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1 - Against space

Dirk Snauwaert

In retrospect, the project which Richard Venlet realised in 1995 in a shop-window in a former administrative quarter of Brussels and which, like most of Venlet’s projects, was called after its material appearance, in casu ‘box’, can be considered as a model for several projects which he has developed since; the most recent stadium of which is presented at MuHKA. In the project ‘box’, a number of approaches to situations and to spaces intersect with aesthetic decisions which are typical of Venlet’s artistic position and aesthetic programme.

‘Box’ originated from a coincidental proposal, an opportunity resulting from the economy of inadequate institutional financing, more precisely that of art sponsoring and its reciprocation. Two shop-premises were vacant in the former head-quarters of the National Lottery in Brussels, a building from the fifties in a part of town which is marked by other, equally exemplarily modernistic buildings such as the Central Station, the former offices of Sabena and of the RTT (Belgacom). Subsequently, two institutions which receive large amounts of sponsoring were proposed to make publicity for the activities that were financed with the financial support of the National Lottery. The first institution, the Muntschouwburg, accepted this proposal by showing a traditional photo display on the wall. Piet Coessens, former Director of exhibitions at the Paleis voor Schone Kunsten (PSK), however, did not feel very enthusiastic about the idea of making publicity for his exhibitions in a desolate part of the city centre, at a stone’s throw from the PSK. After assessing the space, a proposal was formulated in such manner that it was to be a continuation of the contemporary art programme, specifically designed for this very space and independent from the rest of the programme. On the basis of our previous experience with Richard Venlet’s abilities to combine a functional utilitarian dimension with a high degree of artistic autonomy, we invited him to adapt the previous shopping space in such manner that artists could interact with it. His fundamental interest in modernistic architecture, the glass curtain-wall, as well as Dan Graham’s comments on ‘corporate’ architecture constituted some subjects for debate. The shop window both as a catalyst of the gaze and as an automatic objectifier of all it contains which Venlet explored at the same time with his cardboard volumes covered with perspex constituted another theme with regard to the status of the image, to distancing, to abstraction/virtuality and to the objecthood. In conjunction with his working method to restructure ‘found’ architectonic building patterns, it soon became obvious that other implications than making publicity for culture could arise from this opportunity.

His project proposal contained a presentation structure for a number of individual presentations which were planned in dialogue between the curator and the artist. The series was to be commenced by Richard Venlet in order to start up an action/reaction-model which would enable him to react with and to his own presentation structure and, by doing so, give the opportunity to the subsequent artists to address it. The proposal also contained a poster, designed by Richard Venlet, with a quotation from Brian O’Doherty’s series of much-debated essays ‘Inside the White Cube’ (1976). This was the sole printed matter in the entire series which was to be realised with a very low budget. A uniformly unadorned lettering on the shop window was also a part of his proposal. For budgetary reasons and because of lack of personnel, the space could not be made accessible to the public. By turning all limitations into an asset, we also abandoned the art-world ritual of the opening and a meeting  was only announced for the occasions of the opening and the closing of the series. The obligation to keep a space closed led to a supplementary challenge, namely to realise an installation which would function and be visible day and night.

The spatial structure, a white, free-standing rectangular volume was built in the existing space as a continuation of the ‘looking window’. The effect of looking in from the street was further enhanced by projecting the open side of the volume as a cut-away on the window and by painting all windows white, also the one on the upper floor, as if renovation works were taking place. The provisional character of the visible aluminium supports with which the whitened space was built could be perceived through the opening that was left blank. The visible construction of  the ‘looking box’ made the whole look like a theatre décor or a film set; an illusion which, in keeping with functionalism, clearly showed all tectonic elements and decisions… The module occupied almost the entire first space. It was only possible to have a partial look behind the décor from a second window which looked out on an adjoining space. The artists who were invited all addressed this initial position and changed and tinkered with the notions of the display window, of merchandise, of theatre and of television to the point of a continuation of their atelier into a semi-public artist’s studio. The fact that this project was continued by other curators and artists for two years after the end of the first series, proves the many-sided character of the original module, the ‘display’ and its location on this non-site within the urban lay-out.

The orientation of this project with regard to other ‘interventions’ by Venlet for which he designs sculptural-architectonic modules in which he probes the aesthetic norm and the ideological scope of the ‘white cube’ opens up a new set of parameters in this work. If Venlet’s choice of a passage from O’Doherty’s apostolic analysis could still be interpreted as subscribing to a post-minimal institutional critique, this purposefully chosen quotation points to an opening to problems which question the very limitations of the institute ‘art’ and of its definition and which are not limited to the domain of the ideal context of art. In this quotation, O’Doherty refers to notions such as “The white cube… is a ghetto space, a survival compound, a proto-museum with a direct line to the timeless,  set of conditions, an attitude, a place deprived of location, a reflex to the bald curtain wall, a magic chamber, a concentration of mind, maybe a mistake “(2).

Within idealistic and pragmatic autonomy-thinking about the function and the place of art, Venlet mainly subscribes to the basic principles of the pragmatists. The crisis in the late-modernist premises regarding total vision as expressed in the adagio ‘visibility is truth’  and the urge to render transparent the immanent qualities of the work of art do not constitute an alibi for Venlet to recur to current forms of representation. If the system, the institution and its authority are accepted as a condition, it consequently eludes any critical perspective. In keeping with conventions and tradition, all superfluous ornamentation and ballast were erased to facilitate an optimal concentration of perception. However, this ‘scopic’ fixation runs parallel with a fundamental repositioning of the social function of the visual arts in the utopian avant-gardes. These begin with the questioning of the function and the role of the system, of the institute, its criteria of evaluation, the architecture of presentation and the art-historical categories. The rules and regulations which this fixation presupposes by implication determine what can be appreciated as art and do not necessarily address the process of image production or of artists’ praxis. In this polemic, in which the ‘white cube’stands for the formalist part, the friction clearly comes to the fore between artists for whom the concept of art is an open, speculative question, on the one hand, and the administrative and academic organisation of norms and criteria of evaluation which define art, on the other hand. The friction between the cataloguing and the organising functions of the administrative and academic institute, as well as the manifold ‘a priori’ rules and regulations it imposes on the evaluation of art are at loggerheads with the space that artists claim for a ‘living’ art and for an artistic praxis which address reality and its (re)presentation.

The project ‘box’ leaves the closed institutionalised space; however, because of the rigid presentation concept,  it is not really canvassed ‘on the street’ in a confrontational manner. The rules that govern the ideology of the ‘white cube’ are quoted and enacted as if in a performance, as some sort of test of how they function when confronted with a complex everyday situation and with the large-scale ‘economy of attention’ within urban surroundings. In this context, ‘norms’ can neither be controlled, nor influenced, since they depend on another ‘looking regime’ : that of supply, of soliciting and of recommending and of the laws of economy within the urban world of experience.

