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Rome, 26 March 2013. In 1745, Giovanni Battista Piranesi created a number of etchings later to 
known as Le Carceri d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons), infinite yet constricted spaces within a visionary 
fantasy. 
In 1791, Jeremy Bentham, an English jurist and social theorist, designed the Panopticon, a new model 
prison with a circular plan and a single observation point in the centre. 
Around 1820, Sir John Soane, an English Neo-Classical architect, opened rooms of his own house in 
London to the public, exhibiting his collection of antiquities in a special tribute to Rome. 
In 2012, the Dutch artist Fiona Tan, realised the video work Inventory, the worldwide premiere of 
which will be staged at MAXXI from 27 March.  
 
The legacy of Piranesi, Bentham and Soane form part of Fiona Tan’s reflection on the concepts she 
explores in her work such as time, memory, cultural identity and the relationship with space. Her 
beautiful and engaging works are on show at MAXXI in the exhibition INVENTORY, curated by Monia 
Trombetta for MAXXI Arte directed by Anna Mattirolo(through to 8 September 2013). 
 
The exhibition features important works by the artist realised after 2004, devised as an exhibition 
without walls, within a layout that rather than creating architectural divisions, leaves it up to the art to 
create environments and connections. 
 
The exhibition on the ground floor with Correction (2004), a work composed of six projections in 
which the artist presents 330 portraits of prisoners and guards from four American prisons in 
California and Illinois. In this installation the portrayed inmates and their guards encircle the visitor, 
thus recalling but also inverting the structure of Jeremny Bentham’s Panopticon. Correction also reveals 
the artist’s other source of inspiration, Le Carceri d’invenzione (Imaginary Prisons) by Giovanni 
Battista Piranesi. These famous etchings by the Venetian architect and printmaker, have more than 
once been a source of inspiration for Fiona Tan. She sees a strong relationship between the visionary 
architectural spaces of Piranesi’s Le Carceri d’invenzione and the fluid and dynamic spaces of Zaha 
Hadid’s architectural design for MAXXI. Presented here are eight reproductions of Piranesi’s 
etchings, in their original and final versions. These reworkings are the result of modifications to the 
plates made by the artist himself between 1745 and 1750.  
 
These prints can be seen as a common thread of the entire exhibition, weaving a network of visual, 
cultural and architectural references. For Fiona Tan the Piranesian prisons express concepts of 
history, fiction, invention and folly that we again find in Disorient. Whilst the numerous changes 
made by Piranesi to “his” prisons constitute a reference to the process behind the creation of 
Inventory. 
 
Disorient, filmed on location by Fiona Tan in the Dutch Pavilion at the Venice Biennale in 2009, is a 
two channel projection. While Tan shows the imagined, private museum of this Venetian explorer on 
one screen, on the other screen history and geography are transversed through a completely 
contemporary journey. Disorient’s spoken narrative consists entirely of quotes from Marco Polo’s The 
Travels, forging a new connections and possibilities for interpretation.  
 
For Inventory the artist took the ancient city of Rome as a point of departure, but in the ensuing journey 
the artist arrived at quite an unexpected destination. Shot entirely in London, inside the home and  



 

 
 
private museum of Sir John Soane (1753-1837), Inventory is shown here for the first time ever. The 
images of the interiors of the John Soane Museum were captured by Fiona Tan using six different 
cameras. Taking the very medium with which the artist works as the focus, Inventory reflects upon the 
notion of translation and the fleetingness of our current day perceptions. 
 
Cloud Island speaks about the Japanese island of Inujima, scarred and marked by some 400 years of 
industrial development. Once an island of fishermen and farmers, Inujima then became a place of 
granite quarries and copper refineries. Now all the works stand empty and the island’s aged population 
has dwindled to around fifty people. The island’s aged inhabitants find themselves amidst a pivotal 
moment of immanent change, one in which architecture plays a leading role. 
 
The works are displayed openly, without spatial divisions, in the search for a pure dialogue with the 
architecture of this museum. Fiona Tan’s works annul the normal space-time dimensions to immerse 
the MAXXI public in a visual itinerary that traverses diverse eras and places. 
 
