  African Art Finds Unlikely Partner in War on 
AIDS. South Africa’s Leading Tribal Painter Esther Mahlangu Has Joined a Luxury Vodka 
Brand to Raise Money for HIV Prevention”, The Guardian (2 August 2016), 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2016/aug/27/artist-esther-mahlangu-lady-gaga-
belvedere-vodka-red-aids-south-africa. 
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In the wake of this recent attention to Mahlangu, South African 

writer and critic Ashraf Jamal addressed her connection with luxury 

brands and the world of commerce as follows: 

It is within this secular moment in which art becomes 
the apex of luxury, the grail of rarefaction and value, that 
one finds the significance and impact of Esther 
Mahlangu who, unlike any other South African artist, 
has charted the fusion of the sacral and mercantile, 
tradition and contemporaneity, art and design. […] 
Business and the arts, art as big business, are inextricably 
bound. And it is within this business-driven economy of 
signs that we find Mahlangu’s potent remix. Her art-
design ventures cannot be restrictively understood 
within a negatively inflected imperial and racial 
framework. She is no disaffected and oppressed South 
African, no country-bumpkin, no exotic, but a global 
player well aware of her baNkability and her 
singularity.660 
 

In 2018, Mahlangu was conferred an honorary doctorate 

(Philosophiae Doctor honoris causa) by the University of 

Johannesburg, while in the latest edition of the Investec Cape Town Art 

Fair in February 2019, the Melrose Gallery -  a local commercial gallery 

from Johannesburg - organised a solo show by Mahlangu titled Timeless. 

Between Matter and Spirit (Fig. 30).661 The gallery also organized a parallel 

group show in the hall of the luxury One & Only hotel in Cape Town, 

which featured works by other artists represented by the gallery and was 

curated by Beathur Mgoza Baker. However, these events perpetuated 

                                                
660 McVeigh, “Grandmother of  African Art”. 
661 The gallery also launched, over these same days, a homonymous exhibition curated by 

Beathur Mgoza Baker. Held at the One & Only hotel in Cape Town, it featured Mahlangu’s 
work alongside Willie Bester, Paul Blomkamp, Christiaan Diedericks, Aza Mansongi, Clint 
Strydom, Ndabuko Ntuli, Ronald Muchatuta, and Restone Maambo  
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the positioning of Mahlangu in a blatantly commercial environment that 

lacked solid art-historical and critical endorsement. I suggest that the 

cause of this is the type of commercial galleries (34 Fine Art and Melrose 

Gallery) that have been representing the artists over the last few years - 

none of them having in fact an international profile – which have not 

contributed to Mahlangu’s career strategically. This is reflected in the 

prices for Mahlangu’s work, where her paintings fetch around € 4,000 

to € 5,000. This excludes her from the clamorous commercial success 

of same-generation contemporary artists from Africa – such as El 

Anatsui (Ghana) or other Magiciens artists, namely Frédéric Bruly 

Bouabré and Chéri Samba - who sell on the secondary market for nine 

figure prices and whose careers are managed by leading international 

commercial galleries (Goodman Gallery and Magnin-A, respectively).  

 

 

 

3.1.2) Redefining “Contemporary African Art” after 
Magiciens: The Rise of African Curators and the 
Building of a Contemporary Art Field in Africa 

In the same year as Magiciens de la Terre, Gavin Jantjes - another 

South African black artist - took part in an exhibition held in London 

that, like its Parisian counterpart, featured artists that were not yet 

acknowledged by the Western mainstream narrative on contemporary 

art. Curated by the Karachi born, London-based artist, writer, and 

curator Rasheed Areen, The Other Story: Asian, African and Caribbean 

Artists in Post-War Britain denounced the absence of Black and Asian 
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artists from the history of British modernism and national patrimony 

presented by museums.662 In the words of Jean Fisher, Magiciens and The 

Other Story could not be more antithetical in their curatorial premises: 

 

A mix of Western gallery art and folkloric art from the 
global elsewhere, Magiciens, curated by museum director 
Jean-Hubert Martin, pursued the anthropological notion 
of pre-modern cultural ‘authenticity’ in which 
intercultural aesthetic borrowing by the non-European 
was perceived as illegitimate ‘contamination’; whilst The 
Other Story, curated by the artist Rasheed Araeen, sought 
to demonstrate and legitimise the suppressed history of 
a modernist aesthetic among British visual artists of 
African, Caribbean and Asian ancestry. If Magiciens was 
instrumental in drawing global cultures into the orbit of 
Western institutions, initiating a ‘postmodern’ wave of 
neo-imperial ‘explorations’ of the exotic, the somewhat 
ironically titled The Other Story was understood 
internationally, if not domestically, as a major 
breakthrough in ‘de-imperializing’ the 
institutional mind.663 
 

As Fisher acknowledged, the spirit of The Other Story draws from 

the British Black Arts Movement and its reaction to the segregated art 

                                                
662 The exhibition included works by twenty-four artists, including Ahmed Parvez, Anwar 

Jalal Shemza, Aubrey Williams, Avinash Chandra, Donald Locke, Eddie Chambers, Lubaina 
Himid, Mona Hatoum, Ronald Moody, Saleem Arif, Sonia Boyce, and Yuanchia Li. 

663 Jean Fisher, “The Other Story and the Past Imperfect”, Tate Papers, no. 12 (Autumn 2009), 
https://www.tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/no-12/the-other-story-and-the-
past-imperfect. This movement, Fisher reminds us, included Araeen, who was “a bridge 
between those artists who witnessed the turmoil of  national liberation and civil war following 
decolonisation, and the later generation schooled in semiotics and the politics of  
representation”, while he intellectually “bridges Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks (1952), 
revisited by postcolonial theorists for its focus on the psychic dynamics of  ‘race’, and Wretched 
of  the Earth (1961) by the same author, which was a major influence on anti-colonial debates”, 
Fisher, “The Other Story”. Before The Other Story, Araeen had curated another exhibition of  
young post-conceptual Black and Asian artists titled The Essential Black Art (1988). 
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world in the UK, the USA and South Africa.664 As Guy Brett recounts 

in his essay for the exhibition catalogue, in the ‘80s it was common to 

find Asian and Black experimental artists acting as curators of their own 

exhibitions, as well as writers, historians or archivists.665 This was the 

case of both Areen and Jantjes, who were active as artists, curators and 

critics. 

Jantjes was one of the very few non-White artists to attend the 

segregated Michalis School of Art in Cape Town during apartheid.666 

However, he left South Africa for Europe in 1970 and was later granted 

political asylum in Germany, where he founded the German anti-

apartheid movement, and then continued his career between Germany, 

Norway and England as a politically committed artist, writer, lecturer 

and curator. 667  In England he joined a community of post-colonial 

                                                
664 Fisher, “The Other Story”. 
665 Guy Brett, “Internationalism Among Artists in the 60s and 70s”, in Rasheed Araeen 

(ed.), The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War Britain, Ex. Cat., Hayward Gallery/South 
Bank Centre, London, 1989, 111. 

666 In a recent interview, Gavin Jantjes states he was the only non-white student during the 
three years at Michaelis Art School - between 1966 and 1969- and recalls an interesting anecdote 
about his experience: “by the time I applied to go to university, the Apartheid state had separated 
education – everything. I was able to make an application to what was then called a ‘white’ 
university, on the grounds that there was no other place where I could study art. I had to pass 
through the legalese of  the Ministry of  the Interior, confirming that my parents or anyone 
connected to me had no political affiliation or association, which my parents didn’t have. After 
receiving permission from the Minister of  the Interior, with a letter that allowed me, as a black 
person, to study at a white university, I was, for the first two years at the Michaelis School of  
Fine Art, the only black student there. There had been two students before me. They had both 
graduated and then I came along”. Marlene Smith interviews Gavin Jantjes, in Black Artists & 
Modernism’s website: http://www.blackartistsmodernism.co.uk/2016/06/23/marlene-smith-
interviews-gavin-jantjes. 

667 The art administrative activity of  Jantjes includes his appointment as consultant visual 
campaign director for the United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees between 1978 and 
1982; in 1986 he was appointed Senior Lecturer in Fine Art at Chelsea College of  Arts, The 
London Institute; from 1986 to 1990 he was on the Arts Council of  Great Britain and was its 
consultant for the formation of  the Institute of  New International Visual Art (InIVA); he also 
served on the advisory board of  the Tate Liverpool from 1992 until 1995, and was a trustee of  
London's Serpentine Gallery from 1995 until 1998. As a curator he curated a number of  solo 
shows of  such artists as Gordon Bennett, YiNka Shonibare, Susan Hiller, Marie-Jo Lafontaine, 
Shirin Neshat, Marlene Dumas, and Carlos Capelan, while he was artistic director of  the Henie 
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diaspora curators and artists that, through politically committed and 

intellectually refined work, redefined the category of contemporary 

African art within Western institutions and the market. 

His well-known “A South African Colouring Book” series 

(1974-75) (Fig.31), which consists of eleven many-layered screen-

prints, with titles like “Colour Blacks White”, “Colour This Labour Dirt 

Cheap”, “Colour This Slavery Golden” or “Colour This White Only”, 

dramatically references apartheid segregation of South Africa’s 

Population Registration Act through the use of a children’s colouring 

book format. 668  The series could not be more antithetical – to 

paraphrase Fisher – to the work by other African artists featured in 

Magiciens. Included in major Western collections, works from this series 

sold for 77,500 GBT in 2018 at a Sotheby’s lot dedicated to “Modern 

and Contemporary African Art”, which included works by William 

Kentridge, Kader Attia, Marlene Dumas and the later photographer 

David Goldblatt.669 

 

                                                
Onstad Kunstsenter, Hovikodden, near Oslo. In 2004, he joined the National Museum of  Art, 
Architecture and Design, Oslo, as its Senior Consultant for International Contemporary 
Exhibitions; he curated exhibitions there on Amar Kanwar, Harun Farocki, and Nicholas Hlobo. 
He was also the Project Director of  the Visual Century Project on the 20th Century and 
contemporary South African art resulting in the publication of  Visual Century: South African Art 
in Context (2011). 

668 The work was included in exhibitions such as the 1977 edition of  Documenta, in Kassel, 
and in Okwui Enwezor’s The Short Century. Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa 1954-
1994. Today Jantjes is represented by the Tyburn Gallery in London and his work is collected 
by the Tate Britain and the Wolverhampton Art Gallery in the UK, as well as the Centre de la 
Gravure et de l’Image Imprimée in Belgium, and the National Museum of  African Art, 
Smithsonian Institute in the USA. 

669 See “Sotheby’s Sale of  Modern and Contemporary African Art Auction in London”, Art 
Times, 16 October 2018, https://arttimes.co.za/sothebys-sale-of-modern-and-contemporary-
african-art-auction-in-london-16-october/ and Sotheby’s 
http://www.sothebys.com/en/auctions/ecatalogue/2018/modern-contemporary-african-art-
l18802/lot.79.html. 
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Figure 31_ Gavin Jantjes, “Colour this Labour Dirt Cheap. Detail from a South 
African Colouring Book(1974-74). 
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Rasheed Areen’s The Other Story featured only artists of Asian, 

African or Caribbean origin formally trained and active in the UK, and, 

as such, it represented a statement on the participation of non-Western 

artists in the making of Western modernity.670 This was also one of the 

key arguments in Areen’s essays “Our Bauhaus Other Mudhouse”, 

published in the 1989 Spring edition of Third Text, in which he criticizes 

Magiciens for its “assumption that other cultures have not yet responded 

creatively to modernism and have only become victims of what [Jean-

Hubert] Martin calls ‘Western contamination’ … how can we judge 

those works of art which have not been allowed to enter the 

international art market, and which do not have the privileged position 

of their Western contemporaries?”.671 In the same way, the publication 

of the “Black Manifesto” of 1975-76 by Areen and the establishment in 

1987 of the Third Text journal, operating at the intersection of art, 

postcolonialism, and ethnicity, and, were paramount. In his “Black 

Manifesto”, Areen redefined the term “black artist” to refer to all the 

“others” of a Eurocentric art world, regardless of their skin 

pigmentation.672  Similarly, Third Text, founded by Rasheed Areen in 

1987, built on the experience of Black Phoenix (Areen’s previous art 

journal). Third Text made a fundamental impact on the redefinition of 

                                                
670 A few examples of  where Other Story participants studied: Aubrey Williams (born 1926 

Guyana), St Martin’s School of  Art; Donald Locke (born 1930, Guyana), Bath Academy of  Art 
and Edinburgh University; Uzo Egonu (born 1931, Nigeria), Camberwell School of  Arts and 
Crafts; Frank Bowling (born 1936, Guyana), Royal College of  Art; Avtarjeet Dhanjal (born 1939, 
Punjab), St Martin’s School of  Art. 

671 Araeen, “Our Bauhaus Other’s Mudhouse”, 3-14. Featured in Steed et al., Making Art 
Global, Part II, 246. 

672 In his text “Preliminary Notes for a Black Manifesto” (1975-1976), Araeen argued that 
his voice as a member of  British society would be heard first and foremost as a black voice. In 
the text, he engages with the history and the conceptualization of  the so-called first and third 
world and exhorts people, both “black” and “white,” to fight against injustice in their societies. 
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the participation of the post-colonial world in the field of contemporary 

art in Europe and USA. Fundamentally, both these projects drove the 

contemporary art world towards issues such as post-colonialism, 

migration, exile, diaspora, and globalization,673 while they contributed to 

redefining the idea of contemporary African art in terms of diaspora.  

In fact, the question of the artistic diaspora has become the core 

argument of the intellectual and curatorial work of Okwui Enwezor, 

Simon Njami, and Salah Hassan, amongst other curators from Africa 

that have been internationally active since the 1990s. These curators 

have completely reconfigured the conditions of the discourse on, and 

the curatorial presentation of, contemporary African art within the 

European and USA art field over the past twenty-five years.674 

In their introduction to the volume Reading the Contemporary. 

African Art from Theory to Marketplace, Olu Oguibe and Okwui Enwezor 

argue that the fortunes of contemporary artists from Africa (living and 

working both inside and outside the continent) happen in the post-1989 

context, as their work and the complexity of their art enter into greater 

circulation in the global art network of international exhibitions, 

museum, galleries, magazines, residencies, etc. In this regard, they 

identify two key forces accountable for these achievements: 

globalization and the production of a new African diaspora, already 

emergent since the end of World War II. In their words: “In the context 

of Africa, globalization and diaspora recognize the process of mass 

mobility, migration, mediation, information technologies, 

                                                
673 The Other Story can be also inscribed in the wave of  “Identity Exhibitions”, as defined 

by Reesa Greenberg in “Identity Exhibitions: From Magiciens de la Terre to Documenta II”, Art 
Journal, vol. 64, no. 1 (Spring, 2005), 90-94. 

674 Enwezor and Ouguibe, “Introduction”, 10. 
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postcoloniality, economic dependencies, etc. They affirm, in our 

continuous attempts at self-definition, new relationships, between 

home and elsewhere, global and local, tradition and modernity […]”.675 

By situating African modernity in the diaspora, curators and 

intellectuals from Africa challenged the rhetoric of authenticity and the 

neo-exoticism that underlaid the curatorial approaches of Magiciens de la 

Terre, Africa ’95, and other exhibitions held in Europe and United States 

up until that point. And yet, this operation came with frictions. Some, 

in fact, felt that Enwezor and Njami prioritized practitioners living in 

the West over those living on the continent, while also leaving the 

authority of Western institutions in legitimizing and validating 

contemporary African art substantially unchallenged. 676  Parallel to 

Enwezor’s curatorial labour, in fact, curators based in Africa had an 

important role to play in the making of a contemporary art field in 

metropolises like Lagos, Nairobi, and Accra - amongst others that today 

concur with a more established South African contemporary art scene.  

 

 

 

 3.1.2.1) Okwui Enwezor and Simon Njami: Redefining the 
Canon of Contemporary African Art 

Since the mid-1990s, the intellectual and curatorial contribution 

of Okwui Enwezor, Simon Njami, Salah M. Hassan, and Olu Oguibe, 

                                                
675 Enwezor and Ouguibe, “Introduction”, 10. 
676 This critique is, for instance, central in Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie, “The Curator as 

Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial Regime of  Okwui Enwezor in the Discourse of  
Contemporary African Art”, Art South Africa, vol. 9, issue 1 (Spring 2010), 34-37; also available 
at http://aachronym.blogspot.com/2010/06/curator-as-culture-broker-critique-of.html. 
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amongst others, played a central role in redefining the notion and 

parameters of contemporary African art within European and USA art 

institutions. By focusing on artists of the African diaspora, they 

postulated the “Africaness” of artists of African origin working outside 

the continent.  

For instance, Okwui Enwezor’s “Redrawing the Boundaries: 

Towards a New African Art Discourse” (1994),677   with which the 

Nigerian curator launches NKA: Journal of Contemporary African Art in 

New York, is the fundamental premise for this turn toward “cultural 

nomads” and against the “neo-exotic” presentation of contemporary 

African art in the exhibitions organized by Magnin and Jean Pigozzi.678 

In 1996, with In/Sight: African Photographers, 1940 to Present held at the 

Guggenheim Museum in New York, Enwezor made his first 

internationally acclaimed curatorial statement on contemporary art 

from Africa, in this case focusing on photographers active within the 

continent.679 This was the first of a long list of exhibition projects by the 

                                                
677 In it, Enwezor, denounced that “one of  the problematic aspects of  visiting museums, 

art galleries, and other sites of  cultural valuation, in Europe and the United States, is the 
pervasive absence in these highly policed environments, of  art by contemporary African artists. 
Not only are the works of  these artists (many of  whom have been working for the past half  
century) conspicuously absent from the museum and gallery environment, they’ve also been 
accorded little attention or significance in academic art historical practices, university 
curriculums, the print media, or other organs of  such reportage”. Okwui Enwezor, “Redrawing 
the Boundaries: Towards a New African Art Discourse”, NKA: Journal of  Contemporary African 
Art, vol. 1, (Fall/Winter 1994), 3. 

678 Marie-Laure Bernadac and Simon Njami (dirs.), “Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African 
Art”, in Africa Remix: l’art contemporain d’un continent, Ex. Cat. (Éditions du Centre Pompidou: 
Paris, 2005), 271. 

679 In/Sight African Photographers, 1940 to the Present, held at the Guggenheim Museum in New 
York in 1996, represented an attempt to summarize the history of  African contemporary 
photography, including the work of  almost 140 photographs by thirty artists. Amongst them 
were the photographers behind Drum magazine – photographers, as well as Salla Casset and 
Meïssa Gaye (Senegal) and Seydou Keita (Mali), known for their portraits of  the 1940s and 
1950s. Other photographers were Cornélius Azaglo Augustt (Ivory Coast), Samuel Fosso 
(Central African Republic), David Goldblatt (South Africa), Malick Sidibé (Mali), and Ricardo 
Rangel (Mozambique), who recorded the emergence of  new independent nations and Africa’s 
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Nigerian curator, which concluded earlier this year before his sad 

passing, with the co-curation, alongside Chika Okeke-Agulu, of 

Triumphant Scale, Ghanaian artist El Anatsui’ solo show at the Haus der 

Kunst of Munich, where he was museum director from 2011 to 2018. 

Okwui Enwezor’s career features, in fact, not only a number of 

landmark blockbuster exhibitions, but also important curatorial 

appointments which have changed the face of the global art world – 

amongst which are his appointments as curator of the 2012 Paris 

Biennale and of the 2015 edition of the Venice Biennale.  

The second ground-breaking contribution by Enwezor was his 

curation of Trade Routes. History and Geography, the second and last 

Johannesburg Biennale, held in 1997.680 Accompanied by a team of six 

international curators, 681  Enwezor’s first curatorial project in South 

Africa was less concerned about the local post-apartheid condition and 

its nation-building agenda, and more about a redefinition of 

globalization that would break with the biennale conventional 

articulation into national pavilions in which artists were grouped 

according to national identity. Aimed at relocating South Africa in the 

                                                
entry into the modern world between  the ‘60s and ‘70s; as well as Nabil Boutros (Egypt), Santu 
Mofokeng (South Africa), Zharina Bhimji (Uganda), Touhami Ennadre (Morocco), Lamia Naji 
(Morocco), Jellel Gasteli (Tunisia), Kamel Dridi (Tunisia), Sorry Diallo (Guinea), Ike Udé 
(Nigeria), Rotimi Fani-Kayodé (Nigeria), and Oladélé Bamgboyé (Nigeria), from the 1980s and 
1990s. See the exhibition catalogue Okwui Enwezor et al., In/sight: African Photographers, 1940 to 
the Present (Harry N. Abrams, Inc.: New York, 1996). 

680  Okwui Enwezor et al., Trade Routes: History and Geography: 2nd Johannesburg Biennale 
(Johannesburg: Thorold's Africana Books, 1997). 

681  The biennale was articulated in different sections curated by international curators 
invited by Enwezor: “Alternating Currents”, curated by Okwui Enwezor and Octavio Zaya; 
“Graft”, curated by South African Colin Richards; “Life’s Little Necessities”, curated by Kellie 
Jones; “Important and Exportant” curated by Gerardo Mosquera; “Transversions”, curated by 
Yu Yeon Kim; and “Hong Kong, etc.” curated by Hou Hanru. A conference titled “Towards 
the Definition of  Culture in the Late 20th Century”, conceived and organized by Olu Oguibe, 
was also included in the biennale. The show included the work of  one hundred and sixty artists 
and took place in six different locations, between Johannesburg and Cape Town.  
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African and global art context,682  the importance of this event was 

highlighted by critics like Dan Cameron, who argued that Trade Routes 

was the first global exhibition in which the question of postcoloniality 

was made tangible, the first to truly challenge the neo-colonial paradigm 

of Magiciens de la Terre. 683  It was in the same year that Enwezor 

participated in a conference organized by the Rockfeller Foundation in 

Bellaggio (Italy), “designed to enable curators struggling with the 

extraordinary and, in some ways, unprecedented challenges posed by 

international contemporary art exhibitions to share ideas and 

concerns”.684 

In 2001, several blockbuster exhibitions curated by African 

curators took place in Europe and USA. Olu Oguibe and Salah Hassan, 

assisted by South African Emma Bedford, were the curators of 

Authentic/Ex-Centric. Conceptualism in Africa, presented at the 49th Venice 

Biennale. The exhibition focused on the conceptual practice of 

acclaimed contemporary artists, such as British-Nigerian YiNka 

Shonibare and South African Berni Searle and Willem Boshoff, whose 

work addresses issues of representation, memory, and exile.  

Two other significant exhibitions were: Salah Hassan’s 

Unpacking Europe: Towards a Critical Reading at the Museum Boijmans Van 

Beuningen in Rotterdam (Netherlands), that featured the work of such 

artists as YiNka Shonibare, Jimmie Durham, Willem Boshoff, and Coco 

                                                
682 Sabine Marshall, “The Impact of  the Two Johannesburg Biennales on the Formation of  

a New South African Art”, quoted in Anna Maria Guasch, The Codes of  the Global, 113. 
683 In his words “[it] is the first global exhibition to transform the promise of  postcolonial 

theory into a tangible reality, thereby almost completely exorcising the ghost of  1989’s Magiciens 
de la terre from the curatorial lexicon”, in Dan Cameron, “October 15, Johannesburg”, Artforum 
(December 1997), 22. 

684 See Michael Brenson’s “The Curator’s Moment”, Art Journal, vol. 57, no. 4 (Winter, 1998), 
16-27. 
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Fusco, amongst others, through which the curator developed 

arguments on the heterogeneity and hybridity of European modernity; 

and Simon Jami’s El Tiempo de África, held at the Centro Atlántico de 

Arte Moderno in Las Palmas (Canary Islands) and later in Madrid, at 

the Consejería de Cultura de la Comunidad.685 This was the second time 

the CAAM invited freelance curator Njami to present new narratives 

on African art, the first being Otro País. Escalas Africanas (1995).686  

In the same year, Enwezor organized another blockbuster show, 

The Short Century: Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa, 1945-

1994, at the Museum Villa Stuck in Munich,687 which later travelled to 

Berlin, Chicago, and New York. The exhibition examined the brief 

period between 1945 and 1994 in which African countries, from Ghana 

to South Africa, won their independence from the colonial yoke. 

Featuring sixty artists, both based in Africa and elsewhere, 688  and 

including artworks and different types of materials (visual art, 

photography, architecture, film, music or graphic art), the show’s aim 

was to illustrate that the establishment of an “African modernity” 

                                                
685 Simon Njami’s El Tiempo de Africa (2001)featured only artists based on the continent, 

amongst which Ernest Mancoba and Jackson Hlungwani (South Africa), Chéri Samba (Congo) 
and Pume (Zaire), Nzante Spee and Pascale Marthine Tayou (Cameroon) from South Africa), 
El Anatsui (Ghana). 

686 Otro País. Escalas Africanas (1994) included Calixte and Théodore Dakpogan, Abdoulaye 
Konaté, David Allainmat-Mahine, Santiago Rodríguez Olazábal, Sokari Douglas Camp, 
Zéphania, Tshuma, Aimé Ntakiyica, María Mater O’Neill,, Arnaldo Roche-Rabell, Mickaël 
BetheSelassié, Marcos Lora Read, Bruno, Pédurand, Frantz Lamothe, Bakari Ouattara, Raul 
Speek, Willie Bester, El Hadji Sy, Bili, Bidjocka, William Wilson, Stanford Watson, Robert 
Cookhorne “African”, Mario Benjamin, Francisco Cabral y Marc Latamie. 

687 Rory Bester, Lauri Firstenberg, Chika Okeke-Agulu, Mark Nash were co-curators of  the 
Short Century. 

688 Amongst them were Ghada Amer, Georges Adéagbo, Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Ben 
Newonwui, Samuel Fosso, Kendel Geers, Isaac Julien, Gavin Jantjes, Ouattara, Pascale Marthine 
Tayou, as well as Moshekwa Langa, William Kentridge, and Sue Williamson.  
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reflected in its artistic production was contextual to, and resulted from, 

fundamental socio-political processes of decolonization.689  

In 2002, another important event marked this rich timeline: 

Enwezor became the first non-European art director at Documenta 

(Kassel) for its 11th edition.690 On this occasion, Enwezor aimed to 

challenge the Eurocentric approach of the event by organizing five 

temporary curatorial platforms in four different continents and in 

collaboration with four co-curators - namely Carlos Basualdo, Ute Meta 

Bauer, Susanne Ghez, Sarat Maharaj, and Octavio Zaya.691 As in Trade 

Routes, Documenta XI exemplifies Enwezor’s collaborative curatorial 

approach, which is also at the core of the Documenta’s discursive, 

intellectual and literary dimension. 

Between 2004 and 2007, another landmark blockbuster 

exhibition on contemporary art from Africa and the diaspora travelled 

through six cities in three continents – from Düsseldorf to London, 

Paris, Tokyo and, finally, Johannesburg. Titled Africa Remix and curated 

by Njami, the exhibition included almost 140 works, created between 

1994 and 2004, by 88 artists from 25 African countries and the 

diaspora. 692  It was conceived as a “compressive overview [of the] 

                                                
689 See Okwui Enwezor, The Short Century. Independence and Liberation Movements in Africa 1945-

1994 (München: Prestel, 2001). The catalogue of  The Short Century featured a comprehensive 
compilation of  essays, political manifests, speeches and historical photographs supplementing 
the artworks. 

690 Amongst the artists from Africa and the Diaspora featured in the show were Georges 
Adéagbo, Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Meschac Gaba, Kendell Geers, David Goldblatt, Isaac Julien, 
Willaim Kentridge, Bodys Isek Kingelez, Santu Mifokeng, YNka Shonibare, Lorna Simpson, 
Pascale Marthine Tayou, and Owattara Watts.  

691  Transdisciplinary “platforms” devoted to different themes were presented on four 
continents during 2002, in advance of  the official opening: “Democracy Unrealized” (Vienna 
and Berlin), “Experiments with Truth: Transitional Justice and the Processes of  Truth and 
Reconciliation” (New Delhi), “Créolité and Creolization” (St. Lucia), and “Under Siege: Four 
African Cities, Freetown, Johannesburg, Kinshasa, and Lagos (Lagos). 

692 The integral Africa Remix artists list includes Jane Alexander, Fernando Alvim, Ghada 
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present-day artistic activities on the African continent, comprising 

Northern, Central and Southern Africa and thus both black and white - 

off the beaten track of pseudo-naïve art for the tourist industry”.693 The 

show comprised the work of artists from the diaspora, such as YiNka 

Shonibare, alongside artists such as Bodys Isek Kingelez, who were 

introduced to the international contemporary art world by Magiciens de 

la Terre.  

A new exhibition of contemporary African photography was 

curated by Enwezor in 2006. Held at the International Centre of 

Photography (New York), Snap Judgments: New Positions in Contemporary 

African Photography recalled In/Sight: African Photographers, 1940 to the 

Present, which the Nigerian curator had organized at the Solomon R. 

Guggenheim Museum ten years earlier, and yet it presented a selection 

of 200 works by a younger generation of artists who, through their 

images, showed the new face of African metropolises in the new 

century.694 

                                                
Amer, El Anatsui, Joël Andeianomeariosa, Yto Barrada, Luis Basto, Willie Bester, Andries Botha, 
Frédéric Bruly Buabré, Cheri Cherin, Marlene Dumas, Mounir Fatmi, Samuel Fosso, Meschec 
Gaba, David Goldblatt, William Knetridge, Bodys Isek Kingelez, Andoulaye Konaté, 
Moshekwa Langa, George Lilianga Di Nyama, Julie Merethu, Santu Mofokeng, Zwelethu 
Mthethwa, Wangenchi Mutu, Shady El Noshokaty, Antonio Ole, Tracy Rose, Cheri Samba, 
YiNka Shonibare, Mascale Marthine Tayou, Guy Tillim, and Barthélémy Toguo, amongst others. 
The spectrum of  the 137 works (and groups of  works) exhibited in the show covers a wide 
range of  media – including paintings, drawings, sculptures, assemblages, multi-part installations, 
photography, videos, films and also, as special features, African furniture design, music, literature 
and fashion. All the works shown in Africa Remix were created within the previous 10 years and, 
some of  them, commissioned for the occasion. 

693 From the press release of  the exhibition Africa Remix, published in Universes in Universe 
website. See http://universes-in-universe.de/specials/africa-remix/e-press.htm. 

694 Snap Judgments includes the following artists: Doa Aly, Lara Baladi, Oladélé Ajiboyé 
Bamgboyé, Yto Barrada, Luis Basto, Zohra Bensemra, Zarina Bhimji, Mohamed Camara, Ali 
Chrai ̈bi, Omar D., Depth of  Field, Allan de Souza, Andréw Dosunmu, Hala Elkoussy, Theo 
Eshetu, Mamadou Gomis, Kay Hassan, Romuald Hazoumé, Fatou Kandé Senghor, Moshekwa 
Langa, Maha Maamoun, Boubacar Toureé Mandémory, Zwelethu Mthethwa, James Muriuki, 
Lamia Naji, Otobong Nkanga, Jo Ratcliffe, Tracey Rose, Randa Shaath, Mikhael Subotzky, Sada 
Tangara, Guy Tillim, Michael Tsegaye, Hentie van der Merwe, and Nontsikelelo “Lolo” Veleko. 
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In their survey Contemporary African Art Since 1980 (2009), Okwui 

Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu recall the important role of the mega-

exhibitions curated ever since the 1990s in brokering the worldwide 

expansion of the knowledge on contemporary art from Africa. 695 

Okeke-Agulu had expressed the same opinion in a 2008 NKA 

roundtable: 

 

The role exhibitions have played in the growth of 
contemporary African art as a field within the discipline 
of art history, and as an important part of the global 
contemporary art is, undoubtedly, immense. […] In the 
field of contemporary art, perhaps more so than in other 
fields of art history, exhibitions constitute primary sites 
and processes of knowledge production in the sense 
that, apart from the critical import of the conceptual 
problems motivating the show, they make art works 
available to their established and potential critical and 
popular spectatorship and thus insert the art, regardless 
of the curator’s intentions, into the new discursive 
horizon in which knowledge is propagated, contested, 
and re-evaluated. In a sense then, one might argue that 
no other forms of critical practice equals art exhibitions 
and curatorial practices in reifying and insinuating and 
emergent field into the consciousness of the art world. 
[…] Think of the effect of Africa Explores and the The 
Short Century on the state of our knowledge!696 
 

 

                                                
Most all of  the artists were born during or after the years of  independence in the 1960’s. 

695 Okwui Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu, Contemporary African Art since 1980 (Bologna: 
Damiani, 2009), 6. 

696 Chika Okeke-Agulu, “From the Editor”, Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, vol. 22 
no. 3 (Spring/Summer 2008), 8-9. 



 

 

 
311 

The work of curators such as Enwezor, Njami, Okeke-Agulu, 

and Hassan has a fundamentally intellectual character, which has shaped 

their reputation in the arena of international contemporary art. Their 

exhibitions have always been complemented by catalogues that expand 

and articulate their curatorial intention by featuring collections of essays 

by authors from the different disciplinary fields, such as cultural studies 

and anthropology. The validation of the artists included in their 

exhibitions, therefore, also takes place through a body of texts in which 

the topics, concerns, and conditions of the production of the artworks 

finds a discursive context, and in which the “Africaness” of 

contemporary art from Africa and the diaspora is critically articulated. 

In this sense, the succession of exhibitions which I have summarized so 

far is accompanied by a number of publications and editorial initiatives, 

which include art journals and books.  

One of the fundamental antecedents of this critical production 

is the aforementioned Third Text established by Areen in 1987.697 In 

1994, Okwui Enwezor founded NKA. Journal for Contemporary African 

Art, of which he has been the editor along with Salah M. Hassan Chika 

Okeke-Agulu. 698  Since its inception, the aim of the journal was to 

                                                
697 In his text “Preliminary Notes for a Black Manifesto” (1975-1976), Araeen argued that 

his voice as a member of  British society would be heard first and foremost as a black voice. In 
the text he engages with the history and the conceptualization of  the so-called First and Third 
Worlds and exhorts people, both “black” and “white”, to fight against injustice in their societies. 

698 Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art is published two times a year by Duke University 
Press and began with the Autumn 1994/Winter 1995 issue. Nka has established contacts and 
connections with African and African diaspora artists and art critics, academics, museums, 
galleries, and other art-related institutions. Salah M. Hassan is Goldwin Smith Professor in the 
Africana Studies and Research Centre, Professor of  African and African Diaspora art history 
and visual culture in the Department of  History of  Art and Visual Studies, and Director of  the 
Institute for Comparative Modernities, Cornell University; Chika Okeke-Agulu is Associate 
Professor in the Department of  Art and Archaeology and the Centre for African American 
Studies, Princeton University; Okwui Enwezor was Director of  Haus der Kunst, Munich, were 
the editors of  Nka were based until 2018. 
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become a major platform in which intellectual engagement and 

discourse on contemporary African art could be developed, given a 

scenario in which there was no existing art history that took 

contemporary African and diaspora art seriously. 699  In France, the 

magazine Revue Noire, officially devoted to African contemporary art, 

but surveying a wide spectrum of arts - from visual arts, literature, 

dance, fashion, film, theatre and architecture, was founded in Paris in 

1991 by the architects Jean Loup Pivin and Pascal Martin Saint Léon, 

the journalist Bruno Tilliette, and the writer Simon Njami. Active until 

2001, Revue Noire’s approach greatly differs from journals like NKA and 

Third Text, and yet it shares with them the common project of surveying 

and promoting contemporary African artists. Reading the Contemporary: 

African Art from Theory to the Marketplace (1999),700 edited by Olu Oguibe 

and Okwui Enwezor, along with Anthology of African Art: The Twentieth 

Century (2002), edited by N’Goné Fall and Jean Loup Pivin, and Okwui 

Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu’s Contemporary African Art Since 1980 

(2009) are three landmark publications resulting from the work of the 

same curators.701 

 

                                                
699 See the journal’s statement on the website: https://www.Nkajournal.org/. 
700 Oguibe and Enwezor (eds.), Reading the Contemporary; N’Goné Fall and Jean Loup Pivin 

(eds.), Anthology of  African Art: The Twentieth Century (New York: D.A.P, 2002); Okwui Enwezor 
and Chika Okeke-Agulu eds., Contemporary African Art Since 1980 (Bologna: Damiani, 2009). 

701 These texts are, obviously, complemented by an abundance of  publications by other 
scholars and curators across the world. Today’s literature on contemporary African art has 
achieved a high level of  complexity and richness of  perspectives.  
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3.1.2.2) Curatorial Brokering and Criticalities Surrounding the 
Work of Enwezor 

From the recurring names featured in the aforementioned 

blockbuster exhibitions, as well as in publications such as Contemporary 

African Art Since 1980, it is clear that Enwezor, Njami, and others mostly 

agreed on the artists from Africa and the diaspora that could represent 

and re-define contemporary African art in the global arena. Amongst 

them, Marroquin-French Mounir Fatmi, Yoruba-British YiNka 

Shonibare, Ghanian El Anatsui, South African William Kentridge, 

Egyptian-French Ghada Amer, Ethiopian Julie Meheretu, and 

Cameroonian Pascale Marthine Tayou – all of which have achieved 

great success, positioning themselves in the top 100 of a ranking of 1000 

global artists.702  In the ranking, the names of Bodys Isek Kingelez, 

Frédéric Bruly Buabré, and Cheri Samba are also featured; their 

presence on the list is noteworthy given that they are amongst the few 

artists that were selected by Magnin for Magiciens in 1989, collected by 

Pigozzi, and they are currently represented by Magnin-A in Paris, whilst 

also having been acknowledged by Enwezor and Njami in their work. 

Their presence in exhibitions like Africa Remix, the Johannesburg 

Biennale of 1997, and Documenta 11 of 2002 mark their consecration 

into the global arena of contemporary art. Kingelez’s recent solo show 

                                                
702 See their ranking positions in www.artfacts.net. Other well-established artists whose recur 

in the lists the blockbuster exhibitions curated by Enwezor and Njami are: Kendeel Geers, Jane 
Alexander, Marlene Dumas, David Goldblatt, Gavin Jantjes, William Kentridge, Ibrahim El 
Salahi, Chéri Samba, Penny Siopis, Sue Williamson, , Yto Barrada, Willem Boschoff, Frédéric 
Bruly Bouabré, Candice Breitz, Ângela Ferreira, Samuel Fosso, Meschac Gaba, Kay Hassan, 
Bodys Isek Kingéléz, Moshekwa Langa, Santu Mofokeng, Sam Nhlengethwa, Odili Donald 
Odita, Chris Ofili, Antonio Ole, Johannes Pokela, Robin Rode, Tracy Rose, Caludette Screuders, 
Berni Searle, Zineb Sidira, Johannes Segogela, Pascale Marthine Tayou, Ouattara Watts, Sue 
Williamson, George Adéagbo, Victor Ekpuk, David Koloane, , Nandipha Mntambo, Zwelethu 
Mthethwa, Zanele Muholi, James Muriuki, Wangechi Mutu, Mikhael Subotzky, and Guy Tillim. 
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at MoMA, City Dreams (2018-2019), results precisely from the curatorial 

validations he enjoyed in the previous years. 

Enwezor and Njami have built their reputation by curating 

blockbuster exhibitions that were not explicitly linked to the art market. 

Their intellectual curatorial labour has been directed at fostering the 

symbolic value and, hence, the status of contemporary African art 

within Western non-commercial institutions (mostly museums and 

biennales), and their involvement with the art market has gone mostly 

unnoticed. And yet, the fact that the artists they promoted have 

achieved “blue chip” status, that they fetch the highest prices in the 

primary and the secondary market, and that their careers are managed 

by leading powerhouse galleries in South Africa, Europe or the USA, 

would suggest that their curatorial choices have probably also been 

driven by the invisible hands of market players. In fact, their selections 

have been backed up by the increasing rise of the artists’ economic 

value, as well as by their becoming cultural and financial assets at the 

same time.703 As I have argued in Chapter 2, market stakeholders and 

private collectors are, in fact, major players in fostering artists’ 

participation in museum exhibitions, biennales and documentas.  

In the 2008 roundtable of the Nka journal, Chika Okeke-Agulu 

made a clear point concerning the curator as gatekeeper of cultural 

value, emphasizing the power of the curatorial over knowledge 

production in contemporary art:  

 

                                                
703 This is particularly true in the case of  El Anatsui, Marlene Dumas, William Kentridge, 

Wangechi Mutu, and Julie Mehretu, who have been auctioned by Sotheby’s Modern & 
Contemporary African Art Department since 2016, fetching record figures of  up to £ 1.707.000 
(ca. 2.228.000 USD). 
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In the field of art, specially contemporary art, curators 
are arguably the most powerful shapers of art discursive 
horizons, with their exhibitions (which can make or 
break artists’ careers, influence value of artwork and 
their movement into museum) and catalogues (that have 
increasingly become referenced texts competing for 
scholarly attention with the autonomous monograph).704 
 

The “brokerage” potential that international curators hold in 

promoting contemporary African art in the West has come under attack 

in an article by scholar S. Okwunodu Ogbechie.705 Titled “The Curator 

as Culture Broker: A Critique of the Curatorial Regime of Okwui 

Enwezor in the Discourse of Contemporary African Art” (2010),706the 

author critiques the “curatorial regime” of Okwui Enwezor. 707 

Ogbechi’s main argument is that Enwezor’s curatorial practice, having 

extensively influenced the discourse and the knowledge on 

contemporary African art, exemplifies the way contemporary curators 

                                                
704 “The Twenty-First Century and Mega Shows”, was the title of  a Curators’ Roundtable 

organized in 2008 by one of  the editors of  Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, Chika 
Okeke-Agulu. See Chika Okeke-Agulu, “The Twenty-First Century and the Mega Show: 
Roundtable Special Issue”, Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, vol.  22 no. 3 
(Spring/Summer 2008): 153–88. 

705 Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie is Professor of  Art History and Visual Culture of  Global 
Africa at the University of  California Santa Barbara. He is the author of  Ben Enwonwu: The 
Making of  an African Modernist (University of  Rochester Press, 2008: winner of  the 2009 
Herskovits Prize of  the African Studies Association for best scholarly publication in African 
Studies), Making History: The Femi Akinsanya African Art Collection (Milan: 5 Continents Editions, 
2011), and editor of  Artists of  Nigeria (Milan: 5 Continents Editions, 2012). Ogbechie is also the 
founder and editor of  Critical Interventions: Journal of  African Art History and Visual Culture, which 
was launched in 2007. 

706 The article resulted from a speech Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie presented, in May 
2010, at the University of  California Santa Cruz and was published by Art South Africa, vol. 9, 
no. 1 (Spring 2010), 34-37. It is also available at the link: 
http://aachronym.blogspot.com/2010/06/curator-as-culture-broker-critique-of.html. 

707 Ogbechie had already positioned himself  in relation to the discourse of  contemporary 
African art in his review of  Documenta XI (2002); See Sylvester Okwunodu Ogbechie, “Ordering 
the Universe: Documenta XI and the Apotheosis of  the Occidental Gaze”, Art Journal, vol. 64, 
no. 1 (2005), 80-89. 
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act as fund managers in a globalized art world. In it, the production of 

“value” of cultural commodities results from operations of brokerage 

in the hands of curators and institutions that determine “which objects 

gain value and which do not”.708 By quoting curatorial theorist Beatrice 

von Bismarck in her essay “Curatorial Criticality: On the Role of 

Freelance Curators in the Field of Contemporary Art” (2007), 

concerned with the role of curators as producers of meaningful 

connections,709Ogbechie argues that meaning and symbolic capital are 

brokered in the same way as a hedge fund broker manages financial 

assets. As a result, the success of particular artists – both in the art 

market, with their achievement of high prices, and in institutional 

settings, with their participation in key international exhibitions and 

their inclusion in museum collections – results from an operation of 

curatorial brokerage: 

 

Curators fit into the new economy as culture brokers 
who mediate the value of artworks in economic and 
critical discourse. […] Again, in an information age 
where content aggregation is the primary mode of data 
management, curatorial practice as brokerage redefines 
a process where known objects accumulate greater value 
merely by being known, while other objects of equal 
value, rendered unknown by selective curatorial 
dismissal, find it difficult to gain traction.710 

 

                                                
708 Here Ogbechie refers to the role of  financial brokers (bankers, hedge-fund managers, 

etc.) in creating the crisis by reconfiguring the meaning of  fungible commodities, Ogbechie, 
“Ordering the Universe”.  

