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Abstract 

Conceptual art challenges the idea of traditional art conservation. Aimed at negating the unique 
material object in art, conceptual artworks confront the conservator with difficult dilemmas and 
challenging situations. How can one preserve a concept when there is material to work with? 
Should this be done through keeping the material, even when it no longer conveys the message? 
Or through working with artist interviews or artist participation, despite the challenge of 
potentially conflicting viewpoints? Or through documentation, and if so: how? This study 
explores the various approaches taken during the process of conservation of conceptual art in a 
museum context, by assessing conceptual art through the lens of conservation. This generates 
original research material, based on personal interviews, practice-led research, and participatory 
observation, revealing behind-the-scenes museum practice, and casting new light on iconic 
artworks.  
 Three claims are made that differ from what is generally believed or accepted in traditional 
conservation theory and the idea of conceptual art. The first claim is that a conceptual artwork’s 
materiality is more meaningful than is generally thought. Although seemingly irrelevant to the 
artist, the physical manifestation of the artwork not only reflects the time in which it was made, 
but also often underpins the content of the work. This relates to a second point, because as for 
much contemporary art in general, conceptual art is shaped and staged each time it is put together 
and presented. If these practices are considered to be a form of conservation, because they 
guarantee a work’s continuation, this clashes with the required restrained character of the art 
conservator’s role. However, these actions are essential to keep conceptual art alive. This leads to 
a third claim: conservation treatments and installation processes are important research tools and 
dynamic sources for technical art history, in particular for conceptual work that has no physical 
remnants after display. These claims are illuminated by assessing conservation treatments and in 
the installation processes of conceptual art from the 1960s and 1970s, with works from Ger van 
Elk, Joseph Kosuth, and Jan Dibbets, each representing different types of conceptual art. 
 Central to this study is the artwork in physical transition. Not only are changes in meaning 
and material analysed by considering the object in a biographical context, but the conservation-
based activities are carefully assessed. In this way, traditional object-based research in 
conservation studies, supported by materials science and art history, becomes enriched with 
process-based research, acknowledging the inevitability of personal input through methods 
imported from the social sciences. An autoethnographic approach is proposed as a new research 
tool in conservation, introducing a conservator’s testimony, to encourage continuous critical 
thinking both about the way conceptual artworks continue their lives over time, and instigate an 
inherent reflexive stance on the part of the conservator, which would also be of significance for 
the profession of conservation in general.
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1 Introduction: What is the Matter? 

Amsterdam, 20 January 2002.  
 Something unusual was happening in the paper conservation department of the 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. An iconic artwork from the collection lay flat on the 
table in the studio: C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973) by Dutch conceptual artist 
Ger van Elk. It shows a hyper-realistic image of the young artist playing the grand 
piano with his tailcoat standing out straight and the grand piano bending 
backwards, perfectly following the triangular wooden frame. I saw the manipulated 
image unframed and – this is where it becomes unusual – in two versions: the 
original from 1973, and a new one from 2000 (see fig. 1.1). 
 I was amazed and intrigued at the same time. Not only because of the severe 
degradation of the nearly 30-year old colour photographs in the original hand-
pasted and airbrushed collage (see fig. 1.2), but especially because of the big 
difference with the high-gloss machine-mounted print that was going to replace the 
original. This was mindboggling to an art historian and freshly trained conservator, 
full of the ideology of conservation ethics based on respect for original materials, 
integrity of the artwork, and minimal intervention. It was the artist’s wish to remake 
C’est moi… this way, but I did not know what to think of it. 
 Another case that aroused my attention around this time was The Shortest Day at 
the Van Abbemuseum (1970) by Jan Dibbets, also an important Dutch conceptual 
artist. During preparatory research for the Artist Interview/Artist Archives project, I 
discovered that the series of photographs, taken from a gallery window at six-minute 
intervals with a fixed shutter speed, had been initially mounted in a six-meter-long 
horizontal line, and projected as slides in the same gallery as where the photographs 
were taken (see fig. 1.3).1 The odd thing is that the work is little known in this 
installed form, but rather as a photocollage, the form it was apparently given in 1976 
(see fig. 1.4).2 Hence, a room-filling site-specific multimedia installation changed 
into a more manageable two-dimensional artwork. Although the idea may still be 
readable in its new form, exposing the passing of time through light, I wondered: did 
the initial manifestation mean that little? 
	
	

                                                        
 
1 The project Artist Interview/Artist Archives (2002–2004) was a follow-up project of the pilot project Artist Interviews 
(1998–2002), both initiated by the Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands (ICN, now RCE) and coordinated by 
the Foundation for the Conservation of Contemporary Art (SBMK). The resulting publication appeared later: The Artist 
Interview for Conservation and Presentation: Guidelines and Practice, ed. by Lydia Beerkens, Paulien ’t Hoen, 
IJsbrand Hummelen, Tatja Scholte, Vivian van Saaze, and Sanneke Stigter (Heijningen: Jap Sam Books, 2012). 
2 In 1986 the collage was completely remade because the photographs were discoloured and scratched. Piet de Jonge, 
Jan Diepraam and Lily Gineken, ‘Je kunt een schilderij niet dood laten gaan’, Kunstschrift, Openbaar Kunstbezit, 30.1 
(1986), 24–27 (p. 25). 
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These incidents in the lives of Ger van Elk’s photowork and Jan Dibbets’ installation illustrate 
that relatively little importance was attached to their original manifestations. In Dibbets’ case, the 
artist did not initiate the change, but it was the museum’s director who asked Dibbets’ permission, 
claiming that it took a visitor too long to experience the work fully in its slide-based form.3 
Dibbets agreed on his proposal.4 In Van Elk’s case, the artist proposed a remake because of the 
colour shift in the photographs, and the museum agreed.5 The liberal attitude of both the artist and 
the museum is probably because they are conceptual artworks. 
 Although C’est moi… is not purely conceptual, Van Elk stated that the reproduction strategy 
was possible because to him the image is the concept of the work.6 Dibbets explained that the 
collage format was always planned for The Shortest Day….7 My amazement about the changes 
imposed on both these artworks illustrates the big gap between the conservation ethics that I had 
internalised during my training and what I learned from these museum practices. Apparently, 
conceptual artworks are not only sensitive to alterations by chemical instability of the materials 
used, but other forces are active in changing artworks too.8 
 This study focuses on such forces that affect conceptual artworks from the perspective of the 
conservator involved in a museum context. Revealing behind the scenes practices, this research 
not only contributes to conservation studies, but also to art history, and technical art history 
because of the focus on the significance of materials and the art-making process. Original 
research material is used, including many personal interviews, and findings from participatory 
practice in the workplace at the museum.  
 Although the complex relation between conceptual art and conservation forms the basis of 
this study, the outcome contributes to the conservation profession as a whole. Conserving 
conceptual art uncovers mechanisms that are also meaningful for the conservation of traditional 
art. It contributes to advancements in the profession, because a new methodological approach is 
proposed from which conservators from every specialisation can benefit.  
 