Realization of Inventory was made possible through the Philadelphia Museum of Art with 
generous support from the Wyncote Foundation. Additional support for the production was 
provided by the Leo Katz Collection, Bogotá, Colombia. 
The artist would like to thank the Mondriaan Fund, Amsterdam for its support. 
 
 
 
Born in Indonesia, Fiona Tan moved to The Netherlands in 1988.After having completed her BFA at the 
Gerrit Rietveld Academie in 1992, Tan furthered her studies at the Rijksakademie van Beeldende Kunsten, 
again in Amsterdam where she still lives and works. 
An artist of international repute, she principally works with video and photography. 
Her videos are characterised by a strong expressive trait, the fruit of the very idea of travel, of moving, of 
mutation and of the relationship between East and West.The concepts of space and time become a mental 
dimension rather than mere conventions facilitating everyday existence.It is for this reason that the nucleus 
of her poetic lies in the profound reworking of memory, in the visually organized development of recollection, 
subsequently contextualised artistically within engaging spatial presentations, thanks in part to skilful and 
elegant use of technology. 
 
 
 
 
 
MAXXI – National Museum of XXI Century Arts 
www.fondazionemaxxi.it - info:06.399.67.350; info@fondazionemaxxi.it 
opening hours:11.00 – 19.00 (Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, Friday, Sunday) 11.00 – 22.00 
(Saturday) closed: Mondays. 1 May and 25 December 
 
MAXXI PRESS OFFICE - +39 06 322.51.78, press@fondazionemaxxi.it 



 

FIONA TAN. INVENTORY 
27 March - 8 September 2013 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 



 

 

FIONA TAN. INVENTORY 
27 March - 8 September 2013 
 
Foreword 
Giovanna Melandri, President of the MAXXI  

 
Fiona Tan’s artistic creations are characterized by a surprising richness of expression, the result of the idea of 
traveling, moving and changing. These themes are included in a mental concept of space-time, an element 
that becomes a dimension of thinking, and not merely a convention serving the purposes of everyday 
existence. Indeed, her artistic gaze, which is profoundly influenced by her story, represents an articulated 
summary of cultures, ways of thinking and points of view. Fiona Tan is an artist who uses cinematographic 
language perfectly, and who understands the value of the frames and the core function of the editing, thus 
achieving an absolute composure that adds linguistic breadth to the digital realization. The exhibition Fiona 
Tan. Inventory is a world premiere of the artist’s most recent work, the video installation Inventory. The 
exhibition offers a new reflection on the concept of the museum and collecting and its history, capable of 
describing the link that this has with Italian cultural and artistic tradition. The work is born out of the ideas 
stemming from the private house and museum of Sir John Soane, an eighteenth-century British architect, an 
impassioned collector who was educated in the cult of architecture and art. Three other video installations, 
along with Inventory, articulate the exhibition: Correction, inspired by the Panopticon (the ideal prison 
designed by Jeremy Bentham in 1791), in which the artist presents a gallery of faces of American prisoners 
and guards; Disorient, inspired by Marco Polo’s journey and by the hypothesis of the explorer’s imaginary 
museum; and, lastly, Cloud Island, a work whose leading character is the isle of Inujima, a symbol of 
Japanese industrialization. 
 
Fiona Tan’s installations become even more exciting when they are surrounded by the engaging architectural 
space designed by Zaha Hadid. Indeed, these works foster an implicit dialogue with the MAXXI’s futuristic 
spaces, creating continuous cross-references to the themes so dear to the artist, such as the concept of the 
museum, memory and the future, stasis and change. Fiona Tan invites the museum-goer to come to terms 
not just with her artistic creations, but with the museum itself and its function. 
 