709 On this essay see my analysis in Chapter 1 in this thesis.  
710 Ogbechie, “The Curator as Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial Regime of  

Okwui Enwezor in the Discourse of  Contemporary African Art”, 35. 
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According to Ogbechie, Enwezor’s curatorial focus on a 

particular form of contemporary African art, whose location is 

identified as diasporic, hence grouping artists from Africa or of African 

origin living and working on the West, results in problematic and 

twisted “ahistorical” interpretations of the contemporary character of 

African art produced today.711 More specifically, by encouraging a focus 

on the diaspora as the primary location of African visual culture, it 

renders Africa redundant as a location for the unfolding of a global 

ethos.712 In the same way, he problematizes the notion of globalization, 

which underlies the work of Enwezor, as “a neutral context of 

transnational movements”, in which “erstwhile modernist notions of 

centre and periphery” are invalidated and the supremacist Western gaze 

is challenged.713 On the contrary, he argues, “it is possible to argue that 

[globalization] actually reinforces these binaries since it essentially 

incorporates the periphery (Africa in this instance) within the 

hegemonic narratives of the centre (the West) only insofar as African 

art conforms to Western prescriptions”. 714  This would explain, 

according to the scholar, “the monotony of much contemporary art in 

                                                
711 Ogbechie, “The Curator as Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial Regime of  

Okwui Enwezor in the Discourse of  Contemporary African Art”, 35. 
712 Ogbechie, “The Curator as Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial Regime of  

Okwui Enwezor in the Discourse of  Contemporary African Art”, 36. 
713 Ogbechie, “The Curator as Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial Regime of  

Okwui Enwezor in the Discourse of  Contemporary African Art”, 36. 
714 In his words, “globalization has become a one-way flow that enforces locality on African 

artists by narrating their contemporary practice as a moribund context of  cultural engagements 
while validating Western contemporary art as a universal rather than local context of  production. 
[…] It also participates in a relocation of  African cultural patrimony to Western ownership by 
enhancing Western authority in defining the value of  African cultural production”, Ogbechie, 
“The Curator as Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial Regime of  Okwui Enwezor in 
the Discourse of  Contemporary African Art”, 37. 
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terms of its hegemony of styles (conceptual art/installations) curatorial 

and critical practices, and even spheres of exhibition and display”.715  

 
 

 

3.1.2.3) Curating in Africa: Creating a Contemporary Art Field  

 

Most of the aforementioned African-themed mega-exhibitions 

did travel to Africa, with the exception of Africa Remix as well as of the 

more recent Rise and Fall of Apartheid: Photography and the Bureaucracy of 

Everyday Life, curated by Enwezor, which travelled from Munich and 

Milan to Johannesburg in 2014-2015. As Chika Okeke-Agulu has 

remarked, “more than anything, the absence of such shows within the 

continent points to the sobering reality of Africa’s fragile economies; 

indeed we are reminded of the symbiotic, if uncomfortable, relationship 

between art and money, between the big shows and massive capital of 

the sorts hardly available in the continent’s cash strapped economies”.716 

Parallel to the celebration of these important shows, local 

contemporary art fields have been emerging in different African 

countries in the aftermath of the decolonization process, with leading 

metropolises such as Lagos, Accra, Dakar, Nairobi Marrakesh, Addis 

Ababa, El Cairo, alongside the well-established Cape Town and 

Johannesburg, growing in the creation of arts institutions.717 Several 

                                                
715 Ogbechie, Ogbechie, “The Curator as Culture Broker: A Critique of  the Curatorial 

Regime of  Okwui Enwezor in the Discourse of  Contemporary African Art”, 37. 
716 Chika Okeke-Agulu, “From the Editor”, Nka: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, no. 22 

(Spring/Summer 2008), 9. 
717 There are several reports that confirm the rise of  contemporary art fields in these regions, 

mostly on the basis of  market statistics. Amongst them are Africa Art Market Report Modern + 
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African countries, in fact, have a number of cultural institutions, 

including museums, galleries, academies, and archives, which were 

established by the colonial state or in the context of post-colonial nation 

building.718 Ever since the 1960s, a series of important art initiatives and 

festivals took place in countries like Senegal, Algeria and Nigeria; 

amongst them are the Festival d’Art Negre in Dakar (1966), the Festival 

Pan-Africain in Algiers (1969), and the Second World African Festival of Arts 

and Culture, FESTAC, which took place in Lagos in 1977. As bearers of 

the values of pan-Africanism inherited by W.E.B. Du Bois and recalled 

by Léopold Sédar Senghor’s philosophy of Négritude,719 these events 

were all part of the nation building cultural agenda of the new African 

states.720 While artistic modernism developed as part of an anti-colonial 

                                                
Contemporary 2014, published by African Art Market Today, see 
http://www.blurb.co.uk/b/6882110-africa-art-market-report-2014, and Mary Corrigal & Co, 
Contemporary African Art Ecology: A Decade of  Curating (Cape Town, Published Corrigal & Co, 
2008); see www.corrigal.org. 

718 Amongst the museums and institutions inherited by the colonial state are the South 
African National Gallery (SANG) in Cape Town, created in 1871, the Musée Théodore-Monod 
d’Art Africain (IFAN), built in 1931 and converted into a museum in 1936, the Musée National 
del Beaux-Arts in Algiers, founded in 1897; the Art Academy of  Cairo, built in 1908, amongst 
others. The National Gallery of  Zimbabwe (NGZ) in Harare, initially planned by the English 
colonial government in the 1930s, but kept unfinished until 1943, has existed as a national 
museum since 1957, witnessing the shift from colonialism to independence. 

719 As a doctrine and a movement that criticized Western racist colonialism, Negritude 
emerged between the two world wars in France, amongst a group of  black students from the 
French colonies in Africa and the Caribbean – namely Aimé Césaire (1913–2008) from 
Martinique, Léon Gontran Damas (1912–1978) from Guyana, and Léopold Sédar Senghor 
(1906–2001) from Senegal – who met in Paris in the 20th century and shared the same 
experience as colonial subjects. The notion of  Negritude was coined by Césaire with the 
publication of  the L’Etudiant noir journal (1934–1935), where he proposed to transform the 
derogative term “nègre” into an expression of  political empowerment and of  the value of  
“blackness”, against the white supremacist use of  the word as a slur. Amongst the literature of  
the Negritude are Aimé Césaire, Return to My Native Land (Bloodaxe Books, 1997) and 
“Discourse on Colonialism” (1950), in Monthly Review Press, 2000, as well as Léopold Sedar 
Senghor, The Collected Poetry (University of  Virginia Press, 1998). On the philosophy of  
Négritude see see Thiam Cheikh, Return to the Kingdom of  Childhood: Re-envisioning the Legacy and 
Philosophical Relevance of  Negritude (The Ohio State University Press, 2014). 

720 See, for example, Elizabeth Harney’s analysis of  the art field in Senegal during the 
government of  Senghor, In Senghor’s Shadow: Art, Politics, and the Avant-Garde in Senegal, 1960-1995 
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culture of resistance in many African countries,721 the field of art and 

culture have become a necessary tool to unite post-colonial societies 

that had been fractured by years of colonialism. In the case of the 

Nigerian culture jamboree FESTAC, which involved 15.000 artists 

from over 70 countries, 722  the event celebrated the philosophy of 

Négritude and the resurgence of African and Black culture under the 

auspices of thinkers such as Cheikh Anta Diop, Alioune Diop, Aime 

Cesaire, James Baldwin, and Frantz Fanon.723 

Although this cultural euphoria in the post-independence 

period faded over the following years, 1984 sees the founding of the 

Cairo Biennale in Egypt and the Bantu Biennale in Gabon. However, it was 

the fall of the Berlin wall, the new wave of globalization, and the 

establishment of neoliberal policies in many African countries that 

caused the art and cultural sector to rely more on foreign philanthropic 

initiatives.724 Since then, a number of cultural initiatives – both event-

based and permanent in nature - opened the path towards the 

                                                
(Durham and London: Duke University Press, 2004). 

721 See, for example, Chika Okeke-Agulu, Postcolonial Modernism: Art and Decolonization in 
Twentieth-Century Nigeria (Duke University Press, 2015). 

722 Music artists included Stevie Wonder (United States), Gilberto Gil (Brazil), Bembeya 
Jazz National (Guinea), Mighty Sparrow (Grenada), and Miriam Makeba (South Africa), 
amongst others.  

723 And yet, scholar Denis Ekpo points out that behind the “exquisite glossy exterior of  
that celebrative work of  primitive genius” were strategies of  cultural essentialization and 
commodification. In his words: “Festac was all those grand theories of  Black/African 
cultural/racial revivalism removed from books, taken to the market place and performed live 
on the world stage”. Denis Ekpo, “Culture and Modernity since FESTAC’77, in Kerstin Pinther, 
Larissa Foster et al. (eds.), Afropolis. City, Media, Art (Johannesburg: Jacana Media, 2012). A 
documentary on FESTAC77 is available on YouTube at the link 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=BzAIGgWNHbY. 

724 On this matter see Kerstin Pinther and Ugochukwu-Smooth Nzewi, “On Building New 
Spaces for Negotiating Art (and) Histories in Africa: an Introduction”, in Kersting Pinther and 
Ugochukwu-Smooth C. Nwezi, Berit Fisscher (eds.). New Spaces for Negotiating Art and Histories 
in Africa (Berlin: LitVerlag, 2015), 13. 
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development of a contemporary art field on the continent. As Kerstin 

Pinther and Ugochukwu-Smooth Nzewi note, the increasing number of 

art spaces in Africa is linked to global neoliberal cultural politics.725 Since 

the 1990s, a number of Western institutions - including the Goethe 

Institut, the Institut Français, the Swiss art council Pro Helvetia, 

amongst others - have started to fund cultural and artistic initiatives. 

Cultural industries and the visual arts are regarded as a means of both 

economic development and social transformation. In this sense, these 

initiatives are also attached to philanthropic interests in social 

development, human rights, and the strengthening of civil society and, 

therefore, they are inscribed discursively, ideologically, and 

economically, into the paradigm shift to cultural diversity promoted by 

UNESCO in 2001.726 Due to the absence of government funding for 

the arts in most African countries, the advancement of the 

contemporary art industry mostly relies on philanthropic donations and 

support, most of which comes from NGOs. This has resulted in 

modelling the field on a development cooperation system, a 

phenomenon that has been named the “NGO’ization of the art 

scene”.727 Transformations in the field have been particularly relevant 

over the last decade, with the emergence of new collections, museums, 

commercial galleries, and independent initiatives focused on 

contemporary art that are progressively acquiring agency and symbolic 

                                                
725 Pinther and Nzewi, “On Building New Spaces”, 13. 
726 Pinther and Nzewi, “On Building New Spaces”, 13. 
727 This was a term coined by Hanna Toukan in reference to this phenomenon in Arab 

speaking regions, “On Being the Other in Post-Civil War Lebanon: Aid and the Politics of  Art 
in Process of  Contemporary Cultural Production”, The Arab Study Journal, vol. 18, no. 1, (Visual 
Art and Art Practices in the Middle East): 138. Quoted in Pinther and Nzewi, “On Building 
New Spaces”, 13. 
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power within the global art ecosystem. The role of curators, practicing 

both in Africa elsewhere, which have emerged in wake of the success of 

Enwezor, Njami, Oguibe, and Hassan, amongst others, has been and 

continues to be of particular relevance in such process. Such process 

began with the foundation, in Senegal, of the Dak’Art - Biennale de l’Art 

Africain Contemporain in 1989,728 with the launch in Mali of the Rencontres 

de Bamako biennale of photography in 1994,729 and the aforementioned 

Johannesburg Biennale, whose only two editions took place in 1995 and 

1997. 

Since the 1990s, a number of private art spaces have emerged 

across the continent, with Doual’Art, in Cameroon (opened in 1991 by 

cultural entrepreneur Marilyn Douala Bell and her husband Didier 

Schaub), and the Pan African Circle of Artists (PACA, founded in the 

same year by the University of Nigeria Nsukka) as two early examples. 

Along the same lines, a number of initiatives were launched a decade 

later by a new generation of curators, a trend which has consolidated 

the “entrepreneurial” character of curating within the continent.730 

                                                
728 The biennale was founded by the Senegalese government and was first conceived as a 

biennale alternating between literature and art; it started to focus exclusively on contemporary 
art in 1996. The 2014 edition was curated by Abdelkader Damani, Elise Atangana and 
Ugochukwu-Smooth Nzewi, while the 2016 edition was curated by Simon Njami. See Rasheed 
Araeen, “DAK’ART - 1992-2002”, Third Text, vol. 17, no. 1 (2003), Elizabeth Harney, In Senghor’s 
Shadow: Art, Politics, and the Avant-Garde in Senegal, 1960–1995 (Durham & London: Duke 
University Press, 2004), and Yacouba Konaté, La biennale de Dakar: Pour une esthétique de la création 
contemporaine africaine: tête à tête avec Adorno (Paris: L’Harmattan, 2009). 

729 The Malian Biennial of  Photography was founded in 1994 by the French photographers 
Bernard Descamps and Françoise Huguier, who first exposed some of  the great names in 
photography, like Samuel Fosso, Seydou Keita and Malick Sidibé, before they were exhibited 
and collected in Europe. The first African curator to be invited to curate this French-funded 
event was Nigerian Bisi Silva in 2015. The 2017 edition was curated by Marie-Ann Yemsi in 
collaboration with other curators, amongst which Azu Nwagbogu.. It is jointly run by the 
government of  Mali and the Institut Français. 

730 These curator-led initiatives typically rely on funding from foreign grants, charities, and 
cultural institutions.  
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In 2002, curator and anthropologist Meskerem Assegued, along 

with artist Elias Sime, founded the Zoma Museum or Zoma 

Contemporary Art Centre (ZCAC) in Addis Ababa. In 2007, curator 

and cultural entrepreneur Azu Nwagbogu launched African Artists’ 

Foundation (AAF), a non-profit organization based in Lagos, Nigeria, 

dedicated to the promotion and development of contemporary African 

arts and artists. From this platform, Nwagbogu and a team of curators 

have been organizing the LagosPhoto Festival since 2010, one of the 

most prestigious photography festivals on the continent, alongside the 

Addis Photo Fest (AFF), initiated in the same year by award-winning 

photographer and cultural entrepreneur, Aida Muluneh, and the 

previously mentioned Rencontres de Bamako. At AFF, Nwagbogu runs 

a number of programmes and initiatives aimed at supporting and 

forming young artists and curators.  

Still in Lagos in 2007, the Centre for Contemporary Art (CCA) 

Lagos was founded by the late curator Bisi Silva as an independent, non-

profit organization for the visual arts, created with the aim of providing 

a public forum for the development of contemporary visual arts and 

culture, holding a special focus on critical and conceptual practices. 

From 2010 until 2017, its director has organized Àsìkò, a pan-African 

itinerant curatorial and artistic workshop, which has taken place in 

different metropolises on the continent, from Accra, to Dakar, Maputo, 

Addis Ababa, and Praia. I analyse Àsìkò as an initiative run by a curator 

that focuses on curatorial pedagogy and aims to develop a field for 

contemporary art on the continent, further ahead in this chapter.  
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 Another now internationally acclaimed curator Koyo Kouoh 

established, in 2008 in Dakar, the Raw Material Company, a centre 

dedicated to the production and the promotion of the visual arts. It runs 

programmes such as Rawbase, which provides space for artist talks, 

masterclasses, symposia, and lectures on a wide range of topics such as 

urbanity, literature, film, politics, and diaspora. A long-term goal for the 

centre is the establishment of a library and a living archive of 

contemporary artistic practice in Africa. Like CCA Lagos and AAF, the 

Raw Material Company also focuses on curatorial practices and 

criticism by offering educational programmes and platforms for 

curatorial exchange and production. As my analysis of the Àsìkò 

programme demonstrates,731 the development of curatorial practices, 

thinking and expertise cultivated by these initiatives becomes a powerful 

means through which a field of contemporary art is developed.  

These three curator-lead platform have emerged in parallel to 

other initiatives. Amongst these are: the establishment of the GoDown 

Arts Centre in Nairobi in 2003; the opening of the Foundation for 

Contemporary Art (FCA) in Accra in 2004; the establishment, in 

Cotonou, of the Fondation Zinsou in 2005, a private family-run 

foundation seeking to promote the art and culture of Benin and the 

surrounding region; as well as of the creation in 2010 of 32° EAST, 

Ugandan Arts Trust, a centre for the creation and exploration of 

contemporary Ugandan art in Kampala.  

As Chika Okeke-Agulu argues regarding the role of these new 

spaces on the African continent, “Africa’s meaningful participation and 

presence in the global contemporary art scene and associated critical 

                                                
731 See 3.1.2.1) Creating the field: Àsìkò, a pan-African curatorial workshop 
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networks” also depends on the success of more “modest, yet non-profit 

and enterprising institutions” which he identifies within the category of 

“independent spaces”, i.e. spaces that “are not beholden to state 

patronage and bureaucracies, but instead are the result of work by 

motivated individuals who against great odds are committed to making 

a difference in their various art worlds” and, they “make it possible […] 

for exciting and experimental work by local and international artists 

never seen in normative art museums and galleries [to become] available 

to local spectatorships”.732 

Like curatorship, art criticism has also been part of this growth, 

with new on-line editorial projects being launched over the past years 

based both in Africa and in Europe. Amongst them are Contemporary 

And, an international online platform dedicated to news on 

contemporary African art, event reviews, art criticism and more. The 

project is initiated and published by the German “Institut für 

Auslandsbeziehungen” (ifa, Institute for Foreign Cultural Relations) 

through the editors Julia Grosse and Yvette Mutumba.733 Launched in 

Berlin in 2009 by Cameroonian curator Bonaventure Soh Bejeng 

Ndikung, SAVVY Contemporary is another noteworthy editorial 

                                                
732  The independent character of  this category of  spaces is not only based on their 

autonomy from State agendas, but also from the art market, since Chika Okeke-Agulu excludes 
commercial galleries from this definition. These are initiatives and spaces “for showing 
ambitious, experimental, non-commercially viable yet daring work by artists inside the African 
continent”, and are “for the most part, answer to the longstanding need for suitable spaces and 
facilities for display of  and conversation about work involving new media and challenging 
formats many artists have now embraced but with little or no opportunity of  showing their 
local spectatorships, until now”. Chika Okeke-Agulu, “From the Editor”, Nka: Journal of  
Contemporary African Art, vol. 22, no. 3 (Spring/Summer 2008), 8. 

733 At its beginning, the board expands the platform’s range and includes architect David 
Adjaye; Clémentine Deliss, Director of  Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt am Main; curator 
Christine Eyene; artist Ato Malinda; artist YiNka Shonibare MBE, and Bisi Silva, Director of  
CCA Lagos. 
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initiative. In addition to being a journal focusing on critical texts on 

contemporary African art, SAVVY also relies on the “Laboratory of 

Form-Ideas”, an independent, non-commercial project space for 

international visual and performing artists and curators managed by 

Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung in Berlin.  

In recent years, moreover, a number of museums dedicated to 

contemporary art were founded or relaunched across the continent, 

changing the configuration of the field as they started to collect on the 

continent. Amongst these are the Nairobi National Museum, which was 

established in 1930 as a Natural History Museum, and was relaunched 

in 2010 with a dedicated contemporary art department; the Wits Art 

Museum, which opened a new gallery in Johannesburg in 2012; and the 

opening of the Museum of African Contemporary Art Al Maaden 

(MACAAL) in Marrakesh. In South Africa, more specifically in Cape 

Town,  three new collecting institutions dedicated to contemporary 

African art have opened between 2017 and 2018: the Zeitz Museum of 

Contemporary African Art (MOCAA), the A4 Foundation and the 

Norval Foundation.  

Both MOCAA and MACAAL are museums that have emerged 

from the philanthropic and entrepreneurial will of private collectors,734 

                                                
734 In the case of  MACAAL, at the helm of  the museum are Moroccan art collectors and 

father-and-son duo Alami Lazraq and Othman Lazraq, who have given the building ‘a second 
life’. MACAAL is their latest philanthropic endeavour, forming part of  their charitable 
association Fondation Alliances. Under the directorship of  Othman, MACAAL brings the 
Lazraq family’s private collection of  contemporary African art – amassed over the past 40 years 
– to a broader audience. Founded in 2009, Fondation Alliances is backed by Moroccan real 
estate group Alliances Group. Beyond MACAAL, Fondation Alliances oversees three other not-
for-profit initiatives including the Al Maaden Sculpture Park (inaugurated 2013); the bi-annual 
photography award La Chambre Claire; and the Passerelles (‘Bridges’) programme, connecting 
young locals with contemporary art and design through workshops, classes and museum visits. 
In the case of  MOCAA, the museums mostly hosts the private collection of  the German Puma 
chairman Jochen Zeitz, and results from a partnership between this and the city of  Cape Town.  
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who now play an important role in the definition and promotion of the 

contemporary art heritage of the continent. Another prestigious private 

collection of contemporary African art is the Sindika Dokolo African 

Collection of Contemporary Art,735 which was started in 2004 by the 

entrepreneur Dokolo, who has played an important role as patron over 

the past few years with the creation of an African Triennial in Luanda 

Angola in 2007. His record of patronage also includes his involvement 

in the “African Pavilion” project and exhibition for the 2007 Venice 

Biennale. Curated by Fernando Alvim and Simon Njami, and titled 

“Check List Luanda Pop”, the exhibition was mostly comprised of 

artworks belonging to the Dokolo Foundation. Numerous 

controversies have emerged in the aftermath of the selection by the 

curatorial committee headed by Robert Storr, curator for the 52nd 

edition of the Venice Biennale, which included Bisi Silva, amongst 

others.736 

                                                
735 The Sindika Dokolo African Collection of  Contemporary Art was established in Luanda, 

Angola, in April 2004 by the Congolese entrepreneur Sindika Dokolo and Angolese artist 
Fernando Alvim. It incorporates the Hans Bogatzke Collection, which was bought by Sindika 
Dokolo in June 2005, and which one year later formed about a quarter of  the Dokolo Collection. 
The latter is an African collection rather than a collection of  African art. Its curators seek to 
reverse the trend that sees African art shown abroad but never on the continent. Their policy is 
to collaborate with Western museums in order to balance the visibility of  African contemporary 
art on the continent. A Western institution hosting the collection would have to contribute to 
its display in at least one African country. Given the disappearance of  African artworks during 
the period of  colonialism, the collection aims to avoid the same situation with contemporary 
art, and securing their presence on African soil. Many major African artists exhibited all over 
the world have barely been seen on the continent. Consequently, the collection is supporting 
the establishment of  a contemporary art centre in Luanda, which should act as a major player 
on the international art scene. It was a partner of  the first Luanda Triennial, where many works 
from its catalogue were displayed. The collection owns more than 500 pieces, by 140 artists, 
from 28 African countries. It has been regularly acquiring new works at the rate of  about 100 a 
year. 

736 See the article by Artnet magazine “Art and Corruption in Venice”, which addressed the 
question of  the link between Sindika Dokolo’s fortune and political corruption issues related to 
civil wars, dictatorship, and the unsavory Angolan diamond business. Dokolo, in fact belongs 
to Congo and Angola’s political elite, and his father is directly linked with the Congolese 
dictatorship of  Joseph Mobutu. This, according to the article, helped the family amass its 
fortune, in part through corrupt banking deals. Then, in 2002, Dokolo married Isabel Dos 
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However, since then the participation of individual African 

countries at the Venice biennales has progressively increased - with 

Egypt hosting a national pavilion and Gabon participating for the first 

time in 2010, as well as the return of the South African and Zimbawean 

pavilions in 2011. The South African pavilion was also at the centre of 

a scandal due to a lack of transparency in the way the government had 

chosen the project through which South Africa would be represented 

in what is considered a major contemporary art biennale on a global 

scale.737 Hence, over the past few years the Venice Biennale has become 

the platform through which contemporary African art is curated and 

validated. In 2013, for instance, Angola won the Golden Lion with a 

project by curators Paula Nascimiento and Stefano Rabolli Pansera; said 

project which was immediately acquired by the Zeitz collection, under 

the auspices of Mark Coetzee. In 2015, artist El Anatsui (under the 

curatorial directorship of Enwezor) won the Lifetime Achievement 

Golden Lion, and in 2017 the establishment of new national pavilions 

from Africa, including the standalone Nigeria Pavilion, took place. 

While these pavilions represent Africa overseas, new parallel biennales 

have also been created on the continent over the past ten years - in 

Lubumbashi (2008), Benin (2012) and Lagos (2017). 

                                                
Santos, the daughter of  José Eduardo dos Santos, ruler of  neighboring oil-rich Angola since 
the 1970s. The article cites reports connecting Isabel Dos Santos to state corruption and the 
exploitative Angolan diamond business. See 
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/news/artnetnews/artnetnews2-23-07.asp. Also see the 
reply by Dokolo to Artnet in 
http://www.artnet.com/magazineus/news/artnetnews/artnetnews5-18-07.asp. 

737 The pavilion was, in fact, an outcome of  the private initiative of  MOMO gallery owner, 
Monna Mokoena, who approached the department of  arts and culture to ask for its blessing 
and backing, but from which apparently did not receive any funding. The conflict of  interest 
which characterized the whole sequence of  events, including the fact that two of  the four 
selected artists belonged to MOMO gallery stable (namely Mary Sibande and Lyndi Sales) 
triggered an important debate across the country. 
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All these non-profit art spaces, museums, biennales, and 

biennale pavilions have turned into platforms in which curatorial 

practice takes central stage. Through their curatorial choices and the 

networking capital provided by the curators they associate with, these 

institutions and organizations impact artists’ career and the value of 

their work. In this way, the authority they acquire as symbolic validators 

within the field of contemporary art in Africa, that is, their capacity for 

establishing the artistic reputation and symbolic power of these artists 

is inscribed in what Velthus and Baia Curioni have termed the 

phenomenon of global redistribution of symbolic power (see Chapter 2 

for a detailed discussion of this concept). 

 

 

3.1.2.4) Creating the Field: Àsìkò, a Pan-African Curatorial 
Workshop 

Since the 1990s, a number of independent private art spaces 

have been established across the continent, some of them by the hand 

of a new generation of curators, who through these initiatives have 

considerably contributed, and continue to contribute, to the formation 

of a contemporary art field in various African metropolises. Amongst 

them are the previously mentioned Raw Material Company (Dakar), 

African Artists Foundation, and Centre for Contemporary Art (both in 

Lagos), which are particularly committed to fostering - through 

workshops and other educational formats - curating as a critical and 

professional practice. Along with the Goethe institute in Nairobi, that 
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has offered annual curatorial workshops since 2016,738 these initiatives 

have responded to the scarce offer of curatorial programmes within the 

continent – a scarcity that, however, does not apply to South Africa.739 

Amongst the African-based curatorial workshops is Àsìkò. 

Initiated in 2010 by Bisi Silva, founder-director of the Centre for 

Contemporary Art Lagos (CCA Lagos),740 Àsìkò is a pedagogic initiative 

whose format merges the tradition of the African workshop with the 

idea of a residency-based programme. Pan-African in its philosophy and 

mission, Àsìkò takes place in different cities on the African continent 

every year. Each year, a cohort of approximately 12-15 emerging 

African artists and curators, selected by Bisi Silva and her team, are 

joined by an international faculty of established artists, art historians, 

                                                
738 The initiative is called “Sasa Nairobi”. As we can read in the Goethe Institute website, 

“in 2016, the decision was made to hold a workshop for curators. The aim of  the workshop 
was to educate people who already have initial experience in curating exhibitions, basic methods, 
approaches and discourses as well as the concept and meaning of  curating. It was important for 
the organization of  the workshop to draw on a contemporary art scene from the African 
continent and to provide access to relevant resources and networks. Therefore, an attention was 
paid to international curators from Africa. A group of  participants was selected (Thom Ogonga, 
Zihan Kassam, Rose Jepkorir, Mbuthia Maina, William Ndwiga, Nyambura Waruingi, Don 
Handah and Wambui Kamiru). The workshop took place over a period of  five weeks, with the 
first two-week part led by Nigerian curator Azu Nwagbogu and the second part of  three weeks 
by Harare National Gallery’s curator Raphael Chikukwa. The workshop combined both 
theoretical and practical elements, which consisted of  visiting exhibition venues and artist 
studios. At the end of  the project, the participants developed exhibition concepts and presented 
them to the consortium and representatives of  the Goethe-Institut Kenya. Finally, based on the 
presentations and the successful participation in the workshop, three participants were selected 
to curate an exhibition in 2017, which would be subsidized by the Goethe-Institut. See the 
article: “A Curator Is Born: A Look at Kenya’s First Curator’s Workshop”, 
https://www.conceptualfinearts.com/cfa/2016/09/09/a-curator-is-born-a-look-at-kenyas-
first-curators-workshop. A second edition of  the workshop was held in 2018 with curator from 
South Africa Gabi Ngcobo, under the title “Regarding the Curatorial: Strategies in Self  
Organization”. See the link to the programme here: 
https://www.goethe.de/ins/ke/en/kul/sup/sasanairobi.html. 

739 In South Africa different programmes that focus on curatorial practice and critical 
thinking are offered at universities, while the new museum MOCAA offers curatorial internship 
programmes.  

740 CCA Lagos is a curatorial laboratory dedicated to developing discursive activities (talks, 
panels discussion, seminars, workshops, exhibitions and publications). 
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curators, and writers, for an intensive 35-day course of study in art and 

curatorial history, methodologies, and professional development. In its 

first two editions (2010 and 2012), Àsìkò took place in Lagos, Nigeria, 

and it has adopted an itinerant structure since 2013, finding new 

contexts and localities to engage with in other cities across the 

continent: Accra, Ghana (2013 and 2017); Dakar, Senegal (2014); 

Maputo, Mozambique (2015); Addis Ababa, Ethiopia (2016); and Praia, 

Cape Verde (2018). Each edition is organized around a curatorial topic, 

all the time linked to the specificity of the hosting city. 

 

 
Figure 32_ Cover of the publication Àsìkò: On the Future of Artistic and Curatorial 
Pedagogies in Africa (2016).  
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In 2016, the Àsìkò proceedings were condensed in a publication 

edited by Silva. Titled Àsìkò: On the Future of Artistic and Curatorial 

Pedagogies in Africa (2016) (Fig. 32) and presented for the first time at 

the 13th edition of the Dakar Biennale of Contemporary African Art in 

Senegal, the volume chronicles the first six editions of the programme 

and indexes the work and reflections of the more than 70 cultural 

producers (from 15 African countries) who have participated in Àsìkò 

between 2010 and 2015.  

The Àsìkò initiative has been, since its inception, inspired by the 

“workshop” model, one of the most fundamental institutions for the 

production of African art and material culture, dating from later colonial 

to the post-colonial era.741 Silva acknowledges this continuity in her 

contribution to the Àsìkò publication: 

                                                
741 On the African art workshop see the volume edited by S. L. Kasfir and T. Förster, African 

Art and Agency in the Workshop (Bloomington: Indiana University Pres, 2013). Workshops “are 
one of  the most basic institutions of  production of  African art and material culture”, S.L Kasfir 
and T. Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop: Work and Agency in African Art”, in African Art and 
Agency in the Workshop (Bloomington: Indiana University Pres, 2013), 1. The category of  the 
workshop in Africa covers a rich variety of  types, initiatives and organizations both during the 
colonial and post-colonial era. Amongst them, there are many patron-driven workshops 
organized by settlers under French and British domination and generally run by religious 
missions. Africa’s first modern art workshop was the Grace de Dieu mission, which began in 
the mid-1920s in South Africa, specializing in wood carving. Amongst other workshops are: Ulli 
and Georgina Beier’s Osogbo painting and printmaking workshops in Nigeria in the early 1960s; 
the Shona women’s appliqué and painting workshops of  the late 1980s and 1990s in Weya, 
Zimbabwe; the !Kung San, Ku, and Khwe Bushman workshops of  the 1990s in Botswana and 
South Africa; the pottery workshop of  the Village of  Nsei, in Cameroon; the Adugbologe 
workshop, run since the 1970s by the famous Yoruba family, committed to supply the local 
demand for religious sculpture in Abeokuta, and later taken over by Hausa traders, who deprived 
the workshop production of  its religious function, introducing it to the global market; the more 
recent Tupelo workshop, the African version of  the Triangle Workshop, which was founded in 
1985 by British art collector Robert Loder and sculptor Sir Anthony Caro in 1982, and whose 
first edition was organized in South Africa by artists David Koloane and Bill Ainslie, amongst 
many others. As the editors of  the volume African Art and the Agency in the Workshop note, the 
variety of  typologies of  art and craft workshop across the African continent is very rich: “in 
addition to workshops run on the classic master-apprentice model—and which are probably as 
old as their European counterparts—there are also ‘sponsored’ workshops that date from the 
late colonial era onward and usually are set up by a cultural outsider acting as broker, by a 
mission, or—more recently—by a development agency. Unlike the former type, these build on 
an uneven distribution of  knowledge, in particular of  the international art world or handicraft 
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Àsìkò does not exist in a historical vacuum but is part of 
the lineage of non-formal art and art education 
initiatives created across the continent since the 
beginning of the 20th Century. The first wave was made 
possible through the consolidation of European 
colonization and the implantation of Christian 
missionary organizations. Workshops figured 
predominantly during this period, and they were less 
about producing artists and more about the necessity to 
train artisans who could create religious sculptures, 
paintings, and murals for the growing number of 
converts at the time. Nonetheless, some of the talented 
students would eventually become great modern artists 
such as Ben Enwonwu and Akinola Lasekan from 
Nigeria, and Gerald Sekoto and Ernest Mancoba from 
South Africa.742 
 

As highlighted by Silva’s statement, workshops traditionally focused on 

the “production” of “artisans” rather than “artists”, hence on the 

education and apprenticeship of practitioners whose practices and 

productions has commonly fallen under the discursive realm of 

anthropology and material culture studies, rather than of art 

historians.743 However, as the Yoruba curator reminds us, there have 

                                                
market. […] Different types of  workshops often coexisted at a time and sometimes interacted 
with each other. So-called traditional workshops may provide the bulk of  sculptures for the 
tourist market and, at the same time, accommodate one or two outstanding artists who produce 
only on commission—but who also make a living as intermediaries between the (often younger 
carvers) under their patronage and outside clients, such as curio dealers who order semi-finished 
masks and statues in quantity”, Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 2-3. 

742 Silva, “Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, in Bisi Silva, ed., Àsìkò: On the 
Future of  Artistic and Curatorial Pedagogies in Africa (Centre for Contemporary Art, Lagos, 2017), xvi. 

743 As Kasfir and Föster remind us, “in some parts of  Africa, missionary art and handicraft 
schools are the major organizers of  workshops, and some directly market the objects in their 
own shops worldwide (see Morton, Forni, in the same volume). Such institutions have a direct 
relevance to contemporary African art, although many critics would deny the status of  art to 
many, if  not most, objects that come out of  such workshops. However, there are artists that are 
now recognized in the international art world that went through such workshops at certain 
points in their careers. The bad reputation that workshops have in recent art history is probably 
due to the modern focus on individual originality and the assumption that workshops will always 
lead to styles, iconographies, and genres that all members more or less involuntarily have to 
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been workshops on the continent which have played an important role 

in the career of artists which are considered to be contemporary. In 

addition to the aforementioned modern artists – the Nigerians Ben 

Enwonwu and Akinola Lasekan and the South Africans Gerald Sekoto 

and Ernest Mancoba –, a few renowned contemporary artists from 

Africa have taken part, at some point in their career, in a workshop. 

This is the case, for example, of the South African artists Helen Sibidi, 

Sam Nhlengetwa and David Koloane, who were all linked to the well-

known Tupelo workshop. Funded in1985 by British art collector Robert 

Loder and sculptor Sir Anthony Caro as part of the Triangle 

Workshop,744 Tupelo’s first edition was organized in South Africa by 

artists David Koloane and Bill Ainslie. The philanthropic and anti-

apartheid character of the workshop was reflected by its non-racialist745 

character and, hence, the heterogeneity of the participants – both black 

and white - as well as by the informal, non-hierarchical and independent 

pedagogic values promoted by its organizers. 746  The South African 

                                                
share. The workshop thus is treated as a place where all three—style, iconography, and genre—
are (re)produced and where there is not much space for individual agency. But such an 
understanding would precisely reproduce the materialist assumptions about the superiority of  
the means of  production—which is, as we have seen, a misinterpretation of  the economic basis 
of  workshops. The role of  individual agency becomes much clearer if  one takes the social and 
cultural side of  workshops into account”. Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 11.   

744 Triangle Workshop, today known as Triangle Network, was founded through an artists’ 
workshop in upstate New York in the Summer of  1982. After a few successful editions of  the 
workshops in the USA, the organizers, including Willard Boepple, Karen Wilkin and others, 
decided to widen the project’s geographical reach and invite artists from South Africa, namely 
David Koloane and Bill Ainsley. After the first edition and exhibition, the workshop has since 
moved to Cape Town where it has been continuing on an annual basis. 

745  Since the 1980s, non-racialism became popular in anti-apartheid circles and 
organizations on South Africa. Expressing the rejection of  racialist ideas, it formed the bedrock 
of  the nation’s new democratic constitution in 1994. On non-racialism see Michael MacDonald, 
Why Race Matters in South Africa (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 2006). 

746 Such pedagogical values and educational aims are made explicit in the section “Triangle 
Network History” on the Triangle Network website: “After a few successful editions of  the 
workshops in the USA, the organizers, including Willard Boepple, Karen Wilkin and others, 
decided to widen the project’s geographical reach and invite artists from South Africa, namely 
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model served as example to the establishment of similar art workshops 

across the continent and abroad.747 For its pedagogic philosophy as well 

as for its international character, the Triangle workshop is the most 

important antecedent to Àsìkò.  

As acknowledged by Till Förster and Sidney Littlefield Kasfir in 

their introduction to African Art and Agency in the Workshop (2013), the 

workshop can be described as both a “social space of learning and 

interaction” and as an “economic institution”.748  On the one hand, 

workshops can be understood as social spaces of interaction, where 

individual and collective agency meet, 749  people cooperate, and 

interpretative processes unfold. The workshop, understood in these 

                                                
David Koloane and Bill Ainsley. They highlighted the workshop’s lack of  hierarchical structure, 
as there was no teacher vs. student dynamics; instead artists would learn by being around each 
other, sharing skills, discussing techniques, and debating each other’s work and practices. 
Furthermore, the informal nature of  the workshop meant that artists could organize the project 
without relying on museum, academic or commercial infrastructure and any agendas or 
restrictions that these might impose. With such an ideal framework for the context of  South 
Africa at the time, Ainsley and Koloane started Thupelo – the first Triangle workshop in 
Johannesburg – in 1985”. https://www.trianglenetwork.org/triangle-network/about/triangle-
network-history/. 

747 As described in the “Triangle Network History” section on the Triangle Network’s 
website, “it was not until the end of  apartheid that non-South Africans were able, or willing, to 
participate in the workshop”. Therefore, in 1988, Koloane, Ainsley and Robert Loder helped a 
group of  artists in Zimbabwe to organize a Triangle Workshop in Mutare, which in turn inspired 
participants from Botswana start a workshop back home in 1989. “The workshops made a 
considerable impact on artists’ communities in Southern Africa, creating unique regional 
connections and instigating more and more artist groups to appropriate the ‘workshop model’ 
and adapt it to suit their own situation”. Workshops were organized in Zambia (1993), Namibia 
(1994), and Senegal (1994). Workshops continued to spread organically instigated by artists who 
wanted to replicate the model in their own countries and communities. The Triangle Workshop 
also arrived in India in 1997, spreading to many cities in the country, including Calcutta and 
Goa, and it inspired the establishment of  other workshops in South Asia, in countries like 
Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Pakistan. In parallel, artists in Australia, Cuba, Jamaica, Trinidad, 
Venezuela, Argentina, and Bolivia were setting up Triangle Workshops. See 
https://www.trianglenetwork.org/triangle-network/about/triangle-network-history/. 

 
748 Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 15. 
749 Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 12-13. 
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terms, is a “social institution that fosters particular modes of reciprocal 

interpretation and, in general, social interaction” in which “artists learn 

much more through others, not from them”. 750  “What happens in a 

workshop”, Förster and Kasfir argue, is that “members, and in 

particular younger members, project themselves into the experienced 

work of others”. 751  The artists as actors simply engage in practice 

organically and, in most cases, without an established pedagogic 

hierarchy.752 Workshops, therefore, can provide formal apprenticeship 

or propose more flexible, informal learning and production models - 

two strategies that have very different implications for the careers of the 

artists.753  

While such a perspective places emphasis on the individual and 

collective experience of learning through interaction, the economic-

focused perspective highlights, in contrast, the relationship between the 

workshop understood as a socio-economic institution, and the 

organization of the economy of the local field in which it is inserted or 

the international field to which it is connected. The workshop is, in fact, 

a space in which “the tools and materials necessary for the production 

                                                
750 Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 13. 
751 Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 15. 
752 The pedagogic model of  the workshop has actually changed over the decades. In the 

late colonial workshops, a teacher, usually white and male, worked with younger artists and 
introduced them to new materials and techniques. By contrast, the postcolonial workshop 
setting, such as that in the School of  Dakar, is articulated by a more fluid, non-hierarchical 
model, in which the more experienced artists do not explicitly take on the role of  teachers, but 
the younger artists learn through them: “the younger artist engages in interactions with the 
established artists and learns to make considered decisions about style and genre—that is to say, 
about an artwork that he or she, in the beginning, imagines and intends to bring into existence”. 
Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 15-16.  

753 See Sidney Littlefield Kasfir, “Apprentices and Entrepreneurs: The Workshop and Style 
Uniformity in Sub-Saharan Africa”, in Kasfir and Förster, African Art and the Agency in the 
Workshop, 360. 
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of goods and commodities” are provided,754 as well as the site in which 

the producers acquire and improve their skills and knowledge, or pass 

them on to others. 

Hence, the double nature of the traditional workshop is useful 

to understand the curatorial pedagogic enterprises of initiatives such as 

Àsìkò within the contemporary art field in Africa. It is clear, in the 

words of Bisi Silva, that Àsìkò is not a workshop in the conventional 

sense of bringing together artists to make work.755 It is, rather, a hybrid 

space, somewhere between a laboratory, a residency, and a workshop. 

Most importantly, it presents itself as a project of radical curatorial 

pedagogy, which emerged out of the lack of critical and conceptual 

approaches to art making and art mediation in the continent - South 

African articulated and institutionalized art field being an exception - 

with the aim of redressing the “frequently outdated or non-existent 

artistic and curatorial curricula at tertiary institutions across Africa” .756 

In the words of Silva, “the absence of critical theory and the limitation 

of basic art history in the curricula coupled with the continued 

prioritization of skills over process provided the impetus for CCA, 

Lagos, to initiate a curatorial project with a pedagogical focus”. 757 

Focused on the stimulation of critical thinking, experimental practice, 

                                                
754 Kasfir and Förster, “Rethinking the Workshop”, 6. 
755 Àsìkò, Silva explains, “is not a residency for individual research because artists are 

required to turn up early every day and work with the group well into the evening including 
Saturdays. It is not an art school because it has no constant facilities, and it is not an academy 
because it has no fixed curriculum. Yet, Àsìkò, borrows aspects of  all these models”. Bisi Silva, 
“Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, xvi. 

756  See the document “Àsìkò 2018 Cape Verde, 8th International Art Programme” at 
http://www.ccalagos.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/A%CC%80si%CC%80ko%CC%80-
2018-Cape-Verde_final.pdf. 

757 Bisi Silva, “Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, xvi. 
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and conceptual processes of formalization, Àsìkò is also committed to 

building a networking environment, in which African practitioners can 

connect with other local and international practitioners. The field where 

this curatorial project emerged, Silva notes, was a rich landscape of 

“local habits, customs, and vernacular culture”, which provided the 

“freedom to develop and implement new [curatorial] models”.758  

Àsìkò intended, from its beginning, to become a space in which 

participants “learn to unlearn”,759  transcending and overcoming the 

imperative of skills and of un-critical and formal (manual) 

apprenticeship, which was common in the most traditional workshops. 