The location in an urban semi-public space displaces the problem of the competition between art and artists to that of adverts and the mass-media, where one could hardly speak of serious competition. The issue is raised in what manner one can address everyday situations and how a space in which one can operate and which has a relative autonomy can be marked out, taking into account the competition of other visual phenomena. Aside from architecture and design, modernist reductionist aesthetics has scarcely created any models to counter the impoverishment of experience by creating zones of collective interchange and intensity. This work obviously marks an acceleration in Venlet’s transition from his previous work which was still based on pictorial qualities to spatial interventions and the intertwining of several semantic strata. The ‘box’ functions simultaneously as a screen for virtual images, as a theatrical décor and as a stage for presentations. These presentations were aesthetic addresses to both the urban environment and to the compelling logistics of the white cube. Additionally, the action as a whole can also be seen as a sharp comment on urbanisation in this part of the inner city of Brussels which is marked by large-scale demolition, a result of the construction of the subterranean North-South connection  in the twenties and thirties. The Kunstberg as a whole is an ongoing test-case to try to revert a fallacious approach to urbanisation which was mainly designed to cater to the needs of a centralised administration. The de-location of offices ran parallel to a profound slump of the real estate market and there were no signs of new, alternative perspectives for urbanisation. This problem, and the extent to which desolate ‘corporate’ space exerts an influence upon the possibilities of artistic praxis constituted a permanent subject of debate during the realisation of this project.

The project becomes all the more pertinent if one considers the fact that this slump in the real estate market could be seen as a symbol of the institutional landscape with regard to the visual arts in Brussels. Financial disinvestments in the wake of recession resulting in vacancy as a concrete result, a metaphor of emptiness –a budgetary non-site, a black hole, nothing or void- have been made visible in ‘box’ on the ground floor of the ultimate game of chance: the National Lottery. In this context, the proposal of Richard Venlet is a blank sheet rather than an absolute point zero; it can start up discussions, it is a container which can hold all these contents.

To operate in spaces which have already been fully structured by the way they are being used and whose expectations are fully conditioned from beforehand, to restructure and to simplify these complex stratifications and to find out in which manner to allow for a new form of perception, all of the above have become a method in Venlet’s later interventions.

All participating artists have acted upon the fact that the looking box is a compelling, almost totalitarian condition. The claim to explore absolute, continuous space as it was formulated by abstract artists is being put in perspective here to the condition of a discontinuous space which is determined by the specificities of the mediums and the way they operate in certain circumstances. Within Venlet’s logic, the fact that the mediums with which he works become ‘porous’ is quite interesting. The project is neither architecture, nor painting, design or the media of communication. In this work, Venlet addresses the problem of the transposition of a rational marking, of the description of an abstracted space which behaves differently according to shifts of context and the conceptual connotations it entails. After this project, it appears that one comparable situation can also have different materialisations. Venlet here leaves his previous approach of strictly controlling all parts in favour of designing supports which can also function in different situations and be filled in with other meanings without however losing the underlying conceptual meaning. They are being changed, yet in essence remain identical. Everything could happen in the ‘box’, yet this did not change anything to the point of departure, to the basic principle underlying this work.

This project also sketches the transition of meticulously construed sceneries which prevail in illusionist painting, of a coherent space which unfolds like a décor and which bestows meaning and coherence upon all visual elements. If we interpret O’Doherty’s last critical point to be not merely a critique on the illusion of the ideal room to understand art, but also as an indication of a crisis which made this perspective scenery explode, it would grant an entirely new meaning to this quotation. Venlet now uses this room, this abstract space as a projection screen, rather as a conceptual tool for the exploration of differences between conceptual and virtual aspects of space than as an absolute measure. From now onwards, the works by Venlet will show a twofold move: of a conceptual analysis of the material, physical aspects which construct a space and of an exploration of virtuality, of the possibilities  to develop an imaginary and ‘illusory space’.

His work from the latter eighties was already based on a probing of the limits of looking and abstraction. The pictorial reliefs from his much talked-about debut which he presented according to apparently mathematical formulas in very precise architectonic hangings follow the model of Judd’s ‘specific objects’ and consequently were hanged parallel to the wall in a lateral move. They have an industrial look, singular elements made in keeping with a series of retractable decisions; yet, as opposed to their minimal predecessors whose clarity, measure, order, proportion and form constituted a consistent entity to the eye, Venlet time and again fragmented the possibility of seeing everything and grasping it instantaneously. His reliefs often were constructed as superposed layers with perforations which allowed for a partial view –hence comprehension- of the underlying pattern, and as such they eluded the principle of ‘clear-voyance’. Other reliefs consisted of horizontal expansions which were attuned to the proportions of the architecture and which could impossibly be fully perceived or grasped by means of frontal perception. The tactile qualities of the surface always stood out. In addition to the use of standardised, poor, non-artistic materials, the frequent use of shining metal surfaces is striking. The shining metal surfaces reflect and diffract the light, which impedes the gaze from clinging to and from focussing on it. The gaze is being ricocheted and perception is disturbed.

Another relief exists almost exclusively of a pyramidal bended window, whose centre is left open and the directed gaze is looking for the purpose of this looking reflex in the centre of the surface in the left-open centre.  The shattering of the ‘regime of the gaze’, the negation of the impossibility of constructing coherent space –still pictorial space, in this case- can already be detected here. The reading of surfaces and the retracing of decisions which constitute it, this typical feature of late modernism, encounters an unfeasibility. Even though these reliefs refer to a self-referential aesthetics because of their closed nature, the deconstruction of the gaze is their very theme. The layered surfaces can also be interpreted as interrelations between windows which continuously open onto other windows and which, in addition to their appearance as a purely material support, transport this virtual shadow play as their sole content. The intertwining of spaces which are indicated in the see-through views from one surface to the next require a constant repositioning of perception, a relocation of the gaze and a decoding of the status of one semantic layer with regard to the other. (3)

The fact that Venlet increasingly shows a stronger affinity with artists who proclaim the porosity of the medium as the essentialist or purist approach of one concept of space and one medium consequently had to bring him closer to the pioneers of the reformation of presentation methods and of models of perception in abstract art.