 

                                                        
 
3 According to the museum’s website and former curator Piet de Jonge, Dibbets instigated the change: 
http://vanabbemuseum.nl/collectie-en-
context/details/collectie/?tx_dresolr_pi%5Bsend%5D=repeat&tx_dresolr_pi%5Bfield%5D%5Bsearch%5D=Dibbets%2
C%20Jan&tx_dresolr_pi%5BuidField%5D=CCIDENTIFIER&tx_dresolr_pi%5BuidValue%5D=C860&tx_dresolr_pi[f
ield][search]=Jan%20Dibbets [accessed 15 March 2016], and Jonge, Diepraam and Gineken, 1986, p. 25. However, 
then museum director Rudi Fuchs’s letter to former director Jean Leering, dated 28 April 1975, indicates a different 
course of action. Van Abbemuseum Archive, Eindhoven, folder Dibbets: The Shortest Day. 
4 Jan Dibbets in response to Fuchs’ proposal, 14 May 1975, Van Abbemuseum Archive, Eindhoven, folder Dibbets: 
The Shortest Day. 
5 Ger van Elk, letter to Rudi Fuchs 30 June 1998, Conservation Archive Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, folder ‘C’est 
moi qui fait la musique’. 
6 Ger van Elk, Piet de Jonge and Sanneke Stigter, ‘Interview with Ger van Elk by Piet de Jonge and Sanneke Stigter’ 
(Amsterdam; The Hague: ICN and SBMK; RKD Archive SBMK (0866), 4 April 2003).  
7 Jan Dibbets, Jan van Adrichem and Hans de Herder, ‘Interview with Jan Dibbets by Jan van Adrichem and Hans de 
Herder’ (Amsterdam; The Hague: ICN and SBMK; RKD Archive SBMK (0866), 10 February 2003). 
8 The museum’s impact on the life of complex artworks is previously pointed out by Albena Yaneva, ‘Chalk Steps on 
the Museum Floor: The “Pulses” of Objects in an Art Installation’, Journal of Material Culture, 8.2 (2003), 169–88; 
Sherri Irvin, ‘Museums and the shaping of contemporary artworks’, Museum Management and Curatorship, 21.2 
(2006), 143–56; Vivian van Saaze, Installation Art and the Museum. Presentation and Conservation of Changing 
Artworks (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2013). 



Chapter 1 | Introduction: What is the Matter? 

 
13 

1.1 Questions and Challenges 

Conceptual art challenges the idea of traditional art conservation. Aimed at negating the unique 
material object in art, conceptual artworks confront the conservator with difficult dilemmas and 
challenging situations. Traditionally the conservator’s ethical codes are based on the unique 
material artwork.9 It is clear that these codes no longer fully comply to many contemporary art 
forms, some having moved beyond the physical object altogether. Yet, there is no suitable 
alternative theoretical framework that can be applied to the diverse forms of expression, while 
many forces influence the way these complex artworks evolve over time. Having set out to 
undermine traditional museum values in the latter half of the 1960s, conceptual artworks have 
meanwhile become part of this system, making them a subject of conservation which has an 
inherent paradox.  
 With conceptual art the idea of the work is stressed over its material manifestation, which 
the artists claimed to be just a “perfunctory affair”.10 Apart from impersonal fabrication 
techniques, already seen in minimalism, and unexpected informal ways of expression, also found 
in fluxus and arte povera, conceptual artists purposely sought for means of expression that 
underscored the negation of the material object altogether.11 Therefore, a complex paradox arose 
when these works entered collections, which is reflected by many examples discussed in the 
present study. 
 To express their ideas, conceptual artists chose cheap and reproducible media, such as 
photography, and immaterial communication forms, such as language. They put aside notions of 
the authentic object, the role of the artist’s hand, and the idea of patina. The ideal was that anyone 
could execute the work, anywhere, at anytime, and over again.12 Therefore, not only ephemeral 
and poor quality materials challenge the conservator, but also questions about their function for 
the artwork, including aspects of intended change and variation as part of it. The aim of this study 
is to find an answer to the general research question: how to preserve a concept when there is 
material to work with? This is specified by asking: should this be done through keeping the 
material, even when it no longer conveys the message? Or through working with artist interview 
or artist participation, despite the challenge of potentially conflicting viewpoints? Or through 
documentation, and if so: how? These questions address the main issues that conceptual art poses 
to conservation. 
 