A more traditional approach that has been, evidently, intertwined with 

the legacy of a colonial art historical narrative that deprived the African 

creator of originality, individual creativity, and intellectuality. Moreover, 

in developing the programme, Silva argues, the intention was to adopt 

hybrid, experimental, and fluid pedagogical models that could 

accommodate the varied levels of experience of the participants.760  

The first editions of Àsìkò were geared more towards visual 

artists than curators. However, as Bisi recalls, she noticed that in most 

countries artists had not developed the habit of producing work in 

dialogue with a curator761- a comment that highlights how curators are 

regarded as fundamental figures for the process of artistic 

professionalization. Since the 2012 edition, therefore Àsìkò has 

                                                
758 Bisi Silva, “Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, xvi. 
759 Bisi Silva, “Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, xvi. 
760 Bisi Silva, “Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, xvii. 
761 Bisi Silva, “Creating Space for a Hundred Flowers to Bloom”, viii. Bisi does not refer, 

however to South Africa, whose art field is highly articulated, institutionalized and 
professionalized. 
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undertaken a curatorial pedagogy focus with two goals: to offer a 

curatorial education programme to aspiring curators from the 

continent, and to offer African artists the occasion of interacting with 

emergent and established curators. 762  After their participation as 

“learners”, some of the curators have been invited to the following 

editions as “facilitators”.763 This is the case, for example, of Nontobeko 

Ntombela, South African curator and lecturer in curatorial studies at 

Wits University (Johannesburg). Amongst Àsìkò’s facilitators, we find 

established artists and curators: Paris-based acclaimed curator and 

writer Simon Njami; curator, writer and professor of African art history 

at the University of Texas, Eddie Chamber; independent curator 

Natasha Becker based in Johannesburg and New York; the 

internationally renowned Raqs Media Collective members Jeebesh 

Bagchi and Suddhabrata Sengputa, from Delhi, India; Brazilian curator 

Gabriela Salgado; curator Koyo Kouoh, from Dakar, where she is the 

founder director of Raw Material Company art Centre; Tamar Garb, art 

history scholar; as well as such internationally acclaimed artists such as 

El Anatsui (Ghana), Candice Breitz (South Africa), Jelili Atiku (Nigeria), 

amongst many others. Some of them have contributed to the Àsìkò 

publication with essays in which the experimental character of the 

programme acquires particular importance. 

                                                
762 Amongst the young curators who have participated in Àsìkò are: Jabulani Pereira, from 

South Africa (2012), Violet Nantume from Uganda (2013), Nduwhite Ndubuisi Ahnonu from 
Nigeria, Igo Lassana Diarra from Mali, Moses Serubiri from Uganda, Cliford Zulu, from 
Zimbabwe (2014), Jepkorir Rose based in Kenya, Gadi Ramadhani from Tanzania (2015), 
Martha Kazungu from Uganda, Yves Makongo, and Ange Tchetmi Ndjeukoua from Cameroon 
(2016). 

763 The term “facilitator” defines the established curators and artists that are invited as 
faculty members and guest speakers to take part in the programme.  
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Amongst them, South African-born scholar Tamar Garb, 

facilitator for the 2013, 2014 and 2015 editions, emphasizes, amongst 

other aspects, how Silva’s curatorial model was particularly centred on 

the “embodied” and “personal” experience: in Silva’s curatorial 

pedagogy, “the richness of local knowledge and the specificity of lived, 

embodied, personal experience provide the precious storehouse from 

which an African-based practice can emerge”.764 What is promoted, 

therefore, is the enhancement of the situated experience of the 

practitioner as a strategy of knowledge and cultural production. This 

becomes, Garb argues, the site from which the African curator or the 

artists can “counterpoint […] the anodyne, theory-driven generalities of 

a globalized art world that circulates in a stratosphere of metropolises, 

market forces and so much hot air”.765 However, she acknowledges, 

such attachment to the local dimension and embodied experience of 

curatorial practice and thinking, does not prevent the workshop from 

engaging with globally relevant discussions on art:  

 
What Àsìkò demands from artists and curators is a 
knowing, materially cognizant and self-reflective 
practice that is both tuned to the shared language of the 
contemporary and, at the same time, is 
uncompromisingly centred on place-specific histories 
and experiences. And this includes a familiarity with the 
dense material character of time-worn craft and skills, 
resources and sources, ranging potentially from 
narrative structure to building methods, from oral 
traditions to ritual practices, from old graphic system to 
novel pictorial tropes, whether relatively intact or 

                                                
764 Tamar Garb, “Archiving the In-Between”, in VVAA, Àsìkò: On the Future of  Artistic and 

Curatorial Pedagogies in Africa, 117. 
765 Garb, “Archiving the In-Between”, 117. 
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mediated via the shared technologies of new satellites, 
webs and wires.766 
 

The emphasis on situated knowledge is intended as a form of 

resistance against Western-centred curatorial narratives, theories and 

models elaborated in Europe and North America. It is aimed at creating 

an African-specific model of curatorial practice and theory, shaped 

according to the characteristics of the local art fields, and to the 

experience of curators that work on the continent. Garb admit that such 

a pedagogical strategy is a call to the  overlapping of work and life:767 

Artists and curators co-habit in a space in which work and life are 

completely indispensable tools of production - whether turned inward 

onto life-stories and personal idioms, or focused on collecting the 

experience of others.768 In this sense, this pedagogy insists on inscribing 

artistic and curatorial practice within the biopolitical experience of 

“African” identity, which then becomes a site of cultural production. 

Another relevant aspect of Àsìkò is that its annual open call 

explicitly prioritizes artists from Africa who have been “professionally 

active” for at least three years, as well as curators and writers from 

across Africa with at least two years’ experience, who “may not have 

had access to education or professional opportunities”. 769  Àsìkò 

requires participants to cover their travel and accommodation expenses 

and to pay a participation fee of $750 USD, which “goes towards 

                                                
766 Garb, “Archiving the In-Between”, 117-118. 
767 Garb, “Archiving the In-Between”, 119. 
768 Garb, “Archiving the In-Between”, 119. 
769  See the document “Àsìkò 2018 Cape Verde, 8th International Art Programme” at 

http://www.ccalagos.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/A%CC%80si%CC%80ko%CC%80-
2018-Cape-Verde_final.pdf. 
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running the programme, a modest production budget, and final 

project”.770 According to Silva, it is important to educate practitioners 

to invest in their own professional development.771 As Antawan I. Byrd 

reminds Silva, at the beginning, “it was a battle having to constantly 

follow-up with artists for payment”.772 On her hand, Silva argues that 

 

Artist are still finding it difficult [to pay participation 
fees]. […] The residencies artists typically attend do not 
charge. So you can imagine artists’ response when they 
are all of a sudden confronted with a different system 
where they have to apply and also pay. I think they need 
to understand that if something is important it requires 
investment. To get the best we need to pay for the best! 
They realise this in other aspects of their lives – if they 
want to buy a car, how is it that they can find the two-
three-, or four-thousand dollars to buy that car, but yet 
they can’t pay 750 USD to advance their own career? So 
for me it’s really about getting around this dependency 
culture if we really want to develop infrastructures for 
ourselves. You know, I still get evaluation forms where 
artists say the programme should be free. In Àsìkò 
Maputo, someone said the programme should be free 
and that the artists should receive an allowance. But I 
would never succumb to such a one-sided demand. […] 
By now the programme should cost 1500 USD for each 
participant, but most of artists are still struggling to pay 
750 USD. Unfortunately I have had to turn away a lot 
of artists that can’t pay, explaining that it’s not 
conceivable for me to allow someone to benefit without 
putting something down. I put in a lot of my time, and 
sometimes, my own personal resources. So it’s just not 

                                                
770 “Àsìkò 2018 Cape Verde”. 
771 These are the words of  Antawan I. Byrd, in her interview with Bisi Silva entitled “A 

Conversation on the Origins and Evolution of  Àsìkò”, in VVAA, Àsìkò: On the Future of  Artistic 
and Curatorial Pedagogies in Africa, 247. 

772 “A Conversation on the Origins”, 247-248. 
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sustainable for artists to expect to participate without 
putting in some of their own resources.773

 
 

Such statement on the duty of the artist or the curator to “pay 

for” or “invest in” their own education, reveals an important aspect of 

Àsìkò’s programme: its purpose in serving for the professionalization 

of the participants and the improvement of their careers. It 

fundamentally challenges the “dependency culture” inherited from the 

colonial philanthropy still dominant in ONG activity throughout the 

continent. To counter this culture, Silva, proposes a model of artistic 

and curatorial professionalization based on the neoliberal logic of “self-

entrepreneurship”. 774  This model can only be sustainable within a 

market-driven system of a contemporary art, in which artists sustain 

themselves almost exclusively through sales and, hence, rely of forms 

of patronage and dealership that give them access to international 

markets. 

 

 

 

3.1.2.5) The Market for Contemporary African Art and the 
Shifting Agency of the Curatorial 

The economy of the aforementioned non-profit organizations, 

museums, biennales, and biennale pavilions dedicated to contemporary 

art relies on the exponential growth of a market for contemporary 

African art. Contemporary African art was defined as a specific market 

                                                
773 “A Conversation on the Origins”, 248. 
774 I address the topic of  the self-entrepreneurship model within the art field in Chapter 2. 
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category in the 1990s, and artists inscribed in it established themselves 

in parallel to the blockbuster exhibitions that featured their work.  

 The growth of this market depends mostly on the increasing 

demand of contemporary African art from outside of the continent, 

mostly in Europe and USA, but also on the a growing internal demand, 

channelled by commercial galleries, art fairs and auction houses 

established on the continent. This growth has mostly interested 

countries like Morocco, Mali, Ghana, Nigeria, Ethiopia, Uganda, 

Kenya, Zimbabwe, Cameroon, Angola and, certainly, South Africa, 

which, reaches the highest auction turnover comparing to other 

regions.775 

Commercial galleries are also playing a key role in this growth. 

As I have discussed in,776 the gallery, as a business, is the direct link 

between the producers –the artists – and the buyers. Therefore, the 

performance and the career of artists is significantly shaped by the 

management model of the gallery that represents them, the kind of 

financial and curatorial support the gallery provides to the practitioners, 

its networks amongst curators and institutions that provide symbolic 

validation, as well as by the art fairs it takes part in. In the past, for 

instance, art dealers – most often from the West - have played a 

fundamental role of patronage in Africa, which, as Salah Hassan pointed 

out back in 1995, has been instrumental in shaping artistic practices and 

art forms to satisfy the market standards of Europe and United States.777  

                                                
775 In 2014, for instance, the country’s auction turnover amounted to $18 million (down 28% 

compared with 2013) making South Africa the world’s 24th most important marketplace. See 
The Art Market in 2014, report published by www.artprice.com. 

776 See  2.2.5.1) Curating and commercial galleries 
777 Salah Hassan, “The Modernist Experience in African Art: Visual Expressions of  the 

Self  and Cross-Cultural Aesthetics”, NKA: Journal of  Contemporary African Art (Spring/Summer, 
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Today things are not much different. French-Zimbabwean First 

Floor Gallery owner, Valery Kabov argues that the international market 

has proved to be a catalyst for the formation of new galleries on the 

continent, which have ceased to rely exclusively on philanthropic 

funding or on domestic markets”. 778 As a result, she continues, the past 

four years have seen something of a surge in the number of new galleries 

on the continent, adopting a more internationally focused commercial 

operating model. Among these new galleries are Addis Fine Art (Addis 

Ababa, Ethiopia), 1957 (Accra, Ghana), Circle Art Gallery (Nairobi, 

Kenya), Art Space (Nairobi, Kenya), Espaço Luanda Art (Luanda, 

Angola), and Al Marhoon Gallery (Algiers, Algeria).  

Today galleries have, in fact, access to international art fairs and 

their dependency on the local market has diminished. This dynamic has, 

on the one hand, increased the competition between African-based 

commercial galleries, since only a few of them can access world leading 

art fairs – such as Art Basel (Basel, Miami and Hong Kong), Frieze 

London or the Armory Show. On the other hand, medium to small-

sized galleries, although struggling to enter big art fairs, use 

internet/websites to connect with international buyers.779 

Kabov also acknowledges that commercial galleries on the 

continent are “developing hybrid models of practice, rather than 

following the standard international commercial gallery structure, with 

                                                
1995), 33.  

778 Valerie Kabov, “The Rise of  the New African Galleries”, Art Africa, 5 January 2017, 
http://www.artsouthafrica.com/220-news-articles-2013/2844-the-rise-of-the-new-african-
galleries-by-valerie-kabov.html. 

 
779 Information provided by the Mary Corrigal & Co. report, Contemporary African Art Ecology: 

A Decade of  Curating (Cape Town: Published Corrigal & Co, 2008); see www.corrigal.org. 
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recognition that their local environment calls for a different 

approach”.780  Especially in the regions in which the government is 

unwilling or unable to support contemporary art, commercial galleries 

along with private organizations and corporate art funds, constitute new 

ways of consecrating art, gaining symbolic authority.  

Moreover, over the past 10 years the growth of contemporary 

African art has been sustained by new art fairs established on the 

continent – namely, FNB Johannesburg Art Fair (since 2008), Investec 

Cape Town Art Fair (since 2012), Kenya Art Fair (since 2014), and Art 

X Lagos Fair (since 2016) – all of which rely on significant corporative 

sponsorship.781  

In parallel, leading art fairs have recently dedicated curated 

sections to art from Africa. This is the case of Paris Photo, which since 

2011 has a section dedicated to African photography, and of the 

Armory Show in New York, whose 2016 edition hosted the special 

section “African Perspectives Spotlighting Artistic Practices of Global 

Contemporaries”, curated by Julia Grosse and Yvette Mutumba.782 At 

the same time, two African-themed art fairs have been established 

outside the continent: 1-54 Contemporary African Art Fair in London, 

whose first edition was held in 2013, with a first satellite edition in 2015 

and a second in Marrakesh in 2018; and AKAA Also Known As Africa 

Art Fair established in Paris in 2016. In both these fairs, as well as in the 

                                                
780 Valerie Kabov, “The Rise of  the New African Galleries”. 
781 Most of  art fairs are supported by banks, as is the case of  the Jo’burg Art Fair, supported 

by FNB bank, and Cape Town Art Fair, whose main sponsor is Investec bank.  
782  For the occasion, the two chief  editors of  the on-line magazine Contemporary And 

selected 15 galleries to show a single artist position, as well as eight artists whose special projects 
was presented throughout the fair. See https://www.contemporaryand.com/exhibition/2016-
armory-focus-african-perspectives/.  
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Johannesburg and Cape Town art fairs, curators from Africa are 

regularly engaged to curate specific sections. 

Contemporary African art has also being particularly successful 

in the secondary market since 2007. Amongst its achievements is the 

first South African art auction held at Bonham’s (London) that year, 

followed by the creation of a dedicated sale of African art titled 

“AFRICA NOW” in 2008. One of its major competitor, Sotheby’s, 

established a “Modern and Contemporary African Art Division” in 

2016, achieving record sales in the following years with El Anatsui’s 

“Paths to the Okro Farm” (2006), sold for USD 1.445.000; William 

Kentridge’s “Procession” (1999−2000), sold for USD 1.538.500; and 

Njideka Akunyili Crosby’s “Drown”, sold for USD 1.092.500.783 The 

secondary market is also growing on the continent, in particular in 

Nigeria and South Africa, as indicated by the opening of the Arthouse 

Contemporary Auction House (2007) and the Sogal Auction House 

(2014) in Lagos, as well as the Aspire Auction House (2016) in 

Johannesburg and Cape Town.  

Within a context in which the market players are gaining 

authority over artistic symbolic validation, impacting artists’ career not 

only through sales but also through exposure, the work of curators is 

often employed to foster the market’s symbolic authority. Committed 

                                                
783 See the interview with Hannah O’Learly, head of  Sotheby’s Modern and Contemporary 

African Art department, who prior to this appointment was working at Bonhams, where one 
of  her tasks was researching art from non-Western regions: “It became apparent quickly that 
Africa had a rich modern art history that was not yet appreciated by the international art market. 
While the market for traditional African art was strong at that time, African art from the 20th 
and 21st centuries was simply not represented. This realization prompted us to introduce South 
African sales at the auction house in 2007, with my eventual heading of  the department in 2010. 
When Sotheby’s, one of  the largest and most-respected names in the art world, approached me 
to set up a Modern African Art department in 2016, I jumped at the opportunity”. 
http://www.theluxedigest.com/?source=In_Conversation_with_Hannah_O%27Leary&cat=1
9&read=303. 
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to creating a contemporary art field within the continent, curators are 

aware of the role they play in the chain of field production through their 

collaboration with both commercial and non-profit organizations. As 

Bisi Silva argues, “curating on the continent addresses more 

fundamental needs, such as setting up a platform for curating, forcing 

curatorial interests towards meeting infrastructural demands rather than 

exploring ideological ones”, since “building institutions is a significant 

part of curatorial practice on the African continent”.784 

This has produced an important shift in the curatorial agency of 

curators involved in the consecration of contemporary African art. 

While Enwezor and Njami were committed to building the artists’ 

reputations within the Western art field – especially through the 

curation of blockbuster museum shows and biennales - curators 

practicing in Africa today are more dynamic in their curatorial choices 

and collaborations. Their collaboration with market players – 

commercial galleries and art fairs in particular – is a sign of a shifting 

agency: as Bisi Silva has argued, curators’ importance within the system 

depends on them “renewing or strengthening their link to validating 

centres or becoming more involved in commercial endeavours”.785 

 Therefore, if on the one hand, established African curators 

have created platforms in their home regions and have curated non-

commercial exhibitions on the continent and overseas, establishing their 

reputation internationally, on the other hand, they have built a strong 

relationship with market players by showing no concern in being 

associated with the art market.  

                                                
784 Bisi Silva reported in Mary Corrigal &Co, Contemporary African Art Ecology, 97.  
785 Bisi Silva reported in Mary Corrigal &Co, Contemporary African Art Ecology, 137.  
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However, curators’ involvement in the art market is not 

regarded as conflictive only if the gallery or the art fairs they collaborate 

with aim at strategically positioning themselves within a realm of 

autonomy and, hence, presenting themselves as hybrid organization, in 

which commercial gain is combined with a more elevated, symbolic 

interest. A 2016 interview with Nigerian curator Bisi Silva provides an 

example of the curator’s aversion toward commercial galleries 

exclusively devoted to selling “lovely paintings and sculptures” devoid 

of any interest in building critical discourse and symbolic value: 

 

When I returned to Nigeria, I thought the art scene 
could be more diverse because what was happening was 
mainly commercial exhibition in galleries where we had 
lovely paintings and sculptures that people want to sell, 
but there is another side to arts, which includes critical 
engagement and discourse, and I felt that aspect was 
being neglected. There was little or no curatorial 
practice, there was no professional curators organizing 
important exhibitions, showing the diversity of artistic 
practices that was not limited to painting and sculpture, 
but include photography, sound arts, performance, 
installation and other mixed media arts. This diversity 
was absent from the art scene till I came in 2002 and the 
difference is that, today, we have a very dynamic, vibrant 
and diverse artistic scene that engages the global art 
world.786 

 

 

That Silva’s aversion toward the market depends on the organization’s 

profile is demonstrated by her collaboration with South African 

                                                
786 Bisi Silva in interview by Florence Utor, “Bisi Silva, Dedicated to Elevating Curatorial 

Practice, Promoting Arts”, The Guardian, Nigeria, http://guardian.ng/art/silva-dedicated-to-
elevating-curatorial-practicepromoting-arts/.  
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Goodman Gallery, for which she curated El Anatsui’s solo show in 

2017, as well as by her previous participation as a guest curator in the 

Art Dubai art fair of 2013.787 

Curators’ collaboration with art fairs and commercial galleries 

has been more than common over the last few years. Some examples 

are Senegalese curator Koyo Kouoh, who curated the Forum section at 

the first London edition of the 1:54 Art Fair, and German-Cameroonian 

curator Marie-Ann Yamsi, who curated the section dedicated to African 

photography at the 2017 edition of Paris Art Fair. In the case of the 

aforementioned AKKA (Also Known As Africa Art Fair), its founder 

Victoria Mann gathered, for the fair’s first edition in 2016, an 

international committee comprised of five members, which included 

both curators (N’Goné Fall, Simon Njami and Azu Nwagbogu) and 

gallery directors (Dominique Fiat, Galerie Dominique Fiat, Paris; and 

Elisabeth Lalouschek, artistic director and sales director of October 

Gallery, London). 

In South Africa, curators collaborate with the market and 

operate within the marketplace with particular ease, a practice that does 

not demerit their reputation as curators of important museums and 

biennale shows. This is the case, for instance, of Thembinkosi Goniwe, 

                                                
787 She was invited to select and work with galleries and art spaces located in West Africa. 

Silva’s programme was curated around the theme of  ‘cities in transition’, with a particular focus 
on the work of  dynamic, independent organisations and artists dealing with specific identities 
and localities. Bisi Silva selected five spaces to participate in the fair and to work collaboratively 
with their artists to produce exhibitions for Art Dubai: Centre for Contemporary Art (Lagos), 
Espace doual’art (Douala), Carpe Diem (Ségou), Nubuke Foundation (Accra), and Raw Material 
Company (Dakar). The artists that participated in Marker 2013 include: Ade Adekola, Karo 
Akpokiere, Soly Cissé, Harandane Dicko, Ndidi Dike, Amahiguéré Dolo, Em’kal Eyongakpa, 
Ablade Glover, Taiye Idahor, Abdoulaye Konaté, Adama Kouyaté, Boris Nzebo, Emeka Ogboh, 
Charles Okereke, Henri Sagna, Kan Si, and Joseph-Francis Sumégné. Additionally, Art Dubai’s 
Arena Hall featured two large-scale textile installations by contemporary Malian artists, 
reflecting personal and political responses to Mali’s urban realities and traditional heritage. See 
http://www.artdubai.ae/marker-2013. 
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who is known for being the curator of several important exhibitions, 

including Space: Currencies in Contemporary Africa Art, (Museum Africa, 

Johannesburg, 2010); Desire: Ideal Narratives in Contemporary South African 

Art, 54th Venice Biennale (Venice, 2011); and Towards Intersections: 

Negotiating Subjects, Objects and Contexts, Unisa Art Gallery (Pretoria) and 

Museum Africa (Johannesburg, 2015). And yet, in parallel, he has 

repeatedly held engagements at the commercial gallery MOMO 

(Johannesburg and Cape Town) and various art fairs (FNB Joburg Art 

fair and That Art Fair) as a guest speaker and curator. He confirms that 

curators’ involvement in the art market has been normalized in a 

contemporary art field in which commercial galleries and art fairs have 

gained normative authority. 788 Through their relationship with 

internationally established curators, leading commercial galleries grant 

their artists access to festivals, exhibitions, biennales, and all sorts of 

consecrating events. On the other hand, this partnership also benefits 

the curators, who find great support in powerhouse dealers, since they 

are easy and fast in providing information and making the artists’ best 

works available for the curator’s project, as well as being collaborative 

in many other ways.789 In other words, to work with galleries means to 

have easier access to a series of facilities, services, information, images, 

contacts, texts, etc. that are hardly facilitated otherwise; galleries 

function as agents for the artists and have a vested interest in making 

the participation of artists in independent exhibitions easy. 

                                                
788 Thembinkosi Goniwe, interview, Wednesday, 10 December 2015. 
789 Thembinkosi Goniwe, interview, Wednesday, 10 December 2015. 
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However, Thembinkosi also manifests his concerns for the ways 

in which the market, and commercial galleries in particular, can 

instrumentalise the work of curators for their own profit and need of 

visibility. The South African curator argues that the recent trend of 

involving curators in the business of commercial galleries might 

produce forms of affiliation that can be problematic if curators do not 

maintain their autonomy. In fact, it can turn into a sort of “intellectual 

servility” 790 of the curator to market interests that should be alien to 

their choice-making processes.  

 

 

3.1.2.6) Curators and the Mechanisms of Artists’ Consagrations 
(2007-2017): Critical Analysis of a Report 

 

In 2018, a report entitled Contemporary African Art Ecology: A 

Decade of Curating, 791 was published by South African art advisor and 

critic Mary Corrigal. Based on the interpretation of quantitative data 

collected by Corrigal’s on-the-ground reporters,792 the report nominates 

the “20 most influential African curators” which have operated 

internationally in the decade between 2007 and 2017. The choice of 

these curators, according to the report, reveals not only the trends of 

                                                
790 Thembinkosi Goniwe, interview, Wednesday, 10 December 2015.  
791 Mary Corrigal &Co, Contemporary African Art Ecology: A Decade of  Curating (Cape Town, 

Published Corrigal & Co, 2008);, see www.corrigal.org. 
792  The team of  reporters includes: Dominic Muwanguzi (Kampala, Uganda), Ayodeji 

Rotinwa (Johannesburg, South Africa), John Woo (Accra, Ghana); Jepkorir Rose Mbuthia Maina 
Bethuel Muthee from The Naijographia Collective (Nairobi, Kenya), Mary Corrigal (Cape Town, 
South Africa).  
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the contemporary African art ecosystem, but also predicts the list of 

artists who will enjoy commercial success in the secondary market in 

the near future.  

The list of the top 20 curators from Africa includes curators 

based on the continent, but also a number of curators who are based in 

Europe and the United States. The report specifies that, given that the 

notion of “contemporary African art” refers to artists from and on the 

continent, as well as the artists of the African diaspora, then the idea of 

a “contemporary African art ecosystem” must geographically 

encompass territories beyond Africa, including the regions – mostly 

European and North-American – in which contemporary art from 

Africa is curated, collected, and traded.  

The top 20 list includes the following curators from Africa – a 

list that appears in alphabetical order by first name:  

 

Abdellah Karroum (b.1970, from Morocco) 

Azu Nwagbogu (b.1975, from Nigeria) 

Bisi Silva (b.1962, d.2019, from Nigeria) 

Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung (b.1977, from Cameroon, based in Berlin) 

Christine Eyene (b.1970, from France and Cameroon, based in Europe) 

Elise Antanga (b.1969, from France and Cameroon, based in Paris) 

Elvira Dyangani Ose (b.1974, from Equatorial Guinea and Spain, based 

in the UK) 

Gabi Ngcobo (from South Africa) 

Koyo Kouoh (from Cameroon and Senegal, based in Dakar and Basel) 

Marie-Ann Yamsi (b.1963, from Cameroon and Germany, based in Paris) 
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Meskerem Assegued (from Ethiopia) 

N’Goné Fall (from Senegal) 

Okwui Enwezor (b.1963, d.2019, from Nigeria, based in Germany and 

the US) 

Paula Nascimento (b.1981, from Angola, based in Angola and Portugal) 

Raphael Chikukwa (from Zimbabwe) 

Roselee Goldberg (from South Africa, based in the US) 

Salah M. Hassan (b.1964, from Sudan, based in the US) 

Simon Njami (b.1962, from Swizerland, based in Paris) 

Ugochukwu- Smooth C. Nzewi (from Nigeria, based in the US) 

Thembinkosi Goniwe (from South Africa) 

 

While it is not my intention to question this selection,793 what 

pertains to my analysis is the particular narrative on curating that 

                                                
793 The report explicits the criteria used to nominate the 20 most influent curator: “curators 

must have been active in the last decade between 2007 and 2017; produced more than two 
exhibitions in the period; achieved high visibility in the art press; had their name recur in our 
research and/or been put forward by many of  the experts we interviewed/polled; curated a 
biennale exhibition or have set up platforms, or created journals; curated exhibitions including 
artists from different parts of  the continent and thus have addressed or dispelled notion about 
African art as a category”. Ibidem, 55. A particular emphasis is put, in fact, on the “visibility” 
of  the curators in the press, as well as the recurrence of  their name in the research carried out 
by the report’s team of  researcher, both on the field, on-line and through interviews to experts. 
Experts include Daudi Karungi, founder and director of  Kampala Biennale and gallery director 
of  Afriart (Uganda); Maryn Martin, former director at Iziko South African National Gallery, 
Cape Town (South Africa); Hannah O’Leary (United Kindom); Victoria Mann, founder and 
director of  Also AKAA (Also Known As Africa) Art Fair in Paris (France); Pascale Marthine 
Tayou, artists (France and Cameroon); Athi Patra Ruga, artist (South Africa); Kudzanai Churai, 
artist (Zimbabwe); Adenrele Sonariwo, curator and gallerist at Rele Gallery, Lagos (Nigeria); 
Rocco Orlacchio, gallery director at Voice Gallery, Marrakesh (Marocco); Ashleigh Mcclean, 
gallery director at Whatiftheworld, Cape Town (South Africa); Emma Mennel, founder and 
director of  Tyburn Gallery, London (United Kindom); Aime Nyatika, artist (Belgium); Kenneth 
Montague, curator at Wedge Curatorial Projects Toronto and board member at Tate Modern 
African Art Acquisitions (Canada); Nyambura M. Waruingi curator and filmmaker (Kenya); 
Mounir Fatmi, artist (France, Marrocco). 
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underlies this report’s approach, methods, and data interpretation. The 

report is, without doubt, a source of precious quantitative and 

qualitative information on the work of African curators. My interest in 

it, however, is especially due to its definition of the impact of curators 

on the art market and on art prices. 

 Such impact is also made explicit in a second report entitled 

Contemporary African Art Ecology: The Top 10 Artists and the Top Curators 

who Validated Them, published by Corrigal one year later, which presents 

itself as a supplementary and expanded analysis built on the 2018 

edition. This new report explicitly links the work of the 20 top African 

curators with the commercial success of a number of artists from Africa, 

although it defines this relationship as “indirect”: curators, it says, 

impact the art market and the prices only insofar as they curate non-

commercial shows while they have no relation with market players. 

The report recognizes that, in the art world, value has a double 

nature – which it names respectively “fiscal” and “cultural” – and that 

it is built over non-objective criteria and uncertain qualities, such as 

“individual taste, perception, fashion and insider or specialist 

knowledge”794. Thus, it is argued, the establishment of the canon of art 

and the creation of its value are processes based on “consensus” – 

referring, with this term, to a sort of agreement between experts and 

taste-makers, on the one hand, and art buyers and appreciators, on the 

other. The report therefore puts so called “star-curators” at the centre 

of the creation of consensus, indirectly postulating that they are the 

players who most influence the value of art: “it follows the principle 

                                                
794 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. The Top 50 Artists and the Top 20 

Curators Who Validated Them (Cape Town: Corrigal & Co.), 1;  see www.corrigal.org. 
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therefore that the greater the number of (influential) people who value 

the work of certain artists, the greater the chance their art will be 

considered valuable”.795 

Interestingly, this view postulates that value does not emerge 

from a dialectical relationship – one in which there is an inherent 

tension between economic value (which follows commercial interests) 

and symbolic value (expressed by the interest of the disinterestedness 

of artmaking and judgment). Rather, it is suggested that value emerges 

from an explicit consensus forged between these two realms - a 

consensus built by curators. These premises seem to support my ideas 

that the agency of curators lies precisely in their capacity to foster an 

aura of autonomy onto art in a highly commercialized context, hence 

functioning as the bearer of a consensus that disrupts the dialectic of 

the dealer-critic system. And yet, the report takes these premises toward 

other conclusions. 

Corrigal’s report differs from all other quantitative reports on 

contemporary African art, which are based on data collected from the 

market – specifically from the secondary market. The most recent of 

these reports was published by ArtTactic in 2018, and is based on data 

collected from Bonhams and Sotheby’s Auctions for Modern & 

Contemporary African Art between 2017 and 2018 in London - the 

capital of the secondary market for this category. Corrigal’s report, to 

the contrary, attempts to illustrate an inverted process: it does not 

analyse the market (which artists sold at auctions and what prices their 

work achieved), but provides the market players (the collectors) with 

                                                
795 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. The Top 50 Artists and the Top 20 

Curators Who Validated Them 1. 
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information about the artists that have been most validated in non-

commercial platforms (biennales and museums). In other words, the 

report aims to reveal which artists have been “already validated by 

curators”, as opposed to the validation given by collectors “as it is 

typically the case”.796 

These artists, the report argues, “might not fetch high prices at 

auction or other commercial platforms” yet.797 However, according to 

the curatorial trends it reveals, they will soon acquire high commercial 

value. Furthermore, it promises to unveil the “patterns pertaining to 

artists who are likely to attract curatorial validation”.798 In other words, 

the report’s narrative revolves around the curators’ power to validate in 

advance and to envision future talents and trends, which only later will be 

sold and collected, achieving a correspondent economic value expressed 

by high prices.799 

As I have mentioned earlier, the report is implicitly directed to 

potential or existing collectors. It considers that, despite the fact that 

the “interest in, visibility and production of […] contemporary African 

art has increased exponentially”, it is still a market segment and an 

ecosystem “in its nascence”, and “great levels of uncertainty surround 

                                                
796 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 63. 
797 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 63. 
798 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 63. 
799 Such curatorial power, the power of  choosing, seems to challenge and win over criteria, 

including the rarity and the quality of  the artwork itself: “This is the case even if  an artist’s work 
might not be hard to come by (rarity in contemporary art is not a sure route to value), is not 
well-made or conceptually compelling in any way, or that these qualities are not consistent across 
their entire oeuvre (which is likely given that artists do not consistently make ‘good’ art 
throughout their career)”, Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  
Curating, 2. 
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its perceived value”. 800  Hence, the report seeks to overcome such 

perceived uncertain value by conferring influent curators the prerogative 

status of value-endower. Curatorial power can rely on the “visibility” of 

African curators and their reputation as taste-makers. The curators 

become, therefore, the temporary custodians of a power that emanates 

from the museum: the power of dictating trends and tastes, conferring 

value and, in the end, re-writing the narrative of contemporary art. Here, 

the notion of the curator-as-validator implies “validation” understood 

as:  

 

a form of public acknowledgement by an influential 
segment - high profile African curators. This form of 
indirect recognition naturally relies not only on the 
artists’ work(s) being included in an important 
exhibition, but on the curator’s influence, the 
destination (major Western art capitals continue to carry 
more cachet) and type of venue (a museum is viewed as 
more important than a commercial gallery setting) where 
it is set.801  
 

The idea of the curator as a taste-maker is not new,802 and yet it is in this 

report that it achieves its climax, precisely when it pronounces the 

“prophecy” of the effects of curatorial consensus on art prices: 

“validation requires consensus to hold more sway and is a self-fulfilling 

prophecy in that the more frequently artists are selected by influential 

                                                
800 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 2. 
801 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 2. 
802 See my discussion in Chapter 2. Also see Michael Bhaskar, Curation: The Power of  Selection 

in a World of  Excess (London: Little, Brown Book Group, 2016). 
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curators, the more often they will be selected by curators and the more 

cachet their art and profile is likely to attract”.803 

The report insists on the persistent primacy of institutional 

validation in the art world (which, the authors argue quoting Anders 

Petterson, is produced through the consensus of curators, historians, 

academics and public museums804), only followed by market validation 

and the creation of economic value (prices):  

 

In other words, an artist’s work only accrues fiscal value 
after it has accumulated continued acknowledgement 
from those who are seemingly detached from ‘the 
market’ and are only interested in the cultural or 
discursive value of art. The most direct relationship 
between these two validating cultures can be traced in 
the importance of the provenance of an artwork in 
terms of setting value in the secondary market. This 
refers not only to the date of the artwork and the identity 
of the artist who made it but to its ‘life’ on the exhibition 
circuit – the more exhibitions and the more high-profile 
and important these prove to be, the more likely it is that 
the artwork will fetch a high price. As such, in employing 
exhibition data relating to the activities of the Top 20 
curators, this report inevitably tracks the cultural cachet 
and the institutional validation extended to an elite 
group of artists.805 
 

For this reason, the dossier performs another important function in the 

ecosystem that it aims to describe - of which it is, in the first place, a 

mirror -, which is the need to postulate the autonomy of curators from 

                                                
803 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 2. 
804 Anders Petterson cited in Anna M. Dempster, Risk and Uncertainty in the Art World (Great 

Britain: Bloomsbury Publishing, 2014), 74.  
805 Anders Petterson cited in Dempster, Risk and Uncertainty in the Art World, 74. 
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private interests and markets dynamics. The rhetoric on curatorial 

autonomy is made explicit, for example, through a quote by Okwui 

Enwezor, who comments on the need, in the art world, for more spaces 

for the curatorial act to flourish: “When I see a proliferation of curators 

around the world, it is paradoxical because there are less and less spaces 

in which to act. It is not possible to act in an art fair. It is not possible 

to act in a commercial gallery. We need to open up those spaces again. 

Not just where they work, but act”.806 

Moreover, the idea of curatorial autonomy is reproduced in the 

description of each of the 20 top curators’ “curatorial achievements”, 

i.e. the information provided on the curators’ current appointments and 

curated projects “highlighted” in public museums, foundation and 

biennales, along with the platforms that some of the them have founded 

on the continent, as well as the curator’s specific interests and curatorial 

approaches. The selected information that fills the curators’ 

“achievements” lists, in fact, omits all data about the curatorial practices 

performed in commercial galleries and art fairs and, hence, all the 

relationships curators entertain with market players. That the practice 

of these curators is intertwined with market interests and dynamics is 

explicitly negated in Corrigal’s dossier through its interpretation of the 

collected data: 

 

 

 

 

                                                
806 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology. A Decade of  Curating, 71. 
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(a) 

 

(b) 

 
(c) 
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(d) 

 
(e) 

 
 
Figure 33 (a-b-c-d-e)_ Series of Graphics and data displayed in Corrigal & Co, 
Contemporary African Art Ecology: A decade of Curating (2018), p. 87-88. 

 

 

The graph (Fig.33/a) shows that 85% of platforms where the 

top African curators staged exhibitions were non-commercial 

institutions, and thereby interprets this datum as evidence of the 

“disconnect between curating and commerce”:  
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Curating and establishing ‘visibility’ is/has been taking 
place outside of commercial venues. […] This ultimately 
implies that a hard line between validation, storytelling, 
discourse, and the role of art with regards to society, is 
drawn between commercial and noncommercial 
platforms and activities. That 85% of platforms where 
exhibitions (by the top African curators) are staged are 
noncommercial suggests that the two activities – selling 
art, and making substantial stories about African art or 
visibility – have not yet found common ground. This 
differed for the less high profile curators.807 
 

Such interpretation hides the fact that curators’ activity is by 

nature intertwined with private interests and that their involvement with 

the market and speculation practices is very common. Moreover, it is 

precisely because artists acquire validation in non-commercial 

exhibitions and public collections that their galleries have a vested 

interest in establishing a good relationship with successful, globally 

interconnected curators. Being of vital importance for the gallery’s 

success, these relationships belong to the fabric of the contemporary art 

world. It is precisely through these relationships that consensus is 

created within the field. Moreover, it is precisely through their 

relationship and the employment of curators that market players are 

acquiring authority as symbolic validators.  

That nature and the effects of the relationship between curators 

and market players also depends on the level of authority independent 

curators have: the higher their reputation is, the larger the impact of 

their choices on the market will be, and the more the curator’s 

                                                
807 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology, 71. 
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association with market interests will be downplayed – as is the case 

with curators such as Okwui Enwezor and Simon Njami. 

This aspect is only marginally acknowledged by the report: it 

states that even if non-commercial settings make up for the most venues 

in which artists are validated by the top 20 curators, “this differed for 

the less high profile curators”.808 This marginal observation implies that 

statistics show a more direct and explicit involvement of curators into 

market dynamics when curators are less established and enjoy a lower 

degree of authority; in other worlds, the more established the curator is, 

the higher level of autonomy he holds and the greatest the effect this has 

on the art market. Especially, the report overlooks the curatorial work 

performed by less acknowledged curators and agents (art 

administrators, art dealers, artists) that, performing curatorial duties, 

make up for the rest of the art field and its less visible mechanisms of 

artistic consecration. 

In other words, the mechanisms of curatorial validation do not 

happen in a vacuum, or in an a priori outside the market. This is proved 

by the fact that the list of “the most validated artists” between 2007 and 

2017 in Corrigal’s report have been mostly linked, during their careers, 

to powerful commercial galleries. For instance, internationally 

acclaimed and collected809 South African photographer and filmmaker 

Zanele Muholi (Fig. 34) appears as the absolute most validated artists 

of Corrigal’s list, with 12 participations in exhibitions curated by the 

                                                
808 Mary Corrigal & Co., Contemporary African Art Ecology, 71. 
809 Muholi’s work is featured in key public and private collections worldwide, including the 

Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, New York; the Museum of  Modern Art, New York; the 
Williams College Museum of  Art, North Carolina Museum of  Art. Raleigh; the Durham 
Cincinnati Art Museum, Cincinnati and the High Museum of  Art in Atlanta. 
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twenty most influential curators - especially Bisi Silva and Christine 

Eyne.  

 

 
Figure 34_ Zanele Muholi, “Xiniwe at Cassilhaus, North Carolina” (2016).  
 

Muholi’s both commercial and non-commercial exhibitions 

reflect her career growth (Fig. 35) which has been constant over the 

past ten years. And yet, the artist’s success cannot be understood 
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without considering that Muholi was supported, from the beginning of 

her career in 2006, by the Stevenson Gallery, one of the most powerful 

galleries specialized in contemporary African art in the world. 

Established in Cape Town and Johannesburg at the beginning of the 

new century, Stevenson supports its artists financially and curatorially, 

fostering their participation in major international museum exhibitions 

and biennales across the world.  

 

 

 
Figure 35__ Trend of the career of Zanele Muholi from 2009 to 2019, as shown by 
https://artfacts.net. 

 

The presence of artists from its books at the Venice Biennale is 

a good example of how efficient Stevenson’s strategies for building 
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artists’ careers are. For instance, this year the Arsenale show of the 

Venice Biennale, entitled “May You Live in Interesting Times” and 

curated by Ralph Rugoff, features Muholi, along with another artist 

represented by Stevenson, the conceptual and performance artist 

Kemang Wa Lehulere. Since 2011, the South African pavilion at the 

Venice Biennale is another good example of the influence of 

commercial galleries in the curatorial choices of the appointed curators; 

in fact, it has almost only featured artists represented by local 

powerhouse dealers, like Stevenson, Goodman, and Whatiftheworld – 

that is, galleries ranked by Artfacts within the 100 most important 

galleries globally, and within the top 10 galleries in their country. For 

instance, of the three artists representing the country at the national 

pavilion this year are Stevenson’s Mawanda Ka Zenzile and Dineo 

Seshee Bopape, the latter, although not officially represented by the 

gallery, enjoys some sort of affiliation to it, as demonstrated by the 

numerous solo shows Stevenson has organized for her over the past 

years.810 In 2015, Stevenson had three artists participating in the South 

African pavilion in Venice – namely Nandipha Mntambo, Jo Ractliffe, 

and Robin Rhode – while of the other ten participants, Willem Boshoff 

Haroon Gunn-Salie, Gerald Machona, Brett Diane Victor, Jeremy 

Wafer, and Brett Murray came from the Goodman Gallery’s books. It 

highly plausible that these curatorial choices are, albeit not entirely, at 

least partially driven by commercial interests. 

 

                                                
810  See the record of  exhibitions by Dineo Seshee Bopape at Stevenson at the link 

https://stevenson.info/artist/dineo-seshee-bopape/exhibitions. 
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Figure 36_ Kemang Wa Lehulere, Installation view of the solo show The Knife Eats at 
Home (2016), held at the Stevenson Gallery. 

 

 

Kemang Wa Lehulere is also featured in Corrigal’s list amongst 

the most validated artists, having participated in seven exhibitions 

organized by the top curators. Represented by Stevenson since 2012, 

Lehulere was exhibited by the gallery at Art Basel from 2013, where he 

was one of the two artists awarded the 15th Baloise Art Prize. Lehulere 

has achieved international success since then, 811  holding solo 

                                                
811 Kemang Wa Lehulere was the winner of  the inaugural Spier Contemporary Award in 

2007, the MTN New Contemporaries Award in 2010, and the Tollman Award for the Visual 
Arts in 2012; he was one of  two young artists awarded the 15th Baloise Art Prize at Art Basel 
in 2013, won the first International Tiberius Art Award Dresden in 2014 and was the Standard 
Bank Young Artist for Visual Arts in 2015. In 2017, he was Deutsche Bank’s ‘Artist of  the Year’, 
the recipient of  the fourth Malcolm McLaren Award, and was shortlisted for the Future 
Generation Art Prize. Solo exhibitions have taken place at Pasquart Art Centre, Biel (2018); 
MAXXI, Rome (2017); Deutsche Bank KunstHalle (2017); the Art Institute of  Chicago (2016); 
Gasworks, London (2015); Lombard Freid Projects, New York (2013); the Goethe-Institut, 
Johannesburg (2011), and the Association of  Visual Arts in Cape Town (2009), in addition to 
Stevenson and Marian Goodman Gallery.  