 

 

FIONA TAN. INVENTORY 
27 March - 8 September 2013 
 
Contemplating Time 
Anna Mattirolo, Director of MAXXI Arte 
 

Time, memory and cultural identity are some of the recurring themes in Fiona Tan’s work. With this exhibition 
the MAXXI has chosen to present a selection of the artist’s most significant recent works and her new video 
installation Inventory (2012), made especially for the occasion. This is an ambitious project that confirms the 
museum’s interest in the study and promotion of international artistic research. The exhibition seeks to pursue 
the receptiveness to the outside world that has distinguished the MAXXI’s cultural program since it opened. 
The complexity of Fiona Tan’s work can also be seen in the exhibition catalogue, a volume jointly produced 
with the Philadelphia Museum of Art and conceived in close collaboration with the artist. The presentation of 
the works is thus combined with the documentation and the research to provide an articulated critical pathway 
allowing visitors to enjoy Tan’s filmic universe. Presented for the first time in an Italian museum, the works run 
across different cultures; they encourage us to ponder the concept of travel, the difficult relationship between 
East and West, and the themes of memory and the passing of time. 
Fiona Tan was born in Indonesia to a Chinese-Australian family, grew up in Australia, and later moved to 
Holland. In one of her very first works she called herself “a professional foreigner” who inhabits different 
places without ever succeeding in really being a part of them 1. This complex and evanescent identity, the 
feeling she has always had of being a ‘foreigner’ in the land of others, has guaranteed Fiona Tan the clear-
sighted awareness of how impossible it is to fully understand other countries, inevitably crushed by banal 
images that do not express a country’s cultural complexity 2. 
The theme of the journey thus becomes a constant feature in her investigation, and can to a great extent be 
traced in her videos, starting from her early works in the late 1990s, down to her famous Disorient (2009), a 
visual reflection dedicated to the city of Venice. In this work, originally conceived for the Dutch Pavilion at the 
2009 Biennale, the artist assembles passages from Marco Polo’s diaries, read by an off-camera voice, and 
shots that portray some of today’s Oriental megalopolises. As the title itself tells us, the aim of the work is to 
produce a sudden short-circuit in the viewer, a sense of bewilderment whose goal is to reveal the stereotyped 
inconsistency concealed behind any possible geographical, historical or cultural definition of a city – Venice – 
the ideal bridge between East and West, past and present. 
Thanks to the use of very slow takes, the video indeed creates a sense of spatio-temporal disorientation, a 
visual confusion that immerses the viewers in a fluid and ongoing universe. What stems from this is a rich 
panorama of geographical and cultural references, a complex mental atlas consisting of images whose 
exceptional qualities will enthrall and captivate the viewer. 
Fiona Tan’s interest in the geographical context and the journey theme thus takes its place alongside the 
artist’s social analysis and concern with time, which can be detected in most of her works. A case in point is 
Countenance (2002), which is about the inhabitants of the city of Berlin, described by Tan as a “portrait of the 
capital and its history by means of the faces, body languages and the life conditions of the inhabitants”3, but 
also Correction (2004), dedicated to the portrayal of some three hundred prisoners and staff in four U.S. 
prisons in the states of California and Illinois. As compared to Countenance, the latter video focuses more on 
people; the monotonous setting of prison courtyards allows the artist to concentrate on the individuals rather 
than on the surrounding landscape, breathing life into fixed images, filmic portraits characterized by a strong 
sense of time 4. 
The attention paid to the passing of time that characterizes these works can also be traced in Inventory, a 
work involving Sir John Soane’s Museum in London, the gallery founded by the architect and eminent 
Neoclassical collector. Curious about the accumulation of objects that completely cover the display area, the 
artist succeeds in revealing what lay at the heart of collecting at the time: the urge to stop time, the fear of 
death 5. Hence, in a universe of citations and cross-references, Fiona Tan’s work uproots the normal spatio-
temporal dimensions to envelop the public at the MAXXI in a visual pathway that crosses different times and 
places. In this emotional journey the artist transmits to the visitors the deepest objective of the artistic 
experience: that openness to others, which also means a loss of self, ‘a sense of bewilderment’. 
 
1 The words are from the autobiographical video May You Live in Interesting Times (1997), a documentary focusing on the story of her family, a route that crosses 
various places, ending in Shan Hou in China, her ancestors’ village, still inhabited by people named Tan. 
2 This approach, based on the artist’s personal experience, cannot be read in light of a mere autobiographism, but is based on a broader vision, which looks to post-
colonial studies, starting with the concept of Orientalism postulated by Edward Said. E. Said, Orientalism, Vintage Books, New York 1979. 
3 F. Tan, in O. Enwezor (ed.), Documenta 11, exh. cat. (Kassel, Documenta), Hatje Cantz, Stuttgart 2002, p.586. 
4 The prison, designed by Jeremy Bentham in 1791, was conceived in a circular shape so that a single guard could monitor all the prisoners. M. Foucault, M. Perrot 
(eds.), Panopticon, ovvero la casa d’ispezione, Marsilio, Venice 1997. 
5 As Alessandra Mottola Molfino stresses, “objects are collected so as to subtract them from life and the passing of time, to challenge death and stop time.” A. 
Mottola Molfino, Il libro dei musei, Umberto Allemandi, Turin 1991, p.63. 
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The Fiona Tan Exhibition. 
A Piranesian Journey at the MAXXI 
Monia Trombetta, Assistant Curator, MAXXI Arte 
 
