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This essay evolved from an invitation to speak about the university art museum at the  
conference Inside Out: The Dynamics of New Museum Architecture on Display. Rather  
than consider space—in the form of buildings or museum architecture—I chose to make  
an argument for time. My argument is that learning is processual and takes place over  
time, and that university museums should take advantage of the time commitment that  
their primary and most proximate audience, by which I mean students, have promised:  
that is, most days for about four years. To make this argument, I take a detour to the 1st 
Tbilisi Triennial, an event that dedicated itself to experimental education, and against the 
backdrop of the so-called educational turn in curating (which is unpacked below), aimed  
to transform an exhibition into a temporary school. The success of this event was located  
not in its museum spaces, but in the collective time spent by a group of participants involved 
in the project’s discursive program of lectures, seminars, screenings, walks, and workshops. 
I conclude with a claim that is intended to be a provocation: time is as important, if not more 
so, as space in ensuring that art institutions within universities remain as radically open,  
both politically and aesthetically, as their constituencies deserve. The essay begins by  
considering an historical example of profound openness drawn from the museum at the  
University of California, Berkeley, where I received my PhD.

1. Space as Support 
The longest day of the year in the northern hemisphere is June 21st, the summer solstice. 
June 21st, 1979 was a singularly long day for the Berkeley Art Museum in Berkeley,  
California, which opened at 5am and closed at 9pm that day. Demonstrating true dedication 
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Figure 1. “Space as Support Part III, Maria Nordman, June 21, 1979, 5:00 AM-9:00 PM,” from the exhibition Andre, 
Buren, Irwin, Nordman: Space as Support, January-June 1979, University of California, Berkeley, Art Museum and 
Pacific Film Archive.
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to art, museum visitors began to queue at 4:30 in the morning, in anticipation of a day- 
long event by the artist Maria Nordman. Visitors would have entered a space gently, but  
thoroughly transformed: Nordman had emptied out the spacious ground floor gallery as  
well as the museum’s first floor gallery (figure 1). She covered the concrete floors with a 
matte white adhesive and turned off all electrical lighting. The emergency exits were left  
open, and the museum doors, also open, were covered in red, blue, or green acetate filters 
(figure 2). Anyone could enter and exit as they pleased. The space reflected the ambient light 
over the course of a day, from just before sunrise until just after sunset. The result, by all  
accounts, transformed the brutalist architecture of Mario Ciampi’s 1970 building into a space 
of profound openness. The work lasted just that one day. 

Nordman’s gesture of emptying out the building in order to foreground its basic components 
of space, light, shadow, architecture, and bodies can be read in or out of alignment with a 
number of art historical lines of flights. These include the phenomenology of Minimalism, 
which drew attention to the viewer’s own body in space; the dematerialization of the object 
undertaken by conceptual art; the California light and space movement; the defter touches of 
institutional critique offered by artists such as Michael Asher and Daniel Buren; and the lega-
cy of the void, rounded up by the 2009 Centre Pompidou exhibition, Vides: Une Retrospective 
(Voids: A Retrospective). But it is Nordman’s insistence that the work create an “open space,” 
and the political dimensions of that insistence, that interests me most, particularly when that 
open space is sited within an educational institution. 

In 1997, the Berkeley Art Museum building was deemed seismically unsafe—the San 
Francisco Bay Area sits atop the active San Andreas fault. The museum will open in another 
location in 2016, and the Ciampi structure will be demolished. Museum curators approached 
the university about restaging Nordman’s work in the building’s final days, but the university 
wouldn’t allow it—too much liability. Perhaps it’s no wonder. The University of California 
system has been in crisis for many years now. Its fifty-year commitment to public education 
for all California residents has been stripped to a shell of what it once was, as the burdens of 
state funding gaps, brought on by the Global Economic Crisis, are transferred onto students 