 

                                                        
 
9 Various international organisations for cultural heritage conservation have issued codes of ethics and guidelines for 
practice in conservation, which are largely comparable. Most are listed under ‘Ethical issues in conservation’ on 
Conservation On Line–CoOL, http://cool.conservation-us.org/bytopic/ethics/ [accessed 8 August 2013]. For an 
overview and discussion of the different codes in English speaking countries, see Catherine Sease, ‘Codes of Ethics for 
Conservation’, International Journal of Cultural Property, 7.01 (1998), 98–115. Chapter 3 discusses the underlying 
principles of conservation in much more detail. 
10 Sol LeWitt, ‘Paragraphs on Conceptual Art’, Artforum, 5.10 (1967), 79–83. 
11 For a rich example of the varied types of work, see Lucy R. Lippard, Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art 
Object from 1966 to 1972 (Oakland: University of California Press, 1973). 
12 Chapter 2 discusses the ideals and working methods of conceptual artists in more detail, including full references. 
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Main Issues 

The challenges the conservator faces with conceptual art revolve around three main issues: 
materials and techniques, the conservator’s involvement, and the conservation problem itself. 
Concerning the first issue, original materials versus replacement is a recurring theme in the 
conservation of conceptual art, both when damaged and as part of the work’s concept. Although 
materials seem of minor importance to conceptual artists, if the material side of conceptual art is 
not consciously managed, it could come to alter a work’s meaning. The attention to the material 
side of conceptual art is by no means an attempt to undermine the ideas of conceptual art. On the 
contrary, it is precisely the concept of the artworks that is examined in relation to its material 
manifestation, followed over time. Hence, a different side of conceptual art is disclosed, exposing 
the influence of market mechanisms and museum practices.  
 A second issue involves the role of the conservator as one of the stakeholders influencing 
the artwork’s life, amongst the other professionals: curators, collectors, and, above all, the artist. 
Although most conceptual artists from the first hour are still alive, this will only last for some 
decades, demonstrating the urgency to assess their work, while it is still possible to involve the 
artists. However, there is a significant distinction between the role of the artist and that of the 
conservator in conservation, since they have different interests. The artist’s primary concern is 
getting the concept of the work across in the best possible way regardless of its history, while 
conservators are bound to ethical codes and guidelines for practice based on a historical framing. 
Who decides what should be done with the work: the conservator on behalf of the owner with a 
responsibility to the art historical context, or the artist because of intellectual ownership? How 
may we deal with possible conflicts when the artist’s wish clashes with the conservator’s ethical 
codes?13 This is an important question because it pinpoints the conservator’s role in decision-
making, which aside from the reality of what is feasible in practice, deals with interpretation.  
 The third issue concerns the assessment of the conservation problems themselves. While the 
traditional material-based approach may apply to some conceptual art, in most cases these 
conservation principles fall short for non-material characteristics, temporal features, and 
performative aspects. There are no guidelines for the conservation of conceptual art, and even 
with artist’s instructions, numerous questions arise. For instance, when is a fleeting work 
conserved, or presented in a proper way? How can a conceptual artwork’s appearance be valued 
and inform future interventions? If conceptual artworks have to be made anew every time, or 
continuously have to vary, then a conservation studio, a stereomicroscope, and scientific analyses 
are no longer enough for thorough assessment. Instead, clear analyses of the artist’s ideas and 
working methods are necessary to understand a work’s temporal features, its immaterial 
characteristics, or even the absence of a physical manifestation altogether. This means that 
additional research methods are indispensible, especially for artworks that do not exist in a solid 
state or a single form, which call for analytical tools from the field of qualitative research. 
 

                                                        
 
13 The complexity of these dilemmas is illustrated by, for instance, Barbara Sommermeyer, ‘Who’s Right – The Artist 
or the Conservator?’, in Inside Installations. Theory and Practice in the Care of Complex Artworks, ed. by Tatja 
Scholte and Glenn Wharton (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), pp. 143–51. 
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1.2 Method 

Central to this study is the artwork in physical transition. The artwork’s transformative phase is 
examined in a combined approach through research methods from materials science, the 
humanities, and the social sciences to allow for process-based research, using a case-based 
approach. While several cases from conservation history in the first chapters are used to illustrate 
the problems in the conservation of conceptual art, the three case study chapters that follow, 
leading up to the conclusion, demonstrate the research, based on theory and practice during the 
conservation process. It has been possible to draw conclusions from comparative analyses. Thus, 
conceptual artworks are the primary point of reference, their conservation is the interpretative 
paradigm, while at the same time being a subject of investigation.  
 
 
Combined Approach 

As with previous studies in conservation, the present study is case-based, but not merely object-
based, because the processes that steer conceptual art’s manifestations are crucial. Decisive 
moments in the artwork’s life, such as acquisition, exhibition, and conservation, form the basis for 
the questions that give direction to this study. Next to detailed factual findings about the artworks 
discussed, the choices that are made during conservation, presentation, and materialisation are 
key. This calls for an approach that looks for the ‘why’ and ‘how’ questions rather than the ‘what’ 
and ‘when’, making qualitative research methods especially useful. Hence, archival research and 
comparative studies are enriched with relevant qualitative research methods, such as oral history 
methods and practice-led research. Current developments in conservation studies and technical art 
history are used as a point of reference to highlight the broader relevance of this study for both 
conservation and art history. 
 For this combined methodological approach the concept of triangulation is used, which is 
common in qualitative research, defined by sociologist Uwe Flick as: “taking different 
perspectives on an issue under study […] in answering research questions […] by using several 
methods and / or in several theoretical approaches, [which] should be linked.”14 Based on the idea 
that objective reality can never be captured, Norman Denzin and Yvonne Lincoln made clear that 
triangulation is not a tool to ensure validation, but an alternative to validation: “The combination 
of multiple methodological practices, empirical materials, perspectives and observers in a single 
study is best understood […] as a strategy that adds rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and 
depth to any inquiry.”15 This is exactly what this study does, putting a wealth of information 
together, gathered through different research methods and engaged in various situations in order 
to explain the work’s condition and to determine the desired approach to manage the work’s 
appearance, while at the same time the resulting practices are critically reflected upon. 
                                                        