 
“Rome is a city heavy with history, laden with archeological remains and architectural ruins. The perfect place 
to delve into the relationship between objects and memory. I’m interested in how pervasive – even ubiquitous 
– old visions and ideas of a place can be. And I’m even more interested in how that clashes with the 
present”1. 
 
When reading these words by Fiona Tan it seems logical to think that the artist in part dedicated her new 
project to Rome. Having emerged in the 1990s, Fiona Tan was consecrated in the world art scene thanks to 
her success at the Dutch Pavilion of the 2009 Venice Biennale. Forever interested in the concept of memory, 
Fiona Tan finds in the Eternal City the place where she can bestow physicality to this idea. Here, past and 
present coexist concretely; ruins, monuments, works and products of antiquity cohabit and communicate with 
the buildings of the contemporary city, under the umbrella of a cultural identity that is reinforced by three 
millennia of history. The cradle of Western civilization, Rome expresses its historical and artistic heritage. 
Some of the artist’s most important works (from 2004 to the present time) are on display here. They hold a 
dialogue with one another and outline the themes of interest and the style relating to the artist’s most recent 
production. Fiona Tan’s works constantly examine the concept of cultural identity and memory; the notions of 
space and time and their inextricable relationship play an essential role in her films. The exhibition project at 
the MAXXI delves into the idea of space that is specific to the artist’s work, by way of the concept of 
architecture, but above all thanks to the installation that interprets and analyzes the objectives of this show. 
The decision not to use architectural divisions leaves Fiona Tan’s works with the task of creating ambiences 
and connections by themselves. The exhibition starts out in the Claudia Gian Ferrari gallery, on the ground 
floor of the museum, accessible from the hall. The work on display here is Correction (2004), a video 
installation whose design expresses a reference to the Panopticon, based on a clear and evident architectural 
scheme. The six projections of this work, in which the artist presents some three hundred portraits of U.S. 
prisoners and guards, are set up according to the model of the ideal prison (the Panopticon) designed in 1791 
by Jeremy Bentham, a British jurist and social theorist (1748–1832). The incipit of the exhibition, Correction 
heralds the major themes of the display project and reveals an important reference: Giovanni Battista Piranesi 
(1720–1778). The Venetian architect, together with his Imaginary Prisons, was a source of inspiration for the 
artist. Stemming from the MAXXI’s strong architectural identity is the decision to physically relate Piranesi’s 
visionary, extraordinary structures with the fluid and dynamic ones created by Zaha Hadid. In the great hall of 
the museum the stairs interweave and guide the viewer’s gaze upward, becoming lost in the twisting 
architectural space. The Hadidian spatial experience brings the mind back to Piranesi’s constructions that 
create labyrinths which are at times inextricable, defined by the bold black lines. The prints that inspired the 
work are both a common thread and a guide for interpreting the whole exhibition project, weaving a close-knit 
network of visual and cultural references for the works and underscoring the relationship between identity and 
memory, art and architecture. 
Piranesi’s prisons also express and represent the concepts of history, invention, madness and imagination, 
linked to his impossible architectures, and they remind us of Disorient (2009) – a work filmed by Fiona Tan in 
the Dutch Pavilion at the Venice Biennale, where the artist built her own set in order to re-create Marco Polo’s 
imaginary private museum – and the wondrous spaces of Sir John Soane’s Museum in London, the location 
for Inventory (2012). Among the works showcased are reproductions of a selection of plates from Imaginary 
Prisons, in their original and final versions, obtained after two processes carried out by the artist himself in 
1761 and 1770 on the 1745–1750 plate. Possibly dissatisfied with the results of the first version of the plates, 
Piranesi reworked them several times. The final version is the result of the addition of new graphic patterns 
through the use of acid and new engravings with the burin, a tool that allowed the artist to achieve the 
expressive intensity and profound drama that distinguish his works. 
A work of art is always the translation of an image, of an object, of an idea, whether it refers to reality or to the 
author’s imagination. The numerous interventions carried out by Piranesi, even after many years, on ‘his’ 