Figure 2. “Space as Support Part III, Maria Nordman, June 21, 1979, 5:00 AM-9:00 PM,” from the exhibition Andre, 
Buren, Irwin, Nordman: Space as Support, January-June 1979, University of California, Berkeley, Art Museum and 
Pacific Film Archive.
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themselves. Tuition increased 32% in one year alone. Students, faculty, and staff protested 
(figure 3). When the regents yet again raised tuition the two subsequent following years, the 
campus protested again. And the University of California campuses became sites of some 
highly visible acts of police brutality in recent years (figure 4). Its policing of its students  
extends now into prohibiting the exit doors of one its museums from being kept open for a 
single day: a slight but insidious gesture. Openness is simply too much liability. It is all too 
easy to draw analogies between then and now, then being 1970, when Nordman made 
her radically open work and the free speech movement was in full swing. And now, when 
American students graduate staggering beneath copious debt, a mechanism of control that 
produces young citizens more burdened than open or free. 

What is the responsibility of the university art museum to its students? Are the students 
its primary audience? Does that responsibility change when the educational institution is 
an art school, and the students drinking coffee just beyond the museum’s doors are young 
artists, designers, and architects? Monash University, my academic institution, supports the 
Monash University Museum of Art, or MUMA (figure 5). MUMA fought hard to be an inde-
pendent institution rather than a showroom for student or faculty work, and aims to be a seri-
ous contemporary art museum, like the UCLA Hammer Museum or Portikus, affiliated with 
the Stadelschule in Frankfurt. Additionally, MUMA is a collecting institution, and has amassed 
a significant collection of Australian art, which also inflects its responsibilities. Its building 
on Monash’s Caulfield campus was designed to present the collection in half the gallery 
space, but that plan has been set aside in favor of a more aggressively temporary exhibitions 
program (although, it should be noted, the artist Fiona Conner engaged the collection for 
her 2014 solo exhibition at the museum). MUMA’s new building has state-of-the-art climate 
control, which allows it to procure major loans, such as Marcel Duchamp’s Bicycle Wheel 
(1913/1964), which was installed in the galleries as part of the 2013 exhibition, Reinventing 

Figure 3. Rally against tuition hikes and the privatization of the University of California system, UC Berkeley,  
September 24, 2009. Photo Credit: Zhivka Valiavicharska.
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the Wheel: The Readymade Century. My question arises from an admittedly dramatic com-
parison: How can a university art museum like MUMA be both open—radically open, open 
not just physically but politically, to hard truths, contested spaces, uncomfortable questions, 
failed experiments—and a serious museum, a safe and responsible repository for the most 
important examples of our world’s culture? What does a museum fill its new building with? 
Can institutions have it both ways?

Figure 4. University of California, Davis, police officer pepper spraying student protestors, November 18, 2011. 
Photo Credit: Louise Macabitas, UC Davis student.

Figure 5. Monash University Museum of Art, Kerstin Thompson Architects. Photo Credit: Trevor Mein. 
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2. Exhibition as School, or School as Exhibition?

Figure 6. View of Tbilisi, Georgia, November 2012. Photo Credit: Boris Portnoy. 

To approach these questions from a different angle, in what follows I leave behind both 
MUMA and Berkeley in order to examine the relationship between education and curating 
(the two primary activities that take place within a university art museum) and to consider 
recent developments in the two terms’ relationship to each other. My object of study is the 
1st Tbilisi Triennial, which debuted in 2012 in Tbilisi, the capital of Georgia, a country that 
shares borders with Russia, Turkey, Armenia, and Azerbaijan, and was a small, unruly, and 
peripheral part of the Soviet Union from 1921 until 1991, a period Georgians refer to as the 
Soviet Occupation (figure 6). The post-Soviet era for many former satellite republics, Georgia 
included, has been marked by criminality, the rise of nationalism and organized religion, and 
a rapid, uneven surge towards western development. Wato Tsereteli, one of the triennial 
curators and director of the Center for Contemporary Art (or CCA) in Tbilisi, calls this period 
the “Soviet Hangover”. Georgia, however, is ancient, and its mythology stretches back millen-
nia: it is the land of Medea and Prometheus, and Jason and the Argonauts traveled there in 
search of the golden fleece. The Caucasus Mountains are home to Europe’s largest peak, at 
over 5,600 meters, and the country that unspools to its south is bountiful and beautiful, home 
to the world’s oldest wine production and a wide ranging biodiversity. 