“They too are looking for something immutable behind all change, for a space that imposes order upon the varieties of movement.” (4)  In this quotation, Dörner, the curator who reconstructed the famous cabinet of El Lissitsky, already hints at the danger which lurks in the purist or essentialist tendency within aesthetic thought. These pioneers reacted to the impoverishment of experience within pictorial space by combining and opposing disciplines and by the ‘spatialisation’ of pictorial elements and the resulting differing possibilities of perception. Venlet’s works with other supports, whether these be printed matter, ‘space markings’, video installations or the above-mentioned architectural, sculptural or pictorial interventions, proves that he is not a champion of the ‘hybridisation’ of mediums. He always treats these mediums on a rational, analytical level, respecting and highlighting their specific qualities, and, at the same time, treats them as purely logistic vehicles for virtual windows in their sparse, unpolished, generic condition.

These ideas, deduced from the permeability and relativity of ‘place’ and position, present an alternative to the other reply to the phantom of the ‘white cube’, namely ‘site-specificity’; yet, this alternative probably accounts for the topicality of his approach. The introduction of semantic windows, opening up on heterogeneous spaces, can also be illustrated by referring to a project preceding ‘box’. For the programme of  Antichambres in the PSK in Brussels, the idea was formulated to assemble several video archives, video libraries and videotapes, a medium that was very topical at the time, yet institutionally neglected in Belgium. The idea consisted of compiling a simple video library from different collections for consultation purposes. Video, the hybrid form of television which operates between experimental film and media-installation, has to deal with the problem of distribution, of limited accessibility and duration, which makes it difficult to develop an appropriate presentation context for it. 

The fact that Venlet’s praxis was marked by a reflection on the presentation forms for art and that it clearly showed a keen interest in functionality and design, led us to invite him to develop a ‘presentation condition’. ‘Artist’s Video Tapes’, presented in 1975 constituted an important precursor in the history of the PSK. Coordinated by Michel Baudson, this event equally entailed a precise presentation on monitors. However, this took place in an architectural space in the shape of a ‘lounge’. By using ‘inflatables’, transparent plastic cells, this presentation then already addressed the paradox between hominess and intimacy, on the one hand, and extreme public visibility as a result of the mass distribution of images, on the other hand. Venlet concentrated more on television and on the private character of watching videos, on the furniture and on the object of the ‘screen’, as these also figure as themes in the work by Dan Graham or Dara Birnbaum. As opposed to the show in 1975, we intended to concentrate on the contrast between the individual monitor screen and the public character and circulation of visitors in a museum setting. Once more, the title of the project was determined by the generic object, namely ‘Monitor’. This comprised everything with regard to the appearance, the presence, as well as the visibility of these videotapes. The consultation library was equally impersonal-functional: a standard grey metal book-case in which the videotapes were stored and in front of it a standard grey metal office table and chair were placed in a central passage corridor space.

In the two adjoining halls, stages of different height were set up. These podiums –existing multifunctional, adjustable elements made out of aluminium and wood which are made for events- were placed in the hall as a sitting-landscape. This design for a sitting-landscape both fixated and dramatised the act of looking. To enhance the comfort, white pillows were spread over the podiums as loose elements. In front of the podiums, there were monitors on wheels, whereas the electronic equipment was placed in front of a wall painted ‘TV-screen grey’ without covering up the wires and connections. The mobility of the monitors enabled a videotape to be seen both from nearby and from further away. The cosy couch aesthetics stood in sharp contrast to the clinical, analytical presentation display which addressed viewing habits, the act of viewing as well as its medial precondition. The spectators, rather than the image screens, constituted the scenery which could be watched by visitors and passers-by. Different aspects such as individually and attentively watching, on the one hand, and a more public, detached registration were intertwined with the spatial organisation by means of a logistic which made videotapes -that are conceived for large-scale distribution- accessible to a broader public. This integration of mediated images –in this case still presented as part of a n architecture and not as conceptual spaces- shows that the concept of different intertwined supports and disciplines as well as the specificity of their perception of space would not be limited to what is situated within the confines of the institutional framework of the white exhibition space.  

In the course of the past fifteen years, Venlet has developed an artistic praxis which enables him to clarify the subsequent stages of phenomenological perception into abstract, virtual models in an almost tangible manner by means of the introduction of conceptual windows. For this purpose, he often makes use of utilitarian-functional elements. This material does not only create possibilities to make artistic statements about the closed system of art; at the same time it functions on levels which make it possible to speak about the interweaving of the real and the mediated and about (re)presentations of reality. These analyses of space refer to a late echo of the constructivist credos regarding the utopian merging of aesthetics and existence, without however developing a utilitarian function which would actually operate in social space, as so many social communication models attempt to. 

His projects can be interpreted as logistic and visual supports which enable him to put tot the test contexts such as these of the production of images and these of different mediums.- 
1) The title is a paraphrase of a text by Henri Michaux from 1945, ‘Combat contre l’espace’. In this text, Michaux begs the question whether an armistice ought to be concluded between the ‘conflicts’ affecting painting. Michaux rejects peace while claiming and demanding novel experiences. This pamphlet against perspectival space is of particular interest because it expects more complex qualities of space. The artistic programme of Richard Venlet can be analysed as a continuation of this research on the conceptual and virtual properties of space, rather than on its abstract or illusionist qualities.

2) in Brian O’Doherty, ‘Inside the White Cube: Inside the Gallery Space’, in Artforum, New York, March 1976, pp. 24-30

3) The use of windows or projection surfaces in an opaque, schematic form as a standardised empty screen or in the form of an illusionist see-through on spaces behind, as a specification of a medium-‘translation’ could also be found, for instance, in the project for App. Bxl/de Witte Raaf (1997) or for the Musée des Beaux-Arts in Dunkerque (1993). With regard to references to the permeability of spatial borders in a more generic or mediated form, one could refer to the treatment of the A4 paper format of the series of photocopies for the 25th Biennale of São Paulo. The transposition of photographs of his installations and peripheral images to the format of the illustration in endless reproducibility and the resulting typical impoverishment of the density of the image enables them, by means of distribution,  to function in the same form in any type of place or space. It is a pertinent manner of visualising ‘dislocation’ in times of electronic networks.

4)  Alexander Dörner, “The way beyond ‘art’ – the work of Herbert Bayer”, Wittenborn, Schultz, Inc., New York, 1947, p.24. Alexander Dörner was a curator at the Landesmueum Hannover. During the twenties until his exile in 1983, he worked with artists like El Lissitsky, Kurt Schwitters, Malewitsh, Moholy-Nagy on new presentation models for art. He would be the first curator in history to paint the museum walls white as early as the twenties.