 

 

prisons can be viewed in relation to the process that went into making Inventory. The images of the interiors 
of Sir John Soane’s Museum, which were filmed using six cameras, accentuate the concept of ‘translation’ 
and they clearly reveal Fiona Tan’s intention to analyze the relationship between the reality and the art works, 
emphasizing the impossibility of achieving a perfect transposition of reality through any medium. 
By climbing the MAXXI’s ‘Piranesian’ stairs leading up to the top floor of the building which projects into the 
void, by way of an ascending pathway guided by the architectural structures, we reach Gallery 5, where the 
other works are on display. These include Inventory. Completely filmed in London at Sir John Soane’s 
Museum, the work provides the title of the exhibition and is presented here for the first time. Sir John Soane 
had built, thousands of miles from the city, his own private monument dedicated to Rome, realizing his own 
version of the Grand Tour within the confines of his own home. Unchanged since 1833 this house museum is 
one of the least known gems of London, an amazing place, the embodiment of the architect’s incredible 
fascination with and passion for Rome. As Fiona Tan tells us, Soane’s Rome is a database of classical 
fragments and sculptures, and the interiors of the museum today are crowded, confusing yet captivating. 
Inventory is indeed born from the rapture of this place. The common root of the words ‘Inventory’ and 
‘Invention’, both of which derive from the Latin word ‘invenire’, meaning ‘to find’, draws our attention to the 
idea of the collection and the archive that pervades the works on display and reminds us of the concept of the 
museum and the collection, as well as of the ‘invention’ intrinsic to Piranesi’s Prisons. 
The other two important works in the exhibition revolve around Inventory: 
the first of these is Disorient, a double projection in which Fiona Tan starts out from the diaries of Marco Polo 
to imagine what the private museum of the Venetian explorer might have been like, underscoring the 
connections between memory, objects and museum architecture. The Dutch Pavilion is thus transformed into 
a creative museum whose interiors express Marco Polo’s experience, ideas and thoughts, causing us to 
ponder contemporary globalization and its origins. The other work on display, Cloud Island, is about the isle of 
Inujima, the symbol of four hundred years of Japanese industrialization that have completely distorted the life 
of the island and the customs of its people. In this work Fiona Tan uses the architecture ofthe place, the 
alternation between inhabited houses and abandoned buildings and gardens, as well as the granite quarries 
and inactive, disused copper refineries, to recount the experience that transformed the island of fishermen 
and farmers into an almost deserted place after attempts at its industrialization fell through. 
As mentioned, the display design for the works has no architectural divisions. Disorient, Cloud Island and 
Inventory thrive within a single space, and the division into areas takes place solely by way of the dislocation 
of projection screens that create zones and ambiences for sounds and images. A pure dialogue with the 
architecture guarantees the integrity of each work and the concentration required for the enjoyment of each 
one. Fiona Tan’s works on display here build bridges that cross the centuries and capture the public in a 
unique and profound experience that does away with the spatio-temporal confines that really do exist. 
 
 
1 Unpublished essay written on the occasion of the presentation of the exhibition project “Inventory”, produced thanks to the 
contribution of the Philadelphia Museum of Art and the Mondriaan Foundation of Amsterdam. 
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Inventory. Some Notes 
Fiona Tan 
 