 
14 Uwe Flick, An Introduction to Qualitative Research, 5th edn (Los Angeles: Sage Publications, 2014), p. 184. 
15 Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, ‘Introduction: The Discipline and Practice of Qualitative Research’, in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. by Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, 2nd edn (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage Publications, 2000), pp. 1–28 (p. 5). 
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 In order to analyse the processes by which artworks evolve, a biographical approach is 
adopted, a concept that is borrowed from material culture studies.16 Considering external 
influences and the stakes at play throughout a work’s life, helps the interpretation of why 
conservation treatments or reinstallation practices proceeded the way they did. This allows for a 
better understanding of the condition of an artwork at a certain moment in time, and informs 
decision-making for the following step when the work enters a new phase in its life. However, 
decision-making for a conservation strategy is rarely assessed through this approach because the 
analysis is always made afterwards and often by scholars from outside, who do not bear the 
responsibility for the actions taken. Thus, while a biography is informative, it is not normative. In 
that case, how can the framework of a cultural biography be used as a tool in conservation? 
 This question is explored by studying the artworks through every step that the process of 
conservation entails in order to provide insight into the actual moments that may bring about 
changes to the artwork, that are either accidentally or consciously imposed, depending on what is 
deemed necessary. Therefore, the reader will not only be given a look behind the scenes in the 
museum, but will actually be following the conservator’s thinking in action. This enables a critical 
view of the practices of conservation, installation, or the actual materialisation of conceptual 
artworks in the studio or the gallery from first hand experience.  
 An integrated reflexive approach is used to assess the way in which these problems are 
examined and resolved, addressing the profession, or rather the professional. This approach 
allows for a broader insight into conservation as a practice, adding to current thinking about 
theoretical models for the conservation of contemporary art and conservation in general. It reveals 
that knowledge is not only retrieved through conservation studies, but also actively produced 
while working with the artwork. By acknowledging the conservator’s active involvement in the 
way an artwork is conceived and brought forward, the conservator’s role is put into perspective. 
 The term ‘reflexive’ needs further explanation, as it is often used interchangeably with 
‘critical reflection’, but is not the same as ‘reflection’. It is common for ethnographic researchers 
to be reflexive, meaning assessing their own role in the interpretative process seeking to learn 
from it, as Christopher Crouch and Edith Cowan explained:  
 

To be reflective is to engage in an analysis of how personal action measures up to accepted, 
often professionally defined, paradigms. Reflexive thinking, however, could be considered 
making demands on the researcher to ‘take account of the many ways they themselves 
influence research findings and thus what comes to be accepted as knowledge’.17 

 
Thus, being reflective is thinking critically about performed actions, while being reflexive as 
researcher allows one to look beyond the established paradigm, which accommodates finding new 

                                                        
 
16 The function of the adoption of this approach to conservation is explained in: Renée van de Vall, Hanna Hölling, 
Tatja Scholte and Sanneke Stigter, ‘Reflections on a Biographical Approach to Contemporary Art Conservation’, in 
ICOM-CC 16th Triennial Conference Preprints, Lisbon 19–23 September 2011, ed. by Janet Bridgland (Almada: 
Critério-Produção Grafica, Lda, 2011).  
17 Quoting Margarete Sandelowski and Julie Barroso in: Christopher Crouch, ‘Praxis and the Reflexive Creative 
Practitioner’, Journal of Visual Art Practice, 6.2 (2007), 105–15 (p. 109). 
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ways to approach the problems conceptual art poses in the field of conservation. Sometimes the 
idea of reflexivity is used interchangeably with the term ‘critical reflection’. However, social 
work researchers Heather D’Cruz, Philip Gillingham and Sebastian Melendez make an important 
distinction based on timing: 
 

In critical reflection the use of a critical incident as the basis for knowledge generation can 
be considered as ‘reflection-on-action’ rather than ‘reflection-in-action. […] The critical 
incident is firmly in the past, and is represented as a learning opportunity for the future […]. 
Reflexivity, in contrast […] can be described as a critical approach to the generation of 
knowledge that operates ‘in the moment’; the reflexive practitioner is constantly engaged in 
the process of questioning (self-monitoring) their own knowledge claims.18 

 
Both approaches are found in this study: reflexivity as a research stance during actual practices 
and critical reflection in hindsight, divided over the three modes of research found throughout this 
study.  
 
 
Modes of Research 

Studies in conservation are never linear. The selected cases are assessed in three phases that 
constantly feed back into each other. The first phase consists of ‘reading’, examining archival 
material, and the artwork’s physical manifestation – if it is present. A second phase consists of 
‘doing’ and takes place during the conservation treatment or installation process, while the third 
phase consists of ‘reflecting’. These different modes are continuously revisited, culminating in a 
large body of knowledge about each artwork, which remains open for adaptation. This makes 
clear that not only the artwork’s biography is compiled, but also constructed through the research 
activities, as well as at the moment the work’s appearance is assessed and managed. Thus, this is 
not only a study about conceptual artworks in order to conserve them, but also a reflexive account 
of the process of conservation. 
 
 
Reading 

The case study chapters all address museum practices with a special focus on material evidence 
that comes from reading both archival documents and artistic materials. Textual, oral, and visual 
documentation, including the work itself, provides a wealth of information that is related to each 
other to compile the work’s biography. Even with conceptual art, information is hidden in 
material details. After all, the work’s manifestation has to convey the concept to the audience, 
making its material and technical details invaluable to interpret the artwork’s idea. Reading 
materials furthermore reveals details about the art-making process and a work’s social life, 

                                                        
 