 

 

 
369 

exhibitions in important museums across the globe and featuring in 

major biennales (Fig. 36) 

Amongst other artists featured in Corrigal’s report are the South 

African Mikhael Subotzky, Kudzanai Churai, and Tracy Rose, 

represented by Goodman Gallery respectively since 2006, 2009 and 

2000, as well as the Kenyan-American Wangenchi Mutu, a blue-chip 

artist represented by three prestigious galleries (Barbara Gladstone in 

New York, Susanne Vielmetter Los Angeles Projects in Los Angeles, 

and Victoria Miro Gallery in London).812 

In 2018 some of the above-mentioned South African artists – 

namely Kemang Wa Lehulere, Kudzanai Churai, and Michael Sobosky 

– have been featured in the “Next Generation Artists- List of Top 20 

Artists from Africa” section of the JLT & ArtTactic’s report, based on 

the result of auctions by Sotheby’s and Bonham’s between 2017 and 

2018, which signal that their work has already become a financial asset  

(Fig. 37). Therefore, it is plausible to regard the participation of these 

artists in biennales and non-commercial shows not as an indication of 

future and unexpected commercial success, but rather as part of a 

successful strategy of career management and value creation enacted by 

market players and collectors. These cases put into question the 

assumption that independent curators tend to “discover” and validate 

artists prior to their validation by the market. In a market-driven 

ecosystem, in fact, most of the artists are usually recruited – in art school 

and artists’ studios - by commercial galleries. On very few occasions, 

                                                
812  Other artists featured on the list are George Osodi, Guy Tillim, Aïda Muluneh, 

Abdoullaye Konaté, and Nicholas Hlobo, amongst others. 
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curators do not resort to artists already represented by local galleries. 

This is the case, for instance, of Nigerian curator and LagosPhoto 

director Azu Nwagbogu, who discovers unknown talented 

photographers via unconventional strategies for an established art 

curator – that is, via Instagram, for example.813 

 

 
Figure 37_ List of the “Top 20 Next Generation Artists from Africa” featured in the 
JLT & ArtTactic’s report in 2008, based on the result of auctions by Sotheby’s and 
Bonhams between 2017 and 2018. 

                                                
813 Personal interview with Azu Nwagbogu, 18 July 2017. On the other hand, it is also 

relevant to acknowledge that, amongst those curators who do field research, visit artists’ studios 
and the likes with the aim of  finding unknown artists, many then establish contact between 
these artists and the galleries for possible representation. This is the case, for example of  
Thembinkosi Goniwe, who has provided galleries with new artists (personal interview with 
Thembinkosi Goniwe, 2015). 
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3.2 Curatorial Instances and the Marketplace for 
Contemporary Art in Post-Apartheid South 

Africa  

 

 

In 2007, the exhibition Apartheid. The South African Mirror was 

staged at the Centre de Cultura Contemporanea de Barcelona (CCCB). 

Curated by the late Catalan writer and philosopher Pep Subiros,814 the 

show did not look at the political drama of Apartheid through 

paternalistic eyes. On the contrary, it firmly claimed that South Africa’s 

tragic past is a mirror for the rest of the world. The curator posed an 

acute analysis: while the apartheid regime, unashamedly established in 

South Africa with absolute impunity, was looked down at by the 

Western countries as an infamous perpetuation of political and 

ideological racism, it became a moral scapegoat through which they all 

expiated their own sins of discrimination. In other words, by pointing 

their finger at South African whites, human-right-defending First World 

nations concealed the functioning of discrimination mechanisms back 

at home and redeemed their democratic consciences through an 

international boycott.815  

                                                
814 Pep Subiros (1947-2016), was the first director of  the Centre de Cultura Contemporània 

de Barcelona, between 1988 and 1989. At the CCCB, he curated a number of  exhibitions linked 
to contemporary art and photography from Africa, amongst which Africa: the Artist and the City 
(2001), as well as Bamako'03 (2004) , Bamako'05 (2006) and Bamako VII (2009), organized in 
collaboration with the Rencontres Africaines de la Photographie festival in Bamako and Simon Njami. 

815 Josep Ramoneda, “Apartheid as Metaphor”, in Pep Subiros et al. ed., Apartheid. The South 
African Mirror (Barcelona: Centre de Cultura Contempora ̀ nia de Barcelona, 2017). 
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As Subiros explained in the exhibition catalogue, and through a 

wide selection of works by South African artists, 816  the morally 

unsettling truth of the South African mirror is not confined to the time 

frame that corresponds to formal apartheid. The new South Africa, the 

one of Mandela’s democracy –that is, the South Africa “framed as post: 

after and beyond colonialism, apartheid, and race […] usually 

represented as a moment for inclusion, recovery, and democratic 

rectification”, 817  as Ciraj Rassool and other historians point out—, 

implies a neverending work on memory and history, where “ideas about 

pasts are invoked, mobilized, and contested, where history is settled and 

unsettled”, 818  a process in which we are all – consciously or not - 

involved. The unsolved business of the apartheid is also made manifest 

by the shift into a globalized, neoliberal economy within a democratic 

society, in which economic inequality has increased while mostly 

maintaining a racialized distribution of economic power.819 

                                                
816 The exhibition includes key works by the most internationally acclaimed contemporary 

South African artists, like Jane Alexander, David Goldblatt, William Kentridge, Zwelethu 
Mthethwa, Santu Mofokeng, Berni Searle, Penny Siopis, Paul Stopforth, Sue Williamson, as well 
as a selection of  works by younger artists Conrad Botes, Churchill Madikida, Johannes Phokela, 
Nandipha Mntambo, Tracey Rose, Lolo Veleko and Donovan Ward; and the late modernist 
artists Albert Adams, Peter Clarke, Ernest Cole, Dumile Feni, Billy Mandindi, Ephrain Ngatane, 
Gerard Sekoto, and Durant Sihlali.   

817 See Ciraj Rassool, Leslie Witz and Gary Minkley. Unsettled History. Making South African 
Public Past (University of  Michigan Press, 2017), 20. In South Africa, to analyse curatorship in 
the field of  contemporary art means to engage with issues beyond the realm of  the 
“contemporary” and to engage with the mechanisms of  production of  history, memory, and 
identity as well as with specific politics of  representation and knowledge production. This 
historical contextualization and analytical approach was at the core of  the African Programme 
in Museum and Heritage Studies, directed by Professor Ciraj Rassool at the Center for 
Humanities Research at the University of  Western Cape.  

818 Rassool, Witz, and Minkley, Unsettled History, 25. 
819 Vusi Gumede, “Inequality in Democratic South Africa”, in Xolela Mangcu (ed.), The 

Colour of  Our Future. Does Race Matter in Post-Apartheid South Africa? (Johannesburg: Wits Press 
2015). 
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Within the contemporary art field of South Africa, the 

emergence of contemporary curatorship, informed by the notion of the 

curator as the author of the exhibition, is deeply connected to post-

apartheid socio-cultural and political processes, in which new strategies 

of nation building, staged in the realm of public culture, and the 

progressive re-integration of South African art into the international art 

market and discourse converge. Hence, the rise of the curatorial has to 

do with the changing configuration of the cultural economy under the 

ANC democratic government and its transformation of public 

museums and heritage,820 a new branding strategy adopted by cities such 

as Johannesburg and Cape Town through the implementation of 

cultural events and the creative industry sector,821 and the establishment 

                                                
820 This shift can be addressed in terms of  the formation of  a specific South African post-

apartheid exhibitionary complex – a term that defines the particular self-regulatory form of  
knowledge production where the “populace” are transformed into “a people or citizenry” who 
are placed “as seeing themselves from the side of  power, knowing power and what power knows, 
and knowing themselves as (ideally) known by power [and], interiorizing its gaze as a principle 
of  self-surveillance” (Bennet, The Exhibitionary Complext, 62).  Bennet’s popular concept was, in 
fact, re-elaborated by UWC scholars Rassool, Wits, and Minkley in order to define a post anti-
apartheid heritage complex, which takes into account the intersection of  different policies - 
including the re-defined national estate, its associated public identification and nomination, the 
expertise in its inventory, the add-on of  a massified intangibility of  memory and indigenous 
knowledge, together with its repository, management, conservation and regulation of  public 
visibility and access - that constitute a whole, distinctly post-apartheid modern complex of  
inheritance for the access to, uses of, and meanings related to the South African past in the 
cause of  the new nation state (Gary Minkley, Leslie Witz and Ciraj Rassool, “South Africa and 
the Spectacle of  Public Pasts: Heritage, Public Histories and Post Anti-apartheid South Africa”, 
paper presented at the Heritage Disciplines symposium, University of  the Western Cape, 8-9 
October 2009). The process is especially evident in the reconfiguration of  public museums and 
heritage sites during the process of  “democratization” (and touristification) of  public 
institutions and heritage systems; see Ciraj Rassool, “Community Museums, Memory Politics, 
and Social Transformation in South Africa: Histories, Possibilities and Limits”, in Ivan Karp at 
al. (eds.), Global Transformations / Public Cultures (Durham, NC: Duke University Press, 2006). In 
the aftermath of  apartheid, new cultural policies were, in fact,  introduced to South African 
museums and heritage systems in relation to their strategies of  collection, classification, 
conservation, and exhibition, as well as representation and history narration; see Sipokazi 
Sambumbu, Making Heritage in Post-Apartheid South Africa: Agencies, Museums and Sites, PhD 
dissertation submitted for the Degree of  Doctor of  Philosophy in History, in the Department 
of  History, Faculty of  Arts, University of  the Western Cape, 2017. 

821 The sector of  the “cultural industries” –whose definition I give in Chapter 2– was 
strategically implemented by the democratic government as a tool for economic and social 
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of neoliberal cultural policies based on the corporate sponsorship of the 

arts – all of which affect the way art and culture are produced, mediated, 

presented, and consumed today.  

Without a doubt, the staging of the Johannesburg Biennale in 

1997 and of the blockbuster show Africa Remix in 2007, both organized 

by two curators from Africa recognized by the international art scene, 

played a key role in the establishment of the idea of the curator as an 

exhibition author as well as an intellectual authority in the definition of 

contemporary African art. These exhibitions re-inscribed South African 

artists into the narrative of a contemporary art for the whole continent. 

For instance, in the publication Contemporary African Art Since 1980 

(2009), edited by Okwui Enwezor and Chika Okeke-Agulu, which 

featured many of the artists included in the previous Africa-themed 

shows, artists from South Africa make up a great portion of the featured 

African artists. 

This is not to say that there were no curated shows before the 

Enwezor biennale. Besides the established figure of the museum 

curator, the role of independent “art administrators” that organized the 

exhibition often carried the title of “curator”, as shown in the numerous 

exhibition catalogues produced before this time. The shift toward the 

notion of contemporary curatorship was arguably anticipated by two 

                                                
development since 1998, as demonstrated by the appearance of  a series of  reports produced by 
the Cultural Strategy Group for the Department of  Arts, Culture, Science and Technology. The 
category of  cultural industries included music, the visual arts, the publishing sector, the audio-
visual and media sector, performing arts, the crafts sector, cultural tourism, and the cultural 
heritage sector, as well as the sectors of  design and fashion. The objective of  the Cultural 
Industries Growth Strategy was of  “integrating art and culture into all aspects of  socio-
economic development”. See M. Newton, Joburg Creative Industries Sector Scoping Report. 
Unpublished Report for the Economic Development Department, City of  Johannesburg (2003), 
quoted in Christian Rogerson, “Creative Industries and Tourism in the Developing World. The 
Example of  South Africa”, in Greg Richards and Julie Wilson, (eds.), Tourism, Creativity, and 
Development (London: Routledge, 2014), 233. 
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large-scale exhibition-makers of pre-democratic times: Ricky Burnett, 

remembered for his Tributaries: A View of Contemporary South African Art, 

held in 1985 at the Africana Museum (now Museum Africa), and Steven 

Sack, who curated The Neglected Tradition. Towards a New History of South 

African Art (1930-1988) at the Johannesburg Art Gallery in 1989. Due 

to the relevance of these two shows for integrating the work of black 

artists into the local art historical narrative, Burnett and Sacks are 

conferred a sort of authorial visibility and reputation which curators 

have started to acquire more recently in the post-apartheid era.  

And yet, since curatorial authorship as a main source of value 

and agency is attached to the biennale and blockbuster exhibition 

culture,822 it was only with Enwezor that curatorial space and authority 

was negotiated in the South African art field. In a 1997 interview titled 

“The Curator as God” published by a South African magazine, 

Enwezor points out that “people don’t understand the role of curator, 

particularly the intellectual role. […] The curator today is not an 

administrator as in previous years. He or she is more critically engaged 

with the subject matter, more willing to be implicated in it and 

accountable for it”.823 

This shift did not even take place with the first Johannesburg 

Biennale in 1995, where no primary importance was given to a one-man 

sort of curatorial authorship. Titled Africus (1995), it was organized by 

three key administrators: Christopher Till, as director of the biennale, 

                                                
822 Federica Martini and Vittoria Martini, “Questions of  Authorship in Biennial Curating”, 

in Marieke van Hal, Solveig Ovstebo, and Elena Filipovic, (eds.), The Biennial Reader (Hatje Cantz: 
Verlag GmbH & Co KG, 2010): 260-275. 

823  Hazel Friedman, “The Curator as God”, Staff  Reporter (10 Oct 1997), available at: 
https://mg.co.za/article/1997-10-10-the-curator-as-god. 
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Lorna Ferguson as its coordinator, and Bongi Dhlomo, as outreach and 

development coordinator. Given their professional profiles, either Till, 

Ferguson or Dhlomo could have taken on the role of the biennale’s 

curator.824 And yet, they opted for a form of “soft curatorship”, which 

Lorna Ferguson explained to be “creation though consultation” as 

opposed to “hard curatorship”, which would involve “choosing the 

artists and the specific works to be presented”.825 It is not that the 

organizers were not aware of the centrality of curating within the 

symbolic economy of a biennale. These administrators had in fact 

instituted a curatorial board, which featured in the catalogue and was 

formed by well-established members of the South African art world.826 

They also organized a “Curatorial Training Program”, in which 13 

selected aspiring curators827 were offered the opportunity to carry out 

internships in different local community centres, commercial art 

galleries, and museums, as well as given the chance to travel to different 

participating countries and to assist the curators of different national 

                                                
824 As white South Africans, Christopher Till and Lorna Ferguson had worked in the art 

sector for many years and, at the time were, respectively, the Cultural Director of  the city of  
Johannesburg, and the director of  the gallery Ferguson Fine Art and the municipal art museum 
Tatham Art Gallery; Ferguson was involved in the 1988 edition of  the Cape Town Triennial. 
On the other hand, Bongi Dhlomo was one of  the very few black women multitasking, in the 
South African art world of  the time, as an artist, art administrator and independent dealer. I will 
discuss Dlhlomo’s role in the local art field in 3.2.2.3) From the Gallery’s Archive: Bongi Dhlomo 
(1986) and the Contemporary-Transitional-Traditional Art Question. 

825 See Bernd Scherer, “Johannesburg Biennale: Interview with Lorna Ferguson”, Third Text 
(Summer 1995): 85, quoted in Natasha Becker, “Africus Biennale 1995. Butisi Tart?”, in 
Jonathan Harris, Globalization and Contemporary Art, (Hoboken, NJ: Wiley-Blackwell, 2011), 99. 

826 Scherer, “Johannesburg Biennale”, 89. The “Curatorial Advisory Committee” included 
Julia Charlton, Wilma Cruise, Neil Dundas, Kendel Geers, Karen Nel, Durant Shilali, and Linos 
Siwedi. See Africus: Johannesburg Biennale (Johannesburg: Transitional Metropolitan Council, 
1995). 

827 Tumelo Mosaka, Clive Kellner Sarah Tabane, Moeketsi Seth Pheto, Simphiwe Myeza, 
Sgila Mazibuko, Ruphus Matibe, Dimakatso Mabaso, Nicholas Legobye, Belina Leburu-Hlaka 
Nicole Kur, and Abrie Fourie. 
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pavilions. Amongst the curatorial trainees was Tumelo Mosaka (today 

curator of the Investec Cape Town Art Fair), who assisted Octavio Zaya 

in the curation of the Spanish pavilion, titled Black Look, White Myths. 

Race Power and Representation.828  

As Natasha Becker points out, while Africus was conceived, 

promoted, and contextualized within the rhetoric of post-apartheid 

nation building, it was not a project for the “new South Africa”.829 

Rather, it reflected the still racialized and white supremacist art field of 

the time. As it can be garnered from Becker’s analysis, even the 

involvement of Bongi Dhlomo, the only black person on the 

organizational team, responded to a need for engaging the “black 

community” into the event, whose themes addressed issues of identity 

and decolonization.830 Marked by the cultural politics from the early 

1990s, the biennale discursively “championed inclusivity, democratic 

structures, art education, and outreach”, while it involved “black, self-

taught or informally trained” artists with “disadvantaged socio-

economic backgrounds”.831 Such a multiculturalist spectacle concealed 

the inequalities of an art field inherited from a white supremacist 

                                                
828 This included 25 artists, amongst which only Federico Guzman, Rogelio Lopez Cuenca, 

Elena del Rivero and Marta Sentis were from Spain, others all being South African. The list 
included Willie Bester, Candice Breitz, David Goldblatt, Santu Mofokeng, Penny Siopis, and 
Guy Tillim, amongst others.  

829 Becker, “Africus Biennale 1995”, 86. 
830 Ferguson and Till, in fact, developed two broad themes: “Volatiles Alliances”, which 

looked “at cultural differences and identity, with reference to issues of  marginalization (issues 
of  gender, race, religion land right, etcetera), and  “Decolonising Our Minds”, which examined 
the “effect of   colonization on both the community and culture”; from the Africus brochure, 
found in the archive of  the Goodman Gallery, May 2016.  

831 Sabine Marschall, “The Impact of  the Two Johannesburg Biennales (1995 and 1997) on 
the Formation of  a ‘New South African Art’”, Social Dynamics vol. 25 no. 2 (1999): 124. 
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government, in which black and white artists had been given very 

different opportunities and roles.832  

The curatorial set-up of Trade Routes was, in contrast, entirely 

detached from the post-apartheid question. Through the presentation 

of art in an unequivocally “contemporary” style, the biennale was 

directed to an audience that was “international”, “cosmopolitan”, and 

“art-literate”.833 Many South Africans, Bongi Dhlomo recalls, did not 

attend the opening because it happened that on that day, the 12 October 

1997, Michael Jackson was performing in Johannesburg and “people 

were so excited about that”.834  

Paradoxically, the idea of the curator-as-author was established 

by a biennale whose curator sought to challenge curatorial authorship: 

 

There is a tendency among curators and artistic directors 
to take the old model of seeing themselves as authors, 
so to speak. In order to move beyond this habit, in 
which we do not allow ideas and processes to be 
complicated, we have chosen to make Johannesburg 
into a different kind of forum and decided to invite 
curators from different parts of the world. And my only 
restriction for them was that it would not be nationally 
based. I want them to go beyond their own territorial 
proclivity. Still, the possibility of a truly collective 
curatorial process is not merely a matter of involving 
more than one person, as several biennials projects 
showed in the nineties, but of actually allowing for what 
could be called multiple authorship among curators to 
emerge.835 
                                                

832 Marschall, “The Impact of  the Two Johannesburg Biennales”, 89. 
833  Mandisi Majavu and Mario Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, in 

Thembinkosi Goniwe, Mario Pissarra, Mandisi Majavu (eds.), Visual Century 1990 - 2007, vol. 4, 
(Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2011), 7. 

834 Bongi Dhlomo, personal interview, Friday, 6 May 2016. 
835 Carol Becker, “A conversation with Okwui Enwezor”, Art Journal 58 (Summer 2002): 
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As I have previously mentioned, 836  for the second Johannesburg 

Biennale Enwezor was accompanied by a team of international curators, 

none of whom, however, was a black South African. 837  Therefore, 

despite the collective character of the Trade Route curatorial set-up, in 

the words of artist and critic David Koloane, Enwezor’s biennale “did 

nothing to interrupt the formidable set of cultural and political 

assumptions that contribute to the disempowerment of black South 

Africans”.838  Regarded by the rest of the world as the “first global 

exhibition to transform the promise of postcolonial theory into a 

tangible reality”,839 Trade Route was perceived in South Africa as a project 

that, despite being conceived by “the “first black African curator to be 

a saddle of a mega-exhibition […]”, has brought both “a new form of 

expression [and] a new form of aesthetic exclusion”.840 Koloane went 

on to argue that “black South Africa [was] brutally marginalized twice 

over” since it “has not been asked to participate in this biennale and 

neither has [it] been addressed by this biennale”.841 Koloane’s critique 

was specifically directed at the new model of the curated global show, 

                                                
102-107. The curatorial team included Hou Hanru, Gerardo Mosquera, Collin Richards, and 
Octavio Zaya. 

836 See 3.1.2.1) Okwui Enwezor and Simon Njami: Redefining the Canon of  Contemporary African 
Art. 

837 This was questioned by Eddie Chamber in “The Second Johannesburg Biennale”, Art 
Monthly, vol. 14 no. 212 (1997–1998): 15. The curatorial team included Hou Hanru, from China, 
Gerardo Mosquera, from Cuba, Octavio Zaya, from Spain and the white South African Collin 
Richards. 

838 David Koloane, “South African Art in the Global Context”, Présence Africaine, Nouvelle 
série, no. 167/168 (2003): 124. 

839 Dan Cameron, “October 15, Johannesburg”, Artforum (December 1997): 22. 
840 Koloane, “South African Art in the Global Context”, 125. 
841  Koloane, “South African Art in the Global Context”, 125 -126. In this comment, 

Koloane echoes Eddie Chamber’s “The Second Johannesburg Biennale”, 14-18. 
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in which “foreign curators […] come to South Africa with ready-made 

concepts and agendas, which only accommodate the new media 

approach in art making”.842  

Therefore, more than Africus, it was Enwezor’s Trade Route that 

definitely catapulted the South African art field - or, considering David 

Koloane’s concerns, a selected part of it that could satisfy Western 

desire for a “global postcolonial lingua franca” 843  - onto the 

international art scene.844 Such a process, however, started with the end 

of  the international cultural boycott in 1994,845 and continued with a 

number of  South African art-themed exhibitions staged internationally, 

as well as with major group shows organized by local institutions.846  

                                                
842 Koloane, “South African Art in the Global Context”, 125. For Koloane, “the new media 

approach” was “synonymous with cutting age expression, which in South Africa has succeeded 
in entrenching the aesthetic marginalization of  the most Black African artists in a repeat cycle 
of  the system the new democratic South Africa has just emerged from”; Koloane, “South 
African Art in the Global Context”, 125. Therefore, Koloane’s critique shows how Enwezor’s 
curatorial model had excluded black artists who were not familiar with new media and 
conceptual and performative forms of  art making – due to the history of  art education under 
apartheid, in which black artist where excluded by the segregation law from formal training in 
the arts, made effective by the Banutu Education Act of  1953, which make it challenging for 
most art practitioners to make a living and build a career as artists, art professionals, writers, and 
academics.  

843 According to Joaquin Barriendos, global art has been formulated as a “post-colonial 
lingua franca offered to the world by the West”; Joaquin Barriendos, “Un cosmopolitisme 
esthétique?. De l’«effet Magiciens» et d’autres antinomies de l’hospitalité artistique globale”, in 
Kantuta Quiros & Aliocha Imhoff  (dirs.), Ge ́oesthe ́tique, B42, 2014. 

844 Marschall, “The Impact of  the Two Johannesburg Biennales”, 120. 
845 Formally instituted by the United Nations in 1980, as part of  the UN’s strategies to 

sanction the end of  the apartheid regime, the international cultural boycott ended in 1994. As 
argued by Mandisi Majavu and Mario Pissarra, “for the majority of  South Africa’s artists, 
galleries, and art historians who functioned outside of  politically connected networks, the 
boycott had meant isolation from the international art world. Alternately, it had meant 
participating in exhibitions in countries sympathetic to the apartheid regime, or organised by 
individuals indifferent to or critical of  the cultural boycott”;  Mandisi Majavu and Mario Pissarra, 
“Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, in Thembinkosi Goniwe, Mario Pissarra, Mandisi 
Majavu (eds.), Visual Century 1990 - 2007, vol. 4, (Johannesburg: Wits University Press, 2011), 3. 

846 In fact, as Mandisi Majavu and Mario Pissarra note, “globalisation also coincided with a 
mushrooming of  international biennales, developed by cities as part of  their efforts to attract 
tourism and to brand themselves as internationally competitive centres. The number of  
opportunities for international exhibitions thus increased with the onset of  globalisation, not 
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However, as Gavin Jantjes notes, the ambition of  art globalization 

in South Africa soon proved to be a predominantly Western project, 

essentially driven by the international art market.847 The South African 

art world of the 1990s, he argues, experienced three key misconceptions 

of  market-oriented globalism: 

 

The first was the over-optimistic view that South 
Africa’s imminent transition from the dark shadows of 
apartheid to the bright world stage reflected the Western 
beliefs in a global zone of equal exchange. The sudden 
support of the triumph of democracy in South Africa 
received from the majority of Western and European 
government camouflaged their previous involvement in 
the installation and maintenance of apartheid, and 
deflected pointing at their own cultural or racial 
exclusivity. The second misconception lay in the 
optimistic view of many South African artists, who 
believed that the new democratic dawn would bring with 
it the respect of the international art world for their work 
as professionals alongside other artists in the Western 
mainstream; that their work would be regarded as a 
means to broaden artistic concepts, introduce new 
media or engage institutional critique. By the time the 
first democratic election took place, the new regard of 
European curators was limited to making exhibitions 
with the themes of “the miracle” of South Africa’s 
political transition, or the emergence of a “rainbow” 
nation. […] Along with this came a flood of invitations 
for artists to participate in international exhibitions, 
events and workshop programmes. [.... However,] the 
apparent enthusiasm of Western art institutions in South 
Africa did not translate into programmes for tertiary or 

                                                
only for South Africans, but for artists worldwide”; Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in 
an Era of  Posts”, 3.  

847 Gavin Jantjes, “Great Expectations. A View from Europe”, in Thembinkosi Goniwe, 
Mario Pissarra, Mandisi Majavu (eds.), Visual Century 1990 - 2007, vol. 4, (Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press, 2011), 23-25. 
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high school art education in South Africa, nor more 
rigorous training of black curators, historians, critics or 
museum directors. The third misconception was the 
commercial gallery sector’s expectation of a blossoming 
of a new market, with South Africa as a gateway to the 
contemporary art of its neighbouring states. In reality, 
South African contemporary art galleries had not 
[extended] to other African markets [by then]. With little 
contact between apartheid South Africa and the rest of 
the continent, art commerce was restricted to local 
opportunities. […] The temporary prosperity that 
extended to the South Africa art scene would be 
exposed by 2009 when the global markets collapsed, and 
a global recession curbed both private and corporate 
collecting. The ‘gravy train’ taking South African artists 
to international markets, events and workshops abroad 
slowed down, as did the development of commercial 
networks.848 

 

To these misconceptions, Jantjes adds the delusion arisen from 

a lack of development of cultural policies by the new Ministry of Art, 

Culture, Science and Technology (Later Ministry of Arts and Culture), 

despite promising statements about culture enunciated by the ANC in 

the Freedom Charter. As in other parts of the world, the creative 

industries sector in South Africa, which the government had committed 

to develop, started to rely on big corporations and ONGs’ philanthropic 

initiatives, as well as on the international market. These factors 

necessarily and substantially reshaped the configuration of the South 

African contemporary art field and consequently affected the function, 

agency, and expertise of the curatorial.  

 

 

                                                
848 Jantjes, “Great Expectations. A View from Europe”, 25-27. 
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3.2.1) The Curatorial and the Quest for 
Transformation in the Contemporary Art Field of 

Post-Apartheid 

 

Contemporary curating in the South African art world emerges 

as contextually related to a process of transformation of a racialized art 

field inherited from the white supremacist regime of apartheid. 

However, we can’t address the transformation of the post-apartheid art 

field if we don’t first mention that, during apartheid, the exclusion of 

black artists from the art establishment (modern art, contemporary art), 

and their confinement to the edges of the field of art, was radical and 

systematic. For instance:  

 

while education in the high arts of the Western canon of 
art, theatre and music found expression in the 
historically white universities, black cultural expression 
was figured through anthropology, Bantu or native art, 
ethnic culture and ethnomusicology, with these limits 
determining why Fort Hare and Durban-Westville are 
seen as exceptions to this exclusion. [Moreover,] with 
some important exceptions, such as Gerard Sekoto’s 
1940 painting “Yellow Houses. A Street in Sophia 
Town”, works from African artists were not 
incorporated into the museum frames of urban 
modernist art. […] More generally, black access to art 
education and institutions was frequently facilitated by 
white patrons, who were often “friends of the natives”, 
but sometimes more radical opponents of the state.849 

                                                
849 Ciraj Rassool, “South African Art and Apartheid”, in Gabi Ngcobo (ed.), A Labour of  

Love. (Frankfurt: Weltkulturen Museum, 2015), 25-26. At the time, Black artists only had access 
to a limited number of  universities: the university of  Fort Hare (from 1974 onwards), 
Bophuthatswana (1978 onwards), Durban-Westville (1970 onwards), and UNISA (from the 
1930s onwards). 
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Most black artists from the townships, in fact, trained in community 

arts centres like Polly Street in Johannesburg, Mofolo Art Centre in 

Soweto, Rorkes Drift in rural Kwazulu Natal, or workshops such as the 

aforementioned Tupelo Workshop,850 all of which were financed by 

philanthropic initiatives. 

The socio-economic conditions of black South Africans did not 

change from one day to another with the shift to a democracy in 1994. 

The economic policies adopted by the democratic government, in fact, 

seem to be imputable for the perpetuation of “structural inequalities of 

the distribution of wealth and resources in post-apartheid, [while] racial 

inequality, the legacy of apartheid still perpetuated by capitalist 

economic policies today, has meant that the post-apartheid art 

community is still largely a white world – as far as galleries, institutions 

and training are concerned”.851 As a result, the transformation of the art 

field in post-apartheid has been, and continues to be today, an 

incomplete, on-going, and often conflicted process. Therefore, the 

curatorial should be regarded as part of a continually contested and 

contended field of cultural production. As Mandisi Majavu and Mario 

Pissarra argue, although political changes have introduced many 

benefits for South African artists, of which, they point out, “freedom of 

expression is perhaps the most notable”, many artists of colour still find 

it impossible to access art education and training.852 

                                                
850 See Elizabeth Rankin, “Creating Communities: Art Centres and Workshops and their 

Influence on the South African Art Acene”, in Gavin Jantjes, Mario Pissarra, and Liz Von 
Robbroeck (eds.), Visual Century: South African Art in Context 1907-2007 (Johannesburg: Wits 
University Press, 2011), 52-77. 

851 Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 11. 
852 Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 7. 
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Figure 38_ Tracey Rose, “The Kiss” (2001), lambda print, 126 x 122 cm 

 

 

Tracey Rose’s The Kiss (Fig. 38) offers a suggestive visual 

introduction to this topic. It is a black and white photograph of a naked 

black man and a naked white woman joined in a loving embrace within 

a museum setting. Ashraf Jamal describes the work as follows: 

 

The ‘black’ man is Rose’s American art dealer; the 
‘white’ woman with the filigreed fulsomeness of a pre-
Raphaelite figure is Rose herself. The man is seated on 
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a plinth, back upright, head in contemplative profile, 
lithe legs and arms in a delicately tangled flutter. […] 
There is pleasure, there, in the making of the scene, 
pleasure and a fresh awaking. If the work is about race, 
about gender, it is also about something far greater: 
love.853 
 

Jamal goes beyond the populist appeal of Rose’s work and gloriously 

elevates this image as the best companion to rethink “the pathology of 

our history” and to “make it all more significant and durable”.854 

In the aftermath of apartheid and especially after the turn of the 

century, the gradual integration and the increasing visibility given to 

black South Africans in the local art scene generated important debates. 

For instance, curator Thembinkosi Goniwe, a much respected voice in 

South Africa also known for his intellectual work and for talking freely 

and pointedly about the dynamics of the local art world, has expressed 

on various occasions his concerns regarding the way a multiculturalism-

driven art environment expects black practitioners to perform their 

cultural identity in a specific way. In his “From My Sketch Pad: Notes 

of a Black South African Artist” (2003),855 which he wrote before his 

shift from art-making to art-curating, Thembinkosi addresses this issue 

in terms of the “burden of racial representation”, according to which as 

an individual he felt expected to speak for a “collective black 

                                                
853 Ashraf  Jamal, “The Bearable Lightness of  Tracy Rose’s ‘The Kiss’”, in Emma Bedoford 

(dir.), A Decade of  Democracy. South African Art 1994-2004, Ex. Cat. (Cape Town: Double Storey 
Books, 2004), 108. 

854 Jamal, “The Bearable Lightness”, 108. 
855 Thembinkosi Goniwe, “From My Sketch Pad: Notes of  a Black South African Artist”, 

in Lucy Flint-Gohlke, (ed.), Coexistence: Contemporary Cultural Production in South Africa 
(Massachusetts: The Rose Art Museum, 2003). 
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experience”, which made him complicit with “mechanisms of 

institutionalized racism”.856 In his words: 

 

 The life of a black South African artist is an absurd 
novelty – always in invention and reinvention by those 
in positions of authority. The black artist participates in 
a constant struggle: having to fight his/her way out of 
the periphery by carving a route to the centre regulated 
by the white gatekeeper.857 
 

This same concern was later addressed in “Blame It on the Art 

Historians” (2009) in which he not only claims that “the story of South 

African art is yet to be written”, 858 but he also denounces the limits of 

the most common interpretation of the work by black artists by white 

art historians, who instead of engaging critically with the artwork itself, 

tend to read it through the biographical conditions of its author.859  

Still, in 2003 Goniwe (Fig. 39) was featured, along with other 

artists and art professionals of the Cape Town art scene of that time,860 

                                                
856 Goniwe, “From My Sketch Pad”, 35-37. 
857 Goniwe, “From My Sketch Pad”, 35-37. 
858 Thembinkosi Goniwe, “Blame It on the Art Historians”, Art South Africa, vol. 7 no. 3 

(Autumn, 2009): 25. As Same Mdluli reminds us, here Goniwe echoes the words of  the late art 
writer Colin Richard, in “Deceiving History: Some Thoughtful and Thoughtless Practices in 
South African Art History Now”, in South African Association of  Art Historians 3rd 
Conference 10 – 12 September 1987, Stellenbosch: SAAH; Same Mdluli, From State of  Emergency 
to the Dawn of  Democracy: Revisiting Exhibitions of  South African Art Held in South Africa (1984-1997), 
PhD dissertation presented at the University of  the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, in 2015. 

859 This point was discussed brilliantly by Same Mdluli in her PhD dissertation From State of  
Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, cited above and available at the link: 
http://wiredspace.wits.ac.za/handle/10539/20772.  She notes that these same concerns were 
expressed in 1996 by artist and writer David Koloane in “Moments in Art: A Story from South 
Africa” – in his contribution to the catalogue for Seven Stories: About Modern Art in Africa (London: 
Whitechapel, 1996), 141-157, as well as by curator Kwezi Gule in “Curating the Future”, Art 
South Africa, vol. 3 no. 1 (Spring 2004): 13–14. 

860  Other featured artists and professionals were Gavin Younge (Former Director of  
Michaelis School of  Fine Art), Berni Sarle (artist), Lionel Smith (artist and activist), Garth 
Erasmus (artists and activist), Merlin Martin (Director of  South African National Gallery), and 
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in the documentary The Luggage Is Still Labelled: Blackness in South African 

Art by Vuyile Voyiya and Julie McGee, 861  a film which “strongly 

expresses the alienation, frustration, and marginalization” of many black 

South African artists at the time. 862  Goniwe wasn’t the only artist 

interviewed in the documentary who, in the following years, shifted to 

curatorial practice and art writing. Vuyile Voyiya and Julie McGee also 

interviewed Gabi Ngcobo (Fig. 40) who at the time was dedicated to 

art-making and later became the best-known curator from South Africa 

on the global art scene - especially after her appointments as co-curator 

of the 32nd São Paulo Biennale (2016), curator of the 10th Berlin Biennale 

(2018), and one of the members of the Finding Committee that is 

responsible for selecting the next Artistic Director of Documenta 15 

(2022). 

 

 

 

                                                
Peter Clark (artist).  

861  The documentary is available online at: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=m9WMkaVl-_0. 

862  See Mario Pissarra, “The Luggage Is Still Labelled: But Is It Going to the Right 
Destination?”, Third Text, vol. 18, no. 2 (2004): 183. 
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Figure 39_ Thembinkosi Goniwe. Frame from the documentary The Luggage Is Still 
Labelled: Blackness in South African Art (2003) by Vuyile Voyiya and Julie McGee. 
 

 
Figure 40_ Gabi Ngcobo. Frame from the documentary The Luggage Is Still Labelled: 
Blackness in South African Art (2003) by Vuyile Voyiya and Julie McGee. 

 

 

In the documentary, both Goniwe and Ngcobo address issues 

surrounding “blackness”, a category of which they highlight the 

ambivalence as an imposed stigma and, at the same time, as an 

empowering political position or “agenda”. 863  Most importantly, 

                                                
863 In the documentary, Goniwe argues that he sees “blackness as a political agenda”, 
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Goniwe especially recalls his experience, of few years prior, as one of 

the few black students at Michaelis School of Art in Cape Town,864 

where the art history curriculum offered “very little about South African 

Black Art”.865 

In the interview, he also declared that his decision to take on an 

Art History program, as well as to start to write about art, came after 

considering that there were no black art critics, with the exception of 

David Koloane: 

 

I said […] if I don’t write, there is no one. […] David 
said so many things, very interesting, there is more that 
needs to be said. There is the need for more voices. 
[…Regarding] my interest in art history: it is not 
something I thought I would be doing, I’ve always seen 
myself just as a practitioner artist. But then I saw myself 
going into art history, as a need to fill a gap, as a need to 
create a forum or a space where other voices could start 
to emerge.866 
 

The Luggage Is Still Labelled also raised some criticism. Art historian Mario 

Pissarra, for instance, pointed out that the grim picture it painted left 

                                                
Goniwe, in The Luggage Is Still Labelled: Blackness in South African Art. 

864 He states that “When I arrived we were only five Blacks, amongst 55 students. Of  the 5 
of  us, I was the only one who finished the program within that period”, Goniwe, in The Luggage 
Is Still Labelled: Blackness in South African Art.  

865 He stated that “The 80% or 75% [of  the Art History curriculum at Michaelis] was about 
European Art” and that “When we talked about Africa we would talk about the Benin Sculpture. 
Nothing about contemporary Africa or South Africa”; Goniwe, in The Luggage Is Still Labelled: 
Blackness in South African Art. He also notes that art criticism in South Africa mostly came from 
Europe, and was never questioned from South Africa:  “Right through my art history [readings], 
I never had a sense of  a ‘dissenting voice’ in my undergraduate years, while I was learning history 
of  art, from Renaissance, to modern art, abstract art, minimalism… there were no discourses 
that could doubt those movements”, Goniwe, in The Luggage Is Still Labelled: Blackness in South 
African Art.  

866 Goniwe, in The Luggage Is Still Labelled: Blackness in South African Art.  
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no space to illustrate the growing achievement by black artists, especially 

in terms of visibility: 

 

Certainly, there is enough anecdotal evidence to support 
perceptions that art in South Africa remains centred on 
white privilege, and that in the ‘post-apartheid’ era the 
gatekeepers of art often act in ways that can at best be 
described as insensitive to the barbarism of our imperial 
and colonial heritage. […] Even if this is a somewhat 
uncomfortable premise, then the increasingly high 
visibility of black artists in the contemporary 
environment does represent some progress. That this 
has been achieved in spite of uneven playing fields is 
perhaps the most promising sign of change.867  

 

 Pisarra is, however, aware that “increasing the visibility of blackness is 

an essential part of transformation” but that it is not enough to fully 

“democratize’ the visual arts”.868 In his “From My Sketch Pad” essay, 

Goniwe expressed a similar concern by claiming that “Black artists 

engage with white practitioners only as image-makers, while the latter 

have multiple occupations that include teaching, researching, writing, 

curating, marketing, collecting, and so forth”.869  In other words, he 

highlighted that the greatest transformation was still to happen behind 

the scenes of exhibitions, i.e. in the positions of power of the art market, 

of the art museum, and of the academy.  

Goniwe’s words in the documentary and in his essay – both 

from 2003 - were the prelude to his career as an art historian, writer and 

curator. The same can be said about Gabi Ngcobo, who, like other black 

                                                
867 See Pissarra, “The Luggage Is Still Labelled”, 183 and 185-186 
868 Pissarra, “The Luggage Is Still Labelled”, 186. 
869 Goniwe, “From My Sketch Pad”, 38. 
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curators from South Africa – including Bongi Dhlomo and David 

Koloane, and Ernestine White from the previous generation - started 

off as artists and later moved into the field of curation.  

The controversy surrounding the documentary exemplifies the 

debates that continued to arise in the following years. For instance, in 

2006 artist and writer Sharlene Khan published an article in which she 

protested against the growing power of white women as art 

administrators: “[as] academic Thembinkosi Goniwe explained, a 

patronizing white mommy has displaced the art world’s patriarchal 

apartheid white daddy, [and] the ascendancy of white women into 

positions of power suggests a glaring lack of faith in black cultural 

workers and intellectuals”.870 Five years after, Khan denounced the fact 

that, because of that article, it became impossible for her to continue 

her career in South Africa: “I went from being an upcoming visual artist 

to a pariah. I experienced first-hand the power relations that I had 

written about when the White vanguard closed ranks, and projects, jobs, 

scholarships, reviews and even listings of my exhibitions became 

impossible”.871 

                                                
870 Sharlene Khan, “A Luta Continua: Doing It for Daddy’”, Art South Africa, vol. 4 no. 3 

(2006), available at the link, 
http://www.sharlenekhan.co.za/articles/Publications/08.%202006%20Art%20South%20Afri
ca.pdf. 

871 Sharlene Khan, “But What’s All Dis Here Talkin’ ’Bout?”, Artthrob (2011), available at 
the link http://www. artthrob.co.za/Reviews/ But-Whats-All-Dis-Here- Talking-About.aspx, 
quoted in Nomusa Makhubu, “Open Debate Ephemeral Democracies: Interrogating 
Commonality in South Africa”, Third Text, vol. 27 no. 3 (2013): 416. In 2005 Khan told Nadine 
Botha that “She received hate mail, her employer received defamatory letters urging her to fire 
Khan, gallerist Monna Mokoena was told not to exhibit her work, she was humiliated in 
scholarship interviews, newspapers did not print her exhibition listings and, with two master’s 
degrees to her name, she was unable to find a lecturing position for four years”, in Nadine 
Botha, “Where Hypervisibility Meets True Transformation in the Arts”, Mail & the Guardian (6 
Mar 2015), see https://mg.co.za/article/2015-03-05-where-hypervisibility-meets-true-
transformation-in-the-arts. 
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Mario Pissarra’s quest for a “comprehensive, historical analysis 

of the visual arts sector [that] highlights the extent to which profiles of 

art students, art teachers and lecturers, artists, curators, critics, art 

historians, publishers, as well as institutional heads and Boards are 

changing”872 was partially met by the 2010 report An Assessment of the 

Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department of Arts and 

Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, commissioned by 

the Government’s Department of Arts and Culture. 873  The reports 

showed how, in 2010, of the 5.500 artists working across South Africa, 

the 58% were white, 33%, black, 6% coloured and 3% Indian/Asian874 

–these being the main “racial categories” formulated by the apartheid 

government and still used, for statistical purposes, in South Africa 

today. Meaningful data were provided regarding the “workforce”, 

which refers to the overall professionals dedicated to the art industry. 

58% of the workforce was said to be provided by black practitioners 

and yet, if we consider leadership positions, the report shows a different 

picture:  

 

91% of galleries [were] typically owned or managed by 
white people, with white women making up the highest 
proportion in senior and middle management roles, with 

                                                
872 See Pissarra, “The Luggage Is Still Labelled”, 186. 
873 The report was an outcome of  research conducted by The Human Sciences Research 

Council, African Micro-Economic Research Umbrella (AMERU), University of  the 
Witwatersrand, Thompson Research Services. The report is available at the link 
http://www.hsrc.ac.za/en/research-data/view/545. 