“Our fine arts were developed, their types and uses were established, in times very different from the present, 
by men whose power of action upon things was insignificant in comparison with ours. But the amazing growth 
of our techniques, the adaptability and precision they have attained, the ideas and habits they are creating, 
make it a certainty that profound changes are impending in the ancient craft of The Beautiful. In all the arts 
there is a physical component which can no longer be considered or treated as it used to be, which cannot 
remain unaffected by our modern knowledge and power. For the last twenty years neither matter nor space 
nor time has been what it was from time immemorial. We must expect great innovations to transform the 
entire technique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps even bringing about an 
amazing change in our very notion of art”1. Paul Valéry  
Valéry wrote this in the third decade of the last century, at a time when the new was welcomed and the old 
categorically rejected. About thirty years later, in a television interview recorded in 1966, the renowned 
French film director Jean Renoir made a striking comparison between filmmaking and medieval tapestries. He 
said he missed the grain of old film stock, the tonal quality of older film stock no longer in production. To 
summarize, Renoir argued that technical perfection results in ugliness. Thus the Bayeux tapestries are 
beautiful because of their primitive nature, not in spite of, but indeed, because of their imperfection. In the 
centuries that followed, when the technique for making tapestries improved, the aesthetic quality of the 
tapestries declined greatly. 
“It sometimes makes me wonder whether man’s gift for beauty isn’t in spite of himself. His intelligence – what 
a devastating force! Intelligence is terrible. It makes us do stupid things. What if intelligence pushes us toward 
ugliness? What if intelligence makes us slaves, admirers of all that is ugly? What if our tendency to imitate 
nature is simply a tendency toward ugliness? The things we choose to imitate in nature aren’t the most 
beautiful. I wonder whether in primitive times all objects, not just art, were beautiful. It’s a disturbing question” 
2. Jean Renoir  
While not disregarding the subject matter my cameras scrutinize, study and survey for this piece, I also wish 
to focus on the question of medium – on the specific character of film and of video, media I have been 
working with for so many years. 
In English I find ‘medium’ a difficult term to handle. The word ‘medium’ suggests the in-between. Is this the 
interface between me and my audience and between concept and end result? In a nineteenth century séance 
a medium is the person who can supposedly intermediate between this world and spirits from the ‘other’ 
world. To my mind this far-fetched connotation gives the word hints of trickery and falsehood. And the plural 
term ‘media’ bears the terrible weight of all the world’s current day, omnipresent press and 
telecommunications. In Dutch we use the more down-to-earth word ‘drager’, which translated literally means 
quite simply ‘carrier’. I prefer this word; it implies both movement and work. An artist’s idea and intention are 
transported across and through the artwork’s carrier. The carrier is a trusted ferry boat diligently rowing back 
and forth from the other side of the river, from my side to yours. 
Of course most of the time the medium employed is rendered invisible. We look through it, because we look 
only at what it portrays. Like a good servant it should never be obtrusive, it must never thrust itself into the 
foreground of perception. The hierarchy is clear: the carrier underneath supports the image above. But any 
image is surely dependent upon its carrier; content would be non-existent without its form. And surely this is 
where art resides. Art is the in-between; suspended, floating or sandwiched in between the intention and the 
reception, between the physical and the spiritual, the ubiquitous and the sublime. 
There is another Dutch word which aids my thinking in this respect. 
When we speak of how a medium records or translates the world around us we speak of the ‘optekening’, of 
how it is drawn. This reminds me of the etymology of the words ‘photography’ and ‘cinematography’, drawing 
or writing with light and with movement. I am trying with this piece to point towards the ‘vluchtigheid van de 
optekening’ – the fleetingness of these filmed registrations. I sometimes feel that in the contemporary it is 
transitoriness itself which becomes eternalized. In one sense the media are disappearing even while we are 
watching or looking. I am reminded here of a scene from Federico Fellini’s Roma (1972): digging for the 
subway has laid thousand year old murals bare. But once exposed to sunlight, the wall paintings fade from 
sight right before the archeologists’ eyes. 



 

 

 
 