18 Heather D’Cruz, Philip Gillingham and Sebastian Melendez, ‘Reflexivity, its Meanings and Relevance for Social 
Work: A Critical Review of the Literature’, The British Journal of Social Work, 37.1 (2007), 73–90 (pp. 83).  
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through traces of possible interventions by the artist, assistants, gallery representatives, private 
owners, and museum professionals. This type of research closely resembles forensic research, 
combining archival research results with material evidence by careful visual observation, which is 
often aided by refined analytical detection tools in laboratories. This simulates detective work, 
scrutinizing material details in a quest for evidence. 
 Material features are interpreted with information from the literature and archival 
documents, old photographs, exhibition catalogues, condition surveys, and conservation treatment 
reports, as well as comparative studies of other works in museums, in the artist’s studio, with 
collectors and in galleries, illuminating the social aspects of museum practices and market 
mechanisms. The responsibility to care for the artwork provides an extra close reading which is 
generated through concern, foreseeing the impact of external events. Critical analysis of the 
materials and techniques used and is only possible when knowing how these materials behave in a 
given situation, as does a conservation approach.  
 Of all methods used in this study, archival research seems to be the most straightforward 
while in practice it is not an easy task when museums are involved. Scholars have experienced 
difficulties as external researchers, since access to storage facilities or special archives has to be 
granted.19 Moreover, information is never gathered in one place, but scattered over a whole 
institution, from the administration office and the collections registration department to the 
reproduction office and the photo archives. To get a complete overview of the documentation, one 
has to know the museum’s infrastructure. Conservation files and exhibition records are divided 
between departmental archives, even subdivided between disciplines, depending on how a 
collection is managed. Sometimes the information you are looking for is lacking simply because it 
was never recorded, which is particularly the case when museums are understaffed.    
 Indeed, a lot of knowledge has never been written down and only lives on in the minds of 
individuals. In this case it does not exist as information until it is voiced and recorded, 
demonstrating the importance of oral history in this field. Aside from the artist, all the people who 
have been involved with the artwork are also invaluable when analysing manifestations of 
conceptual artworks. In order to enhance the ability to read materials, practical experiments are 
helpful, for instance when reconstructing artworks for testing treatments and while simulating 
hypothetical manifestations. This demonstrates that research continues while ‘doing’, during 
interviews, conservation treatments, and the installation processes. 

 
 

Doing 

Important findings come to light during practices in the workplace, which is when the artwork’s 
form is at stake at the most cutting-edge moment of investigation. ‘Doing’ the artwork encourages 
reassessing previous research findings to gain a better understanding of the artwork’s physical 
manifestation, while learning how choices in a work’s materialisation are made. 

                                                        
 
19 See, for instance, Panda de Haan, ‘The Soft Revolution. Curating and Conservation of Modern “Soft” Materials’ 
(MA Thesis, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, July 2013), pp. 12–13. 
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 A reflexive approach analyses the difficult process of decision-making via the conservator’s 
mind, witnessing the train of thoughts that include a constant critical awareness about how these 
thoughts make sense and what they may lead to, meaning that all decisions and performed actions 
influencing a work’s appearance, are consciously considered and questioned. As a consequence, a 
critical view is enforced upon conservation and the role of the conservator. This is why practices 
are included as research moments, both of decision-making and during treatment, in order to 
allow for a more transparent view of the constructed nature of the practices that ultimately 
contribute to the artwork’s form. 
 Conservation theorist Vivian van Saaze introduced the critical notion of ‘doing artworks’, to 
both emphasize the museum’s intermediary role in artworks through their practices, while at the 
same time denoting her constructivist approach.20 The ethnographic approach integrates the 
activity of the researcher into the analysis, which is what she pleads for, when working with art 
forms that need continuous intervention: “contemporary art practices ask for a more pro-active 
approach and urge curators and conservators to reflect on their role in the life of the artwork.”21 
This study builds on this idea and demonstrates how the engagement of working with flawed, 
dismantled, or potential artworks enforces critical reflection on the role of conservation in these 
works. Therefore, apart from seeing the artwork as an object, the process of working with the 
artwork is also assessed in order to understand what happens along the lines of reasoning and 
action when translating a concept into a physical form.  
 The double role of being a participant-observer and the conservator responsible, involves 
studying the artwork’s trajectory, while demanding a particularly critical approach, as I am part of 
it. I am my own participant observer, working with conceptual artworks as a contemporary art 
conservator, carrying out research, and performing conservation treatments, while reflecting on 
these practices as a researcher at the same time. The field of research is the museum’s gallery 
floor, the conservation lab, and the artist’s studio. Thus, I am not a silent observer as in the case of 
a traditional ethnographer coming from outside the field, but an insider as a professional in 
conservation. I am on staff at the museum with a responsibility for the care of contemporary 
artworks, which provides the perfect situation to take on the perspective of an autoethnographer.  
 When interfering with the artwork’s physical manifestation, although based on a thorough 
rationale, it implies stepping into the artwork’s life as the conservator involved, in the sense that it 
influences its future. While researching, analysing, and reporting, including decision-making and 
performing treatment, one becomes part of the artwork’s biography. This is inevitable, and 
assessing this process is fundamental for this study. The experience of performing the proposed 
conservation treatment or reinstallation process enriches research results, either confirming or 
challenging previous assumptions and even refuting what is stated in the literature. Therefore, 
conservation practice is included as a functional form of continuous research, in this context both 
involving the nature of the artwork and the function of the conservation.  

                                                        
 
20 Saaze, 2013, pp. 27–28. This book is based on her PhD thesis: Vivian van Saaze, ‘Doing Artworks. A Study into the 
Presentation and Conservation of Installation Artworks’, PhD Thesis (University of Maastricht and Netherlands 
Institute for Cultural Heritage, Maastricht and Amsterdam, 2009). 
21 Vivian van Saaze, ‘Doing Artworks. An Ethnographic Account of the Acquisition and Conservation of No Ghost Just 
a Shell’, Krisis, 1 (2009), 20–32. 
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Reflecting 