874 The reports also illustrates gender differences between these groups, with 71% of  black 
artists being male (29% female), whilst 66% of  white artists are female (34% male). Black female 
artists are a significantly low proportion representing on 12% of  all artists. See the “Summary 
of  Findings from ‘An Assessment of  the Visual Arts in South Africa’ (2010) Draft Report for 
the Department for Arts and Culture, South Africa”, available at the link https://sca-
net.org/downloads/57a1d8a2bd2a5-summaryofsavisualartssector.pdf. 
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34% of galleries owned/managed by white females. 
Black females, in contrast, [made] up a large proportion 
of those working in “specialist technical” and 
“ancillary/support” roles. Less than 5% of commercial 
galleries [were] owned/managed by black males, 
however, over 25% of non-profit organizations [were] 
run by black males.875 
 

These data show that the transformation of the art field over the first 

fifteen years of democracy mostly consisted of integrating black 

employees into technical, ancillary, and volunteer positions. The reports 

made evident that, in an art field dominated by the commercial sector, 

the flow of private capital into art enterprises – commercial galleries, 

auction houses – as well as to private collections, has continued to be 

white.  

The growing visibility that the art sector and its celebrity culture 

dynamics876 conferred to black artists and curators was more recently 

addressed by Nadine Botha in the article “Where Hypervisibility Meets 

True Transformation in the Arts”. For this text she interviewed a series 

of women that had been particularly active on the South African art 

scene over the last few years: the aforementioned artist Sharlene Khan 

and curator Gabi Ngcobo; curator Emma Bedford, who had a long 

career in the South African art world, working both in the public and 

the commercial sector; gallerists Linda Givon and Liza Essers (each of 

them Goodman Gallery owners, respectively from 1966 until 2007, and 

from 2008 until today); Elena Brundyn, owner of the no longer existent 

Brundyn+ and now director of the Norval Foundation, Cape Town; 

                                                
875 See the “Summary of  Findings” cited above.  
876 Graw, High Price, 114. 
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independent curator Portia Malatje; Lucy MacGarry, curator of the 

FNB Jo’burg Art Fair, who also curated the South African pavilion at 

the 2017 edition of the Venice Biennale; and Nontobeko Ntombela, 

lecturer at WITS University in Cape Town and ex-curator of the 

contemporary collection of the Johannesburg Art Gallery.  

Amongst them, Malatje refused to be interviewed by Botha, 

manifesting her disappointment at the “the disproportionate media 

attention” black female art practitioners receive from the media, which 

gives the false idea that the art world “is very balanced”.877 Similarly, 

Ntombela criticizes the hypervisibility of black woman curators: “here’s 

a few black women curators so let’s put them out there and promote 

them as hard as we possibly can, without giving people the opportunity 

to really produce quality work, again as another gatekeeping strategy 

because how long do those people last? They’re there for a moment, 

they serve a purpose and then they are rejected”.878 

Four years have passed since the publication of Botha’s article, 

during which the configuration of the South African art world has 

continued to change. Listed by Goniwe in his latest provocative article, 

“The Sour Pleasure of the Art Industry” (2018), achievements over the 

last four years include an increasing number of group and solo shows 

dedicated to black artists (both female and male), which were 

represented and financially supported by local leading commercial 

galleries, like Stevenson, Goodman, Everard Read, Smac, Momo, 

Whatiftheworld, and Blank Projects, which have given the artists access 

to international markets, as well as to biennales and exhibitions 

                                                
877 Botha, “Where Hypervisibility Meets True Transformation in the Arts”.  
878 Botha, “Where Hypervisibility Meets True Transformation in the Arts”.  
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worldwide.879 Moreover, the most important novelty is the increasing 

number of black South African curators appointed in strategic positions 

within local and international art institutions – namely Gabi Ngcobo, 

whose recent achievement I have already mentioned; art historian Dr. 

Same Mdluli, who has recently been named curator of the Standard 

Bank Gallery in Johannesburg; and Khwezi Gule, who is the new chief 

curator of the Johannesburg Art Gallery.880 At the same time, university 

art departments in “historically white universities” – especially the 

University of Cape Town, the University of Johannesburg, WITS 

University, and Stellenbosh University- are integrating black South 

African and African students and scholars, “allowing deserving 

professionals to assume the positions of programme coordinators, 

headship and directorship”.881 Goniwe’s article, however, is not aimed 

at unreflectively and optimistically celebrating these achievements as “a 

favourable indication of a transformed cultural industry”.882 Indirectly 

echoing Pissarra, who calls for distinguishing between “cosmetic” and 

“real” change as a way of unveiling assumptions and expectations,883 

Goniwe highlights the fact that, especially in the case of curators, they 

are often “fashioned as the black faces of commercial enterprises whose 

actual owners are the invisible, though known, white patrons and 

                                                
879 Amongst them, Goniwe highlights the names of  established artists such as Zanele 

Muholi, Kemang Wa Lehulere, Dineo Seshee Bopape, as well as emergent artists like Igshaan 
Adams, and Buhlebezwe Siwani. 

880 These more recent appointments added up to an existing list, which features Ernestine 
White and Ingrid Masondo, both curators at Iziko South African National Gallery in Cape Town, 
Dr. Mduduzi Xakaza, director of  the Durban Art Gallery, Bongani Mkhonza curator of  Unisa 
Gallery in Pretoria, Mandla Sibeko, director of  the FNB Joburg Art Fair and Tumelo Mosaka, 
curator of  the Cape Town Art Fair. Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”.  

881 Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”. 
882 Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”. 
883 See Pissarra, “The Luggage Is Still Labelled”, 186. 
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institutions”.884 While black artists and curators benefit “financially and 

in ways that accelerate their careers locally and internationally”, they are, 

on the other hand, “wrestling with white scrutiny, approval and 

certification that give rise to various sorts of depressions, 

psychologically, emotionally and physically”.885 Goniwe adds that: 

 

In my limited knowledge, to work within white 
dominated systems rarely produces any radical 
transformation to collapse whiteness to ground zero 
than affording possibilities of accommodation and 
assimilation of black subjects into the affluent white 
world. Through this route, it is black people who mostly 
transform themselves than white people getting out of 
their comfort position of privileges, working to end 
whiteness and allowing other cultural and social ways of 
being and becoming in the world.886 
 
 

These conflicts are rarely addressed so blatantly, and the perpetuation 

of unequal social and economic relationship inherited from apartheid 

are more likely discussed as the thematic content of the artworks and 

art exhibition presented in art fairs, galleries and museums. In this sense, 

some sort of transformation does happen, as Goniwe argues, more 

through the integration of the previously excluded, and less through the 

change of the economic structure of the art field. Thus, to debate the 

nature and extent of positive changes has turned into a difficult process 

since, to recall Pissarra, there is no consensus on the meaning of 

“transformation”. 

                                                
884 Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry  
885 Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”.   
886 Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”. 
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3.2.1.1) The Neoliberal Shift and the Authority of the Market 

 

To address the art world’s transformation in terms of gender 

and racial composition, Botha engaged with different professionals – 

namely curators and gallery owners - since “it’s not clear anymore 

whether the dealer or the curator chooses what artists to show, and 

curators are sales-women too”. 887  This statement would sound 

impertinent and questionable in many European art circles in which the 

role of independent curators and the role of the prominent art dealer 

are mostly regarded as belonging to different spheres of value creation, 

respectively symbolic and economic. And yet, the overlapping and 

intertwining of these two realms - curating and dealing - could be said 

to be taboo-less in the field of contemporary art in South Africa. 

Although specific in its premises and fashioning, the “becoming 

curator” of dealers and the “becoming dealer” of curators in 

contemporary South Africa responds to a global trend in which the 

boundaries between museum and commercial galleries are progressively 

blurring, along with the specificities of each professional profile. The 

case study I analyse in the next section –the curatorial at Goodman 

Gallery – precisely illustrates this phenomenon.  

As I have mentioned in the introduction to this chapter, the rise 

of the democratic South African state was characterized by a strong 

neoliberal shift, with ideals of democracy and globalization becoming 

desires and imaginaries fulfilled – both in the art world and in other 

                                                
887 Goniwe, “The Sour Pleasure of  the Art Industry”.  
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fields - by international corporations and the private sector. This 

became apparent “in the visible growth of corporate collections that 

budget-strapped municipal and national art museums can only gaze at 

in envy, and through corporate sponsorship of awards and art events 

[…], as well as in the [inevitable] conflation between the particular 

interests of business and the national interest”.888 As argued by Majavu 

and Mario Pissarra, it is precisely because of the vacated space created 

by the public sector that the conflation of business interests and the 

national interest occurred; additionally, provincial and local 

governments have relied on corporations to rebrand cities and towns 

through art events and the creative industries in general. 889 

On the other hand, the failure of the Johannesburg Biennale and 

the Cape Triennale enterprises, and the ensuing successful emergence 

                                                
888 Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 3. The authors argue that 

“this trend was evident in the early 1990s when Nedbank sponsored the National Arts Policy 
Plenary, a civil society initiative that subsequently had a decisive impact on national policy. The 
early 1990s also saw the establishment, predominantly by business interests, of  the Arts and 
Culture Trust, under the nominal patronage of  the President of  the country, as well as the 
establishment, with government support, of  Business Arts South Africa, an organisation 
intended to leverage influence for individual businesses, as well as providing support for arts 
organisations”; Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 3. One main 
example mentioned by the authors is the Grahamstown Festival, which was “originally a 
community event” that later became “the Standard Bank National Arts Festival”. They argue 
that “the regular support of  this event by a statutory body, the National Arts Council, also a 
product of  the new dispensation, endorses the ceding of  central public spaces for artistic 
practice to the private sector”. They also quote Sampie Terreblanche’s A History of  Inequality in 
South Africa, 1652–2002. (Pietermaritzburg: University of  Natal Press, 2002) in which it is stated 
that post-apartheid government accepted a “secret $850 million loan from the IMF to help tide 
the country over balance of  payments difficulties”; Terreblanche, A History of  Inequality, 96. 
However, before the IMF would grant the loan to South Africa, the future government needed 
to sign a secret protocol on the economic policies of  the country. Terreblanche writes that “in 
the ‘Statement on Economic Policies’ agreed with the IMF, the transitional executive council 
committed itself  to a neo-liberal, export-oriented economic policy, and a ‘redistribution through 
growth’ strategy”. Further, “as soon as the ANC’s leaders agreed to the statement, they were 
trapped in the formidable web of  the domestic corporate sector and the international financial 
establishment, represented by the IMF and World Bank”; Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting 
Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 7.  

889 Majavu and Pissarra, “Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 3. 



 

 

 
400 

of two leading art fairs, reveals the particular configuration of the 

contemporary art field in South Africa, mostly led by the art market. 

Founded respectively in 2008 and in 2012, the art fairs of Johannesburg 

and Cape Town were established by private initiatives. However, they 

are both supported by bigger private bank corporations: namely, FNB 

bank and Investec bank.890 Due to these public-corporate partnerships 

and the adoption of policies that implement the creative industries as a 

strategy for both urban-social development and investing funds magnet, 

Cape Town and Johannesburg have become the epicentres of the 

contemporary art world in South Africa,891 as confirmed by the formerly 

mentioned report An Assessment of the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa 

and Assistance to the Department of Arts and Culture in Developing a National 

Policy for the Visual Arts (2010). The same report offers a very complex 

                                                
890 In particular, Cape Town Art Fair is a project by Fiera Milano, an Italian trade fair and 

exhibition organizer amongst the most important in the world. Fiera Milano is the most 
important trade fair organiser in Italy and one of  the largest in the world; it owns and manages 
important infrastructures in Milan (Fieramilanocity, MiCo and Fieramilano), while it organizes 
(directly or indirectly, depending on the case) 30,000 exhibitors every year. It also covers 
numerous production sectors abroad, being present in China, Brazil and South Africa.  As we 
can read on its website, “in these markets, the Milanese exhibition company organises thirty or 
so events per year, offering companies essential business platforms. Fiera Milano’s presence 
abroad is also aimed at promoting its Italian events beyond national borders”. See 
http://www.fieramilano.it/en/who-we-are. Since 2017, Cape Town Art Fair has become 
Investec Cape Town Art Fair, due to the partnership it built with Investec bank, which has 
become a patron of  the arts committed to facilitate “the growth of  the arts in South Africa and 
further develop Cape Town’s reputation as an international destination for art enthusiasts”. 
These are the words of  Malcolm Fried, Investec’s Global Head of  Marketing, see the section 
“Partners/Sponsors” of  the Investec Cape Town Art Fair’s website:  
https://www.investeccapetownartfair.co.za/partners-sponsors. 

891 Such an analysis has been made especially in regard to the city of  Johannesburg.  In 
particular, Mandisi Majavu and Mario Pissarra mention Lindsay’s “Reinventing the 
Johannesburg Inner City”, Cities, vol. 17, no. 3 (2000): 185-193, that argues that “the rationale 
behind the regeneration of  the Johannesburg inner city was informed by the city’s desire to style 
itself  as the ‘Gateway to Africa’, in the new economic geography of  global capitalism”, and that 
“attempts were therefore made to present Johannesburg as a ‘World Class African City’ through 
an emphasis on the importance of  arts and culture”. The annual ‘Arts Alive Festival’ and the 
short-lived Johannesburg Biennale were launched within this rationale; Majavu and Pissarra, 
“Charting Pathways in an Era of  Posts”, 5. 
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and exhaustive overview of the South African art field and, interestingly, 

features data that illustrates the distribution of power between the 

commercial and non-profit dimensions of the sector, as well as between 

the private and the public sector in general.  

It confirms, for instance, that by comparison to countries with 

comparable levels of public infrastructure for the visual arts (for 

example, Australia), South African national and municipal public art 

museums and collections are dramatically underfunded,892 an issue that 

has to do with a cultural system structure inherited from apartheid: 

“museums represent – in their location, built form and contents - the 

institutional legacy of an apartheid economy that invested significantly 

in a costly public arts infrastructure designed for the consumption of a 

minority of the population”.893 The report also confirms the concerns 

of South African National Gallery curator Ernestine White, who 

addresses the question of acquisitions budgets limits, which impact the 

capacity of the public museums’ participation in the economy of the 

visual art, making it relatively marginal.894  

                                                
892 On the other hand, in the post-apartheid the greatest amount of  public funding has been 

allocated to heritage infrastructure and sites for the development of  new heritage projects (such 
as the Robben Island Museum and the Freedom Park). 

893 An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department of  Arts 
and Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 7. The report argues that “While 
substantial efforts have been made to transform the collections and programming of  these 
institutions, and to mount innovative outreach and schools programmes, they have struggled to 
attract – from either government or the corporate/philanthropic sector – anything remotely 
approaching the levels of  support that similar institutions in developed economies are 
predicated on”, An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department 
of  Arts and Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 8 

894 Ernestine White, interview,  10th of  March 2016. See these same issues addressed by the 
report on page 4. The report also states that “contrary to popular perception, corporate 
collections are also significantly constrained in their capacity for new acquisitions”, An 
Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department of  Arts and Culture 
in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 8. 
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The philanthropic and corporate sponsorship system of South 

Africa is compared, in the report, to that of the United States: while in 

the latter this “has built and sustained the largest public infrastructure 

for the visual arts in the world, significant and sustained philanthropic 

support for South African museums and collections has been the 

exception rather than the rule, with corporates generally preferring to 

establish their own in-house collections and galleries”.895 Significantly, 

commercial entities – namely commercial galleries, art fairs and auction 

houses – make up for the overwhelming majority of organizations 

involved in the distribution and presentation of the visual arts.896 This 

                                                
895 An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department of  Arts 

and Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 8. Amongst the corporate and private 
local collection are Standard Bank collection and gallery (Johannesburg). Standard Bank has 
been recognized as a leading sponsor of  the arts for many years. As a proud sponsor and active 
supporter of  the arts for over three decades, Standard Bank has made a significant contribution 
to the process of  helping to mould a unique cultural identity for South Africa. As one of  South 
Africa’s most significant and representative corporate collections, the Standard Bank Corporate 
Art Collection promotes work by local artists. It includes historically significant works, but in 
recent years, there has been a strong focus on more contemporary artworks. The collection 
comprises over 1000 works to date, with the oldest from the 18th century by Jan de Reyniers, 
depicting Cape Town’s Table Bay. Featured contemporary artists include William Kentridge, 
Marlene Dumas, Jane Alexander, Sam Nhlengethwa, and Zwelethu Mthetwa. Moreover, in 1978 
Wits and the Standard Bank established the Standard Bank African Art Collection, located at 
Wits and funded by an annual purchasing grant from the Standard Bank. The collection contains 
over 5 000 objects from across the continent - unrivalled by southern African holdings and 
substantial and important West and Central African collections. The South African Reserve 
Bank Art Collection, Hollard Insurance Art Collection, The Constitutional Court of  South 
Africa Art Collection, The Sanlam Art Collection, The Sasol Art Collection, The EXXARO 
Corporate Art Collection, The BHP Billiton (Gencor) Art Collection, The ABSA Bank Art 
Collection, Rand Merchant Bank Art Collection, The SABC Art Collection, The Telkom Art 
Collection. The MTN Art Collection, The Daimler Chrysler Art Collection, The La Motte Wine 
Estate Art Collection, Rupert Art Foundation, The Spier Wine Estate Art Collection, The KWV 
Art Collection, The South African Art Collection at the V&A Waterfront, The Holden Manz 
Art Collection, The Groot Constantia Estate Art Collection, The Graham Beck Private Art 
Collection, The Delaire Graff  Estate Art Collection, amongst others. 

896 Such a category includes “contemporary art” – which represents the main segment of  
the market – “traditional artworks”, “public art”, “community arts” and “craft-art/fine craft”, 
An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department of  Arts and 
Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 75.  
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presents a sector of independently and privately managed and owned 

entities, comprised primarily of commercial galleries and dealers.897  

Independent, artist-driven, and non-profit project spaces and 

residency programmes around the country, which aim to operate 

outside of a commercial, profit-driven framework, are relatively few.898 

Confirming the concerns of Goniwe and others, the report states that 

– at least until 2010 – “the demographics of ownership of commercial 

enterprises – and management of non-profit entities were white (both 

female and male), showing the persisting of challenges for black 

entrepreneurship in this industry”.899  

However, it is relevant to mention the recent opening of three 

new art institutions in Cape Town: the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary 

African Art (Mocaa), the A4 Foundation in late 2017, and the Norval 

Foundation in 2018. Resulting from the initiative and the generous 

capital of private patrons and collectors, these institutions rely on 

massive exhibitions spaces and are dynamized through outreach 

exhibition programmes, seminars, performances and educational 

activities of various types. Alongside a few public museums and other 

                                                
897 According to the report, in 2010 these constitute 64% of  all organizational entities and 

generate over 48% of  the turnover of  the sector and 53% of  the Gross Added Value. Moreover, 
commercial galleries operate not only in the main segment of  the primary market, but they are 
also active in the secondary market; An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and 
Assistance to the Department of  Arts and Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 75.  

898 An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and Assistance to the Department of  Arts 
and Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 75. 

899 On the other hand, the report shows that “while commercial entities are overwhelmingly 
owned by white South Africans (with a roughly equal gender split), more than 40% of  the 
membership of  boards of  non-profit organisations in the sector are black South Africans. The 
sample also suggests that black women are more likely to own business entities than black men, 
and white men are marginally more likely to have ownership than white women. Black men have 
substantially greater representation on the boards of  non-profit organisations than they have 
shareholding in business ventures”; An Assessment of  the Visual Arts Sector in South Africa and 
Assistance to the Department of  Arts and Culture in Developing a National Policy for the Visual Arts, 75. 
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pre-existing private collections, they became key institutional 

powerhouses that have immediately played an important role as artistic 

consecrators within the South African contemporary art field.900 

 

 

 

3.2.1.2) Economic Value and Social Emancipation: The Grey 
Area of the Marketplace 

In his Art and the End of  Apartheid,901 John Peffer argues that, 

despite the difficulties faced by black South African artists during 

apartheid and the strengthening of  censorship in the 80s, paradoxically, 

“the development of  black modernist art during the decades before 

1994 occurred within a social and intellectual setting that was more 

multiracial, more multicultural, and more internationally inclined and 

intellectually curious than most of  the rest of  South Africa’s polarized 

black and white society”.902 Therefore, he defines the context of  art 

production by these artists as “conceptually, socially, aesthetically, and 

geographically [a] grey area”, i.e. “as a space for interaction of  the sort 

not permitted in the larger society under apartheid”.903 Although he 

                                                
900 Because they have opened very recently, these institutions and their impact on the local 

contemporary art field were not part of  my research and are, therefore, not discussed in this 
dissertation. See Conclusion. 

901  John Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid (Minneapolis: University of  Minnesota Press, 
2009). 

902 John Peffer, “The Grey Areas of  Modernism and ‘Black Art’ in South Africa”, South 
Africa, Critical Interventions: Journal of  African Art History and Visual Culture, vol. 2 no. 3-4 (2014): 
176-189. 

903 Peffer, “The Grey Areas of  Modernism”, 176.  Peffer has stated that he borrowed the 
term from the apartheid lexicon. “Grey areas” were places in cities that were not officially zoned 
by the Group Area legislation, for either exclusive white or black residence. After the gradual 
withdrawal of  such legislation after June 1986, grey areas “did spell the beginning of  the end 
of  the officially segregated geography of  apartheid”; Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid, 35. 
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acknowledges the paradoxes and inequalities of  these relationships, he 

claims that these grey areas of  art imagined post-apartheid before it 

could imagine itself. Peffer locates art’s grey areas not only in particular 

neighbourhoods in Cape Town and Johannesburg, “settled by working 

class people, of  all races and were bohemians for artists, students, and 

revolutionaries,”904  but he also identifies community art centres and 

workshops at the margins of  the official art schools, universities, 

galleries and museums, and as the main sites where the “multiracial and 

multicultural” character of  the art world is expressed.905  

And yet, with the new configuration of  the art system in post-

apartheid that I describe in the previous paragraph, it is precisely the 

corporate-funded and the commercial art world that channelled the 

quest for a transformed and democratic contemporary art industry, 

becoming into the champion of  a long-missed freedom of  expression, 

as well as turning into the platform in which new socio-politically 

engaged art and curatorial practices could be presented and promoted 

locally and internationally. This is particularly true for a number of  

internationally established commercial galleries – including Goodman, 

Stevenson, Smac, Whatiftheworld, Momo, amongst a few others.  

In particular, the two powerhouses Goodman and Stevenson have 

distinguished themselves for absorbing many of the functions that, in 

other contexts, are usually spread among different operators in the 

                                                
904 Simbolically and practically, the grey areas of  South Africana art were, according to 

Peffer, the Johannesburg neighbourhoods of  Newton, Braamfontain, Droomfontain, Hillbrow, 
Yellowville; In Cape Town they were District Six and Woodstock. Peffer, Art and the End of  
Apartheid, 36. 

905 Amongst these centres were Polly Street, Dorkay House, FubaAccademy, Alex Art 
Center, the Market Theatre, the community art project in Cape Town and other “school and 
ventures where black artists trained or performed”; Peffer, Art and the End of  Apartheid, 36.  
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production chain. Since the turn of the century, these galleries have 

produced museum-quality exhibitions, organized major curated group 

shows, published high quality books and catalogues, sponsored shows 

in public institutions, and brought internationally acclaimed artists to 

the South African public. Along with Momo Gallery, Stevenson and 

Goodman have provided almost all of the artists that have featured in 

every South African pavilion at the Venice Biennale since 2011, thus 

consistently representing the country in the oldest and most well-

regarded biennale in the world. 

In both these galleries, politics and commerce converge in a 

particular way. On their rosters, both international and local blue chip 

artists share space with an emerging generation of artists, many of which 

address the social dissatisfaction resulting from an unachieved 

transformation and the broken promises of Mandela’s democracy, as 

well as issues of gender, race, class, and dispossession, amongst other 

topics. Through a team of in-house curators, as well as guest curators 

invited to organize exhibitions and programmes whose commercial aim 

is often secondary, Stevenson and Goodman have expanded and 

readjusted their role in the art field. They have become a powerful 

authority, whose influence determines the prestige of the artists and the 

worth of their contribution to South African art history and society at 

large. In other words, they have acquired a symbolic power that today 

makes them amongst the most authoritative sites of artistic 

consecration within the South African art field.  

By becoming the site of  the curatorial and socio-cultural and 

symbolic validation, the marketplace silently tries to establish a 

particular relationship of  direct proportion between economic and 

symbolic value. That the pricing of  artworks is a symbolic gesture and 



 

 

 
407 

that prices themselves are capable of  sanctioning symbolic worth is a 

question I have discussed in Chapter 2,906 where I also addressed the 

question of  the becoming of  normative authority in the art market, in 

a global art world governed by economic imperatives. Within the South 

African context, the market does not only “play the role of  final arbiter 

on artistic matters”,907 but it also turns into the site in which some sort 

of  post-apartheid compensation is negotiated – also through art prices. 

Art pricing in South Africa has been, even during apartheid, a political 

and symbolical question. This is due to the fact that the work of  black 

artists has been economically undervalued – as a result of  its symbolic 

devaluation in art history and in museum collections. This was the case 

until the late 1980s.908  

 Significantly, on this matter, “What Nebulous Factors Decide 

the Price of an Artist’s Work?” was the ironic title of an article written 

by Mary Corrigal in 2017 to introduce a particular idea behind the 

“Neglected Tradition” curatorial label. 909  The label was adopted by 

Aspire Auction, a local auction house recently established by Emma 

Bedford, one of the most prominent figures of the South African art 

                                                
906 See section 2.2.5.1) Curating and Commercial Galleries. 
907 Graw, High Price, 19.  
908  It is towards the end of  the 1980s that with the two aforementioned exhibitions 

Tributatries (1985) and Neglected Tradition. Towards a New History of  South African Art (1930-1988) 
(1989), South African art history integrates the work of  black artists into its canon and hence, 
into museums’ collections. Despite this, the work of  a few black artists has been collected by 
national institutions since the 1960, as shown by John Peffer’s Art at the End of  Aparthied and 
other research based publications, like Same Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  
Democracy: Revisiting Exhibitions of  South African Art Held in South Africa (1984-1997), PhD 
dissertation presented at the University of  the Witwatersrand, Johannesburg in 2015. 

909 Mary Corrigal, “What nebulous factors decide the price of  an artist’s work?”, in Mail & 
The Guardian (14th of  July 2017). https://mg.co.za/article/2017-07-14-00-what-nebulous-
factors-decide-the-price-of-an-artists-work. 

 



 

 

 
408 

world, who held strategic positions both in the public and the 

commercial local art world during and after apartheid. Dedicated to the 

sale of works by black modern artists from the 20th century, amongst 

which are Dumile Feni and Lois Maqhubela, the auction appropriated 

the title of Steven Sack’s exhibition of 1988. The idea, pushed forward 

by Bedford, was that the works of modern black artists, in order to be 

completely redeemed from the socio-historical denial produced by 

apartheid, had to increase in economic value. The article, which was 

sponsored by Aspire Auction and Mary Corrigal Art Consultancy, 

articulated such an idea by posing the following provocative and yet 

highly pertinent questions: how could it be that works by 20th century 

black artists, like Dumile Feni, Peter Clarke and George Pemba, 

addressing social issues that continue to be very relevant today and 

whose retrospective exhibitions are held in local public museums, still 

have prices expressed in the South African Rand? How can their prices 

be so much lower than their white counterparts, such as, for instance, 

landscape painter Maggie Laubser? Although such a discussion refers 

specifically to pricing on the secondary market, it is important to note 

that the notion of the parity and reciprocity of symbolic and economic 

value underlies the same mechanisms that turn commercial galleries into 

arbiters of the art canon and, at the same time, into defenders of 

democratic values. 
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3.2.1.3) Further Notes on Commercial Galleries and the Making 
of the Art Canon in South Africa 

 

To analyse the role played by commercial galleries in the making 

of the art canon and art history, as well as the spaces in which the 

curatorial takes place, it is particularly important to take into account 

post-apartheid South Africa, where commercial galleries have played 

and continue to play a fundamental role in the unfolding of important 

changes in the art world, as well as in the way these changes have been 

interpreted and recounted historically and theoretically. And yet, they 

mostly appear in the background of the facts narrated by art history, 

turned into a sort of natural backdrop for art historical and political 

events.  

As I have already highlighted, the post-apartheid contemporary 

art world in South Africa has been mostly run by the commercial sector 

- a category that, as argued often in my thesis, includes the work of 

commercial galleries, auction houses, and art fairs. This is also argued in 

a paper entitled “Art in Africa: Market Structure and Pricing Behaviour 

in the South African Fine Art Auction Market 2009-2013” (2014). Its 

authors note that in the major cities of Cape Town and Johannesburg, 

where most successful commercial galleries have their headquarters and 

where most South African art life takes place, the primary and the 

secondary market connect with each other,910 with artists successful in 

                                                
910 In the words of  the paper’s authors, “at the primary level, unorganized individual artists 

supply works to galleries, local art fairs, collective exhibitions, small dealers, and private buyers. 
At the secondary level, art markets locate mostly in major cities, such as Cape Town and 
Johannesburg, where art is frequently traded. In those cities, established artists, dealers, and 
public or private collectors circulate works by artists who have managed to make the transition 
from the primary market. Finally, at the highest level, the international market is characterized 
by the activities of  the major auction houses such as Sotheby’s and Christie’s”; Johannes W. 
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the first being gradually integrated into the second and, only 

successively, into the international art market. However, such reports, 

which focus on the secondary market, omit the fact that the 

internationalization of contemporary art from Africa also takes place, 

significantly, at the level of the primary market, with leading galleries 

like Stevenson and Goodman relying on international demand for 70% 

of their yearly sales.911  

The flourishing of commercial activities and of private 

enterprise in general (especially private collecting) has an impact on the 

production of discourse around art: the private stakeholders 

(commercial galleries, patrons, private or corporative collections), that 

often run the art world economically, are more likely to possess the 

means to host – and hence, to give voice and control at the same time- 

the production of knowledge. It is, therefore, fundamental to 

understand how the curatorial, as a particular form of knowledge 

production and mediation, negotiates the different and often 

contrasting interests at play in these settings and circumstances. 

Undoubtedly, these dynamics are not to be considered collateral and 

external to curatorial practice and thinking. They are, in fact inextricably 

part of the fabric of curatorial expertise and curators’ competency 

profile. Over the next paragraphs, I analyse a case study which I 

consider emblematic to address these questions and issues in the 

                                                
Fedderke and Kaini Li, “Art in Africa: Market Structure and Pricing Behaviour in the South 
African Fine Art Auction Market, 2009 - 2013”, ERSA Working Papers, no. 446 (Economic 
Research Southern Africa, ERSA, a research programme funded by the National Treasury of  
South Africa), 3. 

911 This data was provided to me in my interview with the STEVENSON gallery curator 
and co-director Lerato Bereng, as well as through informal conversation with other curators 
and employees from other South African galleries. 
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specific context of the post-apartheid art world: the performing of the 

curatorial at Goodman Gallery.  

 

 

 

3.2) Goodman Gallery: The Performing of the 
Curatorial in the Marketplace  

 

Goodman Gallery is currently one of the most long-standing 

and authoritative commercial galleries in South Africa and on the whole 

African continent. With a space in Johannesburg since 1966 and another 

in Cape Town since 2007, it successfully operates as an interface 

between the local and the international art world. The authority of the 

Goodman Gallery lies precisely in its reputation as one of the very few 

African commercial galleries that has achieved a leading position in the 

market for contemporary art from Africa and the African diaspora. 

Including over fifty names, its prestigious roster has a “global outlook” 

and follows a three-tiered focus, “southern Africa’s most significant 

artists, both established and emerging; those from the greater African 

continent; and international artists who engage in a dialogue with the 

African context”.912  

Goodman is the primary representative of the award-winning 

South African artist William Kentridge since the beginning of the 1990s, 

                                                
912 From the Goodman Gallery’s website http://www.goodman-gallery.com/about-us. 
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who is one of the stable’s highlights, alongside other blue-chip 913 

contemporary artists: Ghanaian El Anatsui, British-Nigerian Yinka 

Shonibare, French-Moroccan Mounir Fatmi, French-Egyptian Ghada 

Amer, Afro-American Hank Willis Thomas, Brazilian Ernesto Neto, 

Chilean-born Alfredo Jaar, and the duo Adam Broomberg & Oliver 

Chanarin, from South Africa and the UK. Amongst its artists, South 

Africans Candice Breitz, Tracey Rose, Diane Victor, Jeremy Wafer, and 

Willem Boshoff, and the Zimbabwean Gerald Machona have 

represented the country in the latest editions of the Venice Biennale. 

Many others artists from the Goodman’s stable were featured by 

Enwezor and Njami’s blockbuster shows and biennales that make up a 

worldwide contemporary African art exhibition timeline for the past 

twenty-five years – from Trade Routes (1997) and Africa Remix (2004-07), 

to Snap Judgements (2006) and Making Africa (2016), amongst many 

others.914 

                                                
913 I adopt the definition of  “blue-chip” that appears on the Artsy platform: “within the art 

world, ‘blue chip’ refers to art with great value that is reliably profitable and expected to hold 
or increase its economic value, regardless of  the general economic ups and downs. Blue chip 
artists are icons whose works’ value have been decided through consistent years of  sales, and 
confirmed at auction while early blue chip artists are emerging talents who show signs of  
exponential resale growth. You also talk about blue chip galleries which refers to galleries who 
focus selling the work of  blue chip artists whose works are well catalogued and authenticated 
and will most likely keep increasing in value”. See https://www.artsy.net.  

914 Amongst these South African artists are the late documentary photographer David 
Goldblatt, as well other established artists, like the painters David Koloane and Sam 
Nhlengethwa, the conceptual artists Kendell Geers and Sue Williamson; the younger artists 
Mikhael Subotzky and the brothers Hasan and Hausain Essop. Gabrielle Goliath and Haroon 
Gunn-Salie belong to the younger generation of  South African artists who were integrated into 
the gallery stable a few years ago. Amongst other artists are Liza Brice (South Africa/UK), Carla 
Basuttil (South Africa/UK) Liza Lou (USA/South Africa), Claire Gavronsky (South 
Africa/Italy), Rosenclaire (South Africa/Italy), Samson Kambalau (Malawi/UK) Ruby 
Onyinyechi Amaze (Nigeria/Usa), Nolan Oswald Dennis (Sambia/South Africa), Kilianji Kia 
Henda (Angola), Grada Kilomba (Portugal/Germany), Kamwani Kiwanfa (Canada/France), 
(South Africa), Micheck Masamvu (Zimbabwe), Shirin Neshat (Iran/Usa), and Thabita Rezaire 
(French Guiana/ South Africa). 
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Goodman shares some of its artists with a several powerhouse 

dealers from Europe and United States. Amongst these is the well-

known Marian Goodman from New York,915 with which the South 

African gallery shares William Kentridge and the late photographer 

David Goldblatt, as well as its Jewish name and identity. Other galleries 

range from the London-based October (El Anatsui) to the Neapolitan 

Lia Rumma (William Kentridge and Alfredo Jaar). 916  Liza Essers, 

Goodman Gallery owner and director since 2008, confesses that 

“sharing artists with international galleries from Europe and the United 

States is never easy, since there is the risk that they take away your 

artists, by offering them more visibility in cities like London and New 

York, where we don’t have a space yet”.917 Competition is a common 

                                                
915 Founded in 1977, Marian Goodman is “less prominent than the Pace-Wildenstein and 

Gagosian galleries”, and yet its “existence gives the art world rare jolts of  self-esteem”; Peter 
Schjeldahl, “Dealership. How Marian Goodman quietly Changed the Contemporary Art 
Market”, The New Yorker, 2 February 2004. See 
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2004/02/02/dealership. Probably the most respected 
contemporary dealer in New York, “for her taste, standards, and loyalty to her artists”, Marian 
Goodman has added to her roster two of  the most important artists of  the South African 
Goodman stable: William Kentridge and David Goldblatt - promoted alongside such artists as 
Giovanni Anselmo, Maurizio Cattelan, John Baldessarri, Christian Boltanski, Marcel 
Broodthaers, Tacita Dean, Luciano Fabbro, Juan Muñoz and Julie Mehretu, amongst many 
other blue-chip names from around the world. See the Marian Goodman Gallery website: 
https://www.mariangoodman.com/artists. Goodman Gallery director and owner Liza Essers 
has a special relationship with dealer Marian Goodman, who has helped her out with the 
managerial reorganization of  her gallery when she bought it in 2008. Liza Essers, interview, 30 
March 2019, at the Goodman Gallery Johannesburg.  

916 October Gallery, which opened in central London in 1979 and proudly presents itself  as 
a gallery that “has pioneered the development of  the Transvangarde and the trans-cultural 
avant-garde”, shares with Goodman Gallery artist El Anatsui, while it also represents another 
Ghanaian internationally acclaimed artist, Owusu-Ankomah, and the South African Sandile 
Zulu; see the October Gallery website: http://www.octobergallery.co.uk/. Amongst other 
European and North American galleries whose stable overlaps with Goodman’s are Jack 
Shaiman Gallery in New York (El Anatsui and Hank Willis Thomas), Kewenig in Berlin 
(William Kentridge and Ghada Amer), Stephen Friedman Gallery in London (Yinca Shonibare 
CBE, Kendel Geer ), Blainsouther in London and Berlin (Yinka Shonibare), ADN Gallery in 
Barcelona (Kendel Geer and Mounir Fatmi), and Mariane Ibrahim Gallery from Seattle 
(Kudzanai Chuirai). 

917 Liza Esser, interview, 30 March 2019, at the Goodman Gallery Johannesburg. 
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issue for all art dealers, but it is a greater challenge for a gallery located 

in South Africa that has to compete on a global level. For Essers, one 

of the best strategies to keep artists - both blue chip and emergent – in 

the stable is to support them both financially and curatorially, to help 

them realize ambitious and technically refined projects, and to guide 

them in planning their career strategically. For this reason, besides 

securing successful sales and calculated placements in prominent private 

and public collections, the gallery has to offer its artists strategic career 

management. Goodman has been very successful in achieving the 

satisfaction of its artists, as demonstrated by the fact that the gallery is 

the primary representor of many of its roster artists.918 

Along with a handful of other South African galleries (like 

Stevenson and Whatiftheworld),919 Goodman participates in the most 

prestigious art fairs across the globe – like the long standing Armory 

Show (New York), the three Art Basel’s annual fairs in Basel, Miami 

Beach and Hong Kong, as well as Frieze London and Freeze New York, 

and, more recently, Art Dubai and Photo London. While it relies mostly 

on international (read European and North American) buyers,920 its 

longstanding presence in major national art fairs (namely, Investec Cape 

Town art fair and Joburg’s art fair), and its more recent participation in 

new fairs on the continent (1:54 Marrakesh and XLagos), show the 

                                                
918 This was confirmed to me by ex-Goodman Gallery curator Natasha Becker. Natasha 

Becker, interview, 14th of  May 2016, at Goodman Gallery Johannesburg. 
919 Stevenson and Whatiftherworld both have their headquarters in Johannesburg and Cape 

Town. 
920 Similarly to its main South African competitor, the Stevenson Gallery, Goodman’s 70% 

of  buyers are not African.  
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gallery’s interest in maintaining its leadership locally as well as in 

exploring the growing African market.921 

However, the reputation of the Goodman Gallery does not only 

lie in its commercial success, but also on a powerful public image, built 

around its history of anti-apartheid activism and its philanthropic 

vocation, which today materializes in the patronage of ambitious 

exhibitions and cultural projects. Goodman defines itself as a project 

whose purposes go “beyond commerce”922 and as an art space that 

belongs to the South African art community at large. “We’re a 

completely different space in our essence because so much of what we 

do is about making a difference, about creating a platform where there 

really can be engagement”, Essers told to the American business 

magazine Forbes in 2016.923  

Only apparently irreconcilable in their nature and moral values, 

economic gain and disinterested philanthropy are deeply intertwined in 

the management model adopted by the Goodman Gallery. Its business 

strategy, in fact, relies on extensive activity of curated exhibitions and 

para-curatorial practices924 - some of which do not have an immediate 

commercial aim –, as well as on establishing durable relationships with 

                                                
921 I discussed the rise of  African market for contemporary art in the section 3.1.2.5) The 

Market for Contemporary African Art and the Shifting Agency of  the Curatorial. 
922 “A Space beyond Commerce” is the title of  one of  the sections of  the documentary film 

Goodman Gallery at Fifty (2016), http://www.goodman-gallery.com/videos/32472. 
923  Anne Binlot, “Through Apartheid And Zuma, South Africa’s Goodman Gallery 

Endures 50 Years On”, Forbes (31 December 2016), 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/abinlot/2016/12/31/through-apartheid-and-zuma-south-
africas-goodman-gallery-endures-50-years-on/#48adca016f77. 

924 As I discuss in 1.1.1) Negotiating the Notion of  the Curatorial, the notion of  “paracuratorial”, 
coined by Jens Hoffman, defines curatorial practices beyond exhibition-making, which includes 
conferences, talks, and artistic projects that do not directly imply the production of  artworks that 
can be exhibited and traded. See Jens Hoffmann and Maria Lind, “To Show or Not To Show”, 
Mousse, no. 31 (2011). Available at: http://www.moussemagazine.it/articolo.mm?id=759. 
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museum directors, private collectors, and independent curators 

worldwide. These relationships have a fundamental impact on the 

gallery’s perceived authority within the local and international field of 

contemporary art, not only as a market player but also as an organization 

capable of symbolic consecration. Goodman’s managerial model is also 

founded on a complex organizational chart, which includes a team of 

in-house curators in charge of key tasks, from the gallery’s liaison with 

the stable artists and with institutional buyers, to the organization of the 

gallery’s public programs.  

Moreover, Goodman Gallery’s double vocation, as a business 

and as a patron of the arts, has its roots in its unique history – a history 

intertwined with the South African apartheid and post-apartheid past, 

as it offered, from its very beginning, a “non-discriminatory space when 

museums served the agenda of the autocratic government”.925 Founded 

in 1966 by the South African Jew Linda Givon (then Goodman), the 

gallery played a major role in the integration of black artists into the 

(local and Western) art market – amongst which are today’s well-

established artists David Koloane and Sam Nhlengethwa. Especially 

during the transition toward democracy,926 many of the gallery’s artists 

– both black and white - participated in, or where sympathetic to, the 

cultural movement of resistance against government censorship and 

oppression.  

To represent and support politically committed artists has 

become the declared mission of Goodman gallery’s current director 

                                                
925 This sentence is reported in all the gallery’s profiles. 
926 John Peffer identifies the South African transition period in between the years of  the 

Soweto Uprising, in 1976, and the first democratic election, in 1994.  
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Liza Essers since she took over the gallery. “When I bought the gallery 

eight years ago”, she explains in 2016, “what really struck me about this 

ostensible commercial space in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg 

was a legacy of artists who were and are, in a sense, agents for social 

change”.927 The gallery, both then and now, “has come to be defined by 

both an agility and a need to challenge unequal power structures” she 

continues. 928  The gallery’s history of activism and philanthropy, 

therefore, has turned into a powerful, self-legitimizing narrative that 

contributes to the creation of Goodman’s symbolic authority.  

The relevance of the Goodman Gallery as my main case study 

lies precisely in the role of curating and its curators, whose agency 

materializes in building the bridge between the gallery’s symbolic capital 

and its commercial success. It gives us the chance to analyse the 

performing of the curatorial in the marketplace and to explain its 

agency, unveiling a particular aspect of the economy of the curatorial, 

as a powerful means through which the market – that is market players 

and economic value – becomes normative authority. It is also important 

to point out that Goodman Gallery does not exemplify a common trend 

in the commercial gallery sector in South Africa. Rather, it represents 

an exceptional – if not unique – instance within the African art field at 

large, which makes it an even more interesting case to analyse. 

 

 

                                                
927  Liza Essers, “A Forewards”, New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 50, Ex. Cat. 

(Johannesburg: Typo, 2016). 
928 928 From Liza Essers’ speech at the Goodman Gallery’s dinner gala on the 4 June 2016. 
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3.3.1) Curators, Curating and the Spaces of the 
Curatorial at Goodman Gallery 

 

There is still a long way for Goodman Gallery to compete with 

Gagosian, Haus & Wirth, Emmanuel Perrotin, and other powerhouse 

dealers which I mentioned in Chapter 2.929 And yet, the South African 

gallery is featured amongst them in the important publication 

International Art Galleries. Post-War to Post-Millennium. A Narrative 

Chronology of the Dealers, Artists, and Spaces that Have Defined Modern Art 

(2005).930 Although the description of the gallery it offers is mostly 

focused on its history within the South African apartheid context, the 

catalogue lists Goodman amongst the most important galleries of the 

21st century.931 This reflects the successful management shift the gallery 

experienced with its change in ownership from Linda Givon to Liza 

Essers in 2008. Essers, in fact, implemented a management model that 

proved to be particularly productive, transforming the gallery from a 

small family business into an ambitious international enterprise. As 

Essers remarks:  

 

When I bought the gallery from Linda, there was no 
electronic system, there was no stock report, there was 
no place in the computer where you could see what was 

                                                
929 See section 2.2.5.a) Curating and Commercial Galleries. 
930  Uta Grosenick and Raimar Stange, eds., International Art Galleries. Post-War to Post-

Millennium. A Narrative Chronology of  the Dealers, Artists, and Spaces that have Defined Modern Art 
(London: Thames and Hudson, 2005). 