-----------------------------------------------
2 – On Quote

Moritz Küng

With the double-exhibition 'CIT.CIT 1' at the Jan Mot Gallery and 'CIT.CIT 2' at Etablissement d'en face Projects, Richard Venlet (°1964, Hamilton, Australia, lives in Brussels) not only refers to the work of other artists through this particular presentation, but also to his own oeuvre. Since the beginning of his practice in the 1990's, the establishing of partition elements, the construction of open and

closed volumes, white, grey or black painted surfaces, the instigation of borders and the filling in of spaces have all been aspects of his repertoire. These site-specific interventions with their Spartan minimalist visual language are often subtle in dialogue with the existing environment. The projection surface – the place of potential presence but not necessarily visual– fulfils in this as the central role. While Venlet's earlier works had a rather introverted and hermetical character, the more recent works are more open, playful and activated.

The first intensified works in his overview catalogue '00'* which was presented in conjunction with his participation in the Biennial in Sao Paulo in 2002, lays the basis for the recent and increasingly complex becoming interpretations. In this he still defines his work as a projection surface and as a potential place from the work itself. For example, with the context of the exhibition series 'Box' (Palais des Beaux Arts, Brussels, 1995) Venlet realised an exhibition module in the area of an empty shop located nearby. This was a space within a space with one large opening in the front glass façade. On the one hand it was a horizontal projection surface in the form of a stage, while on the other hand it was an accessible volume that could also be activated and filled in by third parties. It is with this that he lays down the basis for many of his later works: where the facilitative can be used.

Aside from the projection surface and the facilitative, a third theme emerged in the 1990's as well: the archiving. It was in 2002 with his exhibition at the Biennial of Sao Paulo that Richard Venlet granted the archive of his own frame of references a more pronounced status. A mobile room, bedecked on the outside with mirrored walls, and with the proportions of Venlet's own small workspace, functioned as an exhibition platform. Painted on the inside in a neutral white colour with a grey-carpeted floor, he placed a set of 35 cardboard boxes with an unlimited number of photocopies. Located above this and to the side of short contemplative texts by four authors (Anonymous H.D., Wouter Davidts, Moritz Küng, Hans Theys) referential imagery was shown (a door in the house of Wittgenstein, an annex chamber from the tomb of

Tutankhamen, a 1:1 scale model of Mies van der Rohe), details of his own work as well as works of other artists (cardboard model from 'étant données' by Marcel Duchamp, 'Flash' by Jöelle Tuerlinckx, a painting by René Daniels etc.). It was a relative nonchalant and unpretentious use of the space, whose artistic concept wasintended to be an 'area for on-going presentations'. In the following exhibition 'Paramount Basics' (MuHKA, Antwerp, 2002) a dozen curators were invited to present a series of weekly exhibitions within this volume, from which the filing in was no longer in the hands of Richard Venlet. Today this room is a part of the 'Curating the Library' project (deSingel, Antwerp, since 2003) and serves as the location for an ever-growing library.

The so-called angles of the projection surface, the platform and archive found in the project 'CIT.CIT. 1' and 'CIT.CIT 2' have a parallel existence. The two installations define an abstract index of information. This is comparable to the short story by the British author J.G. Ballard ('Index', 1977), that states an existence based strictly upon a alphabetical term register comprised with the most divergent historical personalities and events while allowing the reader to make a reconstruction of an alleged world complot where the protagonist stands in the centre. Also the 'Lexikon der Kunst 1992' by artist Heimo Zobernig serves as a comparison. In that Lexicon the personal biography of the artist is linked to persons, locations and places or beliefs that are

inter-connected. 'CIT.CIT. 1' and 'CIT.CIT. 2' thereby bring references to each other and become the location of the quote self: the place as quote, respectively the quote as a place.

CIT.CIT.1 IMAGE BANK at the Jan Mot Gallery takes the form of a monumental décor, laid in grey carpet, where a small room the size of a passport photo booth is integrated. During the entire period of the exhibition, a different film will be presented each week on a monitor inside the booth. CIT.CIT.2 in Etablissement d'en face Projects consists of a raised floor (PLATFORM) on the ground floor that shall

serve as a stage and display for diverse readings, film projections and presentations by artists, architects and theorists such as: Tacita Dean, Magritte Duras, Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster, Juliaan Lampens, Bart Verschaffel, Rudy Vrooman... (for the complete program see www.etablissementdenfaceprojects.org). The stage is comprised of a sheet that provides access to a lower laid room (TREASURY). In this space, covered in grey carpet as well, a selection of paintings, photographs, prints and books by, among others, Richard Artschwager, Marcel Broodthaers, René Daniels, Jef Geys, Ann-Veronica Janssens and Piranesi will be displayed.

With these two exhibitions Richard Venlet constructs a complex and associative frame of reference that refers to both the part of the whole, the whole part and the divisible whole (der Teil und das Ganze / der ganzheitliche Teil / das teilbare Ganze) and where the exhibition space, the works and the viewer are an integral component. 

-----------------------------------------------
3 – Richard Venlet, autonomy as a specification of relationships

Bart De Baere

A question

This monograph on Richard Venlet appeared in parallel to MuHKA’s resumption of his contribution to the São Paulo Biennale. In Antwerp the initial scheme was opened right up and some fourteen artists were invited to participate in the exhibition itself, while an additional nine independent presentations were planned inside Venlet’s most important new work, a mobile exhibition space. So how can one artist spark such activity? Why should you bring together a series of works by fourteen artists when you start off with just one? Or, conversely, how can it be that a classic one-man presentation is transformed into something that has all the hallmarks of a group exhibition?

Masterminded by Flanders, the organizational structure of Belgium’s participation in the twenty-fifth São Paulo Biennale looked normal enough. It is true that the preparations had proved something of an obstacle course, with different projects involving various artists and even the brief hope that it would be a joint Flemish- Walloon effort. Eventually a curator was chosen, Moritz Küng, and, in his turn, he selected one artist, Richard Venlet, supported by MuHKA as the producer. 

The curious thing about it was how the project then suddenly turned into a totally different sort of undertaking almost as a matter of course. It was all to do with the parties involved and their attitude. With a curator, on the one hand, who likes to work closely with the artists and who goes out of his way to find new presentation models and, on the other, with a museum keen to enter into alliances and which asks itself how localized contexts can become constituent parts of an artistic proposal and of its framework. But first and foremost, it has to do with the artist who is the reference and driving force here. Or the reference and the recipient.

The oeuvre of Venlet as actor 

This work apparently instigates networking. At the same time, it always remains the centre of the story, its director. This sort of doubleness is central to the actor-network theory, a sociological descriptive term deriving from the philosophy of science. Moreover, an actor is not only someone who moves but also someone who is moved by his surroundings, who receives stimuli and is conditioned by them. 

In his work, Richard Venlet considers the question of that va et vient in numerous different ways, a flux between surroundings and centres, a complementarity whereby there are no longer any thrones to sit on, but only positions which can be occupied in broader contexts. From that perspective, actions are aware that their space consists of other actions.