Apart from the decision-making process that takes place before treatment, as well as during 
treatment on a micro-scale, the experience of working with the artwork may further influence the 
shaping of its appearance as an on-going process. When making choices, reflection on the 
intermediating role of the art conservator is invaluable, being one of the crucial stakeholders in 
the artwork’s interpretation when putting it on display. In an attempt to be critical of my own 
actions, I switch roles between conservator and researcher, analysing decisions and taking 
distance afterwards to reflect on my roles as conservator and participant observer doing 
ethnographic research. I am not only ‘going native’ as a complete participant, but in most cases I 
am the native as the conservator involved, participating in my own practice, if not anticipating my 
own research. This challenges my capacity to look critically at my own actions as a reflective 
practitioner.22 Sociologist Harry Collins pointed to the benefit of being totally immersed in the 
subject of study, calling this ‘participant comprehension’.23 Although this is fruitful when 
studying groups, I aim to reflect on my own practices when conserving conceptual artworks. My 
educational training and experience as a museum professional served to internalise “a way of 
life”, providing ‘native competence’ and allowing for ‘participant introspection’.24  
 In order to get across the “unspecifiable native competences”, Collins suggested to “try and 
put over the feel of the situation, after a manner of a ‘writer’ rather than a scientist” as “a useful 
rhetorical device.”25 This is how I aim to expose the processes by which the conservator 
contributes to the shaping of conceptual artworks, using ‘thick descriptions’, a concept that 
became part of the qualitative researcher’s vocabulary after Clifford Geertz’ introduced it, having 
borrowed it from Gilbert Ryle. The latter explained ’thick’ description in the context of 
ethnography as a function that “involves understanding and absorbing the context of the situation 
or behaviour”.26 According to psychologist Joseph Pontoretto, it was Geertz’ intention that in 
order to gauge “the credibility of the author’s interpretations, the context under which […] 
interpretations were made must be richly and thickly described.”27 Thickly described sections are 
found throughout this study, marked in italics to illustrate the function and the value of a reflexive 
approach. All chapters open with such a personal account to set the stage for the issues discussed, 
while the approach becomes integrated at a more profound level in three main case study 
chapters, leading to the conclusion. 
 

                                                        
 
22 Philosopher and educator Donald Schön introduced the concept of reflective practice in 1983: Donald A. Schön, The 
Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (Farnham: Ashgate, 1991). 
23 Harry Collins, ‘Researching Spoonbending: Concepts and Practice of Participatory Fieldwork’, in Social 
Researching: Politics, Problems, Practice, ed. by Colin Bell and Helen Roberts (Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1984), pp. 
54–69. 
24 Collins, 1984, p. 61.  
25 Idem, p. 64. 
26 Joseph G. Pontoretto, ‘Brief Note on the Origins, Evolution, and Meaning of the Qualitative Research Concept 
“Thick Description”’, The Qualitative Report, 11.3 (2006), 538–49. 
27 Pontoretto, 2006, p. 539. 
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Case studies 

In order to address the problems conceptual art poses to conservation, case studies were selected 
according to several criteria. They must: (1) have a real time conservation problem; (2) have a 
physical form; (3) have age; (4) an exhibition history; (5) come from personal practice; (6) differ 
in ‘behaviour’. 
 Concerning the first criterion – condition – the cases need to have a conservation problem at 
the time of assessment, so that decision-making can be assessed in a real situation. This seems a 
logical criterion in a study on conservation, but many studies on conservation are about cases that 
have already acquired a distinctive conservation history carried out by others. The present study 
includes the conservation assessment itself. 
 The second criterion is: consisting of a physical manifestation, either permanent or 
temporary, which is crucial to explore issues between the idea of conceptual art and that of 
conservation. After all, it is in the material object where traditional conservation treatments and 
new conservation strategies meet. Therefore, performance artworks are excluded from this study. 
 The third criterion is based on the work’s age. ‘Historical’ conceptual artworks from 
between the 1960s to the 1970s add an extra dimension to the debate because they are old enough 
to bear traces of time that can be valued as patina and challenge practices of renewal and 
replacement. However, the question is precisely whether there can be an original in conceptual 
art, due to the proposed idea that one can remake conceptual artworks without a loss of value and 
change in meaning. On the other hand, when a work’s material manifestation is indeed considered 
to be of secondary importance, there is a risk that changes are carried out all too easily. When this 
turns out to be the result of a misinterpretation of the artwork, or ignorance, the initial 
representation of the artwork can be lost forever and a valuable art technological source with it.  
 It is a close step to the fourth criterion, the artworks must have a significant exhibition 
history that has affected the work over time. This allows for comparative research, when assessing 
the reasons for change imposed on the work on different occasions, by various people, and on 
varying grounds. 
 This links to the fifth criterion: direct involvement with the work through conservation 
practice. This is not only required to thoroughly assess the relevant processes steering the 
artwork’s perpetuation in time, but more significantly to address the case from the heart of the 
profession. For this reason the selection is made from my own experience as a contemporary art 
conservator, with examples from different institutions. Most case studies are from the collection 
of the Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, where I worked the longest, heading the conservation 
department of contemporary art and sculpture. Others are from the Bonnefantenmuseum, 
Maastricht; the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, Amsterdam, and the Frans Hals Museum, 
Haarlem, all in the Netherlands. Being responsible for the artwork allows for full insight into the 
dilemmas posed, and the influence of the dynamics that are taking place in the workplace. It 
provides first hand experience of what is at stake. The practice of interacting with an artwork’s 
materiality brings details to light that can never be retrieved from archival records alone, lacking, 
as they do, the impetus of the artwork’s physical features and spatial dimensions. Explicit and 
implicit information come together in the conservator’s mind. This process continues as part of 
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the practices performed, anticipating unforeseen practical issues that inevitably arise during the 
conservation treatment or installation process. 
 The sixth and last criterion: cases are selected according to a difference in ‘behaviour’ to 
explore different conservation strategies for various types of conceptual art. This idea is based on 
the Variable Media Initiative (1999-2001), a ground-breaking research project that addressed the 
performative side of artworks to pursue a medium-independent approach, fostering suitable 
conservation strategies for all types of contemporary art.28 The selected works must be 
representative of the broad spectrum of conceptual art, ranging from ‘contained’, to ‘installed’, 
and ‘performed’ work. In ‘contained’ works the expression of the work lies within its own 
material form, as with unique handmade artworks. Their preservation is based on material and 
historical authenticity through the original materials, since this will automatically conserve the 
work’s concept precisely because the work is contained. Van Elk’s C’est moi… is an example of 
contained work because of the paint applications, which immediately makes clear that it becomes 
complicated in case dramatic shifts in colour appear. ‘Installed’ work is work that has to be put 
together for display, such as with the initial slide-based version of Dibbets’ The Shortest Day….29 
A ‘performed’ work requires personal input, allowing for variation, and is often temporal. If 
Dibbets would have determined that The Shortest Day… should be recreated when installed at the 
shortest day of the year, the work would have had a performed character, resulting in a different 
appearance each time.30 This variable media approach was an important step beyond the material 
fixation of conservation and is especially valuable for conceptual art.  
 