 The 1st Tbilisi Triennial invited art schools, rather than individual artists, to participate. In 
so doing, and by foregrounding experimental art education, the triennial tapped into a knotty 
tangle of issues that are pervasive in contemporary art, and, I would argue, are some of 
the most defining features of our cultural moment. Some threads to tease out from this knot 
include the so-called educational turn in curating, which is, simply put, curatorial practice’s 
recent interest in pedagogical forms. A brief history of this educational turn might include the 
cancellation of the roving European exhibition Manifesta 6 in 2006—the organizers proposed 
to run an art school for the duration of the exhibition, which would take place on Cyprus, but 
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was cancelled when communications between the curators and the host institution broke 
down. Anton Vidokle, one of the Manifesta 6 curators and a participant in Tbilisi, organized 
a version of the school called Unitednationsplaza, in Berlin in 2007—but that the most fre-
quently cited example of the educational turn was a failed attempt to transform a biennial into 
a school proves that while this turn may be pervasive, it is far from effortless. There is also Irit 
Rogoff’s frequently cited essay “Turning” from 2008, Paul O’Neill and Mick Wilson’s Curating 
and the Educational Turn, and the special issue of e-flux journal on the Bologna Process 
guest edited by Rogoff in 2010, in which contributors laid out a historical and theoretical 
framework for current developments, of both the standardizing and emancipatory varieties. 
The Bologna Process, an agreement by 47 countries to standardize higher education, is 
transitioning Europe to a privatized student-as-consumer model of education that has been 
underway in the United States for several decades. It has also galvanized discussion about 
what education, including art education, might and should be.

Figure 7. Rabih Mroué, The Pixelated Revolution, On The Boards, Seattle, 2012. Photo Credit: cactusbones. 
Retrieved November 14, 2014, from Flickr https://www.flickr.com/photos/cactusbones/6865559531/in/set-
72157629292163547/.

In addition to this nascent intellectual history, many pedagogical works of art have ap-
peared in recent years. It is now not uncommon for performative or social practice projects 
to include a pedagogical component, such as workshops or seminars, or to appropriate a 
pedagogical form as the form of the artwork. One of the most vivid and effective of these 
has been the academic lecture as performance, taken up by artists such as Andrea Fraser, 
Melanie Gilligan, Ashley Hunt, and Walid Raad. Rabih Moure, an artist based in Beirut, uses 
the lecture in The Pixilated Revolution in order to make visible, emphatically so, the cellphone 
footage captured and uploaded to the internet by Syrian protesters documenting state brutal-
ity, sometimes lethal, against civilians (figure 7). Then there are the many instances in which 
art institutions have invited schools into their spaces, from Unitednationsplaza’s 2008-2009 
reincarnation as Night School at the New Museum in New York City to Wide Open School 
at the Hayward Gallery in London in 2012. And last but not least, the numerous informal 
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or experimental art schools that have appeared in the past ten or even five years alone. I 
participated in the triennial by offering lectures on historical precedents for these alternative 
art schools: The People’s Art School in Vitebsk, which was founded by Marc Chagall after 
the Bolshevik revolution and soon taken over by Malevich and his Unovis group (figure 8). 
Next, Black Mountain College in North Carolina, where Josef and Anni Albers taught after 
the forced closing of the Bauhaus, and which also counted Buckminster Fuller, John Cage, 
Robert Rauschenberg, and Merce Cunningham among students and faculty. Last, the Nova 
Scotia College of Art and Design in Canada, whose close alignment with conceptualism in the 
1960s and 1970s produced an ideal forum for radical experiments in art as instruction.

Figure 8. Hand-painted program of events, 1st Tbilisi Triennial, Center for Contemporary Art, Tbilisi, 2012. Photo 
Credit: Tara McDowell. 