He made that crystal-clear in the four different decisions taken during the run-up to the São Paulo project.

The last of these consisted of opening up the project away from himself and as a one-man presentation to an exhibition that is an ‘agglomeration’ in which other artists and their works are all given a position equal to his own and linked to it. The larger presentation of the São Paulo project in Antwerp also incorporated work by Dirk Braeckman, Manon De Boer, Dany Deprez, Christoph Fink, Geert Goiris, Ann Veronica Janssens, Aglaia Konrad, Willem Oorebeek, Christophe Terlinden, Koen Theys, Harald Thys, Joëlle Tuerlinckx, Michael Van den Abeele and Gert Verhoeven. Not only the artists, but also and above all the works each have their specific links with Venlet’s ‘route’, sometimes within the framework of São Paulo, at times from previous instances of cooperation and sometimes from a dialogue initiated by the artist within this project.   

At an earlier stage, he wanted to show work by several of the artists he respects in a depot situation in São Paulo. For a couple of weeks, this idea looked likely to materialize but eventually it did not progress beyond a plan. However, as such it did go on display and was spotted by the attentive spectator as a copied sketch amongst other images. 

Both the extension in Antwerp and this planned extension in São Paulo are radicalizations of the self-same attitude also apparent in the mobile space Venlet made for São Paulo. It is exactly the same size as his work area at home, but it is defined as a neutral room/exhibition space.  For Venlet such a design is more than a referential form; in practice it provides scope for numerous other possibilities. It is a spur. The work becomes complete because it is used, because of the presence of other – possibly artistic - contributions. These presentations are a real necessity because, by their very nature, they constitute part of the work. 

Consequently, the work is realized not only in its differentiation, but also in the way it incorporates the borders and what lies behind them. It assumes that nothing exists in itself. Because it accepts this loss of that absolute existence, it has a much wider area in which to articulate itself. Choices outside his own work can also become part of it, like a blinding light by Joëlle Tuerlinckx. And even events outside his own circle of decisions can become a constituent part of it. The mobile exhibition space is not only a reflection on the socle, it is the socle and it is what happens on that socle; it is realized because it functions. 

To this end, nine organizers were each invited to make a one-week presentation at MuHKA. It was the museum which selected the organizers, but only after an initial consultation with Venlet, whose work carries and invited those decisions. So, on the one hand, he decided that in Antwerp he would export his plan of including fellow artists in his work (possibly in a depot) to the openness of the museum exhibition space. At the same time, in his work space he made exhibition time available for a new set of links.

A focus on thirty images

In São Paulo, Venlet eventually presented a contribution of his own in his work space transformed into a work of art. He has long allowed images to help determine the process in the periphery of his work. Now he has deliberately given it form. He selected thirty of those stimuli and presented them in the form of photocopies, piles of images each containing one proposal, piles of possibilities, a generous direct gesture to the public. They have become images in their own right. At the same time, they are also references drawn from other frames of reference: a door in a modernistic house, Tutankhamen’s tomb, the face of Oscar Niemeyer, architect of the biennale building, or again works by himself or other artists. This entire series of contextualizing images is included in this monograph, which is therefore just as much a part of an artist’s book as it is a documentary episode. 

These references to what one might call the collective history also have a referral function within the artist’s own course, however. The fact that the door alludes not only to Wittgenstein and Vienna, but is also a reminder of the modernistic house of a remarkable collector in Brussels, is not to be deduced from the photograph; yet, it did help determine the choice. The images are not trying to be distilled, abstract information. They take with them the specificity of the situation from which they were lifted to be incorporated into this image bank. They refer not only to the ‘great event’ of their origin, but also to the ‘smallness’ of the place where Venlet found them. They are not only contextualizing but also contextualized. This becomes most evident in the works by other artists. These were not reproduced in the tension of a presentation that rubs away the context. They are found in ‘out of use’ situations, in the workshop, the reserves of a gallery, etc. That particularity of the moment opens the way to moments before and after the spectator makes contact with the creation, the sale, the presentation, etc.  Also the point where they are found, refers on, from the subject to its specific context. That is the case with each of the images in one way or another, unemphatic but clear to those who want to look.

A number of them were derived from another situation, other printed matter. That other materiality – the materiality between the photocopy offered to the visitor and the reality of the discovery of a king’s tomb –remains in evidence. These images of printed images are representations, and consequently, also a reminder of a book, the story it contains, the story around it and the story which precedes it. 

One might describe these underlying liaisons as “the other side of the stock of visual images”. Though they are not spelt out, they are nevertheless present. In that modernistic house, neither the links to Wittgenstein, nor the links to the collector can be reconstructed, but they do leave an echo and, as a result thereof, the image is taken out of its generality and the consciousness is pronounced, both of the relativity and of the specificity in such a moment of experience. This copy. This photograph. A reality.

All these images are interfaces. They do not only link other world-views with the reality of the encounter between a spectator and the presentation; they also problematize that link. They make us aware of the loss of the translation and of the loss of sharpness of depth in the demarcated line of communication. 

As always in Venlet’s work, the openness is real, but it remains a trajectory with him as the conductor indicating the rhythm.

link as positioning

What is offered to the public does not only exist in the moments the public literally takes what is offered; in the same way neither does Venlet’s active receptivity exist only as he depicts parts of context or pushes them to the fore.

Basically, Venlet makes use of a minimal artistic idiom. He deploys it for spatial interventions that provide insight into the structure of the architecture and its atmospheric qualities, as well as into the spectators. Sometimes one can literally participate, as with the photocopied images which are there for the spectator to take with him, or with the chalk space which comes to life when visitors start writing. The spectators here are an additional opportunity for the work to absorb its borders. Even if their presence is not emphatically cited, they are still thought of as an inclusive part of the work. They are the real keystone of the work. The route and the image included in it - sometimes of distant origin – invariably ends with them. They also realize the spatiality with which the artist amends the existing space, which he merges with it, which he occupies in it.

His work is not intended as precise statements, but as the organization of frameworks of experience. Moreover, his interventions take two directions, both as to  their internal organization and as to the numerous opportunities they have to enter into relationships. Its autonomy consists not of shutting its actions up in themselves, but rather of articulating different links. A deeper spatiality is thus created, whereby one can zoom in on the addition and on the initial connections and limitations. The works are directed at an experience that is never peremptory but always potentially intrusive, as with the installation in the small exhibition space housing Marie-Puck Broodthaers’ work where a text on a bright light-bulb was legible once the spectator’s eyes had adjusted to the intensity of the light. Light, texture, volume, structure, movement, the work is a reflection on the basic conditions of our experience. Consequently, it cannot exist without entering into a negotiation with the situation such as it was, and this duality is then subjected to the third, which puts it down to experience, to the spectator. 

