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IN ADDITION TO YOUR WORK AS AN EXHIBITION CURATOR, HOW DO YOU THINK YOUR POSITION CLASHES WITH SOME OF THE PRACTICES IN THE CURRENT
CONTEMPORARY ART WORLD?
The contemporary art world is characterized by a strong consensus in how it chooses and integrates new artists. And this
takes place through an affiliation of galleries, dominant critical positions, and schools of thought. This warps things by
reducing the vision we have of contemporary art, whereas new production is immense and always expanding. But the choice
of which artists will succeed is always segmented. We focus too quickly and too exclusively on just a few names or on a
particular kind of artwork. Selecting artists in an overly systematic way always means excluding other kinds of art. 
Personally, my perspective is more like that of an art historian than an art critic. I don’t think there is one truth in art or one
royal road. There are only different ways of relating to the world. An artwork is what it is. It emanates from a certain person
who may be a visual artist, writer, dramaturge, or poet. 
The historian’s perspective is fueled by a panoramic curiosity that espouses the expansive nature of contemporary art. It is
like the kind of art that goes off in every direction and takes on infinite forms. Art history demands this kind of extremely
broad perspective, whereas the art critic typically limits their perspective by deciding what is valid and what isn’t among
aesthetic, visual, symbolic, and even economic values.
Another related problem: too few art critics have a good understanding of art history. That leads them to give too much
importance to things that were important fifty years ago, but which are less significant given the work that has been done in
the meantime. This explains a few recent phenomena: like when I managed the 2012 Le Printemps de Septembre
contemporary arts festival in Toulouse and many people came hoping to see artists who were not on the program, due to the
sclerotic selection process of “promoting what is already promoted,” a classic modus operandi of contemporary art
institutions. Managers of these institutions too often try to integrate into the art world by showing the same artists as
everyone else. It ends up creating a relatively homogenous art scene, which gives a clean, but erroneous image of what artistic
creation actually is. 
Another interesting situation that has produced its share of problems: the creation of university training programs for culture
and exhibition professions. Students come out of these programs with a professional obligation to design exhibitions. But
what’s striking is the contrast between their ability in terms of cultural management and their lack of knowledge in art
history. The result is this shift in values that tends to treat contemporary art more as «entertainment». Amusement becomes
the dominant value, to the detriment of any perspective that might focus instead on the culture of visual expression. 

AREN’T THERE ALSO SOME EXHIBITIONS THAT SHOW WORK THAT IS NOT IN THE ACCEPTED CATALOG, LIKE A PROJECT BY AN ARTIST WHO IS GIVEN THE MEANS
OF PRODUCTION FOR SOMETHING MORE LIKE EXPERIMENTATION, WHICH DOES NOT AIM ABOVE ALL TO SELL A PRODUCT?

I wasn’t exactly referring to the market, but rather to choices made by institutions. Choices made for commercial reasons are,
actually, broader, more adaptable: they will change with demand. You can find any kind of art you want at the fairs, which
offer a kind of diversity you don’t see in the institutions. In Basel and Miami, for example, the same galleries do not
necessarily present the same artists. In Miami, you see a lot of painting, objects that are easy to collect, three-dimensional
works, especially since a large portion of the collectors are Hispanic: a culture focused on painting and Baroque objects,
fascinated by exuberance, excess in representation, and even kitsch.
This kind of thing is normal at an art fair, since the goal is to sell and not to please a critical avant-garde. 
But to get back to the question: the potentially rich institution-artist relationship. The modern contemporary art institution
was built on integrating the artist. At the beginning there was a rift: modern artists were skeptical of institutions because they
did not recognize the value of their art. 
But beginning in the 1940s-1950s, especially in the framework of the ICOM (International Council of Museums), two new
concepts emerged: either recent works by a living artist were valued and exhibited, or artists were invited by the institution to
design a specific project or public work. Of course, it is standard practice for a private or public organization with money to
play the part of the sponsor, and we have seen artists who have been able to take advantage of this, finding a chance to
increase their creativity with these extra resources. Take some of the work by Tinguely, Dubuffet, or Arman, produced with