The question that crops up repeatedly in the growing body of literature on this subject is: 
has the academy annexed the curatorial or has the curatorial annexed the academy? Are we 
witnessing academia in the expanded field, or curating in the expanded field? To return to the 
example at hand, did the Tbilisi Triennial present an exhibition as school, or a school as exhi-
bition? This rhetoric of expansion and annexation arises from the simple fact that both the art 
academy and the curatorial are so successful today, although both are similarly under siege 
by what is variously called academic or cognitive capitalism, by which I mean higher educa-
tion motivated by profit. The art academy and the curatorial are also linked because more and 
more contemporary art curators are educated in art schools, while artists temporarily slide 
into roles such as archivist, producer, ethnographer, curator, community organizer, teacher, 
and so on. As the curator and writer Simon Sheikh has noted, most artists operating in the in-
ternational contemporary art world are academy-trained, which was not the case even twenty 
years ago. (Sheikh 2006). Art schools are highly influential in today’s art world—a significant 
departure from modernist avant-gardes, which often positioned themselves in opposition to 
academies. The CCA Tbilisi, to give one example, is both a center for contemporary art and 
an informal masters program (informal here means non-accredited and non-degree-granting). 
Every artist that shows at the CCA speaks to and works with the students, who in turn provide 
free installation labor and a guaranteed audience.

The Tbilisi Triennial resembled the large-scale international biennial form with which we 
are all familiar, and which has proliferated across the globe. Indeed, one of the most striking 
things about the biennial format is how little variation occurs. By and large, biennials and 
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triennials happen in cities, bring in new curators for each iteration, take place in multiple 
venues, are accompanied by programs of events, and, with varying degrees of success, put 
forward an organizing framework by which we might newly understand art’s relation to the 
world in which we live. There are only a scant few deviations from this structure. Manifesta, 
the European Biennial of Contemporary Art, changes host cities each time it occurs. The 
Venice Biennale clings to its national pavilions, however antiquated and problematic, in part 
because they separate it from the pack. The most recent Berlin Biennale at long last took the 
logical next step for biennials, one anticipated by the 2004 publication The Next Documenta 
Should Be Curated By an Artist, and invited the artist Artur Żmijewski to act as chief curator, 
which resulted in an insistently political, but also deeply divisive, project (figure 9).

Figure 9. Occupy, Berlin Biennale 2012, courtesy accaartblog.com. Photo Credit: Juliana Engberg.

3. Site/Nonsite
The Tbilisi Triennial took place in a city; involved a curatorial team brought together for the 
undertaking (Wato Tsereteli and Henk Slager, who is dean of MaHKU, the Masters Program 
at the Utrecht Graduate School of Visual Art and Design); was installed in multiple venues 
throughout the city; included an extensive program of events; and offered experimental art 
education in the wake of Bologna as its conceptual framework. But because the triennial 
organizers invited art schools rather than individual artists, the result was something quite  
different. The form of the triennial was familiar, notably so, but this one structural change  
led to a very different outcome. First and foremost, exhibition spaces were used as much 
for promotion, reportage, or temporary workshops as for the display of finished artworks 
(figure 10). Relational aesthetics, social practice, and participatory art may be relatively new 
terms for art, but this modality of exhibition dates back to the Great Exhibition in Hyde Park 
in London in 1851, which functioned as an active site not only of display, but also of use and 
demonstration.

In Tbilisi this shift in how the exhibition spaces were used meant a shift away from the 
aesthetic and qualitative judgments that attend most biennials. Even in instances in which 
finished artworks appeared on walls and floors, they were always either student works or the 
results of collaborations among students and/or teachers (figure 11). That so much student 
work was on view cut against the reputational economy of the art world that so often drives 
the publicity machines of biennials, even as the triennial’s emphasis on its four keynote artists 
reinscribed that reputational economy. The keynote artists—Stephan Dillemuth, Marion von 
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Osten, Hito Steyerl, and Anton Vidokle—all live in Germany or New York. Three are affiliated 
with e-flux, all have a rigorous writing practice and a political and critical art practice, and all 
are well-known, established figures. This is one of the many contradictions that structured 
the triennial, whose exhibition spaces quite forcefully imaged the extreme range in the invited 
schools’ methodologies, resources, modes of self-presentation, and levels of engagement.

Figure 10. Mildred’s Lane and The Mildred Complex(ity), Radical Pedagogy: WHOLESCHOOLING, 2012, mixed 
media installation. Photo courtesy Center of Contemporary Art-Tbilisi. Photo Credit: Aleksi Soselia.