The proposed responsive exhibition space is an expression of a broader openness. That openness is not goodwill. It is an inevitability for an oeuvre which is aware that it owes its existence to its coherence with its contexts. 

In Venlet’s case, one might speak of a relativized Gesammtkunst. The work refuses to isolate its reflections. It allows them to undergo an osmosis with the physical and mental space in which they take form. It chooses specific relationships. It imposes these; yet, at the same time, it realizes that it does so unilaterally, that the other side exists not only from this angle and within these limitations. It positions itself in its links and in that way also makes it possible for the spectator to leave the work at any point, for him to shift emphases, or, for example, to no longer look at Venlet-with-Niemeyer-in-the-background, but at Niemeyer-with-Venlet-in-it. Because of this interrelationship of position and context, the scheme goes beyond unambiguous viewing, also as regards the visitors. In their turn they, too, become full-fledged actors, who either actualise the work as they take up its perspective again and vary in their reflections, or break up the work into parts as a result of their decision not to go beyond the original exhibition space, to stay with the iconographic escape points or with their own preconceptions. 
-----------------------------------------------

4 - Richard Venlet / Paramount Basics

Moritz Küng

It is not easy to form general concepts about Richard Venlet’s work, really because it seems so self-evident. The artist’s repertoire over many years includes arranging partition walls, constructing open or closed, large or small volumes, painting surfaces black or white, establishing borders, filling surplus areas or making what is hidden visible. Richard Venlet is concerned first and foremost with existing ‘architectures’ which he turns in Spartan manner into precise, usually site-specific interventions, which dialogue subtly with the surroundings. The works are positioned on the border of the visible and in the marginality of the background. That Richard Venlet often reverts to the theme of the wall, can be seen as typifying his strategy of probing, infiltrating and marking.

Even in his very first exhibitions he presented the wall as a phenomenon or element with sculptural qualities. Moreover, the wall manifested itself in pure and neutral form as a freestanding volume, (projection) area, visual barrier and potential data medium all at once. I referred to these aspects in an earlier article. In the title I gave to that article, 'Die Leere als Lehre' ('Emptiness as Doctrine’), I tried to encapsulate the complex mentality of Richard Venlet’s work. Simply by changing round the vowel and the consonant in German (the 'e' becomes 'h'), you arrive at a very different meaning, while the pronunciation remains unchanged. This sort of change of meaning is typical of the artist’s work. However, the word 'Lehre' (emptiness) is much too doctrinaire and peremptory compared to the lightness and indefinability of Venlet’s work.

Other authors have found frequent links between Richard Venlet’s work and the zero-point. Dirk Snauwaert, for example, associated it with 'Zero Degree' because of the use of ‘poor’ construction, packaging and transport materials;2 Jose Luis Brea compared Richard Venlet’s work with the 'Zero Value' and consequently with the silence in John Cage’s work or the white sheet in the ‘daydream notes’ of Stéphane Mallarmé,3 while Michael Tarantino linked the artist’s basic  artistic idiom to the 'Return to Zero' concept.4 

In these essays the descriptions  'Zero Degree', 'Zero Value' and 'Return to Zero' rightly denote a minimalist tendency and show how broad the field of interpretation of this artistic work can be. And yet they define the notion of the zero-point purely as a point of reference. In my view, however, this zero-point plays a much more active role, namely as the proverbial point of departure, i.e. as the reference itself and not as something that is referred to. In other words, this zero-point is not the theme, but the reality of his oeuvre, which serves to orient and position the works in the space. It marks a place, and from there one can go in any number of directions. At the same time, this point claims absolute autonomy. 

Underlying Richard Venlet’s work is a sort of  'hyperrealism'5 which allows for a comparison with that of the painter Robert Ryman. The latter says about a part of his oeuvre that it is neither ‘figurative’ (and so illusionary), nor ‘abstract’ (so abstracting), but ‘realistic’: "With realism there is no picture. The aesthetic is an outward aesthetic instead of an inward aesthetic, and since there is no picture, there is no story. And there is no myth. And, there is no illusion, above all. So lines are real, and the space is real, the surface is real and there is an interaction between the painting and the wall plane, unlike abstraction and representation."6  

Like Ryman, Richard Venlet positions, concretizes and legitimates a ‘zero-point’ through external conditions and influences such as light, surface, boundary or material. If Ryman juxtaposes a ‘realistic counter-image’ with the ‘illusionary image’, we could say that Venlet juxtaposes a ‘counter-space’ with the ‘space’. This  'Alter Ego' of the space reveals subconscious places, and deregulates the spectator’s firmly-established expectations and experiences, though without overturning them. 

It appears from Richard Venlet’s current artistic production that he is constantly looking for new ‘escape points’, without repudiating the oeuvre he has built up over the years. While the early work had a rather introvert and hermetic character, his current production is more open, more light-hearted and in a sense more generous, though not at the expense of precision. The artist gives his work a new status, so that it stands above what already exists, but without dominating. Or, phrased another way, Richard Venlet creates 'Paramount Basics'. Thus his work plays a complex role: it makes the basis or the existing architecture visible, it reflects this and at the same time in its autonomy it is ‘great above all others’. The allusion to the similar sounding name of the film company (Paramount Pictures) is intentional, though intended to be no more than associative. 

This concept was also the title of the presentation at the São Paulo Biennale. This consisted of seven works – four new and three existing and all 'Untitled' –, which engage with each other. The first work served as a proverbial analogy with the title: an old black & white photograph sent by chance to the artist by a collector many years ago, was greatly enlarged (490 x 690 cm). The original photograph showed a sticker on woodchip paper - the sort of unobtrusive label commonly used in the art trade. Richard Venlet even went so far as to elevate this somewhat enigmatic document to the status of a work of art. This is indicative of his seemingly nonchalant attitude to things, which are finally allocated a specific place. 

The 'Untitled' label – the matrix for all the works – was mirrored by the second, monumental contribution: a mobile volume whose inside measurements (251 x 391 x 286 cm) correspond to the space where the artist works every day. Totally covered with mirrors on the outside, the volume gives the impression of being an immobile boulder inconsistent with its mobile character. Yet though the volume’s proportions are imposing, it seems to dissolve like a chameleon in the space. Because of the reflections, it also evokes images of the place where it is positioned, in the case of São Paulo, the architecture of Oscar Niemeyer’s biennale building. This apparent monolith draws the spectator to it as if by magic. And he comes face to face with himself and with his surroundings, and even with his vanities.