Lists or inventories can be tedious or stupid, but they can also be enlightening. I made my first film as a 
student in 1989. It was a ten-minute film shot on Super8. Since then I have made works using the following 
media: U-matic (3/4 inch broadband), VHS, S-VHS, Laserdisc, Video8, Hi8, 16mm, 35mm, miniDV, DVD, 
Betacam SP, HDV, Digital Betacam, Super16, HD Betacam, XDCam, HDCam, HD, 2K digital, 4K digital. 
Most of these moves to a new medium and an even newer camera were not voluntary on my part. Planned 
redundancy in the technical industries is a powerful thing. Many of these media have almost ceased to exist. I 
will not bore you with the even longer list of cameras I have used, nor with the list of monitors and projectors 
used to present the work once it has been completed. 
By choosing to make time-based art and to work with audiovisual media, I am condemned, so it would seem, 
to the transitory. This is endemic in our contemporary life. As Charles Baudelaire wrote in The Painter of 
Modern Life: “By modernity I mean the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, the half of art whose other half 
is the eternal and the immutable”3. Charles Baudelaire 
I can try to escape into a timeless space, into a less temporary zone. But whether I will succeed only time can 
tell. 
Almost a century ago, cinema was hailed as the art most appropriate for the contemporary era we live in. 
Walter Benjamin wrote: “Magician and surgeon compare to painter and cameraman. The painter maintains in 
his work a natural distance from reality, the cameraman penetrates deeply into its web. There is a 
tremendous difference between the pictures they obtain. That of the painter is a total one, that of the 
cameraman consists of multiple fragments which are assembled under a new law. Thus, for contemporary 
man the representation of reality by the film is incomparably more significant than that of the painter, since it 
offers, precisely because of the thoroughgoing permeation of reality with mechanical equipment, an aspect of 
reality which is free of all equipment. And that is what one is entitled to ask of a work of art”4. Walter Benjamin 
While I cannot agree with Walter Benjamin as regards the redundancy of painting, I do feel that he rightly 
asked the question of how mechanical reproduction changed the meaning of art. Indeed I feel that the 
question of how media have changed the way we perceive and understand art is yet to be adequately dealt 
with by art historians. Perhaps the dilemma is not so much a problem of l’art pour l’art, but – as Hans Belting 
has so eloquently argued – one of l’histoire de l’art pour l’histoire de l’art. But this hiatus offers me chances, 
poses questions and puzzles for me mull over. 
Attempts to tackle such questions can occupy me for years to come. “By close-ups of the things around us, 
by focusing on hidden details of familiar objects, by exploring common place milieus under the ingenious 
guidance of the camera, the film, on the one hand, extends our comprehension of the necessities which rule 
our lives; on the other hand, it manages to assure us of an immense and unexpected field of action. Our 
taverns and our metropolitan streets, our offices and furnished rooms, our railroad stations and our factories 
appeared to have us locked up hopelessly. Then came the film and burst this prison-world asunder by the 
dynamite of the tenth of a second, so that now, in the midst of its far-flung ruins and debris, we calmly and 
adventurously go traveling”5.Walter Benjamin 
Personally I can both agree and disagree with the opinions of those such as Renoir and Baudelaire. If I have 
learned anything from filming Inventory (2012) on six different cameras it is that all media are faulty and yet 
each has its own intrinsic beauty. Each camera has its own look and produces shots in a style all its own, 
each is far from perfect, some have more charm than others. But most definitely all are translations, none 
represent reality – what my eye can see as I have seen it. And yet in my own work as an artist, it is the 
translations that I must make do with, that I therefore welcome and embrace. 
“I never arrived at the translation I would have liked to do of poem 101 [an elegy by Catullus, c. 84 – c. 54 
BC]. But over the years of working at it, I came to think of translating as a room, not exactly an unknown 
room, where one gropes for the light switch”6. Anne Carson 
 
The Museum. The Collection. The two are inextricably interwoven and interdependent. In my work as an artist 
I am also an exhibition maker and am indeed dependent upon both. Exactly how I present this new piece is 
something which will take definite shape when I am installing in the museum, in the space itself. I take pride in 
my exhibition making; I like to think that I am good at it. I plan, sketch and devise all my exhibitions. Recently I 
have been experimenting even more radically with the exhibition as concept and as form, with modes of 
presentation and exhibition design. And always, right from start, I have been responding to the architectural 
environment: to the rooms, walls, spaces and constellations I have been asked to work within. 