 
Selected Cases 

Four artworks have been selected that represent characteristic problems for the conservation of 
conceptual art. They are divided over three chapters and are grouped per artist and based on 
behaviour. The cases all pose different questions for the conservator concerning their materiality. 
The first work exemplifies a hands-off approach for contained work in a treatment designed to 
conserve the original material; the second concerns replacement of damaged material for 
contained work with an installed feature; the third involves replacement and production of part of 
an installed work for conceptual reasons; the fourth case requires complete materialisation for its 
installation, leaving choices relating to its final appearance to the installers. While all the case 
studies focus on aspects of decision-making between material and concept, the significance of 
conservation strategies are also explored. 
 The first case study chapter considers contained work with reference to two sculptural 
photoworks by Ger van Elk. As an artist actively challenging principles in conservation, this 

                                                        
 
28 The project website explains the approach, as does the publication: <http://www.variablemedia.net/e/welcome.html> 
[accessed 4 November 2015; ‘Variable Media Network’; Depocas, Alain, Jon Ippolito, and Caitlin Jones, eds., 
Permanence Through Change: The Variable Media Approach / L’Approche des Médias Variables: La Permanence par 
le Changement (New York / Montreal: Guggenheim Museum / Daniel Langlois Foundation for Art, Science, and 
Technology, 2003). 
29 In its initial form, this work also included a ‘reproduced’ behaviour for the slides, when exhibition copies are made. 
30 The Variable Media Initiative termed other behaviours as: ‘interactive’, ‘interchangeable’, ‘encoded’, and 
‘networked’. Depocas, Ippolito and Jones, 2003, p. 46. 
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chapter addresses the challenge of involving the artist in the conservation process. Other 
important issues discussed are the artist interview, material meaning, site-specificity and 
replacement. Both works are illustrative of decisions based on traditional values in conservation - 
material integrity for Roquebrune (1979), and historical integrity for The Wider the Flatter (1972) 
- while also demonstrating opposite solutions regarding replacement of photographic material. 
The Wider the Flatter adds an installed aspect due to its site-related character, which resides in a 
more or less static situation, a notion that foregrounds the influence of practice. The chapter 
demonstrates retrospective analysis and assesses the process leading up to the conservation 
treatment, eliciting the factors surrounding the artworks that influence their lives, which are 
normally underexposed. 
 The second case study represents installed work with reference to an object-based 
installation by Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965). The case serves as an example of 
working with a certificate. The alleged requirement of replacing the photograph according to the 
location, which is not specified in the certificate, marks the start for thorough analysis of this type 
of Kosuth’s work, which is meaningful for all of his Proto-Investigations. Furthermore, the case 
serves as an example of conducting research without the artist’s involvement, making 
comparative studies even more valuable, while the installed behaviour lends itself well to 
practice-led research. There are a number of key issues: the weighing-up of historic values, the 
supposed artist’s intent, materiality, optical appearance, site-specificity, practical issues, and, 
above all, the practices of the artist, the museum, the market, and the conservator. 
 The third and last case is a room-filling installation of Jan Dibbets: All shadows that 
occurred to me… (1969). This study concerns issues relating to variability, artist participation, 
and documentation. It is a performed work that is variable and needs to be made anew every time 
it is installed. The case is an example of including artist participation, using multiple interviews as 
research tools, and of demonstrating the negotiations that can take place when articulating and 
shaping the artwork. While documentation is assessed as a passive instrument for all the cases, 
this chapter addresses documentation as an active instrument, since documentation is all that 
remains once the work has been dismantled. Issues considered are what kind of documentation or 
practice does justice to the informal artwork, and can these assure its perpetuation in time? 
 Together these case-study chapters cover the most important aspects that relate to the central 
research question about the conservation of conceptual art: original materials versus replacement, 
the artist’s ideal versus the conservator’s dilemmas, and the general impact of practices, which put 
the role of the conservator to the test. A reflexive stance makes it possible to draw the case studies 
together and provide an answer in a new methodological approach.  
 
 
1.3 Context 

The complexity of working with conceptual artworks becomes clear when analysing museum 
practices. For instance, the way the parts of a conceptual artwork have ended up between different 
curatorial departments is illustrative, as was the case for Joseph Kosuth’s iconic conceptual 
artwork One and Three Chairs (1965) at the Museum of Modern Art (MoMA), New York. This 
work consists of a chair, its photograph, and its dictionary definition, with which Kosuth 
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expressed his critique on the traditional pedestalled object in art, representing the same thing in 
three different forms that are seemingly interchangeable in relation to the subject (see fig. 1.5). 
Due to their different material properties, the artwork’s parts became divided between storage 
spaces: the chair in the modern design department, the photograph in the photography department, 
and the text in the library.31 This could almost be seen as a success story when considering 
conceptual art’s aim to undermine traditional museum structures. At the same time, it 
demonstrates the relative vulnerability of conceptual artworks. This artwork is elaborated on in 
more detail in Chapter 5. 
 This example demonstrates that traditionally curators were responsible for managing 
conceptual artworks in museum collections, possibly because of the deliberate downplaying of the 
material character of the artworks within the movement itself, making it paradoxical to involve 
conservators. However, due to the professionalization of the field, conservators of contemporary 
art have become involved, and not only because of technical problems.32 There has been a slow 
but gradual change in museum tasks, noticeably for complex artworks, resulting in a shifting of 
roles and distribution of expertise. The realms of conservators, curators, and registrars have 
started to merge, since they all have to understand the nature of complex artworks in order to have 
an effective proactive conservation policy.33 
 Although the topic of conceptual art is relatively new in conservation research, this study 
builds on previous work carried out in the field of contemporary art conservation, both from 
practice and in theory. Without attempting to be comprehensive, it is important to distinguish new 
developments in conservation studies to situate this study in the context of the current state of 
research. A brief background is outlined with the added note that Chapter 3 elaborates on the 
development of research in conservation in much more detail. Chapter 2 focuses on the 
materiality of conceptual art, adding an important aspect to the debates on this field that mainly 
focus on the theoretical and art historical discourse.34 To introduce this conservation perspective, 
three main terms have to be explained to clarify their use. 