The triennial comprised eight venues, five of which housed exhibitions: the CCA, Tbilisi; 
the Georgian National Museum; the Literature Museum; Europe House Georgia, and the 
Vladimir Kurtishvili Memorial House (figure 12). In the Literature Museum Georgian artist  
Mamuka Japaridze and Austrian artist and curator Katharina Stadler had installed their  
untitled collaborative work with as part of the presentation by CCA Tbilisi, the organizer and 
host school. The work was simple: a table covered with dried, pressed Saperavi grapes 
(figure 13). This varietal is the most formidable and revered in Georgian culture. The wine 
it makes is described as black, not red. During the fall harvest, which coincided with the 
triennial, Georgians make wine, which is shared and gifted for weeks and months to come. 
Japaridze and Stadler simply unloaded pressed grapes onto a table, where they were so 
fragrant and insistently tactile that one couldn’t help but run one’s fingers through them. 
Nature had invaded culture, and institutional critique was never so nonchalant and playful. 
The work was also specific to site, region, culture, nationality, time of year, and the ethos of 
making and sharing that structures Georgian culture—and art production, too. 
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Figure 11. Colectivo Cuarta Pragmatica, ISA Havana, installation view, Georgian National Museum, 1st Tbilisi 
Triennial, 2012. Photo courtesy Center for Contemporary Art, Tbilisi. Photo Credit: Tara McDowell.

Figure 12. Hand-painted map of Tbilisi, showing the venues for the 1st Tbilisi Triennial, Center of Contemporary 
Art-Tbilisi. Photo Credit: Tara McDowell.
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The pressed Saperavi grapes in the gallery were also a nonsite, in Robert Smithson’s 
sense of the term. Although located within the confines of the gallery, the nonsite constantly 
refers to something outside the gallery, the site. So too did Japaridze and Stadler’s offer-
ing to the triennial insistently refer to something beyond the gallery: not just the process of 
winemaking (from which the grapes were excerpted), nor the place (the village of Shindisi, 
at which only hours earlier they had lain on the ground), but rather the range of activities that 
took place throughout the triennial, which engendered a spontaneous and temporary com-
munity that did function at times like a school. 

In other words, the works installed in the various venues were the nonsites of the Tbilisi 
Triennial, while the site became the program of lectures, workshops, screenings, perfor-
mances, parties, dinners, and walking tours that ran parallel to the exhibition. Elsewhere I 
have called such auxiliary programming, which is linked to a growing interest in discursive 
exhibitions, the “paracuratorial” (Hoffmann and McDowell, 2011, p. 4). This practice defines 
curating not as bound solely to exhibition making, but rather as encompassing, and some-
times even making primary, a range of activities that have traditionally been parenthetical or 
supplementary to the exhibition proper. The paracuratorial is linked to, and takes advantage 
of, temporary and mobile models of coming-together that are themselves the result of em-
phasis placed on the distribution of knowledge rather than its production. And yet, in an age 
when we are all more or less drowning in events (Páldi 2011), the paracuratorial runs the risk 
of simply adding to the problem.

CCA Tbilisi partly sidestepped this issue by substituting the triennial programming for 
the normal schedule of classes during the run of the exhibition. In other words, attendance 
at each event was mandatory for the sixteen art students enrolled in CCA’s informal masters 
program, which meant not only that every event had a readymade, albeit small, audience, 
but that the audience was often the same, and thus increasingly familiar and increasingly 
able to draw upon a shared vocabulary that allowed an extended critical but also experiential 
engagement (figure 14). The CCA students were joined by art students from the fine arts 
academy, triennial participants who stayed on past the opening weekend, and a handful of 
Georgian artists and teachers. These roughly fifty people constituted the primary audience for 
the triennial, and formed a temporary community for one month.