 The game of anthitheses (the monumental which dissolves, the mobile which looks static) continues in the inner space, accessed by means of an antechamber enclosed by two doors. While the mirror-clad volume manifests itself on the outside as something the whole world appears to appropriate, the interior is proverbially  'neutral'. The walls are covered with white paper, the floor with grey fitted carpet. The double door makes contact with the outside impossible, so that one imagines oneself in a ‘non-lieu’. This unworldly feeling is emphasized by a gas-lamp hanging right in the middle of the space and shedding an extremely bright light. Written with a black felt-tip pen on the light-bulb – and barely visible to the eye – are the measurements of the inner space. It is as if non-tangible matter – light – suddenly becomes tangible. This third work (1998) illustrates the principle of how autonomous works are interrelated in Richard Venlet’s oeuvre. That principle is then continued in the video shown on a monitor (1997). We see the image of a white wall and the camera zooming in on it. The image on the monitor remains largely white, up to the point when the zoom movement shows the first actual elements of a space – skirting-board, electric point, floor. At that moment the image again jumps onto a white wall. Because of the abrupt transitions, the actual space always remains invisible. An accompanying sheet of paper bears only the names of eleven addresses of exhibition spaces of which the walls were filmed. As Wouter Davidts pointed out, this work by Richard Venlet is an observation on the ambivalent character of the 'White Cube', which in a precarious sort of way represents the balance between abstract and specific space.7 

The fifth contribution is also to be found in the mirror volume and it, too, alludes to the purpose of this space, which was conceived by the artist as a presentation area in the broadest sense (and not exclusively for his own work). On the ground are thirty-seven boxes each of which contains 2,500 photocopies of illustrations and texts by four writers about the work of the artist. On the one hand, the illustrations provide in an associative way an overview of older works by the artist; on the other, they represent his immediate circle of acquaintances and network of contacts, because they also depict works by artists and architects with whom he has a personal tie.  As Bart Verschaffel writes in his essay, these are more like ‘kleine gebaren’ 8 – ‘little gestures' – anecdotes and sources of inspiration which denote cultural understanding, or a mental agglomeration on the part of the artist. Here we have a subtle illustration of how Richard Venlet’s more recent work slowly but surely extends to a wider sphere. What is on display in the mirrored volume shows distinctly different escape points, which make it possible to interpret Richard Venlet’s works from different perspectives. They are 'escape routes’, ways out, exits, which move the work forcibly into a broader field of interpretation and association, where it can start to lead a life of its own. It is as if Richard Venlet’s earlier, rather introvert works are liberated and open up, turn away from the self-referential and aspire to a more global context, though without losing their conceptual independence. 

Perhaps this is most clearly illustrated by the sixth work. In a side room behind an existing wall, a cube (244 x 244 x 244 cm / 2000) was built in in such a way that the door was the only clue to the existence of that space. The whole of the small inner space had been painted black with blackboard paint. Once again a gas-lamp hung right in the middle, illuminating the space with its dazzling light. A box of white chalk prompted the public to be active and to write messages on the walls. The extent to which the public appropriated this work was clearly demonstrated during the official opening of the biennale. Within two hours the space was covered in chalk writing and visitors were lining up to fill in any remaining gaps. Here the participatory role of the spectator in Richard Venlet’s work becomes perfectly clear. And again a correspondence comes to light: during use, the black space gradually changes back into a 'White Cube'.

The seventh work, a small stool painted white and with the figures '00’ on the seat, was the most unobtrusive. The stool was rather lost in the space next to the mirrored volume and relativized in an amazing way this refined and radiant phenomenon. And this stool may in fact be a key work, exemplifying as it does the light-hearted and self-critical attitude of the artist to his work. Be that as it may, this publication takes its title from that work. '00' refers here to an end as well as to a new beginning. We have come full circle and ‘escape’ is now possible.
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4 - Portrait of a supermodel
Wouter Davids

In his 1925 book L’Art Décoratif d’Aujourd’hui, modernist architect Le Corbusier makes an impassioned plea for white walls.1 For Corbusier, architecture can only be modern when its surfaces are ‘white’. If architecture creates the spatial conditions for modern communication, then white walls are its ideal context. They replace decoration’s sensual mantle with a delicate membrane of visual harmony and proportion, thus exchanging the materiality of representation for the immateriality of pure representation: the clear, unencumbered view. White walls are defined by Le Corbusier, in the chapter ‘Le Lait de Chaux, La Loi du Ripolin’, as the unforgiving backdrop against which modernism can develop and manifest itself in all its glory. They transfer all attention to the object without disturbing the gaze. Against white walls ‘the outline of things stands out without any possibility of mistake, their volume shows clearly; their colour is distinct. The white of whitewash is absolute, everything stands out from it and is recorded absolutely, black on white; it is honest and dependable.’ Whitewash functions as ‘an X-ray of beauty.’2
It’s hardly surprising to find that from the moment modernity began to take hold in its galleries, museums were also being whitewashed en masse. From the 1930’s on, the museum is simply modernity’s showplace par excellence. Museums couldn’t get enough of clothing themselves in white wall surfaces ever since Sandberg had the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam clad in white from top to bottom in 1938. Sandberg’s explanation at the time was short and succinct: ‘art required it.’ White gallery spaces presented the ideal context for displaying the formalist and self-referential qualities of abstract paintings and sculptures to the fullest. Against these white walls, artworks could behave themselves like self-absorbed divas, embodiments of a universal and eternal beauty. 

Insofar as the white exhibition space – commonly known as the white cube since Brian O’ Doherty’s legendary essay Inside The White Cube: the Ideology of the gallery space3 – has since been subjected to heavy criticism, white walls still function as the default-setting of the art world to this day. White walls are ubiquitous, from the white interiors of the new museums, galleries or convention halls to the white exhibition booths at art fairs as well as the countless biennials and triennials. Artists like Daniel Buren, Michael Asher or Marcel Broodthaers have competently demonstrated, exposed and analysed the ideological premisses (the social, political and economical mechanisms dictating the space) with their so-called ‘institutional critique’ — alternately known as the critique of the white cube – yet this has done little to inhibit the manifold use of white art spaces. Even though in the meantime art can hold its own just as well in a museum exhibition as in a book, a radio play, a video, on the street or in a postcard, it seems that until now the white cube is not just the setting of choice, but also the ideal typology or perfect ‘model’ for the realm where art can lead its public life. 