AN ART HISTORIAN WHO IS PASSIONATE ABOUT CONTEMPORARY CREATION, PAUL ARDENNE
IS A FREE RADICAL ON THE ART SCENE. HE FIGHTS AGAINST THE DOMINANT TRENDS AND
“CONSENSUSES” IN THE ART WORLD, WHILE BELIEVING THAT THERE IS NO TRUTH IN ART, NO
ROYAL ROAD, BUT ONLY WAYS OF RELATING TO THE WORLD… HE PREFERS THE PERSPECTIVE
OFFERED BY PERSONAL EXHIBITIONS RATHER THAN THE GLOBAL TREND TOWARD GROUP
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funding from Renault in the 1960s. Today, we look back and only look at the artwork. We forget about the sponsorship, and
that’s the way it should be. 
But what bothers me is the current trend for "curating,” which began in the 1990s and set up a kind of “friendly” system.
Now, artists are asked to don the “Love Atittude” and rally around the curator’s will to experiment, as they exercise either too
much or too little control over the artist’s work, or work with the nature of the exhibition site. And this is all the problem of
in situ. At first, in situ art was extraordinary: artists had a chance to make free use of spaces that, in general, are not typical
art spaces. Then came the time when artists were asked to take hold of a space and do their own thing with it, to fight with
the space, and it was all supposed to be a big spectacle that often tended toward caricature. 
Think of “Monumenta” in Paris, among other events. Where we said to artists: “Show us what you can do with the Grand
Palais.” Or Versailles with Vasconcelos, Murakami, and Koons. And the big annual events, biennales, triennales, etc.
Sponsorship tends more and more toward spectacle and entertainment. I truly doubt that we are really promoting the
experimental side of visual expression with these events. 

SO, IN YOUR OPINION, SINCE THE MODERN ERA, WHEN ARTISTS SEEMED TO BREAK FREE FROM SPONSORSHIP, THINGS HAVE ACTUALLY CHANGED BACK, AND
THERE ARE NO MORE EXHIBITIONS WITHOUT A SET OF EXPECTATIONS PLACED ON ARTISTS? 

I’m among those who think that the only acceptable kind of exhibition, the only one that remains honest both conceptually
and ethically, is the single artist exhibition. Any kind of collective exhibition is more or less a betrayal of art. Of course,
collective exhibitions are inevitable: we can’t get around them because there are themes that require us to group together
different artists who work on the same or similar themes. 
That’s because we do need some order and if we don’t try to “organize” contemporary creation at least a little, then we’re
stuck with chaos or a deliberate mess, which was the case with the latest Documenta in Kassel. Collective exhibitions never
favor artists, since they find themselves caught up in a kind of senseless competition. You can’t get an idea of a life’s work
through just one or two pieces, because any artistic creation implies a creative and existential development that needs a lot of
time to bloom, that loses its way, and that takes on a variety of forms. Collective exhibitions also create clashes, narratives, and
synesthesia. They actually require all of a curator’s ability to create ellipses and ambiences. That’s where we get this “new
spirit in curating,” which sprung up twenty years ago. 
That’s where we get this international clique of people who became patented exhibition producers, running from one
exhibition hall to the next, wherever someone needs their science of the “spectacle” as Debord understood it – a lot of
aesthetic effect, a minimum of sensory experience. 

THESE PEOPLE ARE FOND OF NAME DROPPING AND WORK LIKE FILM PRODUCERS, WHERE ALL THAT MATTERS ARE THE NAMES IN THE CREDITS

There are more and more events with all these international curators. You can find them at the biennales. They look over the
names, which are always the same. As we speak, there is even an international curating forum in Asia! But who cares about
that! We only care about the art! But you can see how curating has gained the upper hand over art. Artists’ experimentation,
because that’s what we’re talking about, is relegated to the background. 

BUT YOU’RE TALKING ABOUT HUGE MACHINES! BUT THE PALAIS DE TOKYO AND ITS TURNOVER OF YOUNG ARTISTS, OR THE ZÉNITHS AND BERCY FOR MUSIC,
ARE THEY IMPORTANT FOR CREATION? OR IS IT MORE IMPORTANT TO HAVE A MULTITUDE OF SITES AND RESIDENCES SPREAD ALL OVER THE COUNTRY, SO THESE
FIELDS AREN’T DOMINATED BY “INHERITORS”?

The huge machines have not stopped the proliferation of small spaces, though they have trouble surviving. The problem here
is visibility. The media always benefit the strongest. The media focus on certain artists and issues in a way that glosses over
the diverse nature of creation and forgets the fact that art is made everywhere, that it starts first of all in workshops and in
minds. 

THOUGH YOU STILL NEED A WORKSHOP! 

The real network of art is first of all the artists who live in an area, work there, and base their representation of the world on
it. It’s not the exhibition spaces.

WHEN ARTISTS CAN’T AFFORD A WORKSHOP, DON’T THESE SPACES BECOME IMPORTANT AGAIN?

We forget that the biggest part of art, its reality, is the part that isn’t sensationalized. Today, journalism is warped by the need
to sensationalize and create spectacles at any price. For that reason, we only talk about huge events. In Toulouse, for the latest
Printemps de Septembre (where artist Mounir Fatmi stopped one of his mechanical pieces saying that it was blasphemous), I
was able to observe – not without a little disgust – the extraordinary distortion that can exist between the local cultural reality
and its treatment by the media as it tries to invent a scoop. And the only goal here is to sell images and paper, with no
thought at all for the actual events at the festival. Scoopism is the sign of a dying journalism that has now run out of steam.   

INTERVIEW LISE GUEHENNEUX