 

 

So now, I find myself dreaming about and preparing for a solo exhibition in the most challenging museum 
architecture I have encountered to date. The MAXXI swings and slopes and slides. The architecture leaves 
one dizzy and dazed, but as Carlos Basualdo said to me on my first visit to the museum “She never crashes 
into you”. I applaud that such a building has been built in Rome of all places. But at times I do feel that I must 
don boxing gloves and engage in playful combat with Zaha Hadid, the building’s esteemed architect. 
Of course the public museum is a relatively new invention, it has been with us some two hundred years. 
(Incidentally ‘inventory’ and ‘invention’ have the same Latin root i.e. ‘to find’, ‘to come upon’.) The Louvre, 
originally a royal palace and then an academy, opened its doors to the public on the weekends as the Musée 
Central des Arts in 1793. Sir John Soane’s Museum, the location where I filmed Inventory, prides itself on 
being the first ever public gallery for contemporary paintings. Soane transformed the rooms of his home into a 
public museum in order to house his extensive private collection. He received visitors to his museum from the 
early 1820s onwards. Indeed, a unique time capsule, it is still open to the public and remains essentially 
unchanged to this day. 
Sir John Soane was an architect in the Neoclassical age, a time when idealists believed that art could 
improve mankind. Neoclassicism strived for clear, straight lines and proportions. This clarity of form, so one 
nobly thought, could rub off on a building’s inhabitants. Ironically Soane’s Museum feels to me like its 
antithesis. These rooms are surprisingly small and tight. The place is narrow and crowded like a rabbit’s 
warren. And the hanging of the collection is very curious and highly debatable. The owner’s loneliness and 
preoccupation with death speak to me from almost every room. 
Without exception museums initially started out as private collections. Why collect? Why surround oneself 
with dead, inanimate objects? This question has occupied me repeatedly and I’m not sure that I have found a 
satisfactory answer. But maybe I should engage in more discussions with living collectors to find out. 
 
“Except for extremely rare cases of collections that contain all objects of a certain type, a collection is always 
open and could always be increased with the addition of some other element; especially if the collection is 
based, as was the case with Roman patricians, medieval lords, or modern galleries and museums, on a taste 
for accumulation and increase ad infinitum”7. Umberto Eco 
All collections must be by nature arbitrary, inconsequent, as idiosyncratic as their owners. As Umberto Eco 
continues: “save for highly specialized cases, collections always verge on the incongruous. A space traveller 
unaware of our concept of art would wonder why the Louvre contains trifles in common use such as vases, 
plates, or salt cellars, icons of a goddess such as the Venus de Milo, representations of landscapes, portraits 
of normal people, grave gods and mummies, portrayals of monstrous creatures, objects of worship, images of 
human beings suffering torture, accounts of battles, nudes calculated to arouse sexual attraction and even 
archeological finds”8. 
With this summary he could in fact be describing Soane’s collection too. After reading Eco’s wonderful and 
dizzying list of lists, both literary and artistic, I was encouraged for the first time to consider and categorize my 
own works into those consisting of one single image, those with a narrative and those which comprise a list, a 
catalogue. Of course Eco too is a great fan of lists. He taught me that a painting can be a list, a visible 
catalogue which sometimes stretches beyond the boundaries of its frame. Although it sounds paradoxical lists 
can very regularly point to the infinite. So a list or an inventory is also a desire to get to the uncharted, to 
unravel the secrets of the universe, manmade or otherwise. But this all sounds rather high and mighty, even if 
it is attractive in its ambition. Lists are also a very simple manifestation of one’s desire to order and to control, 
while acknowledging all along two universal rules, that whenever possible destiny will take the path of the 
least resistance, and that chaos is inherent in all that surrounds us. 
 
 
1 P. Valéry, The Conquest of Ubiquity in “Aestetics”, Pantheon Books, Bollingen series, New York 1964, p.225. 
2 Jean Renoir, Le patron, documentary interview in three parts made by Jacques Rivette and co-produced by 2eme chaine (A2) 
in 1966. It can be viewed as a video clip and not in its entirety at http://www.dailymotion.com/video/x3zrc8_propos-de-jean-
renoir_creation. 
3 C. Baudelaire,The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, Phaidon Press, London 1995, p.13. 
4 W. Benjamin, The work of Art in The Age of Mechanical Reproduction, Stanford University Press, Stanford 2003, p.10. 
5 Ibid., p.12. 
6 A. Carson, Nox, 2010, s.p. 
7 U. Eco, The Infinity of Lists, Rizzoli International, New York 2009, p.165. 
8 Ibid., p.169. 
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