931 Grosenick and Stange, International Art Galleries, 498-499. 
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stored in the gallery and where exactly it was, there was 
no automatic accounting system. Everything was 
handwritten and it was very much the old style of 
running a business. So, the first thing that I had to do 
was to put the system in place, I had to build a stock 
system from scratch, and then integrate the stock system 
into the account system. And this is an ongoing process. 
We now have a full-time employed developer in the 
gallery, who is constantly busy improving the system on 
a technology level. Now I can print a report and tell you 
exactly how much money I owe to an artist, or I can 
print a report and tell you exactly what stock is in the 
business… I can print sales figures, by customer, by 
artist. All this has been a huge, huge, huge undertaking 
when I took over the gallery.932 
 

Regarding the naivety of the gallery account and stock system during 

the first decades, Linda Givon recently recalled: “I had no system of 

filing. My brother, who was a chartered accountant, came in one day 

and asked to see my books. I asked which artist he wanted a book on. 

He was furious. I used to store the paperwork behind the painting. I 

was very naïve”.933 

The exponential growth of the gallery is reflected in the 

multiplication of the gallery turnover up to 7 times in only 8 years,934 as 

well as in the integration of twenty-six new artists into the stable.935 It is 

not surprising that Essers’ academic career was in economics and 

finance and that, before she turned to the contemporary art world, she 

worked as a strategic consultant for the leading global professional 

                                                
932 Liza Esser, interview, 30 March 2019. 
933 Linda Givon quoted in Sean O’Toole, “Fifty Years”, New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 

50, 16. 
934 From 2008 to 2016; O’Toole, “Fifty Years”, 16. 
935 The gallery integrated twenty-six new artists from 2008 to 2019. 
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services company Accenture as well as in private equity, where she rose 

to prominence in the commercial and financial sector of South Africa.936 

However, when she bought the gallery she was already an independent 

art advisor and had curated several visual arts and film projects.937 In 

this way, although she preferred a career in the contemporary art world 

to a career in finance, without doubt she brought a financial vision into 

a field that has traditionally been inhabited by players driven only by 

“intuition and passion”.938  

 

 

 

                                                
936 Liza Essers quoted in the article “Goodman Gallery Marks 50 Years in Johannesburg”, 

Financial Times, no date reported (approx. June 2016), https://www.ft.com/content/d25a10d2-
a50d-11e6-8898-79a99e2a4de6. 

937 She was also the co-executive producer of  the South African film Tsotsi (2005), the first 
African film to win an Academy Award (Best Foreign Language Picture, 2006). She also initiated 
a documentary series on contemporary South African art, the first feature being William 
Kentridge and Marlene Dumas in conversation. 

938 Here I recall the quote by Olav Velthuis in “The Contemporary Art Market between 
Stasis and Flux”, 28.  



 

 

 
421 

 
Figure 41_  Exterior view of the Goodman Gallery in Johannesburg.  

 

 

3.3.1.1) The Gallery’s Architectural Space 

The architectural spaces of the gallery at the time of the change 

in ownership already matched Essers’ growing ambitions. Goodman’s 

headquarters in Johannesburg is housed in a two-floor modern building 

in the upmarket residential neighbourhood of Parkview - historically an 

apartheid “white” area. This imposing white building is still a 

conspicuous landmark of an area rich in commercial galleries. 939  It 

contains a massive exhibition space on the ground floor, contingent to 

the director’s office, and to the store room, as well as a big office space 

on the first floor. This museum-like white cube also has huge a corridor 

                                                
939 Amongst other galleries in the same area are David Kurt Project, Lizamore Gallery, 

Momo Gallery, Everard Read Johannesburg, and Smac Johannesburg. 



 

 

 
422 

along its external walls, furnished with huge windows in which artworks 

are displayed and made visible from the street. (Fig.41) 

 

 
 

Figure 42_ Goodman Gallery owner and director Liza Essers in front of the entrance 
to the gallery space in Johannesburg.  

 

In the year before Essers assumed the directorship, Goodman 

had expanded to Cape Town, where a massive warehouse on the third 

floor of an ex-industrial building was turned into a new, white, polished, 

and windowless art space (Fig. 43, 44). Located in the gentrified area 

of Woodstock – historically assigned to “coloured” groups by the 

apartheid regime and today still a working class area – the Goodman 

Gallery is surrounded by artists’ studios, design and art shops, and other 

established commercial galleries, 940  which are changing the social 

                                                
940 Amongst these are: Smac, Whatiftheworld, and Stevenson. Other commercial galleries 

are located in Cape Town CBD, that is, the city centre, the Waterfront, and Rosebank.  
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configuration of an area already targeted by real estate investors. In 

2017, the gallery occupied a ground-floor room of the same building, 

transforming it into a projects space dedicated to activities like book or 

catalogue presentation and film screening; it also features a book shop 

and a huge window that makes the interior visible from the street.  

 

 

 
Figure 43_ Interior view of the Goodman Gallery in Cape Town. 
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Figure 44_ Exterior view of the Goodman Gallery in Cape Town. 

 

Evidently, the architecture of the two spaces in Johannesburg 

and Cape Town lends itself to an extensive production of exhibitions 

and the display of large scale works and installations, responding to the 

needs of a rich and diverse programme of events. The spaces of the 

gallery become, therefore, spaces for curating: curating art to produce 

value, both symbolically and economically; and, indirectly, curating the 

gallery’s image and its symbolic capital. While maintaining a physical 

space has become unsustainable or superfluous for many galleries in 

Western metropolises, especially when most sales are made in art fairs, 
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this is rather fundamental for a gallery in South Africa, where there are 

few conventional (read white-cube like) spaces to display curated artistic 

projects. “In my beginnings as a gallery director”, Essers points out, “I 

[…] noticed a need for young and independent artists and curators to 

have a platform, a laboratory for ideas, experimental and in some cases 

non-commercial practice”.941  The exhibition spaces are, therefore, a 

worthy investment at least to takes pride in presenting the gallery as “a 

cross between a commercial gallery, a public gallery and an independent 

project space”.942 

 

 

3.3.1.2) A Curatorial Team at the Core of the Gallery’s 
Organizational Chart 

  

“As the business grew, so also the team had to grow”, Liza 

Essers points out when she discloses precious information about the 

gallery’s human resources organization.943 In 2016, the year the gallery 

celebrated its fiftieth anniversary, between twenty and twenty-five 

employees worked for the gallery, divided between the Johannesburg 

and the Cape Town spaces. They were organized according to a 

complex organizational chart structure, which was part of the 

managerial plan adopted by the gallery under the guidance of a local 

business management agency. 944  The organizational structure had 

                                                
941 Essers, “A Forewards”, 4. 
942 Liza Essers quoted in “Goodman Gallery Marks 50 Years”. 
943 Liza Essers, interview, 30 March 2019. 
944  The Business Management agency behind the Goodman Gallery managerial 

organization is MAGO Business Solutions. The organizational chart reports the year 2014, 
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already changed three time since 2008,945 and it has changed even after 

that. In any case, within it the curatorial team arguably played, and 

continues to play, a key role within the gallery’s organizational chart and 

management strategy.  

As I discussed in Chapter 2,946 big commercial galleries have 

integrated curatorial work into their practices in different ways. On the 

one hand, they might operate through the “guest curator” formula, by 

inviting established and less established curators to curate exhibitions 

within the gallery space and/or involving stable artists. In this case, they 

benefit from the curator’s individual network and reputation, which 

impacts their public image. On the other hand, they might rely on a 

team of in-house exhibition managers and artist- and museum-liaisons. 

Regardless of the title they carry, these are full-fledged curatorial figures 

that occupy a central role within the organizational chart of the gallery. 

These professionals are primarily responsible for managing the 

relationship between the gallery and the represented artists – a 

relationship that is based on mutual trust and, hence, on a delicate 

equilibrium, since most of the time there are no signed agreements that 

sanction rights and obligations between gallery and artist. This is also 

the case of the Goodman Gallery, whose artists have never signed a 

contract.  

Between the year 2015 and 2017,947 the curatorial team at the 

Goodman Gallery Johannesburg was comprised of three curators and a 

                                                
which arguably indicates the year in which the first consultancy was made. The file name, 
however, reports the date “March 2015”, which suggests that the organizational chart was 
updated over the following years. 

945 Liza Essers, interview, 30 March 2019. 
946 See section 2.2.5.a) Curating and Commercial Galleries. 
947  The organizational chart featured here is a summarized version of  the actual 
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curatorial team manager,948 who operated under the direct supervision 

of the gallery owner and director. As the organizational chart illustrates 

(Fig. 45 a-b), the curator team manager had to formally report to the 

chief operating officer, and yet her relationship with the gallery owner 

was direct and constant. Essers, in fact, described the curatorial team as 

an extension of her own curatorial choices and ideas. Moreover, she 

highlighted the importance of establishing a dialogue with the members 

of the curatorial team and on reaching a final agreement on important 

decisions, for example, on whether or not to take a new artist into the 

stable. 
(a) 

 

                                                
organizational chart of  the Goodman Gallery. Information and materials on the organizational 
chart of  the gallery were generously provided to me by Liza Essers during my field research in 
the months of  March, April, May, and June 2016. Since 2017, the gallery team has experienced 
changes, some curators have left the gallery and new people have joined the team as curators. 
No information was, however, provided to me regarding the new configuration of  the gallery 
structure.  

948 In the organizational chart of  2015-2016, a fifth curatorial position is featured in the 
gallery in Cape Town; however the position was not filled at the moment the research was 
conducted.  
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(b) 

 
Figure 45 (a-b)_ Organizational chart Goodman Gallery Johannesburg and Cape 
Town. 

 

 

 

Each curator was assigned a group of artists - approximately ten 

(Fig. 46). Another liaison person was responsible exclusively for 

Kentridge and Goldblatt, and had a more administrative role than a 

curatorial one, since they were not involved in the organization of the 

exhibitions. Moreover, each curator was assigned a “regional 

responsibility”: 
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Figure 46_ Distribution of regional responsibilities and artists’ liaisons amongst the 
members of the curatorial team and the additional liaison. 

 

 

 
Position 
 

 
Regional Responsibility 

 
Artists 

 
 
Curator/liaison (1)  
(curatorial team  
manager) 

 
 
North America / 
 Africa 

 
Goliath Gabrielle, Gerhard Marx,  
Brett Murray, Ruby Onyinyechi Amanze, 
Essop Hassan & Husain, Tracey  
Rose, Sue Williamson, Walter 
Oltmann,  Ghada Amer, David   
Koloane,  Sam Nhlengethwa.  
 

 
 
Curator/liaison (2) 

 
 
Latin America /  
EU 

 
Liza Lou,  Haroon Gunn-Salie,  
Ghada Amer, Carla  Busuttil, 
Willem Boshoff, Tugbiyele 
Adejoke, Subotzky Mikhael,  
Minnette Vari,  Candice Breitz,  
Jeremy  Wafer,  Diane Victor, 
Thabiso  Sekgala. 
 

 
Curator/liaison (3) 

 
Latin America /  
EU 

 
Lisa Brice,  Alfredo Jaar, Adam   
Broomberg  &  Oliver Chanarin, 
Mounir Fatmi, Rosenclaire 
 

 
 
Curator/liaison (4) 

 
 
North America /  
Africa 
 

Tabita Rezaire, The Brother  
Moves On, Hank Willis  Thomas, 
Nolan Dennis,  Gerald Machona,  
Misheck Masamvu, Kendell  Geers,  
Clive Van Den Berg, Jessica  
Webster,  Nelisiwe Xaba,  
Jabulani Dhlamini. 
 

 
Liaison  
 

 
Asia /Australia 

 
William  Kentridge,  
David  Goldblatt 
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Each member of the curatorial/liaison team, had, therefore:  

 
Regional responsibility tasks: namely to create and maintain 
a database that features all major museums, institutions, 
curators and directors in the region; to build 
relationships with each of them; research on artists in 
the allocated region; to research all major biennales and 
exhibitions in the region; to attend art fairs in the 
allocated region, accompanied by a sales person.  
 
General tasks: to process sales with a particular focus on 
museum-buyers; and to identify, and place artworks in, 
important museum collection worldwide. 
 
Strategic tasks: to market intelligence and research new 
artists; to propose and manage gallery programmes and 
curatorial projects; to establish relationships with 
museums and independent curators; to manage project 
funding (proposals & securing funding).  
 
Curatorial general tasks: art fairs applications, art fairs 
curatorial (booth plans & artwork selection); exhibitions 
project management; writing (press releases and content 
for catalogues); researching and curating internal group 
exhibitions 
 
Artist management: relationship management; career 
management; project management and oversight of 
artwork production; obtaining museum shows for 
artists; artist administration; inventory and edition 
management; artist content on website; sales and 
marketing docs; budget management; FM, production 
cost admin. 
 

As one of the curators points out, the relationship with the 

artists is one of their main responsibilities: 
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you have to work with them over the years in order to 
get to know everything about them, what is new and 
what is old about their work, you have to become an 
expert on their work, you have to write about it, you 
become their curator, their project manager, you update 
inventories, you manage their requests or their loans for 
their work or the press for their work, first you have to 
communicate with them at a director level, as if it is the 
gallery director communicating with them. And you 
recommend their work on the basis of what you think is 
important, you recommend them to the rest of the 
gallery team, for example, before an art fair, when we 
discuss and propose the artwork to bring, each curator 
may recommend particular pieces that they consider a 
good work to show. For example, I know that Tracey 
Rose has produced a great video and she will have a solo 
only in one and a half years’ time, then I propose for the 
video to be shown at the fair or at a group exhibition we 
have.949  
 

She also suggests that this system frees the artists from many 

administrative tasks:  

 

for instance, people interested in writing about the 
artists, journalist, critics or even students come to the 
gallery and we provide everything, the texts, the 
captions… the artist does not need to deal with it. They 
do not have to do their inventory, nor take pictures of 
their work, nor worry about shipping their work back 
and forth. There is lot of administrative work, and it is 
what a studio assistant or manager would do. Some 
artists are very organized, some are not. Some of them 
have a studio assistant, some don’t. Every artist is 
different, but they all want a person that they can call 
and rely on.950  

                                                
949 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
950 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
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Some artists of the Goodman stable, however, have their own studio 

managers and do not rely on all the curatorial services offered by the 

gallery. This was the case, for instance, of Zimbabwean artist Kudzanai 

Chiurai, who has his own gallery manager, Candice Allison, an 

independent curator herself, who provides him with curatorial and 

administrative support, including conceptualization and text writing. 

This affects the gallery’s commission percentage: instead of 50%, 

Goodman only take the 40% of the sale of his work.951 

 

 
Figure 47_ Kudzanai Churai, “We Live in Silence XVIIII “(2017). Pigment ink on 
Fibre paper. Image: 130 x 173.5 cm; Paper: 150 x 193.5 cm. Edition of 10 

 

                                                
951 Interview with Zudzanai Churai’s studio manager, Candice Allison, 18 July 2017.  
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Figure 48_ Kudzanai Churai, exhibition view of the exhibition We Live in Silence (2017). 
Goodman Gallery Johannesburg. 

 

 

Within the whole economy of the gallery, the role of the 

curatorial team is, therefore, key. It constitutes the bridge between the 

intellectual, cultural and symbolic dimension of art production and the 

economic capital that has to be produced at the same time. If prices 

express the economic value, then curatorial work has a direct – although 

unquantifiable – impact on it. An important portion of such curatorial 

work goes, in fact, to the making of the exhibition programmes – which 

include solo shows and group shows. The two categories imply a 

different set of tasks and skills. As one of the curators reveals, solo 

shows are more sales-oriented than group shows, which means that a 

big part of the effort that goes into the exhibition programs does not 

have a direct impact on the gallery’s revenue. Group shows fulfil, 

therefore, another duty taken on by the gallery and they require great 

and articulated intellectual skills from the curators. As another curators 

points out: 
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group shows make your job more creative and satisfy 
your intellectual curiosity. I was a writer before I started 
to work as a curator for Goodman Gallery, so my 
interests in art is very theoretical. I studied fine art, 
before doing a master’s in museum studies. While with 
solo shows, especially with established artists, you don’t 
really curate the exhibition, it is more an administrative 
process. With younger artists, however, you have more 
of a chance to work curatorially. For instance, I helped 
Haroon Gunn Salie with this solo show at Goodman, 
[History after Apartheid (2015)], which was also his first 
solo. He was open to do it in a collaborative way and to 
receive input. He changed the concept a few times. […] 
For that show we spent lot of time discussing the work. 
His work is very conceptual and he does not work in a 
studio, so I never did studio visits with him. The 
artworks for the show materialized really much in the 
last periods”.952 
 

 

Especially with young artists, one of the responsibilities of the 

gallery curator is to help them to explore the possibilities between their 

ideas and the actual materialization of these ideas into artworks. Artist 

Carla Basuttil declares that “she had never felt pressure for producing 

saleable works” and that the gallery has always tried its best to support 

her ideas”.953 This is confirmed by the curators, who argue that it has 

never been a policy in the gallery to push an artist to produce work in a 

certain way because collectors like it more that way. To protect the 

integrity of the artists, that is, his/her autonomy, is a relevant aspect of 

the gallery’s profile. Part of the curatorial and the administrative task of 

                                                
952 Lara Koseff, Goodman Gallery curator, interview, 5 May 2016. 
953 Carla Basuttil, interview (conducted by Lara Koseff), 5th of  May 2016. 
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this team is, therefore, aimed at creating this space of autonomy for the 

artists. Such a curatorial model, implies that, ideally, artistic practice 

should be abstracted from the world of commerce: they have to 

produce great work, the marketing and sale of which falls exclusively 

into the gallery’s duty. In a certain way, curators help to maintain art’s 

autonomy from the art market. This does not imply, however, that 

artists can’t meet their collectors. Many collectors, in fact, are 

enthusiastic about having a direct relationship with the artists whose 

work they collect. Sometimes, collectors collaborate with the gallery to 

support artists’ ambitious projects.954 Hence, the gallery has to be able 

to build a transparent relationship between the two parties and, at the 

same time, make sure that no deal is sealed outside of its control. Again, 

curators, being intellectual and not sale figures, are pivotal in the 

maintenance of this relationship, as they build personal and professional 

affiliations with important collectors and museum directors and, at the 

same time, are the most informed about the artist work and their best 

pieces. 

Between 2015 and 2016, the members of the curatorial team had 

a background in fine arts, humanities and the likes, and in the case of 

Kentridge and Goldblatt’s liaison, the person had a previous career as a 

lawyer. Of all the members of the curatorial team, Natasha Becker - 

curator and curatorial team manager who worked for Goodman Gallery 

from 2015 to 2016- was the only one who had established herself as an 

independent curator prior to her appointment in the gallery. From 

South Africa, she had left in 2003 to undertake PhD studies in New 

                                                
954 This was the case for the production of  Kudzanai Churai’s We Live in Silence film (2017).  

(Fig. 47 and 48). 
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York. She describes how she became a curator in the first place, coming 

from a university - the University of Western Cape (Cape Town) - that 

had no art history department and where, however, humanities were 

approached from a political perspective:  

 

I did not study art history but I did my Master’s in the 
history department of the University of Western Cape, 
and that is where I started to be interested in visual 
culture, especially in the relationship between 
photography and history. At UWC I had access to the 
archive of posters of the [anti-apartheid] liberation 
movement and [I familiarized myself] with that kind of 
imagery. In the department, we had a broad way of 
thinking about how images inform our sense of identity, 
place and culture. This was at the end of the ‘90s and it 
was a very interesting time to explore these questions. 
At the university, the environment was very stimulating 
and dynamic. It was very much about [sharing] ideas and 
[being involved] in debates about the [socio-political] 
context. […] That was an interesting time in South 
Africa in general, Apartheid had ended a few years 
before and the universities were full of the post-
apartheid energy and excitement. […] When the two 
biennales happened in 1995 and 1997 I was not yet 
involved into the art world so I did not attend them. 
They were very much an art world phenomenon. For 
instance, of that time I remember much more the Truth 
and Reconciliation commission. That was the big topic 
and that was what we talked about at the university.955 
  

 

In New York she started to do research on South African contemporary 

art and photography, at a time in which many artists from South Africa 

that had participated in the two biennales were showing in the United 

                                                
955 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016.  
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States.956 “That took me to the Johannesburg biennales and I centred 

my PhD dissertation on the first Johannesburg biennale and its 

relationship with local political issues”.957 What stimulated her interest 

in curating was the art environment in New York in the 2000s, and over 

ten years she practiced as a curator both within art institutions and 

independently: being a curator, she says, is a very versatile activity “you 

work with the artists, you do research, then you can give a 

conference”.958 In New York, Becker met Goodman Gallery director, 

who invited her to co-organize a group show for her gallery in 

Johannesburg. “It was very much a collaboration between me and Liza, 

we were both interested in women artists from Africa”, Becker 

remarks.959 The exhibition was titled Speaking Back (2015) (Fig. 49) and 

appears in the gallery website as “curated by Natasha Becker”. It was 

promoted in the press as a show organized by the Cape Town born, and 

New York-based, curator who had come back to South Africa to work 

with the prestigious Goodman Gallery.960 

This was, however, the first and last exhibition that carried her 

curatorial authorship. In fact, in the following exhibitions she organized 

for Goodman, her name was not featured in the description of the 

events in the gallery. This is indicative of the fact that curatorial agency 

performed in the “behind the scenes” of a commercial gallery is 

                                                
956 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
957 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
958 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
959 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
960 Speaking Back (2015) included artists from Africa and the United States – namely ruby 

onyinyechi amanze, Ghada Amer, Candice Breitz, Virginia Chihota, Ivy Chemutai Ng’ok, 
Otobong Nkanga, Nkiru Oparah, Tracey Rose, Adejoke Tugbiyele, Mickalene Thomas, Kara 
Walker, Arlene Wandera, and Ellen Gallagher. 
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generally absorbed by the gallery itself: curators are paid a wage so they 

do not own the authorship of their intellectual work. There are, 

however, exceptions in the experience of the Goodman Gallery, 

especially over the last years, where in-house curators have started to be 

acknowledged as authors of certain exhibitions.961 

Becker interestingly addressed another key question related to 

the work of a curator with intellectual interests and an art theory or 

history background in a commercial gallery:  

 

I have learned a lot about the commercial aspect of art 
in the United States. When I was at the university I did 
not know much about the art market. The truth is that 
it is an important aspect of an artist’s life, being able to 
make a living [from his/her art], just like a doctor and a 
lawyer, or a teacher. And being very smart about that is 
important too, because you need to know about 
business and how business works and how to represent 
yourself in that context, how to speak for yourself in 
financial terms. So to work in a commercial gallery really 
teaches you how economics works in the art world, 
which has to do with both the economic value and the 
art historical and critical value of art.962 
 

 

If curators in commercial galleries are the figures that most build bridges 

between symbolic and economic value, they also have to be able to 

communicate these values to others - to collectors, for instance.  

 

                                                
961 Some examples will be offered in the next section.  
962 Natasha Backer, interview, 14 May 2016. 
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Figure 49_ Speaking Back (2015), group show curated by Natasha Becker at Goodman 
Gallery Johannesburg. 

 

Becker wasn’t the only established curator to join the Goodman 

team. A significant antecedent happened almost ten years previously, in 

2006, before that the gallery was bought by Essers. With the expansion 

of Goodman to Cape Town, two renowned curatorial figures of the 

South African art world had joined the then small team, supporting 

Linda Givon in setting up and opening the new gallery space: Emma 

Bedford and Storm Janse van Rensburg. Bedford had been the curator 

of the Iziko South African National Gallery – one of the few public 

museums in the country – for twenty-five years before her shift to the 

commercial side of the art world. She was known for having 

championed contemporary African art - and South African art in 

particular - through landmark exhibitions in the country and abroad. 

Amongst them was her involvement in Authentic/Ex-Centric. 

Conceptualism in Africa , curated by Olu Oguibe and Salah Hassan, within 

the program of the Forum for African Arts hosted by the 49th Venice 
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Biennale in 2001. Amongst the landmark exhibitions she curated at the 

National Gallery was A Decade of Democracy: South African Art 1994-2004 

(2004), which featured works from the permanent collection produced 

and acquired during the first decade of Democracy. Storm Janse van 

Rensburg, on the other hand, was a freelance curator who had served 

local institutions like the Market Theatre Galleries in Johannesburg and 

the KwaZulu Natal Society of Arts (KZNSA) Gallery in Durban. 

Bedford, in particular, became the director of Goodman Cape 

Town – an event that the local press announced with enthusiasm, also 

presenting the new opening of the gallery as an important shift in focus 

towards the African continent: 

 

In a shock announcement late last year, Bedford 
disclosed that she had accepted an invitation from 
gallerist Linda Givon to take on the role of director at 
the new Goodman Gallery Cape […]. The new gallery, 
located in an expansive and lofty industrial space in the 
up and coming area of Woodstock, has been redesigned 
by award-winning South African architect Jeremy Rose. 
Givon, whose belief in the strength of South African art 
stretches back 40 years, is opening the gallery to partner 
her Johannesburg operation, and give her artists a 
showcase in Cape Town. The vision for the new gallery 
is not only to have solo shows by established and 
emerging artists but to introduce local audiences to 
artists from other parts of the continent and further 
afield. Shows curated around specific themes will also be 
part of the programme, as well as guest curated 
projects.963 
 

 

                                                
963  Sue Williamson, “Emma Bedford”, Artthrob (March, 2007), 

https://artthrob.co.za/07mar/artbio.html. 
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Two group exhibitions titled Lift Off (I) (2006) and Lift Off (II) (2007) 

were presented for the launch of the new project which featured 

numerous marquee names from the gallery’s stable of artists – amongst 

them, William Kentridge, Pat Mautloa, Sam Nhlengethwa, David 

Goldblatt and Kendell Geers (Fig. 50). 

A preview of the launch was attended by “selected clients and 

international luminaries, such as Gijs van Tuyl, Director of the Stederlijk 

Museum Amsterdam; [while] Marilyn Martin, Director of SANG, made 

a warm, impromptu speech welcoming Goodman Gallery to Cape 

Town”.964 A few years previously, the gallery had integrated new artists 

into its stable, like the young South African Moshekwa Langa and 

Mikhael Subotzky, and the Nigerian-British Yinka Shonibare – who re-

joined the Goodman stable in 2017. The pan-African focus of the 

gallery was also addressed though group shows like Africa and the World, 

2008 (Fig. 51). 

 

                                                
964 Information reported in the 2007-2008 Goodman Cape annual report, 3. 
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Figure 50 _ Invitation clipping, Lift Off (II) (2007). Portrait of the artists (from left to 
right): Kendell Geers, David Goldblatt, Robert Hodgins, William Kentridge, Kagiso 
Pat Mautloa, Sam Nhlengethwa, Penny Siopis and Sue Williamson. 
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Figure 51_ Invitation clipping of the exhibition Africa and the World, 2008. 
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Bedford has arguably added a considerable value to the 

Goodman Gallery by organizing solo and group shows as well as 

collaborating with off-site projects, amongst which was Cape ’07 - a 

large-scale contemporary African art event which took place in various 

locations across Cape Town.965As we can read in an annual report she 

compiled for the gallery in 2008, she was particularly aware of the value 

of the partnership between curators and commercial galleries, a value 

that she inscribes in the history and mission of Goodman: 

 

Galleries and curators can play a significant role in 
mediating between artists and opportunities to ensure 
that local artists are able to benefit from this sustained 
interest. The Goodman Gallery has for decades played 
a major role in ensuring that artists participate in local 
and international events at the highest level. Goodman 
Gallery Cape will continue this tradition to ensure that 
local audiences are exposed to the most exciting art 
exhibitions and events and that artists from South Africa 
continue to enjoy a high profile internationally.966 
 

The report also discusses a considerable growth of the gallery’s client 

portfolio, stating the Goodman Cape Town’s database “has grown from 

an initial 400 kindly supplied friends as well as the personal lists of 

Emma Bedford and Storm van Rensburg, to a list of over 3200 

individuals”.967 It also lists a number of high profile clients “hosted” by 

the gallery: “Judy Hecker (MoMa), Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev (Sydney 

                                                
965 Goodman participated in Cape 07 by sourcing, framing, and delivering works by the 

gallery’s artists as well as co-funding a bus transporting local and international visitors to various 
exhibitions included in the programme. Information reported in the 2007-2008 Goodman Cape 
Annual Report, 7.  

966 2007-2008 Goodman Cape Annual Report, 7. 
967 2007-2008 Goodman Cape Annual Report, 10. 
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Biennale), Kerryn Greenberg (Tate Modern), Selene Wendt (Stenersen 

Museum in Norway), Gavin Jantjes (National Museum of Art, 

Architecture and Design, Oslo, Norway), Julie Sylvester (Curator of 

Contemporary Art, State Hermitage Museum, St. Petersburg), and many 

more”.968 Finally, the report also informs about the sales, declaring an 

annual turnover that exceeded, “far above the targets set for the GGC’s 

first year”.969 In 2008, Bedford and van Rensburg had also attended 

respectively, Art Basel and Art Basel Miami beach, “where each was 

able to contribute to the success of the gallery sales and to maintaining 

new client relations”.970 The two concluded that they were “grateful for 

this invaluable learning experience [into the business world of 

contemporary art]”.971 

In 2008, when Givon sold the gallery, Bedford resigned from 

Goodman Cape for reasons that were not publicly discussed. However, 

she continued her career into the art market, joining the renowned 

South African auction house Strauss and Co. and opening her own 

auction house – Aspire Art Auction (Cape Town and Johannesburg) in 

2016. Van Rensburg, on the other hand, has continued to work for the 

gallery as a senior curator for the past few years. Without a doubt, their 

positive impact benefited the gallery for a few years more. As the new 

owner, Essers surely found a better organizational situation in the Cape 

Town Gallery than in the Johannesburg one, who over the following 

years re-acquired its prestige.  

                                                
968 2007-2008 Goodman Cape Annual Report, 10. 
969 2007-2008 Goodman Cape Annual Report, 11. 
970 2007-2008 Goodman Cape Annual Report, 11. 
971 2007-2008 Goodman Cape Annual Report, 11. 
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3.3.1.3) Curated Group Shows and Other Curatorial Initiatives  

 

In the management of the Goodman Gallery today, the 

exhibitions programme occupies a central role. If we consider that every 

artist has a solo show with the gallery every two years and that the 

schedule is also filled with a rich programme of group exhibitions, we 

can count over twenty shows taking place at the gallery each year – 

excluding from this calculation the six to eight art fairs in which the 

gallery participates yearly.972 This dense schedule of events necessarily 

impacts the work of the in-house curators. “Someone once asked me 

“how could I be a curator in a commercial gallery, there you do not have 

time to read, make research and think”, Becker recalls. She admits that, 

compared with a museum, in which you have one or two years to 

prepare an exhibition, in a commercial gallery you have “to think faster, 

work faster, get things done faster, and there is a lot of pressure”. But 

for her “it is much more interesting to work in daily collaboration with 

artists rather than with a collection, than it would be if I was working 

for a museum”.973  

In a way, to be a curator in a commercial gallery merges aspects of a 

museum curator’s activity (since you work within an institutional or 

organizational structure) and of an independent curatorial practice 

(since you work directly with artists).  

                                                
972 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016. 
973 Natasha Becker, interview, 14 May 2016.   
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The impressive group exhibition programmes run by the Goodman 

curatorial team mark a clear link between the gallery and a museum. 

This link is also emphasized by Goodman’s usual museographic 

arrangements within the gallery space. This is describable as a 

windowless and adequately illuminated white cube, in which artworks –

sculptures, painting, installation, photography or video – are always 

organized in the space following a modern, minimalist style.  

The exhibition programmes must be understood in light of one 

ambitious goal: accompanying artists from a commercial space into the 

realm of art history. 

 

 I wanted to do this while also avoiding being 
pigeonholed as an African contemporary art gallery. It’s 
great that there is huge interest in art from the continent 
right now, but Africa is often seen as ‘fashionable,’ 
which makes all this hype not necessarily sustainable. It 
is more important that we build long-term critical 
conversations, and that’s why we’ve created curatorial 
initiatives such as South-South and In Context. It is 
about incorporating the African voice into international 
art history. Obviously, we have South African and 
African art history, but those are chapters. There is only 
art history ultimately and this is what we are focused on. 
In terms of success, since taking over from Linda Givon, 
I have brought 26 new artists into the gallery, who very 
much represent this vision.974 

 

 

Since she took over, Essers has launched three ongoing major curatorial 

initiatives - “In Context”(from 2010), “South-South”, and “Working 

                                                
974  Liza Essers interview in Omenka Online, https://www.omenkaonline.com/gallery-

profile-goodman-gallery/. 



 

 

 
448 

Title” – each of them driven by a particular curatorial intention, curated 

by guest or in-house curators and, in some cases, accompanied by a 

catalogue. The exhibitions included in these programmes mostly feature 

works for sale, although not-for-sale loaned exhibits can be included to 

fulfil curatorial coherence.  

Launched in 2009, “Working Title” offers a platform for 

emerging, new, and independent production and thinking”.975 The first 

edition was organized by Essers and Storm Janse van Rensburg, and 

presented itself as a programme aimed at showing primarily young and 

independent artists from Africa and beyond.976 Its second edition was 

guest-curated by South African writer and artist Bettina Malcomess and 

internationally acclaimed curator Simon Njami; titled Us, it brought 

together young artists – today internationally established -  like Kemang 

Wa Lehulere, Mikhael Subotzky and Kudzanai Chiurai. The show also 

created the conditions for the gallery to start working with the 

Zimbabwean Chiurai, who today represents one of Goodman’s young 

generation highlights. Following editions were curated by in-house 

curator Emma Laurence, who has a particular talent in discovering 

young artists that work experimentally.977 

The brainchild of Essers and gallery curator Lara Koseff, the 

curatorial programme “South South” was launched in 2015, with the 

aim of “exploring connections and disconnections between Africa and 

Latin America while considering integration trends within the notion of 

                                                
975 From the Goodman Gallery website: http://www.goodman-gallery.com/about-us. 
976 See the gallery history timeline in New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 50, 50.  
977 Liza Essers, interview, 30 March 2019. 
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a Global South”.978 While the first edition “saw the biggest presentation 

of contemporary Brazilian art in South Africa, with artists such as Cildo 

Meireles exhibiting here for the first time since Important Exportant, 

which was organized by Cuban curator Gerardo Mosquera as part of 

Enwezor’s Johannesburg Biennale in 1997”,979 the following edition in 

2017 looked “at Angola, Cuba, Brazil and South Africa as nexus points, 

historically interlaced and all recovering from or on the verge of socio-

political rupture”. 980  The exhibitions were curated by Koseff in 

collaboration with Brazilian curator Renato Silva, and the were at the 

origin of the integration of Brazilian artist Ernesto Neto into the gallery 

stable, as well as of other collaborations with Sonia Gomez and Paulo 

Nazareth.  

Finally, existing since 2010 “In Context” is a programme whose 

focus is on the creation of a space for dialogue and debate on current 

socio-political issues amongst artists and intellectuals. In the words of 

Essers:  

 

Since its inception, the objective of In Context has been 
to harness a visual dialogue on the charged dynamics of 
“home” and “place” between South African and 
international artists – particularly those who have lived 
or spent time on the continent. The notion that during 
the 2010 FIFA World Cup South Africa would be 
“home” to the world, triggered in me a deeper 
consideration of the notion of “home” and a desire to 
initiate an ongoing project dedicated to unpacking this 
loaded, but all too often glossed-over, term.981  
                                                

978 Liza Essers, interview, 30 March 2019. 
979 Liza Essers, interview, 30 March 2019. 
980 Essers, “A Forward”, 5. 
981 Essers interview in “Goodman Gallery Marks 50 Years”.  
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The 2016 edition of “In Context” coincided with the celebration for the 

50th anniversary of the Goodman Gallery. Titled Africans in America, the 

event was curated by Essers and stable artist Hank Willis Thomas, from 

the United States.982 Organized in partnership with the University of the 

Witwatersrand and institutions such as New York University, Harvard, 

and the Studio Museum in Harlem, New York City, it brought the third 

edition of an important academic titled Black Portraiture[s]. The 

programme included an exhibition at the Goodman Johannesburg 

which featured, amongst many artists, the Afro-American Theater 

Gates, Julie Mehretu and Kehinde Wiley, as well as a series of events 

happening throughout Johannesburg. 983 

The gallery exhibition programme also materialized into 

“collaborative projects with major educational and institutional 

museums in South Africa and internationally […], which have arisen 

from a lack of institutional funding for arts programmes in South 

Africa”. 984  Goodman Gallery’s partnership with local museum is 

explained by Essers in terms of a philanthropic initiative. 985  These 

partnerships mostly consists of the Goodman Gallery’s sponsorship of 

exhibitions or particular installations in public art spaces. Exhibitions in 

museums usually feature very symbolically valuable art pieces, which are 

                                                
982 The title was inspired by is a work called A Place to Call Home (Africa-America) (2013)  by 

Afrians-in-America co-curator Hank Willis Thomas. 
983  See the section dedicated to the event on the Goodman Gallery’s website: 

http://www.goodman-gallery.com/exhibitions/716. 
984 From the Goodman Gallery website: http://www.goodman-gallery.com/about-us. 
985 Essers, “A Forward”, 5. 
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not for sale. These off-site events surely offer museums the opportunity 

to host projects which they could not otherwise pay for. However, they 

are usually inserted in a wider programme that includes a for-sale 

exhibition at Goodman headquarters. One example of this was Alfredo 

Jaar’s monumental video installation “The Sound of Silence” (2006), 

dedicated to the late South African photographer Kevin Carter, which 

Goodman brought to South Africa in 2016 and displayed at a public 

university art space, Wits Art Museum (Fig. 54 and 55).  The very 

generous investment was backed up by a sale-centred solo show by Jaar, 

entitled Amilcar, Frantz, Patrice and the Others, held at Goodman 

Johannesburg.  

The great symbolic value of the “The Sound of Silence” 

museum installation - a project that had been shown 25 times around 

the world, but never in South Africa before then, and editions of which 

“are owned by the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago and by 

the Museum of Fine Arts in Philadelphia”986, - was emphasized by the 

gallery’s press releases and local news media. Occupying the entire first 

floor of the Wits Museum, the huge installation laid silently and 

monumentally in an empty white space, where it was accompanied by a 

wall vinyl in which a text introduced the work and reported the 

Goodman Gallery logo.  

Jaar’s solo exhibition at Goodman Gallery featured works 

produced by the Chilean artist over the previous twenty years. Amongst 

the highlight pieces were a series of colourful neon signs dedicated to 

great late black leaders like Amilcar Cabral, Patrice Lumumba, Fela 

Kuti, and Franz Fanon. Produced in editions of three, each piece could 

                                                
986 See the Goodman Gallery website: http://www.goodman-gallery.com/exhibitions/601. 
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be sold individually - for something under USD 30.000 or jointly with a 

discount. A group of neon pieces of various dimension was on sale for 

USD 287,500.00 – making it the highest price in the show. Amongst the 

neon series, one was dedicated to the city of Johannesburg. Titled 

“JOHANNESBURG 2026” (2016), it suggested that the South African 

city will join the reputation of Carthage, Alexandria, Thebes, Gao and 

Axum as a main trade centre. The work, one piece from a series of three, 

was installed in the main room against a black wall and with soft light 

(Fig. 52 and 53); it was for sale for USD 115,000.00. The price list, 

available at the entrance of the show, included the image of the off-site 

“The Sound of Silence” installation, reporting the information “prices 

available on request”. Many would have expected to find a “not for sale” 

text on the sheet, since artworks displayed in museums should never be 

for sale. And yet this unexpected information suggested that the “Sound 

of Silence” was less “priceless” than the museum had meant it to make. 

It also had a price, an economic value which the curatorial operation 

had contributed to raise to the point that it was not possible to disclose 

it alongside the other artworks’ prices (Fig. 56). 
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Figure 52_ Alfredo Jaar’s “Johnnesburg 2026” (2016) Neon, 260 x 840 cm. Edition of 
3. 

 

 
Figure 53_ Installation view of Alfredo Jaar’s “Johnnesburg 2026” (2016), within the 
exhibition Amilcar, Frantz, Patrice and the Others (2016), Goodman Gallery 
Johannesburg.. 
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Figure 54_ Alfredo Jaar, “The Sound of Silence” (2004) installation at Wits Art 
Museum (2016), exterior view. 

 

 
Figure 55_ Alfredo Jaar, “The Sound of Silence” (2004) installation at Wits Art 
Museum (2016), interior view. 
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Figure 56_ Detail from the price list of Alfredo Jaar’s Amilcar, Frantz, Patrice and Others 
(2016), with focus on “The Sound of Silence” installation, exhibited at the Wits Art 
Museum, Johannesburg.  

 

 

 

 

 

3.3.2) Goodman Gallery during Apartheid: Between 
Commerce, Philanthropism and Activism 

 

The history of Goodman gallery is a fundamental part of the 

narrative around which its authority and symbolic capital is created and 

perceived today. As Sean O’Toole reminds us, “the biography of the 

Goodman Gallery, an erratically chronicled story tied to the careers of 

the many artists it has represented over five decades, was – as it still is 

– indelibly influenced by larger social and political forces”. 987  Its 

founder, Linda Givon (then Goodman) a wealthy South African Jewish 

woman who had experience in working with art galleries in London,988 

                                                
987 O’Toole, “Fifty Years”, 6. 
988 Linda Givon was first trained as an actress. Her experience in the art world in London 

consisted of  carrying out an apprenticeship under the distinguished American dealer and 
collector Eric Estorick at the Grosvenor Gallery in London; O’Toole, “Fifty Years”, 6. 
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opened a first space in 1966 in an unfinished mall development in 

Johannesburg’s Hyde Park.989 Following O’Toole’s account, we know 

that: 

 

In 1966 the Goodman Gallery was a start-up business 
aiming to impress fussy white South African elites. They 
were, for the most part, a well-heeled bunch (as they still 
remain). Notwithstanding the isolationist bearing 
charted by the country’s increasingly segregationist 
politics, South Africa’s economy remained buoyant, as 
did its currency. Johannesburg, a brash young mercantile 
city with a get-rich heart and ambiguous attitude to 
culture, was particularly awash with money, much of it 
in white hands. The average white income per head was 
R95 (or $133), reported the United Nations in 1970, 
more than thirteen times that of black South Africans. 
Life in Verwoerd’s hated Bantustans – nominally 
independent black territories inside South Africa – was 
also dire. According to a widely quoted survey 
conducted in 1966, almost half the children born in 
most Bantustans were dying before the age of five.990 

 

The first show organized by Givon – International Graphics, which 

featured graphic work by Picasso, Moore, Kandinsky and Miró 

displayed on an unusual black wall – would reveal more about the taste 

of most of that “fussy white South African elite”, than about the 

distinguished activist and philanthropic character that her gallery 

acquired over the years (Fig. 58). 

                                                
989 This was “an upscale suburb north of  the central city [where it] formed part of  a small 

but energetic art scene that included an impressive public museum, various commercial galleries 
and, importantly, an art buying public”; O’Toole, “Fifty Years”, 6.  

990 O’Toole, “Fifty Years”, 16. 
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And yet, even today, going through the archived scrapbooks 

stored in a cabinet of Goodman Johannesburg offers a better 

understanding of the uniqueness of the gallery’s programme since then. 

Over the following four decades, Goodman acquired a reputation for 

supporting, representing and shaping the careers of South African 

artists, both black and white, that soon acquired great reputation 

nationally and internationally - William Kentridge, Kendel Geer, David 

Goldblatt, Sue Williamson, David Koloane, Sam Nhlengethwa being 

only a few such examples.  