Figure 13. Installation view, Literature Museum, 1st Tbilisi Triennial, 2012, featuring Mamuka Japaridze and  
Katharina Stadler, Untitled, 2012 (foreground). Photo courtesy Center for Contemporary Art, Tbilisi. Photo Credit: 
Aleksi Soselia.
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Not surprisingly, the triennial’s discursive programming was as uneven as its exhibition 
venues. There is only space in these pages to attend to one of the auxiliary pedagogical 
projects, run by Annette Krauss. Titled The Unlearning Workshop, it began with a clear con-
ceptual framework but developed with neither an agenda nor a discernable purpose. When 
the workshop was described to me, my first impression was that unlearning was a Dadaist 
enterprise, one tinged with absurdity and impossibility, a nonsensical procedure. Clearly the 
point was not to unlearn, but to think critically about methods of learning: a slightly Derridean 
engagement with a set of binaries by which giving full attention to one (unlearning) inadvert-
ently reveals much about the other (learning). My next art-historical reflex was to imagine 
unlearning as the heir to deskilling, that 1960s tactic so linked with conceptualism, and which 
led away from traditional skills of artmaking, such as painting or sculpting, and toward art as 
information, instruction, or idea. Deskilling dovetailed with critiques of authorship and eventu-
ally contributed to institutional critique, whose legacy it could well be argued that unlearning, 
when practiced in an institution for teaching such as an art school, includes. Finally, I read 
unlearning as an act of resistance for the present, a form of social but also political resistance 
to the present’s glut of information, epitomized by the twenty-four hour news cycle, and the 
related shift from criticism to publicity, and from action to passive consumption. Unlearning 
as resistance also has historical precedent, namely in the writings of the Situationists, who 
believed that acts such as dérive and détournement were important tools in the arsenal with 
which to fight social control perpetuated by the distraction of spectacle. 

Yet the more I participated in the daily unlearning workshops in Tbilisi, the more the 
concept of unlearning slipped away. It grew unruly and evasive, a shape-shifter that refused 
to remain a bounded object within my view. We met every afternoon for five days, and by 
the second day, when we “unlearned” how to ride a bike in the municipal park behind the 
museum, I was growing more confused (figure 15). Somewhere between a trust fall and a 
Fluxus Olympics event, attempting this act was far different from conceptualizing it. The more 
I thought about unlearning, practiced unlearning, and debated unlearning with the group, the 
more it dissolved, despite my efforts to hold onto it. The experience still troubles me, in the 
way that I think it was meant to.

Figure 14. Anton Vidokle with Keti Chukhrov, “Art After Empire” seminar, Unitednationsplaza, Europe House, Tbilisi, 
2012. Photo Credit: Tara McDowell.
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The most successful paracuratorial projects in the triennial were processual, which is 
the defining feature of education. “Involving a low-key transformative process,” Irit Rogoff 
writes, “it embodies duration and the development of a contested common ground” (Rogoff 
2008). This is the opposite of how we experience most large-scale art events today, which we 
attend, if we have the privilege of attending at all, for the briefest period of time. This is one of 
the most pervasive structural tensions of the Tbilisi Triennial: it appropriated a form—the trien-
nial—for its legibility and legitimacy, but operated as a school, even though the triennial form 
is a vehicle for a quick and massive digestion of contemporary art, and a school, at its best, 
involves a low-key transformative process. The sometimes awkward collision of these two 
forms was not always successful, but sometimes it was, and so is worthy of our attention as a 
model for how to reimagine the forms we use, especially at a moment in which their bounda-
ries are eroding even further. Moreover, it will be on the peripheries where we reconfigure, 
and reimagine given forms rather than simply reproduce them, where we have the space and 
freedom for experimentation, hospitality, and even failure.

4. Adorno’s Grey Auditorium
This is the poster for the triennial, an image I turn to in order to draw some conclusions  
(figure 16). Here it is pasted onto a wall of advertisements for Caucasian mountain mineral 
water, Red Bull, and Sulguni, an eye-opening, tart cheese. As visual information, it is straight-
forward enough: the top half is given over to an image, what looks to be an empty lecture 
hall. Underneath this is the exhibition’s title, in English and Georgian, followed by the dates of 
the exhibition, the venues, and, as is now necessary for any such large-scale international art 
event, even in as far-flung a location as Tbilisi, the many sponsoring government agencies, 
corporations, and foundations. 

