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Recent critiques of former director Mr. Krens overpaying for works bought 
towards the Guggenheim’s Bilbao collection seemed to be a footnote when 
theanyspacewhatever opened and not a political issue that would be fueling the 
current show of  ‘relational aesthetics’ at the US branch of the museum over 
which Mr. Krens also presided until recently. In the museum and exhibition 
landscape of New York, which is otherwise dominated by ‘Democracy’ exhibitions 
such as Creative Time’s Democracy in America and OURS: Democracy in the 
Age of Branding at Parsons The New School for Design and The Vera List Center 
for Art and Politics (through February 1, 2009), theanyspacewhatever, curated 
by the Guggenheim’s chief curator Nancy Spector, was a surprisingly pale affair.  
 One would have imagined that digging into the works by a group of 10 
artists that featured Angela Bulloch, Maurizio Cattelan, Liam Gillick, Dominique 
Gonzalez-Foerster, Douglas Gordon, Carsten Höller, Pierre Huyghe, Jorge Pardo, 
Philippe Parreno and Rirkrit Tiravanija would bring out some more subtle 
statement of the last days in a pre-Barack Obama era. But perhaps critics like 
Texte zur Kunst’s Isabelle Graw are right when they say they never believed there 
was anything political about this group of artists work. 
 ‘Relational aesthetics’ has been a widely avoided term for this exhibition, 
and while it should be confronted more boldly, the exhibition comes at a point of 
time where nobody really expected it anymore. Although the group of artists 
denies constituting ‘a group’, their individual efforts over recent years have kind 
of split their practice into different angles. Bringing them together in 10 years 
time would have probably been a more interesting endeavor than doing that now. 
Concurrently running with the exhibition is a series of side events including the 
obligatory penal discussion. The no-show of French critic Nicolas Bourriaud at 
the much-anticipated conference on the idea of “relational aesthetics” says much 
about the timeliness of the topic. Bourriaud’s “From Relational Aesthetics” is 10 
years old now. While it can also be seen as a sign of disrespect from the French 
man for the prestigious institution on Fifth Avenue, the exhibition itself would 
also reveal the loss of political engagement members of this group of artists have 
claimed for their work in recent years. 

At the start of our visit we aimed to see ‘Chew the fat’, a new film by Rirkrit 
Tiravanija. However we could not find the screening room and had to be ushered 
there by a cleaning lady. The film session I attended featured Douglas Gordon in 
an almost unfurnished Berlin flat unpacking a new desktop computer  - this was 
promising not much good but a showoff of wealth assets accumulated: Are they 
shoveling their own grave with the help of a distinguished museum curator, we 
asked ourselves? This film was such an obvious macho affair, my two female 
companions could not help but depart early from the screening.  

Arriving on the 7th floor via elevator from the basement screening room 
one encounters Carsten Höller’s Revolving Hotel Room (2008), realized with the 
support of a luxury hotel chain. It exemplifies how easily comodifiable the work 



of this group of artists has become and reduces the visitors engagement to 
passivity - while invited to book a night in the room, with a possibility to view the 
exhibition privately. Sadly Höller’s idea is reduced to a flat outreach activity in 
the age of museum spectacle.  

French artist Philippe Parreno recorded the world memory champion 
Boris Konrad reciting an audio guide script - identifying earlier iconic works by 
artists in the show - attempting to break a world record in the process. Fellow 
artist Liam Gillick, besides designing the signage for the show, contributed a 
series of red S-shaped audio guide benches dotted around the spiral, intended to 
function also as forum or meeting point. 

Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster contributes ‘Promenade’ (2007). Her 
residence in Brazil seems to be more and more influencing her work and 
‘Promenade’ transforms the museums third ramp into the site of an intense 
rainstorm. While the mesmerizing sounds of tropicalisation are well contained 
the clinical white color of the buildings spiral relays the aesthetics of a space ship. 
Further down the spiral Liberté / Bar Lounge (1996-), a collaborative project by 
Tiravanija and Gordon consists of films that have historically been censored for 
political reasons in the USA (the piece changes according to the host countries 
history of banned and censored films). Finally, it seemed a little flawed this 
exhibition with too many empty galleries in the curves of the spiral. If doing a 
show like this you really want to pull the plug and show some of the strongest 
pieces from those artists oeuvre.  

By the time of leaving I could only smile towards Cattelan confident 
gesture. His fallen Disney-style Pinocchio sculpture, floating facedown in the 
museum’s elegant entrance fountain, offers the exhibition’s most singular image.  
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