 

 
Figure 57_ Linda Givon and the newly opened Goodman Gallery in the December 
1966 cover story of Artlook, a monthly South African art news publication. 
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Figure 58_ Scrapbook (I) from the Goodman Gallery’s archive in which an article of 
the International Graphics (1966) exhibition is displayed. 
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Figure 59_Contact sheet from the Goodman Gallery archives featuring artists Sydney 
Kumalo and Ezrom Legae, along with Linda Givon (ca. 1980s). 
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Figure 60_ Contact sheets from the Goodman Gallery archive of artists including 
William Kentridge, Penny Siopis, Robert Hodgins, Norman Catherine, Kendell Geers, 
and Kagiso Pat Mautloa. 

 

 

 

Essers emphasizes that the gallery stood up to segregation laws 

by listing numerous anecdotal stories that sketch out the gallery’s 

politically committed approach: 

 

This was a serious space – with black artists posing as 
waiters during police raids in the 1960s. Artwork (such 
as Ezom Legae’s “Chicken” series about the death of 
Steve Biko) was confiscated in the 1970s. Linda 
Goodman stood up to the law and offered her home to 
artists in hiding. The gallery stood in solidarity with 
marches against the regime. It showed the work of 
artists such as Dumile Feni, Sydney Kumalo, Leonard 
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Matsoso, Cyprian Shilakoe, who struggled to find 
forums for their work during apartheid because of their 
race. It disseminated messages to the rest of the world 
during the cultural boycott through platforms such as 
Art Basel and travelling exhibitions such as Art against 
Apartheid. It presented the work of a pioneering new 
school of South African modernists such as Cecil 
Skotnes and Edoardo Villa. It supported cultural 
workers, such as Fuad Adams, little known, overlooked 
and on the run from Security Police due to his 
inflammatory drawings. But it was also a playful and 
experimental space – the Fook years with Walter Battiss 
and the necessity to imagine a fictional utopia where 
equality was possible. Peter Schütz’s invented magical 
language – both spoken and visual. Art was made on the 
pavement, only for it to be washed away the next time it 
rained. Robert Hodgins’ acerbic satire of politicians and 
businessmen expressed through a singular artistic style. 
Many of these stories were passed onto me by Neil 
Dundas, a walking Goodman Gallery encyclopaedia, 
who worked so closely with many of these artists since 
the 1980s and continued the chronicles of those who 
never lived to see the end of apartheid.991 
 

 

The narrative of the Goodman Gallery’s history as a non-discriminatory 

space during apartheid is key to the definition of the gallery’s identity 

today. As a Jewish owned gallery, like many of the art galleries and 

private collections in South Africa, Goodman’s practice was inscribed, 

and continues to be inscribed today, in what auctioneer Stephan Welz 

has defined as the phenomenon of Jewish philanthropy in the local art 

and cultural field.992 Linda Givon and other dealers active between the 

                                                
991 This is highlighted by the series of  occurrences listed by Essers in her “A Forwards” text, 

4. 
992 A lecture by Stephan Welz on this topic was hosted by art auctioneers Strauss & Co on 

23 November 2015. See https://www.straussart.co.za/press/release/2015-11-23-stephan-welz-
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1960s and 70s - like Egon Guenther, Gallery 101, and Lidchi Gallery993- 

were both art traders and patrons, motivated by a liberal political vision. 

On the one hand, they played a key role in integrating black artists into 

the local and international art markets; on the other hand, they had a 

major impact on the way black artists’ practice was shaped, marketed, 

and narrated, and hence included or excluded from the mainstream 

narrative of high art during apartheid.  

 While all the other galleries disappeared over the years, 

Goodman kept operating successfully. Linda had, in fact, found a way 

of satisfying the collecting interests and tastes of the white magnates of 

the gold and diamond mining industry - who made up an important 

portion of art buyers during apartheid -,994 while also contributing to 

transforming a segregated art world, in which black and white artists 

were rarely acknowledged as sharing the same register of value, be it 

symbolic or economic.  

There is, in the history of Goodman Gallery of the 1980s, an 

emblematic curatorial instance that illustrates the impact of art 

                                                
speaks-on-the-jewish-contribution-to-cultural-life-in-south-africa. As reported by Forbes, 
quoting the “2010 Barclays Culture of  Philanthropy report”, South Africa is the most 
philanthropic country in Africa and the 2nd most “generous” in the world after the United 
States of  America. See https://www.forbes.com/sites/mfonobongnsehe/2011/08/05/five-
notable-african-philanthropists/#3f2fb1a6137c.  

993 These were the galleries that, advertised or mentioned in the magazine Artlook over its 
11 years of  publication between 1966 and 1977, featured black artists in their rosters. Other 
galleries were the Avant-Garde Gallery, The Little Gallery, Pieter Wenning Gallery, Whippman’s 
Gallery, and the Mona Lisa Gallery. 

994 Notable amongst these “Randlords” – the term with which they were referred to - was 
Maximillian Michaelis, patron of  the Michaelis Collection, which was donated to the South 
African National Gallery in Cape Town in 1914 and Randlord Lionel Phillips, whose 
philanthropist wife Florence Phillips’s activity was at the origin of  the Johannesburg Art Gallery 
in Joubert Park; their descendant now owns the Hollard Art Collection. In Jillian Carman, 
“Johannesburg Art Gallery and the Urban Future”, in Beauregard, L. Bremner, & X. Mangcu 
(eds.), Emerging Johannesburg: Perspectives on the Post-apartheid City (New York: Routledge, 2003), 
231-256.  
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dealership in the shaping of the career of black artists. The instance 

concerns the temporary integration into the team of the gallery of Bongi 

Dhlomo in 1986. Like Natasha Becker and Emma Bedford, Dhlomo 

was also an established figure who represented an important 

opportunity for the gallery to access new artists as well as new markets. 

 

 

3.3.3) From the Gallery’s Archive: Bongi Dhlomo and 
the ‘Contemporary-Transitional-Traditional Art’ 

Question in 1986. 

 

“Galleries are more than simply retail enterprises; they shape 

professional careers – and not simply those of artists”, 995  O’Toole 

states. We can add that, this “shaping” is mutual, since galleries are also 

considerably impacted by the artists that pass through their rosters and 

by the professionals that operate behind-the-scenes. The brief story of 

Bongi Dhlomo working at Goodman Gallery greatly exemplifies this 

reciprocal influence. 

Born in 1956 in the region of KwaZulu-Natal, Bongi Dhlomo 

studied printmaking at the Evangelical Lutheran Church Art and Craft 

Centre at Rorke’s Drift. This was one of the most important art centres 

dedicated to the education of black artists during apartheid, and 

Dhlomo was one of the very few black female apprentices. Having 

received a Fine Arts Diploma, she had been practicing as an artist and 

was also involved in cultural circles committed to anti-apartheid 

                                                
995 O’Toole, “Fifty years”, 16. 
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resistance. Her series “Forced Removals” (1982), was, for instance, 

exhibited in the Art toward Social Development exhibition during the Culture 

and Resistance Festival in Botswana that same year. And yet, while 

practicing as an artist she had also taken on art administrative roles, 

beginning with working at the African Art Centre in Durban from 1980 

to 1983. When she relocated to Johannesburg after marrying artist Pat 

Mautloa, she became “gallery manager” at the FUBA Gallery996 until 

mid-1985, where she curated numerous of exhibitions and became an 

active supporter of art education within the black artist community. 

Within the Johannesburg art scene of the 1980s, Dhlomo carried out 

different administrative and curatorial activities, being involved in the 

Tupelo Arts Project as well as working as an independent intermediary 

for local and foreign collectors, amongst which German reverend Hans 

Blum, the person behind the collection of artworks by black South 

African artists at the Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt on the Main.997 

Later, she worked as coordinator at the Alexandra Art Centre and also 

became known for being the first black person to join the Art Gallery 

                                                
996 The Federated Union of  Black Artists Arts Centre was established in 1978 by Benjy 

Francis, Sipho Sepamla, and other artists, writers, actors and musicians in Johannesburg. The 
objective was to work with artists in their various forms as well as to resolve legal issues of  
ownership and distribution. The Centre evolved into a full-time arts school, known as the FUBA 
Academy of  Arts and later the FUBA School of  Drama and Visual Arts and the FUBA School 
of  Music. The FUBA Gallery was opened in Newtown by South African painter David Koloane. 

997 See, for instance, the interview with Bongi Dhlomo and German reverend and collector 
Hans Blum featured in the catalogue of  the exhibition A Labour of  Love (2014), curated by Gabi 
Ngcobo and Yvette Mutumba at the Weltkulturen Museum in Frankfurt on the Main, Frankfurt. 
Commissioned in 1986, to purchase artworks by South African black artists on behalf  of  the 
museum, Blum had relied on Dhlomo to access artists that were scattered across the country,  
and hence to purchase their artworks. Blum’s short trip to South Africa resulted in the 
acquisition of  600 works by artists such as Peter Clarke, Lionel Davis, David Koloane, and Sam 
Nhlengethwa. Blum and Dhlomo had known each other for long time, since the reverend had 
lived in South Africa from the early 1960s to the late 1970s, a period during which he had already 
collected a number of  works from black artists. His acknowledgement of  the importance of  
art making as a form of  anti-apartheid cultural resistance was due to his own involvement in 
the anti-apartheid movement of  the time. 
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Committee (AGC) since 1992, when she was approached by Cristopher 

Till (cultural director of the city of Johannesburg). Bongi started, and 

was fundamental in, the transformation of one of the most important 

art collections in the country - that of the Johannesburg Art Gallery.998 

After that, she began to serve as a Board Member on several other 

selection committees, including the South African National Art Gallery 

(SANG) in Cape Town, while she curated numerous exhibitions across 

the country. 

It is in 1986 that, between her work at FUBA gallery and her 

next appointment at the Alexandra Art Centre in Soweto, Dhlomo 

worked at the Goodman Gallery, for seven months from January to 

July. This short experience has always been represented a minor feature 

in her reach biography and career in the arts, and she has scattered 

memories of it.999 When confronted with two documents, her memory 

is refreshed: the first document is her typewritten CV from the early 

‘90s (no date is reported) that features her experience at the Goodman 

Gallery in 1986. The second is a clipping of an invitation, dating back 

to 1986, to an exhibition titled “Contemporary-Transitional-

Traditional”, which was held at the project space called “Studio Gallery” 

                                                
998 See Bongi Dhlomo, “Seeds of  Change”, in J. Carman (ed.), 1910–2010: One Hundred Years 

of  Gallery (Johannesburg: Johannesburg Art Gallery, 2010), 35-42. The Museum had already 
initiated a review of  its acquisition policies, responding to the changing of  the political 
landscape, and hence the acquisition of  artworks from black artists. As Same Mdluli notes in 
her dissertation, the shift towards more inclusive collecting policies, as well as toward the 
questioning of  the categories used to define art by black artists in a public museum of  the time 
was “not only encouraged by the staging of  large-scale exhibitions that featured certain artists 
and art forms, but also reflected the changing attitudes to how museums presented exhibitions 
to audiences”; Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 15. 

999 I interviewed Bongi Dhomo on the 6 May 2016 in the attic of  the Johannesburg Art 
Gallery. My interview was supported by the two documents which helped Dhlomo recall those 
memories. Dhlomo was, in fact, happily surprised to see the two documents, whose existence 
in the archive of  the Johannesburg Art Gallery she had forgotten.  
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recently opened at Goodman Gallery,  and of which Bongi Dhlomo was 

announced as “the new ‘curator’” (Fig. 61).1000 

There is an important discrepancy in the descriptions of 

Dhlomo’s position in the two documents. In the curriculum vitae, we 

read: 

1986 – Jan-July – Gallery Assistant: Goodman Gallery 
After the FUBA gallery experience this felt like “Stealing 
Money” – very little challenge and a bit removed from 
my experience of working with the community. During 
this time I was approached to join the Alexandra Art 
Centre as coordinator […].1001 
 

On the other hand, the invitation clipping reported the following 

information: 

 

CONTEMPORARY-TRANSITIONAL-
TRADITIONAL ART. 
Some aspects from black Southern Africa with emphasis 
on the mystical, toys and the animal kingdom. Preview: 
Saturday 1st of March 1986 9.30 am to 6 pm […] We 
would like to take this opportunity to introduce Mrs. 
Bongi Dhlomo as the curator of our new Studio Gallery 
upstairs. Bongi is experienced in dealing with traditional 
art of South Africa and will be specializing in this field 
in our new Gallery. Our thanks and appreciation to Mr. 
Brett Sher who helped to acquire works from this 
collection.1002 

 

                                                
1000 I found the two documents in a folder dedicated to Bongi Dhlomo in the archive of  

the Johannesburg Art Gallery, in April-May 2016. 
1001 Text from the curriculum vitae of  Bongi Dhlomo, dated approx. early 1990s, found in 

the Bongi Dhlomo arhive of  the Johannesburg Art Gallery. 
1002 Text from the invitation clipping for Contemporary-Transitional-Traditional Art (1986). 
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Figure 61_ Triptych invitation clipping for the exhibition Contemporary-Transitional-
Traditional, Goodman Gallery, 1989. 
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Such a discrepancy between the description of her position at 

Goodman Gallery in her CV (Gallery Assistant) and her title’s position 

announced in the gallery’s clipping (Curator) is a fissure that invites 

inquiry. Most importantly, it indicates the complexity of Dhlomo’s 

figure as a black woman building her career in the arts – not only as an 

artist but also as an art mediator - towards the end of apartheid. The 

ambiguity surrounding her position titles is not surprising due to a 

number of reasons. She certainly was one of the very few black woman 

to hold a prestigious position in a white owned commercial gallery that, 

in spite of the fact that it had already distinguished itself for its liberal 

ideas, still had to please white South African clients and a white-

dominated art field – although, by that time, Goodman had already 

started to attend Art Basel (since 1984) and had diversified and extended 

its international client portfolio. The job description discrepancy can 

also be due to the fact that, as I have already suggested, there was still a 

certain ambiguity surrounding the use of the concept of curatorship at 

that time, and Dhlomo seems to have preferred to define herself as an 

art administrator rather than a curator.1003 Moreover, regardless of her 

job description, her employment at Goodman Gallery is a sign of the 

stand taken by its director, Linda Givon, in a time of political upheaval 

and reiterated state of emergency under the presidency of Botha,1004 

                                                
1003 Bongi Dhlomo, interview, 6 May 2016. 
1004 An outspoken opponent of  majority rule and international communism, Pieter Willem 

Botha was the leader of  South Africa from 1978 to 1989, serving as the last Prime Minister 
from 1978 to 1984 and the first executive State President from 1984 to 1989 – when he resigned 
as leader of  the ruling National Party (NP) and later from the presidency of  Frederik W. de 
Klerk, a NP conservative-moderate leader, who became state president later that year. He 
started the dismantling of  apartheid, lifted the ban on anti-apartheid resistance groups such as 
the African National Congress (ANC), the South African Communist Party (SACP), and the 
Pan Africanist Congress (PAC), and started negotiations with the ANC leader Nelson Mandela, 
who was released from prison in the same year.  In 1993, De Klerk and Mandela were awarded 
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during which the black population had responded to the ANC’s call to 

the masses to make the townships ungovernable by all means possible. 

Without a doubt, Dhlomo has exercised a fascination on the white art 

community of the transaction period. Certainly, for the art world 

establishment of that time, her involvement in white-owned or directed 

organizations (Goodman Gallery and the Johannesburg Biennale, for 

instance) represented an opportunity to address and start the 

transformation of the segregated art field.1005 

Over the final years of apartheid, the art community of South 

Africa was a battlefield: on the one hand, many artists – both black and 

white - had embraced the idea of “culture as a weapon of struggle”;1006 

on the other hand, confrontations also concerned the way in which art 

production of the time was classified within the scholarship, the 

museums and the art market, that is, in the way that it reflected South 

African societal segregation as well as Western art history’s hierarchized 

distinction between Western and non-Western art or “Art” and 

“craft”.1007  

                                                
the Nobel Peace Prize for their efforts at reform in South Africa. 

1005 The fact that she was invited in 1992 by Cristopher Till to serve as a Board Member the 
Art Gallery Committee (AGC) and her appointment as coordinator of  the first Johannesburg 
Biennale in 1995 demonstrate how the white art community saw in her a figure that could 
mediate a post-apartheid transformation of  the art field. 

1006 This was an expression coined within the Culture and Resistance Festival, held in July 
1976, in Gaborone, (Botswana), in which several hundreds of  South African visual artists, 
musicians, actors, writers, many of  them exiled, living in Europe and America, gathered for a 
week of  talks, art exhibitions, and performances. The aim of  the festival was precisely to define 
the role of  art in the pursuit of  a future democratic South Africa.  By that time, the collective 
that convened the festival, the Medu Art Ensemble which was first affiliated to the Black 
Consciousness principles and as a cultural wing for the African National Congress, had evolved 
into a multiracial collective of  visual artists, writers, and performers living in Garobone. See 
Peffer, Art at the End of  Apartheid, 73-81. See also de Clive Kellner and Sergio-Albio González, 
Thami Mnyele +MEDU Art Ensemble Retrospective (Jacana: Johannesburg, 2009). 

1007 As I have argued, South African art scholarship and criticism mostly followed the 
Western formalist approach and its hierarchical division between “art” and “craft”, which 
resulted in the adoption of  particular strategies for research, exhibitions and discussions on the 
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Therefore, before further analysing and discussing the 

discrepancy in Dhlomo’s work description at Goodman, it is important 

to situate her short experience at the gallery in the context of a transition 

that characterized the relationship between different art communities 

and the classification of art production in the second half of the 1980s 

- the title of the exhibition Contemporary-Transitional-Transitional (1986) at 

Goodman suggesting a partition between three “genres” of art 

production, as well as providing a guide for it.1008 This classification can 

be better understood when compared to the one that underlaid the 

organization of a landmark exhibition, held in Johannesburg a year 

earlier: Tributaries. A View of Contemporary South African Art (1986), which 

featured numerous artists – both black and white- from the Goodman 

stable. 

Curated by Ricky Burnet 1009  at the Africana Museum (now 

Museum Africa) in Newtown (Johannesburg) and sponsored by 

                                                
work of  black artists, producing the perception that “there were no works of  ‘art’ by black 
artists”. See Sabine Marschall, “Strategies of  Accommodation: Toward an Inclusive Canon of  
South African art”, Art Journal, no. 60 (2001): 51.  

1008 There are no images, texts or reviews of  this exhibition currently available in the 
archives I consulted that would allow an analysis of  the show. My information about it results 
from my conversation with Bongi Dhlomo, who also had forgotten about that exhibition.  

1009 BMW art advisor Ricky Burnett was an active white philanthropist before becoming the 
“curator” of  Tributaries, as he is known today.  In Mduli’s dissertation we read that “At the time 
Burnett was working with Bill Ainslie [an influential artist and art teacher during the 1970s and 
1980s, especially among black urban art students], who had set up the Johannesburg Art 
Foundation and with Burnett’s assistance identified an opportunity for ‘a kind of  vocational 
rather than hobby-driven need for some other kind of  art educational facility in the city’. In 
1985 Ainslie met with Sir Anthony Caro, a British sculptor who had been invited to South Africa 
by the Durban Art Gallery to judge a sculpture competition. Upon Caro’s arrival in 
Johannesburg, Ainslie and Burnett took him to the Federated Union of  Black Artists (FUBA), 
where Caro decided to put together a contemporary art collection that could be used either as 
an inspirational source for the students, or as fundraising leverage, for which he persuaded major 
names in international art to donate works. [..]It was through this meeting, and a conversation 
between Eberhard V. Kuenheim, then CEO of  BMW, Mary Slack of  the Oppenheimer Family 
(who also sat on the board of  trustees for FUBA), Sir Anthony Caro, Burnett’s ex-wife Sandra 
and Burnett himself  at a dinner one night, that Tributaries was conceived almost instantaneously. 
[…] The connections between these key figures are important to note because they are 
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BMW,1010Tributaries was the first exhibition held in a public museum to 

display the art of white artists alongside the art of black artists from the 

urban townships, as well as the work of black practitioners from the 

rural “homelands”.1011 As I have already mentioned, Tributaries may have 

prompted Magiciens de la Terre (1989) in its curatorial approach and 

premises: they were both inscribed in a multiculturalist political 

economy, where art exhibitions were employed to offer a sense of 

societal cohesion by naturalizing difference and celebrating cultural 

pluralism.1012 In the words of Burnett, “South Africans cannot, and 

ought not, to lay claim to a common culture. But there is, we hope, in 

this collection a sense of a common humanity”.1013 This exhibition, in 

                                                
interrelated with the Triangle Arts Trust, which subsequently led to the development of  the 
Thupelo Workshops. It is an important narrative because it highlights the emergence of  a 
relationship that later had an impact on the staging of  the Neglected Tradition [1989]. Inspired by 
these activities, Burnett claims his conception of  Tributaries was spontaneous, ‘conjecturally 
derived’ through the ‘discovery’ of  ‘rural’ artists who were until then unnoticed, given the nature 
of  society at the time, where, as he puts it, ‘no one had bothered to look’”. Mdluli, From State of  
Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 51. 

1010 German motor manufacturing company BMW was present in South Africa since the 
early 1970s.  

1011  Tributaries included a hundred and eleven artists in total. As John Peffer argues, 
Tributaries “was the first of  its kind to display the whole range of  visual art production by all 
groups in South Africa”. The curator gathered work by “modernists, craft artists, and traditional” 
and so called “tourist artists” under one roof. Amongst the featured artists there were a number 
of  “unnamed ‘Ndebele artists’, who were given wide exposure within the show”; Peffer, Art at 
the End of  Apartheid, 284. According to Mdluli, this exhibition is key to understanding the 
process through which a certain idea of  “authentic African art” was legitimized in contemporary 
art history, via its integration into the art market and into the museums; Mdluli, From State of  
Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 46. 

1012 As Same Mdluli suggests, “it is this foundation of  ‘pluralism’ […] that Burnett was 
working on in both his curatorial approach and selection process, and that allowed him to 
display a diversity of  objects and artworks from different cultural backgrounds in one exhibition. 
It created a scenario where the exhibition from then on functioned within a space of  the ‘free 
market’ — removing it from history and social politics”; Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the 
Dawn of  Democracy, 46. “The aim of  the exhibition was to assemble a collection of  contemporary 
South African art for a European tour that showed an inclusive South African art world”; Ricky 
Burnett, Tributaries. A View of  Contemporary South African Art (Johannesburg: BMW South Africa, 
1985), 1. The exhibitions travelled to the cities of  Munich, Berlin, Stuttgart, Hamburg, and 
Zurich.  

1013 Burnett, Tributaries, 1. 
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its multiculturalist juxtaposition and pluralistic approach which 

attempted to demonstrate similarities rather than differences in a highly 

racialized society, was firstly aimed at promoting a certain image of 

contemporary South African abroad. 1014  However, it also had an 

important impact on both the art market and the art museums in South 

Africa, and sought to facilitate the gradual incorporation of black artists 

- especially artists from the rural areas – into the canon of South African 

art history.1015 As in Magiciens, the curatorial research for Tributaries was 

implicated with the “politics in classification, representation, and history 

implied [in] the consideration of categories of art and artists”, and, as 

argued by art historian Same Mdluli, “although these were not 

necessarily categorically used descriptively in the exhibition, these 

categories ultimately upheld a division between the different art forms 

and artists, presenting a contradiction to Burnett’s claim that the 

exhibition was intended to create a sense of integration and harmony 

                                                
1014 According to Marschall, such a pluralistic approach was aimed at creating a link between 

“white art” and “black art”; according to Marschall, it is an outcome of  the “the rising influence 
of  postmodernist theoretical discourses, in particular the questioning of  hierarchically ordered 
binaries, the increasing interest in marginal cultures as a result of  the critique of  dominant 
Western culture, and the blurring of  boundaries between ‘high’ and ‘low’ art”; Marschall, 
“Strategies of  Accommodation”, 52. 

1015 According to Mdluli: “Tributaries made a concerted effort to disavow difference in that 
it presented such political and ideological concerns across the divide operating between two 
systems: the public institutions and the commercial art market. On the one hand, the market 
stood to gain or profit from promoting these artists in a particular way, while on the other, the 
public institutions sought to incorporate them into the historical narrative in a manner that 
would ensure the establishment of  a knowledge base. By functioning in the ‘free market’, the 
exhibition presented a different perspective on South African art and also positioned itself  as 
providing a unique and specific ‘view of  contemporary South African art’ to both local and 
international audiences. As a result, I argue, Tributaries stimulated the reception and visibility of  
certain artists who until then had not appeared in the mainstream art market”; Mdluli, From State 
of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 48. Large-scale exhibitions like Tributaries were particularly 
linked to pluralistic politics, since they “reflected the reinstallation of  the permanent collections 
of  public galleries, which as state institutions, were now eager to acknowledge their 
responsibility towards a more broadly conceived South African public”; Marschall, “Strategies 
of  Accommodation”, 55. 
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amongst a diversity of works”. 1016  As Burnett declared, he had 

“considered four broad cultural areas: rural traditional, rural transitional, 

urban black and urban white”.1017 Such a classification, therefore, gives 

us an overview of the different and politically implicated labels that had 

become currency in South African art circles at the time in which 

Dhlomo worked at Goodman. These necessarily impacted the ways in 

which black artists were being integrated into contemporary art history 

in South Africa. 1018  Based on a racial divide, the labels “ultimately 

determined the kind of access artists had to the art market”, where 

“urban artists (especially white ones) had access to facilities like galleries, 

exhibitions, and community centres to show and sell their work”, an 

access which “rural” artists were not familiar with.1019  

Specifically, the “urban” category referred to those artists who 

lived and worked in an urban environment and were therefore 

producing art within this context.1020 And yet, white artists where not 

assigned other labels, which indicated that they dictated the normative 

reference for all the other categories. They were all coming from the 

urban centres, had a degree in art, with some teaching art at tertiary 

institutions that gave tuition in the so-called Fine Arts.1021 Amongst the 

                                                
1016 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 55. 
1017 Burnett, Tributaries, 7; cited in Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 

55. 
1018 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 55. 
1019 See Ivor Powell, “‘…us blacks…’: Self-Construction and the Politics of  Modernism”, 

in Ivor Powell (eds.), Persons and Pictures: The Modernist Eye in Africa (Johannesburg: Newtown 
Galleries, 1995), 13; quoted in Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 56. Also 
see Ivor Powell, “Killing the Father: Some Thoughts on South African Art and the BMW Show”, 
De Arte, no. 32 (1985): 45-47. 

1020 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 56. 
1021 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 59. Amongst the white artists 

included in Tributaries were Robert Hodgins, William Kentridge and Cecil Skotnes, all part of  
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white artists included in Tributaries were Robert Hodgins, William 

Kentridge, and Cecil Skotnes, all part of the Goodman Gallery’s stable 

at the time. These artists were defined not only as “sophisticated in their 

skills and ambitions but were also well informed about the drift of art 

developments in other parts of the world”.1022 

On the other hand, black artists were divided into “urban” and 

“rural”. “Urban” black referred to artists living in the townships, who, 

while not admitted to high levels of education nor to formal fine art 

education,1023 were either trained at community art centres, self-taught 

or mentored by a white artist. Amongst them were Goodman Gallery 

artists Sydney Kumalo, Ezrom Legae, and Leonard Matsoso. 1024 

However, these were amongst the few artists from the South African 

townships that were represented by a leading commercial gallery 

alongside white artists; hence, they were already integrated into an art 

market, locally and internationally. Others, the majority, were being 

dismissed “under the pejorative label of ‘township art’ and frequently 

criticized for irrelevance and repetitiveness”.1025 Finally, there was the 

                                                
the Goodman Gallery stable of  the time.  

1022 Burnett, Tributaries, 2.  
1023 At the time, Black artists only had access to a limited number of  universities: the 

University of  Fort Hare (from 1974 onwards), Bophuthatswana (1978 onwards), Durban-
Westville (1970 onwards), and UNISA (from the 1930s onwards); Mdluli, From State of  Emergency 
to the Dawn of  Democracy, 57. 

1024  Other artists included in such a category, namely Pat Mautloa, Leonard Matsoso, 
Johannes Maswangany and David Koloane, joined the Goodman Gallery over the following 
years. 

1025  Burnett, Tributaries, iii. Township art was a term coined within South African art 
criticism to define a particular genre emerged from the “legacy of  informal training combined 
with paternalistic market pressures” which resulted in that “many black artists conformed to a 
repetitive, sentimental self-regarding and limited set of  styles”; Peffer, Art at the End of  Apartheid, 
5. Peffer also argues that “it seems reasonable that township art, or at least the way it was showed 
in galleries and discussed in prints, went hand in hand with apartheid”; Peffer, Art at the End of  
Apartheid, 33. According to art critic Ivor Power, this art “reproduced the basic assumptions 
that whites wanted to nurture around their compatriots. Thus the primitivization of  the human 
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category of “rural” black artists, which later became “‘rural transitional” 

and eventually was referred to as “transitional”. The term, as Mdluli 

points out, was found to be problematic and was eventually rejected 

because of the way it was used by the white-dominated market”.1026 

Coined within the University Galleries of the University of 

Witwatersrand by scholars like Anitra Nettleton and Elizabeth Dell, the 

term expressed the attempt to frame a form of art that was not 

“traditional or tribal” nor “modern”.1027 The term therefore emerges as 

a tool for dealers, collectors, and art historians “faced with the dilemma 

of accessioning work that they felt was important to include but did not 

necessarily fit the prescribed criteria of ‘traditional’ art, yet was found to 

be very problematic for imposing a new limiting and derogative label to 

the work of black artists”.1028  

                                                
figure; thus the exaggerated African look as an immediate token of  difference, thus the absence 
of  technology and progress; thus the emphasis on music and dancing as rendering blacks as 
creature of  feeling rather than thought; thus the overwhelming  picture of  the township dweller 
as being helpless, in need of  guidance of  whites”; see Powell,  “‘…us blacks…’”;, 16. In contrast 
to Powell, David Koloane argues that if  art centres such as Polly Street and Rorke’s Drift played 
a key role in providing black artists with training, promoting visual arts tradition within the black 
African community”, they created a “novel expression that soon developed a submarket within 
the mainstream South African market in the late 1960s”; David Koloane, “Post-Apartheid 
Expression and a New Voice”, in F. Herreman (ed.), Liberated Voices: Contemporary Art from South 
Africa (New York: Museum for African Art, 1999), 20 - 21. Quoted in Mdluli, From State of  
Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 57. 

1026 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 60. 
1027 Elizabeth Dell, “Transitional Sculpture”, in Anitra Nettleton & D. Hammond-Tooke 

(eds.), African Art in Southern Africa: From Tradition to Township (Johannesburg: A.D. Donker, 1989), 
45–53. According to Anitra Nettleton, “in defining the category ‘transitional art’ for the 
University Galleries, we attempted to isolate those objects which had some basis in historical 
forms and techniques such as clay and wooden figure sculpture, but which were produced for 
sale in markets other than the traditional local ones”; Anitra Nettleton, “The Neglected 
Tradition: Towards a New History of  South African Art”, South African Journal of  Culture, Art 
and History, vol. 3 no. 3 (1989): 287 -290, cited in Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  
Democracy, 60. 

1028 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 60. 
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Amongst the several artists who were labelled “rural transitional 

artist” within Tributaries was Noria Mabasa, who, like other artist 

categorized in the same terms, was from the Limpopo, north of 

Johannesburg.1029 This region was famous at the time precisely for the 

carving tradition, where wood sculptures were mostly produced both 

for the community and for the tourist market. For Mabasa, the 

Tributaries exhibition was a springboard to the art market and to her 

integration into national collections. 1030  For instance, we find that 

Mabasa had a solo show – titled Parade 1031- at Goodman in 1986, while 

Bongi Dhlomo was employed by the gallery. As Dhlomo recalls, she 

had not introduced Mabasa to the gallery, since Linda had already made 

contact with her – probably within the Tributatries show. However, this 

was an exception, since Dhlomo played a fundamental role in 

connecting Goodman with the community of black artists, at a time 

when the art market responded to the Tributaries exhibition with an 

increased demand of work by black artists.1032  

Before 1986, the Goodman Gallery was already working with 

several black artists amongst which were practitioners linked to Polly 

                                                
1029  Amongst other artists included in the “rural” or “rural transitional” category of  

Tributaries were Nelson Makhuba, Dr Phatuma Seoka, Paul Tavhana, Johannes Maswanganyi 
and Jackson Hlungwani. As Mdluli notes, “many of  these artists had been producing works 
mainly for use in their Tributaries immediate community while others were making works 
directed towards a tourist market. With some exceptions, all of  them remained visible well into 
the early 1990s but subsequently disappeared from view towards the end of  that decade”; Mdluli, 
From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 54. 

1030 Prior to the Tributaries exhibition, Mabasa exhibited along with other Vendabased artists 
at the Venda Sun hotel.  

1031  See the biography of  Noria Mabasa at the website 
http://www.revisions.co.za/biographies/noria-mabasa/#.XNw1PdMzbVp.  

1032  Bongi Dhlomo, interview, 6 April 2016. She also argues that it was the Thupelo 
Workshop held in Johannesburg  in 1986 when the white art world of  the city had the chance 
to engaged with black artists. 
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Street, like Sidney Kumalo and Ezrom Legae, and artists coming from 

Rorke’s Drift, like Cyprian Shilaque and John Muafangejo.1033 However 

it was Dhlomo who introduced numerous new artists. Amongst them 

was Durant Shilali, who she knew from FUBA, of which she was gallery 

manager and where Shilali was a teacher in the FUBA Outreach 

Programmes; as well as her own husband Pat Mautloa, also linked to 

FUBA, who soon became a renowned artist within the South African 

art scene. It was also during Bongi’s appointment at Goodman that 

Johannes Segogela had his first solo show at the gallery. An artist from 

Limpopo, Johannes Segogela’s wood sculpture miniatures - figures or 

groups that respond to a religious iconography – soon became well 

known locally and internationally, being included in exhibitions and 

anthologies by international curators such as Okwui Enwezor. As 

Mdluli points out, Segogela has been always associated to Tributaries 

without having participated in the exhibition. It was, rather, its 

integration into the Goodman Gallery that afforded him a change of 

category from “rural transitional” to “fine art” practitioner. He, in fact, 

started to exhibit at Goodman in 1986, “in a space demarcated for 

‘transitional’ art, and by the early 1990s had held one-man shows in the 

main gallery. In these same years, though Goodman Gallery he started 

exhibiting at international art fairs and major art exhibitions such as Art 

Basel (1989) and the Venice Biennale (1993) [as well as at] the 5th 

Havana Biennale in Cuba (1994) and 1st Johannesburg Biennale 

                                                
1033 Sidney Kumalo (Polly Street, Goodman since the mid-70s), Ezrom Legae (Polly Street 

- 1970: Solo exhibition, Goodman Gallery, Johannesburg. 1973: Memorial exhibition, Goodman 
Gallery, Johannesburg. 1990), Cyprian Shilaque (Rorke’s Drift) John Muafangejo (Rorke’s Drift) 
Julian Motau (Linda Goodman (Givon), who gave him his first one-person show in 1967), and 
Leonar Matsoso (Jubilee Art Centre). 
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(1995)”.1034 The “authentication” of Segogela into South African art 

history, however, first took place in 1989, with his inclusion in The 

Neglected Tradition exhibition curated by Stephen Sachs at the 

Johannesburg Art Gallery.1035 

Let’s now return to the clipping that announces the opening of 

the Studio Gallery and the new appointment of Dhlomo as the 

“curator” of this space, and as an expert in “traditional and transitional 

art”. Without a doubt, inserted in the socio-historical context, the 

Studio Gallery acquired relevant value in the art field: it was, in fact, a 

specifically curated “liminal” space - “hence transitional”– within which 

the integration of “rural” black artists into the market of contemporary 

art could be choreographed. It shows the way the marketplace (a 

commercial gallery) had set the conditions for this “labelling” transition 

to happen, pre-empting the revisionist agenda of public collections and 

museums in the following years that started with the land-mark 

exhibitions such as The Neglected Tradition.1036  

As Mdluli argues the “entry and incorporation of [Segogela’s] 

works into the gallery system (in this case the Goodman Gallery under 

                                                
1034 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 100-101. 
1035  The show, in fact, displayed the work of  nearly 100 black South African artists 

sanctioning the will of  a public institution to include black artists in the narrative of  South 
African art history. 

1036 Unlike Tributaries, which results from the partnership between a philanthropist and a 
corporation, The Neglected Tradition responded to the agenda of  public museums that wanted to 
amend the white supremacist art history narrated by their collections. The curator of  the show, 
Steve Sack – who at the time was a lecturer in in the Department of  History of  Art and Fine 
Art at the University of  South Africa (UNISA), was approached by Christopher Till to curate 
an art exhibition by black South Africans. In any case, the exhibition continues to be a landmark 
of  the South African art history, and as Mdluli highlights, “it caused a disturbance in the order 
of  the dominant narrative in that it fostered a move towards a more inclusive account of  South 
African art history. […] It confronted not only the challenges of  rewriting history, but also the 
fragile nature of  the archive and the fact that it is not always accurate and is at times 
inconsistent”; Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 81. 



 

 

 
479 

Linda Givon), which […] has by and large been determined by white 

patronage” is key to understanding “how and why an artist like Segogela 

— and others categorized in the same bracket — were authenticated as 

‘contemporary’ by exhibitions such as [The Neglected Tradition, 1989], 

[this being a central question], especially given that his work can be 

claimed to have emanated from an essentially ‘tourist’ market[…]”.1037  

Following Salah Hassan, Mdluli argues that patronage is 

instrumental “in providing important connections to the history of 

modern expression in contemporary African art”.1038 As the example of 

Segogela demonstrates, during apartheid the role of commercial 

galleries like Goodman in the patronage of black artists was particularly 

relevant. Their impact was not only on the modes of classification of 

artworks, art practices, and artistic style, but also on the making and 

marketing of the artists themselves. It is within the laboratory of the 

commercial gallery, in fact, that unrecognized black artists became 

authors regarded as entitled and capable of producing unique works, and 

hence entering the economy of fine art. The title Contemporary-

Transitional-Traditional best illustrates, perhaps, this progression from 

anonymity to authorship as a ritual passage that takes place in an 

expressly curated art space. 

Bongi Dhlomo was, therefore, a key curatorial figure in this 

delicate process. She was well known and respected within the black art 

community of Cape Town and Johannesburg, as well as in the more 

                                                
1037 Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 81.  
1038 Salam Hassan, “The Modernist Experience in African Art: Visual Expressions of  the 

Self  and Cross-Cultural Aesthetics”, NKA: Journal of  Contemporary African Art, no. 2 
(Spring/Summer 1995): 30-74, quoted in Mdluli, From State of  Emergency to the Dawn of  Democracy, 
103. 
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rural areas and, as such, was the perfect “informant” for Givon, who 

sought to work with more artists from these areas. Dhlomo recalls an 

anecdotic event linked to these questions: 

 

One day Linda said something, and she did not realize I 
was there and that I was hearing. “We got Bongi here 
and with the changes that are going on in the country, 
we have our foot in the door”. And then she in fact 
asked me to introduce her to black artists, and I did. At 
that time, [she meant] to put a foot in the door, before 
democracy”, she told me “let’s show these artists in our 
stable, so when things open up, then we already have 
them […]”. Goodman Gallery was fundamental in 
introducing these artists to the international market – 
the art fairs (Art Basel, for instance, and ARCO). All the 
top black artists have been linked to Goodman. 
Goodman made good money but did not do it all for 
money.1039 
 

 

Dhlomo was a precious treasure for Givon. She approached her at 

FUBA, where she had organized an exhibition by an artist from 

Swaziland: 

 

who did amazing pieces from clay. The gallery was big 
and the pieces were very small. So I took the pieces and 
I put them on the floor in a line, I did a sort of a train 
with them. People walked in and they did not see 
anything on the wall. Artworks were on the floor. Linda 
came and she was impressed with the way I decided to 
display the works, and she bought two pieces. After a 
while, when I resigned from FUBA because I was 
pregnant, she approached me to work at her gallery. She 
offered me more than double the salary that I was 
                                                

1039 Bongi Dhlomo, interview, 5 May 2019. 
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hearing at FUBA, where my salary was paid by a trust, 
and I started to work at Linda’s at the beginning of 1985. 
It was a very well-known gallery and very popular.1040 
 

 

When asked to describe her job during those seven months at 

Goodman, Dhlomo responds that it mostly consisted of “outreaching 

to artists to be introduced to the gallery and selecting their work. This 

was the same work I was asked to do for the Johannesburg Biennale in 

1995. Christopher Till and Lorna Ferguson thought I could provide 

them with the artists that could be integrated into the biennale, 

acknowledging that not all of them were already part of the mainstream 

urban art world in South Africa”.1041  

Therefore, the reason for the discrepancy in her job description 

- curator versus gallery assistant - lies in the unusual nature of her 

situation, as well as in the ambiguities surrounding the notion of 

“curatorship” and the title of “curator” at that time. What is certain is 

that working at Goodman “felt like stealing money” since she had “very 

little challenges” and she felt “a bit removed from [her] experience of 

working with the community”. 1042  These were the reasons for her 

resignation seven months later, when she was approached to join the 

Alexandra Art Centre as coordinator:  

 

1986 was the commemoration of the 1976 Soweto 
student uprising, and in the township this new art centre 
was being open for the occasion. So they approached 

                                                
1040 Bongi Dhlomo, interview, 5 May 2019.  
1041 Bongi Dhlomo, interview, 5 May 2019. 
1042 Bongi Dhlomo, interview, 5 May 2019. 
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me while I was working at Goodman, where I was 
feeling more like a shop assistant, I could not take many 
initiatives, or develop my own projects. I was more in 
charge of going to Venda and the rural areas to select 
the works that were going to be shown at the gallery. My 
role was very much about going between the artists and 
the gallery, which is curatorial work, but I did not feel 
the challenge, where I started everything from scratch – 
raising the funds, finding the artists, getting the works, 
putting it together, arranging the exhibition and 
organizing everything for the opening night. So yes, I 
left Goodman because I felt my career was not growing 
there, and Linda was aware of this and understood me. 
On the other hand, she had accomplished what she 
wanted from me, that is, I was introducing her to new 
black artists. 
 

As in the cases of Emma Bedford and Natasha Backer, whose 

appointment as in-house curators at Goodman lasted not longer than 

two years, Dhlomo’s brief experience as curator at the same gallery 

decades before, shows the ambiguous –both the affinity and the 

conflictive - relationship between independent curators and commercial 

galleries. On the one hand, curators exercise an important fascination 

with commercial galleries, which desire to integrate their authority as 

taste-makers, their agency as symbolic consecrators, and their contact 

networks into the gallery stable. At the same time, curators might see 

the gallery as an opportunity to exercise their profession and passion 

within a dynamic and engaging environment, work with artists, meet 

collectors, and learn how to operate within a lesser known and often 

mysterious area of the art field: the art market. And yet, on the other 

hand, the gallery’s working environment mostly responds to priorities 

that might not completely align with the personal interests and career 
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ambitions of the curator, who might feel usurped of her/his 

professional and authorial agency.  

 

 

 

3.3.4) The 50+ Years of the Goodman Gallery: The 
Curatorial Narrative of a Great Celebration 

 

Goodman Gallery artists have always, in some way, 
started, evoked, provoked, imagined, contested, 
confronted, constructed and yearned for new 
revolutions. When I bought the gallery eight years ago, 
what really struck me about this ostensible commercial 
space in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg, was a 
legacy of artists who were and are, in a sense, agents for 
social change. This approach seemed to be in the DNA 
of a space that, in its own idiosyncratic way stood up to 
apartheid divisions, to post-apartheid inequality and to 
contemporary issues of conflict and socio-economic 
injustice. The gallery, both then and now, has come to 
be defined by both an agility and a need to challenge 
unequal power structures. 
 

Liza Essers, 2016 

 

 With these words, Liza Essers opens an essay written in June 

2016, to be included in a catalogue publication produced as part of a 

rich program of exhibitions and events organized by the gallery to 

celebrate its 50th anniversary. Titled New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 

50 (1966-2016), the program included the production and screening, in 

different venues, of a documentary on the gallery; the organization of 
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three exhibitions held in three different spaces and cities - at Goodman 

Gallery Cape Town (2 June – 20 July), at Goodman Gallery 

Johannesburg (4 June – 23 July) and at the Goodman’s booth at Art 

Basel (16 -19 June); the publication of a catalogue that featured the work 

of the over fifty participant artists and the history and mission of the 

gallery; and an exclusive gala dinner event. These events all happened in 

the months of June and July 2016, and were organized by the team of 

curators and other in-house non-curatorial figures - although the full 

year was planned to be rich in ambitious exhibitions and events – 

including the aforementioned Africans in America programme co-curated 

by Hank Willis Thomas.  