The image is a curious emblem for an exhibition devoted to experimental education. It is, 
first of all, clearly an institutional space: a lecture hall or auditorium, fairly large. It is a fiercely 
centered image: Image and room are perfectly symmetrical, with the orthogonals of the seating 

Figure 15. Site for Unlearning #2, Annette Krauss in collaboration with Hyunju Chung, Sofia Montenegro,  
Laura Pardo and Maiko Tanaka, workshop series, Tbilisi 2012.
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converging at the center of the blackboard. Look here. Eyes forward. The blackboard is a 
symbolic site of knowledge dissemination, Joseph Beuys taught us, but it is also a vehicle 
for performative punishment, as John Baldessari demonstrated via a group of art students at 
the Nova Scotia College of Art and Design in 1971. “I will not make any more boring art,” they 
wrote on the wall again and again, in what must have been a tedious and hand-cramping 
process (figure 17). This blackboard has been erased save for a bit of residual information at  
top left: “Start 10:10; Ende 12:10.” Most likely the start and stop of the class meeting, this 
notation reminds us that education structures our time: our day, our week, our semester,  
our year.

Figure 16. Poster for the 1st Tbilisi Triennial, 2012. Photo Credit: Tara McDowell.
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Despite this basic institutional educational setting, no teacher and no students appear 
here. There are no people in this picture, an absence that becomes all the more odd given 
the preponderance of images of contemporary pedagogical projects that rely solely on groups  
of people for their visual idiom and legitimacy. These include, for example, an image of  
Martha Rosler speaking at a Unitednationsplaza event in Berlin in July 2007 (figure 18).  
The logic of the image is one of essential components: a group of people, sitting close to  
one another, listening attentively while someone speaks and, importantly, technology is  
present to amplify and record that speaking. Instead the single most circulated image of  
the Tbilisi Triennial, its self-promotional image, shows an empty space whose institutional, 
regulatory, and standardizing tendencies are so obvious that we need not even turn to  
Michel Foucault to recognize them.

Figure 17. John Baldessari, I Will Not Make Any More Boring Art, 1971, graphite on wall, dimensions variable. 
Installation at the Mezzanine Gallery, Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, Halifax, Canada. Photo Credit: 
Charlotte Townsend.
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This image stages a series of contradictions that were structurally built into the triennial  
but also emerged in unexpected and unruly ways over the course of the month-long endeavor. 
The photograph that occupies the top half of the poster is by the Berlin-based artist and 
writer Hito Steyerl, and it depicts the auditorium of the Goethe-Universität in Frankfurt. In 
some ways the image is anticipatory—there could be no image of the Tbilisi Triennial com-
munity because it had not yet come together. But it reinforces that the impact of the triennial 
registered most in its non-institutional spaces, in its temporary alliances of individuals. The 
poster image belongs to a project by Steyerl, Adorno’s Grey, exhibited in 2012 at e-flux’s New 
York project space (figure 19). According to legend Adorno painted this auditorium a particular 
shade of grey, in order to keep his students alert while he lectured. What the Triennial proved 
was that not only is the right shade of grey not necessary, but neither is the auditorium.

Figure 15. A public conversation with Martha Rosler and Stephen Wright, Martha Rosler Library,  
Unitednationsplaza, Berlin, July 2007. Photo courtesy of e-flux.

Figure 19. Hito Steyerl, Adornos’s Grey (detail), 2012, single channel HD video projection, 14 minutes 20 seconds, 
four angled screens, wall plot, photographs. Installation view, e-flux, New York, 2012. Photo Credit: Ray A.
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I recognize this is an odd, even contrarian claim within a journal volume dedicated to 
museum architecture. But what the triennial required of all of us was time as much as space. 
It demanded our time, and it rewarded us for giving it. Just like school does. This is the great 
advantage that a university art museum has over other kinds of arts institutions: its primary 
audience will be there regularly, for years. This is an extraordinary opportunity—one that the 
Art Gallery of New South Wales or the National Gallery of Victoria would surely envy. This 
gift of time could lead to a rethinking of the entire exhibition format: exhibitions could become 
processual; they could explore a question or thought problem for an entire academic year. 
They could be experimental, prone to failure, provisional, risky, tentative: in other words, they 
could be more open. 
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