Even when artists today elevate a (white) space to the subject and/or place of their artistic intervention, they still seldom harbor the ambition of laying bare the underlying ideological or institutional conventions that control and maintain the space. For today’s artists, the radical unmasking of the white cubes of old has made way for a subtle and often personal portrayal of the way that the condition of being public translates itself into localized, often even hidden, characteristics. The white cube is not there to be unmasked once again, nor to have its underlying motivations mapped out. These ask rather to be brought ‘into the picture’ in their localized form. In any case, just because the arsenal of useable spaces seems to border on being endless, this does not mitigate that the art as well as the institutions should (or must) pose the question of why this work has been brought into being in this or that space. Namely, why one appeals to this or that ‘model’. It cannot be denied, after all, that every model or typology continues to represent a particular ideal, and that every concrete translation attempts more or less to approach that ideal. This also holds for white cubes. It may very well be that the ideology of the white exhibition space is ‘unmasked’ or laid bare, and yet the underlying ideal of beauty is not done away with. On the contrary, under the surface of every white cube resonates the idealist aspirations of old. It seems more opportune to research just how this idealism receives its gestalt ‘in situ’ than to once again expose the underlying idealism. Much in the same way, a good portrait knows when to zoom in and does not necessarily give a meticulous analysis of its model, but ultimately certain precise character traits exteriorised via the details. In which case the ambition is not so much to have a revelation of beauty or other underlying ideals, but of exactly how the model in question embodies or deviates from those ideals. 

The 1997 video Untitled by Belgian artist Richard Venlet offers us a beautiful metaphor for this method of working. We see that a camera zooms out slowly from a white wall, so that only this white surface comes into the picture. From the moment that a concrete element enters the image – such as a plinth, a floor-edge or a corner – the camera jumps to a new white surface, if only to begin zooming out again. Because this motion of zooming out repeats continuously and the image keeps slipping away the moment that the surface in question would be capable of manifesting its ‘reality’, the concretely filmed space remains conspicuously out of the picture. There are little or no indications for the viewer as to whether the same white wall is being filmed, or a succession of different walls. Only an accompanying series of 11 addresses makes us suspect that it involves multiple, specific walls in different exhibition spaces in Brussels. 

Thus on the basis of their wall surfaces, their ‘skin’, Venlet delivers an image-account of several Brussels’ exhibition spaces that is nearly anthropological. His video can be read as a series of brief portraits, where those portrayed are systematically kept out of the picture. It’s as if a series of people should be portrayed based only on a close-up of their skin, letting the camera jump as soon as a concretely identifying body feature – a nail, an eyelid, the corner of a mouth – should enter the picture. The differing ‘skins’ raise the suspicion that different bodies are involved. But, just like the wall surface that envelopes the space, the body ‘enveloped’ by the skin remains ‘out of’ the picture. We get to see neither body nor space ‘fully’, only in their enveloping, in their ‘surface’. 

These means of portrayal have a double effect. The linkage of image sequences on the one hand clarifies that it concerns several spaces, but on the other hand it results in a certain abstraction of the filmed spaces in question. This video reveals not so much the idiosyncrasy of the eleven different spaces, but how an abstract concept like space receives its gestalt in these different spaces. Because its specific spaces can never be recognised, the video evokes a generic, nearly abstract understanding of ‘space’. It is just the same as a series of close-ups of a skin that bring more than the body in question into view; more than anything they reveal a general concept of ‘the body’ through their degree of abstraction. The abstraction caused by the close-up is at risk of being undone as soon as a more concrete detail enters the picture. Similarly, a close-up on a white wall surface reveals in the first instance no more than ‘the space’ that it encompasses, and not so much the concrete space that it demarcates. Here too, a tiny detail would cause the image to go over from abstraction into specificity. 

Venlet alludes with this video to the ambivalent character still enjoyed by the white cube. To this day, the white art space maintains a precarious middle between abstraction and specificity.4 In any case the white cube still holds in the art world as the typology, the abstract ideal of beauty in which every exhibition space mirrors itself. Maybe white art spaces could then be called the ‘supermodels’ of museum and exhibition architecture. They embody piece for piece a (spatially) ideal image, that of the white cube, and attempt to answer to that ideal image as closely as possible. But, like fashion’s supermodels, they inexorably run the risk that they all start to look alike, and eventually become interchangeable. 

This abstract idealism often crumbles in the face of reality. The perfect body does not exist after all, and neither does the perfect white cube. Each body and each space is different, though still a translation of an abstract ideal. At first glance white art spaces may all look alike; the details reveal that it yet involves ‘specific’, ‘different’ spaces. While the abstract, immaterial ideal of the white cube may still be present ‘under the skin’ of white art spaces, their specific materiality proves the opposite. Yet this materiality is of crucial importance. No museum will ever claim that its spaces are identical to those of a neighbouring institution. White cubes though they may be, they still have, as it’s called, ‘character’.5
This ambivalence frequently arises in the portrayals of supermodels we are continually bombarded with by the media. Although the images are permeated with the underlying ideal of the beautiful, each portrait tells a different story. The supermodel also has at the least a story that, despite the idealistic qualities that she possesses – such as the perfect measurements – still comes through in the image. Her skin may be incredibly even, smooth and perfect; it still envelops a mortal body. Only the one image is more successful than the other at establishing just that combination of specificity and abstraction in all its duality. Most portraits are one-dimensional, where either the abstract ideal or the specificity of reality gains the upper hand. Thus the portrait of a pregnant woman, a prisoner of war or a soldier possesses more ‘storytelling power’ than that of an interchangeable supermodel. The same holds for white cubes. A portrait of a ruin or an empty house is undoubtedly more intriguing than one of a white cube. But does this make the context of the white cube less interesting? Is it not worth the effort to detect the revelation of the singular or specific qualities in something that tends towards the abstract and the ideal? Doesn’t everything at that moment depend upon the way in which the portrait is made? 

Richard Venlet does not shy away from these questions in his video Untitled, 1997. It acknowledges that white cubes still embody a spatially ideal image, but reveals at the same time how it involves piece for piece specific and singular spaces. Each space has a story for Venlet, even white cubes. For these reasons Richard Venlet’s video is a welcome commentary on the since over-used notion of ‘site specificity’ which traditionally served as a means, precisely due to this aversion for the white cube, for heading ‘outwards’ on a search for strange or exotic places. It bears witness to the realization that, as an artist, one need not continually look to the outside to find places where a revelation of poetry or mystery can take place. From the perspective of the art industry, the so-called ‘poetry of the everyday’ – which provides the impetus for the majority of site-specific practises – can perhaps still best be traced in those white art spaces. They are the most habitual and prevailing surroundings in which the art world can maintain itself. Added to that, if we may still believe Le Corbusier today, white walls should bring us ‘pleasure in living and action’.6 Why in god’s name would anyone go outside anymore? 
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