The 50th anniversary programme had, however, involved many 

other people from the local and international art world who were called 

to contribute to the epochal celebration. The 13 min. 50 sec. 

documentary, also titled New Revolution, offers a relevant overview of the 

way stable artists, as well as local and international independent 

curators, scholars, critics etc., participated in making the Goodman 

Gallery history unique and relevant. The documentary results from 

numerous interviews carried out in Johannesburg and in other parts of 

the world, reaching out to professionals linked to the gallery past and 

present. For the interview carried out in Johannesburg and Cape Town, 

artists were contacted in their studios by a Goodman Gallery curator 

Lara Koseff, press officer Matthew Krouse, and myself (Fig. 64, 65 

and 66) or invited to be interviewed at the gallery (Fig. 62 and 63). 

Thus, the documentary tells the history of the gallery through the voices 

of the people that have known it since it first opened in the 1966 – “a 

small commercial gallery […] in the northern suburbs of Johannesburg” 
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- and of those who have been part of its growth, until it became “one 

of the most influential spaces on the African continent and beyond”.1043   

The documentary is introduced by the words of William 

Kentridge, for whom the history of Goodman Gallery could be easily 

told by its white walls, which have absorbed multiple “images” over the 

fifty years of the gallery’s history – a history which makes these walls “a 

kind of an astonishing archaeology”.1044 

 

 

 
Figure 62_ Artist David Koloane interviewed by gallery assistant Londi Modiko at the 
Goodman Gallery (March-May 2016). 

                                                
1043 See the documentary New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50 (2016), duration 13 min. 50 

sec. Available at the link: http://www.goodman-gallery.com/videos/32472. 
1044 New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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Figure 63_ Artist Carla Basuttil interviewed by gallery curator Lara Koseff (March-
May 2016). 

 

 
Figure 64_  William Kentridge in his studio in Johannesburg, a few minutes before 
the interview for the New Revolutions documentary (March-May 2016). 
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Figure 65_  Detail from William Kentridge’s studio in Johannesburg, taken a few 
minutes before the interview for the New Revolutions documentary (March-May 2016). 
 

 
Figure 66_ Detail from William Kentridge’s studio in Johannesburg, taken a few 
minutes before the interview for the New Revolutions documentary (March-May 2016). 
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The narrative of the documentary continues with a focus on the 

history of the gallery and its impact not only on the South African art 

field but also on the global art world in general, through the voice 

Alfredo Jaar, who acknowledges that “Goodman is part of the DNA of 

the contemporary art history in South Africa” and Iwona Blazwick, 

director of the Whitechapel Art Gallery in London, who momentously 

declares that “Goodman has pioneered a global understanding of 

art”. 1045  These statements serve to introduce a series of thematic 

sections through which the narrative of the history and the identity of 

the gallery is created. The words of Linda Givon, “My aim was for it to 

be a family and to create some sort of history for South Africa”, 

introduce the first chapter, and are then followed by Neil Dundas, a 

senior liaison at the gallery who has worked for it since the eighties. He 

highlights the braveness of Givon in taking on the government, media, 

and society as it was at the time. The generosity of Givon is also 

highlighted by William Kentridge, who recollects: “the gallery was 

physically sustaining a lot of the artists that worked with the gallery as 

well as artists that didn’t”.1046 It is followed by a section dedicated to 

explaining how “the gallery was a non-discriminatory space” in which 

artist David Koloane, who joined the gallery in the early 1990s and 

became one of the most successful South African black artists of his 

generation, reminisces that “as a black person, until the 1970s you could 

not walk into the [public] Johannesburg Art Gallery, so the Goodman 

Gallery brought a lot of innovation”.1047 Sam Nhlengethwa then recalls 

                                                
1045 Alfredo Jarr and Iwona Blazwick, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1046 William Kentridge, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1047 David Koloane, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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how, during apartheid, black artists attending gallery openings (events 

that were often held under the radar of the police) had to be ready to 

change and dress as waiters if the police showed up. Pat Mautloa, on 

the other hand, remembers that you had to try to be “deeper” or more 

metaphorical with your messages, so that the police could not easily 

understand the political intention of your work. He implicitly makes 

reference to the anecdotal story of black artist Ezrom Legae, author of 

the famous “Chicken” series produced after the assassination by 

security police of activist Steve Biko the previous year, which was 

confiscated from the gallery by the police in the 1970s. As Artist Clive 

van Denberg argues, after Mautloa, “the gallery was the place where the 

unspeakable could be approached”, alluding to the fact that Linda 

opened Goodman to politically engaged artists that were, through their 

work, challenging the social status quo of apartheid”.1048 

The following section is introduced by the header “A Space for 

Discourse”, which rather reflects the curatorial approach of the gallery 

today. Liza Essers makes her first appearance in the video within this 

section, arguing that she is particularly fascinated by the politically 

challenging character of contemporary art, which is one of the reasons 

why she decided to undertake this project. Stable blue chip artist Hank 

Willis Thomas (USA) follows Essers, recalling of when he first met her, 

at the Armory Show in 2009, “I was excited to exhibit in South Africa, 

because I realized how many great comparisons could be made between 

the United States and South Africa, related to political issues and to 

race”.1049 Alfredo Jaar then reappears in the documentary to the music 

                                                
1048 Clive van Denberg, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1049 Hank Willis Thomas, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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of Brother Moves On – a music and performing band from 

Johannesburg that is part of the Goodman’s stable - arguing that 

“culture can affect change and that is why culture is very important, 

culture is precious. The spaces for art and culture are the last remaining 

space of freedom”.1050  

An anecdotal story is introduced at this point by late South 

African photographer David Goldblatt: the controversy surrounding 

the display, in 2012, at Goodman Johannesburg, of Brett Murray’s The 

Spear, a satirical painting of President Zuma in the pose of Vladimir 

Lenin, but exposed at the midriff and with his genitalia on view (Fig. 

67). Goodman then received a court order from Zuma and the ANC 

ruling party to remove the artwork from the gallery. “This 

internationally reported-on tale saw the gallery subject to vandalism and 

protest, with 4000 people marching here to defend the president’s right 

to dignity”, recounted Essers elsewhere, “Amidst national polarization, 

political manipulation, attempts at censorship, as well as genuine hurt 

and concern over the corruption of images, I believe the Goodman 

Gallery became a place for discussion and for discourse, especially with 

regard to the necessity to defend – but also the responsibility that comes 

with – freedom of expression” 1051  (Fig. 68 and 70). In the 

documentary, Goldblatt, who was one of the those to stand up in 

defence of the gallery, argues that he “felt like that controversy was a 

threat to the freedom of the gallery to show what it considered to be 

work of consequence”.1052 

                                                
1050 Alfredo Jaar, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1051 Essers, “A Foreword”, 5. 
1052 David Goldblatt, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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Figure 67_ Goodman Gallery curator Lara Koseff with a visitor in front of Brett 
Murray’s “The Spear” before it was censured, May 2012. 

 

 
Figure 68_ Demonstration against Brett Murray’s “The Spear” painting in May 2012. 

 

 
Figure 69_ Liza Essers and ANC Spokesperson Jackson Mthembu at a press 
conference in May 2012 announcing a joint settlement between President Jacob 
Zuma, the African National Congress, the Goodman Galler,y and artist Brett Murray. 
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The painting’s author, Brett Murray, who is not part of the 

gallery stable anymore, is also featured in this part of the documentary 

recalling how it was relevant that the gallery protected this space of 

freedom regardless their own political beliefs. Bongi Dhlomo, who also 

took a public stand for the gallery, is also asked about this topic in the 

documentary; she argues that “the tables were turned”, in comparison 

with the apartheid times, “now it was a white artist that was censured, 

in a sense, by the new regime. So the demons in me [that wanted] to 

protect the right of artists to comment, I think that when the artists stop 

commenting it will be the death of any country”.1053  

The following section, entitled “A Space beyond Commerce”, 

puts particular emphasis on how Goodman has, by providing spaces 

and occasion for curatorial practices, transcended a mere commercial 

function within the South African art world. This section starts in the 

voice of Essers: “my being is more driven around patronage the arts, 

rather than being in a business that maximize return on effort”.1054 It 

follows the statement made by Johannesburg based curator and 

collector Warren Siebrest, a friend of the gallery from the first years, 

who argues that Goodman had a great capacity for overcoming the 

difficulties of a changing art market over the years: “Just to make fifty 

years, I don’t think there are many international galleries of this 

magnitude that reach this master”.1055 South African critic Sean O’Toole 

follows, stating that “the Goodman had to adopt, like other galleries, a 

                                                
1053 Bongi Dhlomo, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1054 Liza Essers, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1055 Warren Siebrest, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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different model of trading that is not just economic”.1056 International 

curator Hans Ulrich Obrist, also director of the Serpentine Gallery in 

London, addresses Goodman’s particular business model in his 

interview, arguing that “galleries fulfil, in South Africa, curatorial space, 

which normally, of course, would be maintained by museums for this 

museum to exist and function”. 1057  In the same way, photographer 

Adam Broomberg states that Goodman, like other local galleries in 

South Africa, has provided support for “local and kind of radical 

curatorial processes”. 1058  Goodman curatorial work is finally 

acknowledged by one of its younger more established artists Mikhael 

Subotzky when he states that “Goodman Gallery supports the making 

of [his] work” rather than being a gallery “to which I simply send my 

finished works to, and let them sell”.1059  

The following section, entitled “A Laboratory Space”, features 

other gallery artists like the Zimbabwean Misheck Masamvu and the 

performance artists Nelisiwe Xaba from South Africa, who highlight 

how the gallery gave them the chance to be experimental and give them 

time to think. A last section - “A Space in South Africa and Beyond” – 

is finally dedicated to contextualizing the work of Goodman within the 

city of Johanbesburg, which in the words of Kentridge, “has always 

been an instable city”, both in a geological sense, with reference to the 

mining activity, and in a political sense: “[it] has been unstable in a 

process of expecting change, not necessarily changing, but with the 

                                                
1056 Sean O’Toole, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1057 Hans Ulrich Obrist, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1058 Adam Broomberg, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1059 Mikhael Subotzky, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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possibility of change”.1060 Siya Mtwmbu, from the Brothers Moves On, 

speaks about “the tension in the city of Johannesburg, the creativity, 

sometimes the obsession, sometimes the depression.. which make you 

become the artists that you are”.1061 Anthropologist Rosalind C. Morris, 

another non-South African authoritative voice, is then introduced in the 

documentary, where she argues that “the art scene in South Africa is 

one of the most interesting, inventive, focused and productive in the 

world, and I think that Goodman Gallery has something to do with 

that”.1062 Artist Oliver Chanarin follows, addressing the capacity of the 

Goodman Gallery operate internationally without ceasing to be relevant 

locally, in South Africa. “Linda represented artists just from South 

Africa, and that made sense in terms of the context in which the country 

was…but what was very clear to me, having an understanding of what 

was happening in the world, is that we had to open up [an international] 

dialogue”, Essers argues, and concludes the documentary by stating that 

she is not interested in the “fashionable” character of contemporary 

African art today, but rather on continuing to have “the discourses that 

we have had for fifty years and the discourses that we will continue to 

have, that will shape art history globally”.1063  

Again, the final goal of the gallery – to be relevant for and, 

therefore, shape, art history – becomes the central statement of its 

dealer. It is through the words of international curators, art directors, 

and scholars, as well as through the voice of the stable artists, that the 

                                                
1060 William Kentridge, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1061 Siya Mtwmbu, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1062 Rosalind C. Morris, in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
1063 Liza Essers, , in New Revolutions: Goodman Gallery at 50, documentary. 
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symbolic consensus around the art historical relevance of the gallery is 

communicated to the public – all this operation being carefully curated 

by the Goodman Gallery curators, under the guidance of its director.  

 

 
Figure 70_ William Kentridge. Stills from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50.  
 

 
Figure 71_ Alfredo Jaar. Stills from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50.  

 

 



 

 

 
496 

 

 

 
Figure 72_ Iwona Blazwick. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50.  
 

 
Figure 73_ Neil Dundas. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50. 
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Figure 74_ David Koloane. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50. 
 

 
Figure 75_ Liza Essers. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery 
at 50.  
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Figure 76_ Hank Willis Thomas. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. 
Goodman Gallery at 50. 
 

 
Figure 77_ David Goldblatt. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50.  
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Figure 78_  Bongi Dhlomo. Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman 
Gallery at 50. 

 

  
Figure 79_ Still from the documentary New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 50. 
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The documentary was screened on occasion of each of the 

events organized for the gallery’s 50th anniversary. It was featured in the 

New Revolution exhibition opening in Johannesburg on the 4 June 2016, 

and it introduced Essers’ speech at the gala dinner that same evening. 

Hundreds of people from the South African and global art world were 

invited for the two events, with the gallery sponsoring their trips and 

lodgings in Johannesburg. That day, Essers called herself “the 

custodian” of the Goodman Gallery, hence depicting her ownership in 

terms of a temporary “custody” of a treasure that, symbolically, does not 

belong to her, and that rather belongs to the collectivity of the South 

African art world and society at large: 

 

I feel privileged to be the custodian of the Goodman 
Gallery. The Goodman Gallery belongs to each and 
every one of you. It is a space that exists beyond the 
physical. A place for dialogue and for the generation of 
ideas, memory and relationships. It is a space for 
possibility – it is a space about everything that has 
happened and for all that lies ahead.1064 
 

A similar emphasis was expressed by Essers in her “Foreword” to the 

publication New Revolution. Goodman Gallery at 50 (1966-2016). This was 

a catalogue that supported the three exhibitions of the same title, in 

which the gallery’s “potential to transcend merely being a commercial 

space” was picked up and realized by Essers, by introducing “a 

progamme that is, at once, international, experimental, influential, more 

typical of a space that is an independent contemporary cultural 

                                                
1064 Essers, “A Foreword”, 5. 
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institution, than a commercial art gallery”.1065 Central to this narrative 

is, once again, Goodman’s “institutional vocation”, which has turned 

the commercial gallery into a quasi-institution committed to the public 

interest: a prestigious space of reference for artists, curators and the 

broader society, as well as a powerful interface between the global and 

the local art world, motivated by such values as democracy and freedom 

of speech. That “Goodman Gallery artists have always, in some way, 

started, evoked, provoked, imagined, contested, confronted, 

constructed and yearned for new revolutions”,1066 was the underlying 

statement of the whole New Revolution. Goodman at 50 celebration 

programme.  

 

 
Figure 80_ The cover of the catalogue New Revolutions. Goodman Gallery at 50 
(Johannesburg: Typo, 2016) designed by Kendel Geers. The volume contains texts by 
Liza Essers and Sean O’Toole. 

                                                
1065 Essers, “A Foreword”, 5. 
1066 Essers, “A Foreword”, 5. 
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Figure 81_ Curatorial statement featured in the New Revolution press release and in the 
caption list sheets (2016). 
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Within the celebration, the two exhibitions in Johannesburg and 

Cape Town included 61 artists in total, with some artists having more 

than one piece on display. Conceived as a curatorial continuum extended 

to two spaces and cities, they were conceived as a dialogue with the 

gallery’s history, present, and future.1067 The abundance of works on 

display was a statement on the fertility of the gallery in producing, 

supporting, and attracting successful artists across the South African 

and African borders; it was a homage to “five decades of forging change 

through artistic production and dialogue, shaping contemporary art 

within and beyond the continent”.1068 Each of the featured artists and 

works on display recalled and invoked a story of “revolution”, of 

“perpetual change”, of “alternative independent movements and the 

reinvigorating of ideology based upon mutable historical realities”.1069 

The curatorial arrangement of the pieces in the space – 61 in total, and 

whose production spanned 50 years - did not follow a particular 

narrative. As usual for the gallery, no wall labels were located beside the 

artworks and no discursive context would tell the visitors the story of 

“revolution” behind each one of the pieces. Information on the names 

of the artists, titles, technique and year of production was, however, 

accessible to the public by consulting the caption list sheets available at 

the entrance of the two gallery spaces, which also featured the short 

curatorial statement. The sheet also featured another kind of valuable 

                                                
1067  See the curatorial statement of  New Revolutions, available at the link 

http://www.goodman-gallery.com/exhibitions/621. (Fig. 81). 
1068 “Curatorial Statement”. 
1069 “Curatorial Statement”. 
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information: the prices of the works on sale.1070 Expressed in ZAR, 

Euro, and USD, depending on the artists, they turned into an important 

curatorial guide through the works on display. Most of the works on 

display were, in fact, on sale - with the exception of 15 pieces, which 

were featured in the list as “not for sale”.1071 The presence of these not-

for-sale artworks in the exhibitions was a sign that, despite the 

commercial primary nature of the show, there was a curatorial narrative 

whose coherence was given importance. The particular importance of 

William Kentridge for both the symbolic and market economy of the 

gallery was reflected in the presence of two big pieces, one in each of 

the two exhibitions in Cape Town and Johannesburg. 

 

                                                
1070 It is not common for commercial galleries to have their price list on display, and yet this 

is a norm at Goodman Gallery, as well as in other South African commercial galleries. The 
publicity of  the commercial value of  the works, expressed by prices, is not considered to 
negatively affect the symbolic value of  the work. On the contrary, it is considered as a datum 
that genuinely informs the visitor – both buyers and general public - of  the overall value 
attributed to the work. There are different arguments behind the reluctance of  commercial 
galleries to display the prices of  the works on sale. Some of  them are summarised in an article 
published by Artnet titled “Art Demystified: Why Don’t Galleries Display Prices?”, see 
https://news.artnet.com/market/art-demystified-why-dont-galleries-display-prices-473564.  

1071 The Cape Town exhibition included such not-for-sale  work as Cecil Skotness’ Two 
Totemic Figures (1999) and Shaka - Son of  Senzangakona, of  Nandi, Zulu, successor of  Dingiswayo, shelter 
of  men, women/children, people of  thunder (1973), which were on loan from a private collection; 
Fuad Adams’s Untitled. (A$inamali, we've got no money) (c.1987); Kagiso Pat Mautloa, Work Sculpture 
3 (2003), Diane Victor’s Shadow Boxer (2015); Kudzanai Chiurai’s Untitled II (Office for the 
Enregisterment of  Slaves), (2016). The exhibition in Johannesburg, other few non-for-sale works 
were included: Sonia Gomes, Outro Lugar  (2015), Moshekwa Langa, Mapping: Oceans Apart 
(2004), Sydney Kumalo, Reclining Woman with Moon (1981), Penny Siopis, Slab (1982), Siemon 
Allen, Better, from the series Records (2010), Ezrom Legae, Untitled (Freedom Is Dead) (1982), and 
Sam Nhlengethwa, A Modern Upright Bass (2000). In most of  the cases, the origin of  the works 
not for sale was not specified. 



 

 

 
505 

 
Figure 82_ William Kentridge, “Hold the Open Heart” (2015), ink on found paper, 
316 x 178 cm. Price: 460.000 USD. 
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Situated in the main room of the gallery in Johannesburg, next 

to a piece by Alfredo Jaar1072  and Broomberg & Chanarin was the 

monumental “Hold the Open Heart” (2015) by William Kentridge 

(Fig. 82-83) unsurprisingly the most expensive piece on show, whose 

price was expressed in USD (460.000 USD). Currently featured as 

“sold” on the Art Basel website after the gallery’s participation in Art 

Basel Hong Kong in 2016, “Hold the Open Heart” is part of a series of 

ink drawings on found paper in which Kentridge merges “seemingly 

benign images of flowers with text sourced from Chinese parables, Tang 

Dynasty poetry and Maoist slogans”.1073 The series was produced as part 

of the artist’s major retrospective in China, entitled Notes towards a Model 

Opera, first exhibited at the Ullens Centre for Contemporary Art in 

Beijing and later at the MMCA in Seoul. The drawing “references and 

recalls the contradictions within periods of revolutionary fervour, 

touching on both the radical socialist and revolutionary government of 

the Paris Commune in 1871 and Mao Zedong’s turbulent three decades 

in power, during which he embraced and redefined political 

sloganeering, often alluding to ancient Chinese verse”.1074 

 

                                                
1072 Facing William Kentridge’s massive drawing, on the opposite wall, was Alfredo Jarr’s 

“Other People Think”, one of  the three editions of  a work consisting of  a lightbox with black 
and white transparencies reporting the title sentence. Produced in 2012, the piece has an 
economic value that surpasses 50.000 USD. The work was part of  a project by Alfredo Jaar in 
homage to John Cage, on the occasion of  the 2012 John Cage Centennial. “Other People Think” 
was the title of  an essay written by Cage in 1927, when he was a student at Los Angeles High 
School, with which he won the Southern California Oratorical Contest at the age of  15. Alfredo 
Jaar’s recuperation of  this text was motivated by its content: in it, Cage framed a bold critique 
and portentous analysis of  the geopolitical relationship between North and South America, 
continuing to have incredible resonance and relevance to contemporary culture and politics. 

1073  See the description of  the work the Art Basel website 
https://www.artbasel.com/catalog/artwork/32670/William-Kentridge-Hold-the-Open-
Heart?blLocaleCode=en. 

1074 Art Basel website. 
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Figure 83_ Exhibition view of the New Revolution at Goodman Gallery 
Johannesburg, with works by William Kentridge (right), Alfredo Jaar (left) and 
Broomberg & Chanarin (in front). 
 

 
Figure 84_ Exhibition view of New Revolution in Cape Town, with the work of 
William Kentridge, “Drawing for Il Sole 24 Ore”(2007), and two painting by modern 
artist Cecil Skotness. 
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The New Revolution exhibition in Cape Town also features, by 

the entrance, a work by William Kentridge, the second most expensive 

of the show. Displayed next to two works by Cecil Skotness lent from 

a private collection - Two Totemic Figures (1999) and Shaka - Son of 

Senzangakona, of Nandi, Zulu, successor of Dingiswayo, shelter of men, 

women/children, people of thunder (1973) – Kentridge’s drawing, entitled 

“Drawing for Il Sole 24 Ore” (2007), was on sale for the price of 

320,000.00 USD (Fig. 84). It was part of a series of five drawings 

Kentridge completed while working on one of his stop-frame animation 

films, What Will Come Has Already Come (2007), dealing with the Italian 

invasion of Ethiopia in the 1930s. They were commissioned by the 

Italian financial paper, Il Sole 24 Ore, which wanted to feature 

Kentridge’s drawings on the front page of the cultural magazine 

accompanying the weekend edition of the paper. Surprisingly, another 

drawing of the same series was sold in a lot by local auction house 

Strauss & Co. one year later, for a much lower price: 2.100.000 ZAR 

(ca. 14.5900 USD). As we read in the description of such work in the 

auction house page dedicated to Kentridge’s lot: 

 

The five drawings which emanated from this 
commission, of which the present lot is a prime 
example, combined visual elements of the chemical 
warfare the Italians used against the Abyssinians, such 
as gas masks, and images referencing the work of the old 
masters, such as Giotto’s The Massacre of the Innocents 
(1305), at bottom left of the drawing. The Massacre is a 
biblical story, but Kentridge notices a clear similarity 
between this image and the victims of dead Kurdish 
villagers in the Middle-East. Since he could not find any 
actual images of the effect of the chemical warfare in 
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Ethiopia at the time, the image of a crying mother 
suffices in his mind as relevant and applicable to the 
victims in the Horn of Africa as well.1075 
 

 

Due to the display of prices, the exhibitions offered the chance to 

consider the politics of the “publicity” of the economic value of the 

artworks on display. In other words, while the discursive content of the 

exhibition was given less accessibility and was more hermetic, prices 

turned into an alternative way to access the value of the artworks: they 

were given a central role alongside the decontextualized works on 

display.  

In South Africa, the difference in art prices and the variety of 

currencies in which they are expressed is often a mirror of the legacy of 

the unequal and racialized value system of the art field under the 

apartheid. Such inequalities have been inherited by the post-apartheid 

art market and are still reflected in the prices for artworks by several 

black modernist artists, who although featured in national museum 

collections and acknowledged by art historians, are still undervalued in 

terms of market prices, in comparison to their white counterparts.1076 

Within New Revolution, the inclusion of works by some the artists 

considered “undervalued” in the secondary market 1077  allows for a 

                                                
1075 See the description of  William Kentridge’s “Drawing for Il Sole 24 Ore”(2007) by 

Sotheby’s at the link https://www.straussart.co.za/auctions/lot/13-nov-2017/354. 
1076 I discussed this in 3.2.1.2) Economic Value and Social Emancipation: the Grey Area of  the 

Marketplace 
1077 I use the expression “undervalued” to define the profile of  artists “with a strong 

presence on the art scene”, especially in the “non-profit and the first market sectors”, whose 
artworks “appear sporadically on the secondary market, with undervalued prices”. See the 
Africa Art Market Report Modern + Contemporary 2014, published by African Art Market 
Today, at http://www.blurb.co.uk/b/6882110-africa-art-market-report-2014. 
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reflection on this issue. The exhibition in Johannesburg, in fact, featured 

the work of both late black and white modernist artists, like Walter 

Battiss, Sydney Kumalo, Peter Shultz, Ezrom Legae, Eduardo Villa, 

Cyprian Shilakoe, and Cecil Skotness. Only some of these works were 

on sale, with others being loans from private collections or belonging 

to the Goodman Gallery. Their story is interestingly intertwined with 

the history of the gallery. 
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Figure 85_ Dumile Deni, “Fool / My Shoes” (1966). Charcoal on paper, 75 x 74cm. 
Price: 270.250 ZAR (ca. 18600 USD). 
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Amongst these artists is Dumile Feni (1942 – 1991), who had 

exhibited at Goodman Gallery and represented South Africa at the Sao 

Paulo Biennale in in 1967, one year before leaving the country in a self-

imposed exile between 1968 and 1991. He is amongst the very few 

South African black artists of his time whose work have achieved both 

critical and commercial success in the secondary market. Although, it is 

said, his commercial value is higher abroad than in South Africa.1078 New 

Revolutions featured two works by Feni: “Fool / My Shoes” (1966) (Fig. 

85) a charcoal on paper drawing depicting a human figure sitting on a 

bench on sale for 270.250 ZAR, and “Just as I Am (1)” (1967), an ink 

on paper drawing priced at 126,500.00 ZAR. Before moving to London 

and later to Los Angeles and New York, where he enjoyed ample 

success and recognition, Dumile Feni entered the South African art 

scene in 1964, at a time in which “most other black artists were 

repeating well-worn themes of self-pity and aestheticization of poverty 

for the consumption of a predominantly white-middle class audience”, 

hence at the “height of the period of popularity for the euphemistically 

termed ‘township art’”.1079 As recalled by John Peffer, Dumile’s bizarre 

figures confronted the effects of authoritarian abuses of power in a 

                                                
1078 Paradoxically, Femi’s work is, “in monetary terms […] valued less in South Africa, 

despite this perpetual drive and brouhaha every time his work appears to be “returning home”. 
Before Feni’s “return” to the South African secondary art market with a number of  work 
auctioned by the recently established Aspire Auction, his artworks had been auctioned, over the 
years, through the London Auction House, Bonhams. “A 1985 drawing sold at a Strauss & Co 
Auction for R96 000. The works that turn up at local auctions tend to be black and white 
drawings, some of  which were produced before he left South Africa [in 1969]”;  Mary Corrigal, 
“Can South African Artist Dumile Feni Ever Return Home?”, Wanted On Line, 17 July 2017; see 
https://www.wantedonline.co.za/voices/interviews/2017-07-17-can-south-african-artist-
dumile-feni-ever-return-home/. On Dumile Femi’s work, see Anitra Nittleton, “Writing Artists 
into History: Dumile Feni and the South African Canon”, African Art, vol. 44, no. 1 (2011): 8-
25; and Prince Mbusi Dube (ed.), Dumile Feni Retrospective (Johannesburg: Johannesburg Art 
Gallery, 2006), exhibition catalogue. 

1079 Peffer, Art at the End of  Apartheid, 49. 
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novel way, and his outspoken critique of racialism made him stand out 

from his contemporaries. Regarding the use of animal, and especially 

cattle, imagery in Dumile’s art, [art critic] Ivor Power has identified these 

motifs as “essentially redemptive”.1080 

Dumile Feni, like Sidney Kumalo – one of the first black artists 

to be represented by Givon - were close to the Black Consciousness 

Movement. As such, their works were characterized by “technical 

experimentation” and “emotional complexity”. 1081  New Revolution in 

Johannesburg also featured a work - not for sale - by Ezrom Legae, who 

was amongst the artists who did not stop producing political work after 

the assassination of BC leader Steve Biko, 1082  hence outwitting 

censorship by using abstract and metaphoric images. His “Untitled 

(Freedom Is Dead)” (1982) belongs to the series “Freedom is Dead”, 

which, along with his “Chicken” series, was produced after Biko’s 

assassination that previous year (Fig. 86). 

 

 

                                                
1080 Peffer, Art at the End of  Apartheid, 49. 
1081 Peffer, Art at the End of  Apartheid, 50. 
1082 As argued by Shannen L. Hill, the assassination of  Biko created some uncertainty within 

the world of  South African artists, their aesthetic chaises and the work of  censorship. She argues 
that “Provisions of  the 1950 Suppression of  Communism Act enabled the banning of  an 
individual, which prohibited the reproduction of  their words and likeness, among other things. 
The question then became whether this law still applied to a person once banned, now dead. 
From 1977 until 1990, when the original act was overturned, most black artists deemed outright 
representation of  Biko too dangerous, so they cloaked their visions of  this famous leader in 
abstraction”; Shannen L. Hill, Biko’s Ghost: The Iconography of  Black Consciousness (University of  
Minnesota Press, 2015) Kindle Edition, Locs. 2282-2285. 
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Figure 86_ Ezrom Legae, “Untitled (Freedom Is Dead)” (1982) , pencil of paper. Not 
for sale. 

 

 
Figure 87_ Exhibition view of New Revolution at Goodman gallery Johannesburg, 
with the works of Ezrom Legae and Dumile Feni.  
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Legae’s piece, however, was not given any particular relevance 

within the economy of space of the New Revolution show: displayed next 

to another work by Dumile Femi, the two pieces were installed on the 

back of one of the main walls (Fig. 87). The exhibition’s economy of 

space had to follow a hierarchy established by economic value and hence 

by prices. In that context, such an economic order of value perfectly 

corresponded to the hierarchy of symbolic value that the market 

established. And yet, the inclusion of these commercially undervalued 

artists in that ambitious curatorial project was still an attempt redeem 

them from the effects of an unjust art world inherited from the 

apartheid. 

 

 

3.3.5) Final Notes on the Goodman Gallery and the 
Shifting Conditions of the Curatorial in Contemporary 

South Africa 

 

This last case study – the performing of the curatorial at the 

Goodman Gallery – is particularly relevant in disclosing the 

mechanisms of the curatorial and its economy, which I discussed and 

theorized in Chapter 2. It depicts a hybrid sphere of practice in which 

art curating and art dealing converge, while also illustrating the 

operational modes of curatorial practice and discourse within a space – 

a commercial gallery - primarily dedicated to the sale of contemporary 

art. In it, I have identified different modes of the curatorial – ranging 

from the guest curator formula to the in-house curatorial team- which 
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differently impact the gallery’s commercial success, its production of 

symbolic capital, and its authority within the local and international art 

world. Exhibition making and different forms of curatorial agency must, 

therefore, be understood as part of an overall strategy of management 

for an organization that deeply understands the dualistic economy of 

the art world and that constitutes one of its fundamental pillars. As I 

have mentioned in Chapter 2, galleries occupy a privileged and delicate 

position in the art world, essentially functioning as the bridge between 

being the repository of symbolic goods and the cultural commons of 

art, and behaving as a price manufacturer and limited goods dealer. 

Within the South African art field, Goodman Gallery performs this duty 

in a particular way, carefully building its reputation as a symbolic 

consecrator, on the par of a museum, and hence becoming a para-

institutional organization. 

However, it is relevant to mention that the contemporary art 

world in South Africa is subject to fast changes. As I have previously 

mentioned, the recent opening of three new private art institutions in 

Cape Town - the Zeitz Museum of Contemporary African Art (Mocaa) 

and the A4 Foundation, both in late 2017, and the Norval Foundation, 

in 2018 – had an important impact on the distribution of symbolic 

power within the local art field. Designated to carry the function of a 

public museum and hence become a powerful site of artistic 

consecration, these new institutions are impacting and, in some ways, 

reshaping the role of the Goodman Gallery and another few 

commercial art galleries (such as the aforementioned Stevenson) in 

different ways. Although looking at these institutions’ current 

programmes, collections, boards of trustees, and endowment donors 

would reveal a complex intertwining of interests with the commercial 
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art world, the complexity of such an impact could not be easily analyzed 

without ad hoc research conducted on site, and this is not, in any case, 

part of this dissertation. Moreover, debates and controversies have 

surrounded these new initiatives and their agenda, while legal 

investigations of Zeitz Mocaa’s first director are currently being carried 

out. However, as Lerato Bereng, curator and co-director of the 

Stevenson Gallery has recently pointed out at the Talking Gallery 

Symposium in Barcelona, “these new institutions are finally freeing us 

from the task of acting as an institution-like entities” since “it is 

important that, certain activities are run independently”, that is by 

institutions that are independent from the market.1083 Again, curatorial 

choices are considered more valuable if performed in authoritative non-

commercial spaces, and yet, this is precisely the interest of market 

players whose economic power provides them the means to influence, 

more or less subtly and gently (like, for instance, sponsoring an 

exhibition or donating an artwork), these choices. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1083  Lerato Bereng, Talking Galleries Symposium, Barcelona, 22 January 2019, see: 

https://www.talkinggalleries.com/project/barcelona-symposium-2019-save-the-date/. 
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BY WAY OF A CONCLUSION 

 
 
Neoliberalism managed to create a structure of feelings 
so deeply economical, that notions of democracy and 
human freedom were not only tied to market freedom, 
but were the outcome of market freedom. This 
triumphalism of the economical over the human, which 
is simultaneous with the equation of the economic and 
the lived, has been a difficult and strategic cultural 
project.1084 
 

Jeff Darkesen, After Euphoria (2014) 

 

Over the previous pages, we have seen how curatorial practice 

and discourse are deeply entangled in what can be defined as a heady 

mixture of belief and money which characterizes the contemporary art 

world, where economic transactions are mostly motivated by an 

“inexplicable and even capricious love”.1085 The love of art, as a property 

of art market transactions, is supported and continually reproduced by 

the work of curators, who – together with critics and other art 

mediators, as well as the artists themselves - constantly weave the fabric 

of art’s unfathomable and slippery value. Thus, one of the main 

contributions of this thesis has been to demonstrate how - paraphrasing 

                                                
1084 Jeff  Darkesen, After Euphoria (Zurich: JPR Ringer, 2014), 19. 
1085 Suhail Malik and Andrea Phillips, “Tainted Love: Art’s Ethos and Capitalization”, in 

Maria Lind and Olav Velthuis (eds.), Contemporary Art and Its Commercial Markets. A Report on 
Current Conditions and Future Scenarios (Berlin, Sterndberg Press, 2012), 210. 
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Andrea Philips and Suhail Malik - “such amorous/erotic transactions 

filter across the private to the public sector, […] blurring the boundaries 

between state care and private passion”.1086 This is one of the reasons 

why the question of the curatorial is political and economic at the same 

time: it has to do with the distribution of material resources and wealth, 

as well as symbolic power and authority. 

Concerning the relationship of curators to the contemporary art 

marketplace, the agency of curators in the mechanisms of artistic 

consecration and their role in the global redistribution of symbolic 

capital, the questions that have underlain this dissertation have been 

discussed, in Chapter 3, through a number of instances that had the 

capacity to disclose the mechanisms of the curatorial and its economy 

as outlined theoretically in Chapters 1 and 2. Curators, we can conclude, 

are key economic agents of the contemporary art world, despite the fact 

that their agency is rarely defined in economic terms by curatorial 

theorists. Although justified by love, passion and commitment, the 

curatorial, as all form of relationships in the world of contemporary art, 

does not escape the logic of reciprocity, interest, and value creation, be 

it symbolic or economic. 

As I come to the end of this dissertation, which condenses many 

years of research, experiences, and challenges, I would like to look at 

further possible developments this research might trigger within the 

field of curatorial theory. For instance, in light of the mentioned 

entanglement between money and the belief in the love of art, the 

economy of the curatorial could define a wider spectrum of relations of 

curatorial production beyond the direct relationship of curators with the 

                                                
1086 Malik and Phillips, “Tainted Love”, 210.  
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marketplace. Within this broader understanding of the economy of the 

curatorial, a possible focus could be, for instance, the social relations of 

production and the modes of subjection enabled by curatorial practice 

and discourse, which, although governed by economic imperatives, are 

sustained by a powerful discourse of disinterestedness, reproducing the art 

world’s emblematic ambiguity between gift economy1087  and corporate 

culture. 

This would be another way to approach the relationship 

between art curating and the regime of neoliberal capitalism: in addition 

to looking at how curating reproduces the effects of autonomy in a 

highly commercialized context, we could also consider how non-

market mechanisms of capitalist subsumption impact curatorial modes 

of operating and expertise, as well as imaginaries and desires. In other 

words, we could look at the modes of production of subjectivity 

enabled by the curatorial work of mediation between powers and 

interests. One of these modes of subjection, would be, as I have 

mentioned in this dissertation, an entrepreneurial being which makes 

                                                
1087 The gift economy is has been the focus of  several anthropological analyses, starting 

from Marcel Mauss’ The Gift: The Form and Reason for Exchanges in Archaic Societies (1950). This 
book inspired philosophical and sociological research on the significance and the agency of  gift 
until today. On the general theory of  gift economy see also Cheal, David J., The Gift Economy 
(New York: Routledge, 1988), C.A Gregory, Gifts and Commodities. (London: Academic Press, 
1982), Nurit Bird-David, “Commodity, Gift and Mass-Gift: On Gift-Commodity Hybrids in 
Advanced Mass Consumption Cultures”, Economy and Society, vol. 38 no. 2 (2009): 304–25. 
Jacques Derrida’s Given Time: I. Counterfeit Money (trans. Peggy Kamuf; Chicago: University of  
Chicago Press, 1992) and Gift of  Death (trans. David Wills; Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 
1996) are also fundamental to understanding the ethical and economic implications of  the gift. 
See also John D. Caputo and Michael J. Scanlon (eds.), God, The Gift, and Postmodernism 
(Bloomington, IN: Indiana University Press, 1999), especially the chapter “On the Gift: A 
Discussion between Jacques Derrida and Jean-Luc Marion. Moderated by Richard Kearney”. 
Applied to the field of  art, the theory of  gift economy explains non-market relationship within 
the art community. It also explains the recent “participative turn” of  socially engaged practice 
of  artists like Rikrit Tiravanija and Félix González Torres, as discussed by Roger Sansi in “Arte, 
don y participación”, Ankulegi, no. 18 (2014): 13-28.  
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of its life a mode of production itself. In fact, self-entrepreneurship is 

deeply rooted in artists’ and independent curators’ habitus:   

 

We’re highly educated, highly motivated “self-starters” 
who believe that learning is a continuous process. We’re 
always ready for change and adapt to it quickly. We 
prefer freedom and flexibility to security. We don’t want 
to punch a clock and tend to resist quantifying the value 
of our labor time. We hardly know what overtime 
means. We’re convinced that we work for ourselves and 
our own satisfaction even when we work for others. We 
tend to value non-material over material rewards, which 
we’re willing to defer, even to posterity. While we may 
identify with social causes, we tend to come from 
backgrounds that discourage us from seeing ourselves as 
“labour”. Finally, we’re fiercely individualistic, which 
makes us difficult to organize and easy to exploit.1088 
 

 

Curators, like artists, put their soul at work, to borrow an expression by 

Franco “Bifo” Berardi, and in the economy they generate, value is 

produced by a web of “attachments and tastes, attractions and 

inclinations”. 1089  The soul, in this case, is not simply “the seat of 

intellectual operations, but the affective and libidinal forces that weave 

together a world: attentiveness, the ability to address, care for and 

appeal to others”.1090 In other words, curatorial and artistic souls are the 

prototypes for the subjects of cognitive capitalism: they do not simply 

                                                
1088 Andrea Fraser, “A Museum Isn’t a Business. It Is Run in a Businesslike Fashion”, in 

Melanie Townsend (ed.), Beyond the Box. Diverging Curatorial Practices (Banf: Banff  Centre Press, 
2003), 114. 

1089 Jason Smith, “Preface”, in Franco “Bifo” Berardi, The Soul at Work. From Alienation to 
Autonomy (Cambridge: The MIT Press, 2007), 10. 

1090 Smith, “Preface”, 10. 
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produce knowledge and manage symbols, they mobilize a pathos, 

organize a mood, produce desire and operate through care and 

affects.1091  

Considering that curators are economic agents also by virtue of 

their being labourers, new questions would motivate an analysis of the 

curatorial that considers this aspect of its economy: in what ways is their 

work paid by institutions and other organizations? under which circumstances are 

freelance curators paid fees and how are these calculated? are curators to be paid a 

percentage of the value of the show or on the sale of the artworks if the exhibition 

they curate is commercial? when curators are permanently employed by an 

organization or an institutions, how is their wage calculated? The ways in which 

curators are paid for their work depends very much on the specific 

conditions and the ethics of the field of art in which they operate: for 

instance, in Spain curators would rarely accept to be paid a percentage 

on the sale of an artwork they curated, while this practice is common 

and normalized in South Africa, where curators are also used to 

intermediate sales. These differences are embedded within ethical codes 

that are contextually created and inform the way curatorial work is 

understood and valuated within specific settings and contexts.  

In any case, the contemporary art field must be understood as a 

place of work, where different actors participate in the production of 

the exceptional value of art. For instance, if art dealers most commonly 

retain between the 40% and the 50% of the price of an artwork they sell 

to a buyer, even if they haven’t made any initial investment in its 

production, this speaks volumes of how their work is valued within the 

                                                
1091 This is a paraphrase of  Jason Smith’s description of  the subject of  cognitive capitalism; 

Smith, “Preface”, 10.  
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overall value chain of contemporary art. As a “new mouth to feed from 

the exhibitions budget”,1092 independent curators across the world are 

negotiating the economic value of their work. While they “provide a 

workforce within a multi-billion dollar industry from which other profit 

greatly, [they] are often considered as wage or subcontracted labourers, 

and relegated to fee categories that bear no compensatory relationship 

to the work [they]’re asked to provide”. 1093 A recent article entitled “The 

Precarious Glamorous Lives of Independent Curators”, published by 

Artsy, addressed the variety of curatorial positions, from “doing a favour 

for friends [to] generating content for a global brand”.1094  Quoting 

Renaud Proch, Executive Director of Independent Curators 

International (ICI), “like most aspects of the art world, curators’ fees 

are not regulated, and there are no set norms”.1095 In Europe and the 

United States, taking into account that only a very few privileged 

established curators are invited to participate in the sharing of the big 

money cake, most curators run in the competition to gain establishment 

and authority, working – like artists – below the minimum wage.1096 The 

working conditions of the curatorial multitude,1097 an “’ALL-volunteer 

Army’ made of people who work for love, not money”,1098 produces a 

                                                
1092 See W.A.G.E. https://wageforwork.com/files/Y_vEssqq5vC0KJqg.pdf  andDan Fox, 

“Being Curated”, in e-flux, (13th of  April 2013), https://frieze.com/article/bing-curated.  
1093 W.A.G.E. 
1094 Scott Indrisek, “The Precarious Glamorous Lives of  Independent Curators”, Artsy (8 

February 2018), https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-precarious-glamorous-lives-
independent-curators. 

1095 Indrisek, “The Precarious Glamorous Lives”. 
1096 Indrisek, “The Precarious Glamorous Lives”. 
1097 Here I make reference to Pascal Gielen’s notion of  “artistic multitude”; in Pascal Gielen. 

The Murmuring of  the Artistic Multitude. Global Art, Politics and Post-Fordism (Amsterdam: Valiz, 
2009). 

1098 Indrisek, “The Precarious Glamorous Lives”. 



 

 

 
524 

certain type of curatorial subjectivity and constitutes a fundamental 

aspect of the economy of the curatorial likely to become a relevant 

object of analysis. As in this dissertation, the inquiry would have a 

situated character, and South Africa would still represent one of the 

“privileged observator[ies] upon which and from which we can 

approach the cardinal issues of our [art] world”.1099  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                
1099 This is a paraphrase I used in my introduction, which makes reference to a statement 

made by Pep Subirós in Pep Subiros, ed. Apartheid: The South African Mirror (Barcelona: Centre 
de Cultura Contemporánea de Barcelona, 2007), 112.  
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