                                                        
 
31 Tan, 2009, p. 61, n. 22. 
32 The division of museum tasks and practices highly depends on the museum’s capacity and the way a collection is 
managed, which may differ greatly amongst institutions and between countries. For example, in 2010 Tate had a staff of 
three media art conservators and a technician for a relatively small part of Tate’s collection, around 350 works at that 
time. Julia Noordegraaf, ‘Case study: The Conservation of Media Art at Tate. An interview with Pip Laurenson (Head 
of Time-Based Media Conservation at Tate) by Julia Noordegraaf’, in Preserving and Exhibiting Media Art: 
Challenges and Perspectives, ed. by Julia Noordegraaf, Cosetta G Saba, Barbara Le Mâitre, and Vinzenz Hediger 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2013), pp. 282–90. This equals the care for only 100 artworks per 
conservator. Although these are high maintenance artworks, it is beyond comparison with, for instance, the 50.000 
piece collection of Centraal Museum Utrecht, Netherlands, having no on staff conservators at all: 
http://centraalmuseum.nl/ontdekken [accessed 3 November 2015]. Proper care is time consuming, especially when 
facing complex issues, such as obsolete equipment, data migration, and emulating strategies, while immaterial 
characteristics, such as variability and interactivity are to be assessed as well. 
33 See, as a demonstration of this development the joint publication of a curator, registrar, and conservator seeking 
collaboration to assess challenging museum practices: Miriam Basilio, Sydney Briggs and Roger Griffith, 
‘Impermanence and Entropy. Collaborative Efforts Installing Contemporary Art’, Journal of the American Institute for 
Conservation, 47.1 (2008), 3–14. 
34 Most publications are aimed at explaining conceptual art, often published by conceptual artists themselves. 
Furthermore the historical development, the impact of conceptual art, art and its reception are assessed, for example in: 
Conceptual Art: A Critical Anthology, ed. by Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 
1999); Rewriting Conceptual Art, ed. by Michael Newman and Jon Bird (London: Reaktion Books Ltd., 1999); 
Conceptual Art: Theory, Myth, and Practice, ed. by Michael Corris (New York: Cambridge University Press, 2004); 
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Terms: Conservation, Restoration, Installation 

The use of the terms conservation and restoration, or conservator and restorer, is still the subject 
of on-going debate. The use differs between specialisations in the profession, and between 
countries with different linguistic roots. According to the European Confederation of 
Conservator-Restorers’ Organisations (ECCO), “conservation consists mainly of direct action 
carried out on cultural heritage with the aim of stabilising condition and retarding further 
deterioration”, and “restoration consists of direct action carried out on damaged or deteriorated 
cultural heritage with the aim of facilitating its perception, appreciation and understanding, while 
respecting as far as possible its aesthetic, historic and physical properties.”35 One could deduce 
from both definitions that conservation is directed towards stabilising a given situation, while 
restoration includes interventions to alter a work’s appearance, based on ideas about the object’s 
meaning and aesthetics.36 However, in practice there is a thin line between the two defined 
concepts, since the distinction is additionally placed on the object’s condition, which is always a 
matter of interpretation. 
 Furthermore, one is not called a conservator for one kind of treatment and a restorer for the 
other. In fact, these terms are used interchangeably to indicate the same professional. Most 
professionals prefer conservator to restorer, because of “the negative connotation of the term 
‘restoration’”, as German conservators Ursula Schädler-Saub and Angela Weyer put it.37 Pip 
Laurenson, Head of Collection Care Research at the Tate, pointed to the interpretative nature of 
restoration, which “is seen as essentially unscientific and rather frivolous or unprofessional.”38 
This goes back to different schools in 19th century conservation theory, as will become clear in 
Chapter 3. 
 Therefore, in this study the terms conservator and conservation are preferred above restorer 
and restoration. Actions that concern interference with the artwork are called ‘conservation 
treatments’. When using the verb ‘restore’, I mean it in a more figurative sense, referring to a 
work’s immaterial characteristics rather than its physical constitution. Using conservation as an 
umbrella term is in line with the international standard as defined by ICOM-CC.39 Furthermore, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
Camiel van Winkel, During the Exhibition the Gallery will be Closed: Contemporary Art and the Paradoxes of 
Conceptualism (Amsterdam: Valiz, 2012). 
35 ‘E.C.C.O. Professional Guidelines’ (European Confederation of Conservator-Restorers’ Organisations, 2002) 
<http://www.ecco-eu.org/index2.php?option=com_content&do_pdf=1&id=30> [accessed 9 October 2014]. 
36 The International Council of Museums Committee for Conservation (ICOM-CC) subdivides conservation in 
‘preventive conservation’, ‘remedial conservation’, and ‘restoration’. See: ICOM Committee for Conservation, 
‘Terminology to characterize the conservation of tangible cultural heritage’, 2008 <http://www.icom-cc.org/242/about-
icom-cc/what-is-conversation/terminology/#.Vp4u5YQil6A> [accessed 19 January 2016]. 
37 Ursula Schädler-Saub and Angela Weyer, Theory and Practice in the Conservation of Modern and Contemporary 
Art: Reflections on the roots and the Perspectives, Series of publications by the Hornemann Institute vol. 12 (London: 
Archetype Publications, 2010), p. 3. 
38 Pip Laurenson, ‘Authenticity, Change and Loss in the Conservation of Time-Based Media Installations A conceptual 
framework for traditional fine art conservation’, Tate Papers, 6 (2006), 1–12 
<http://www.tate.org.uk/download/file/fid/7401> [accessed 2 December 2015]. 
39 ICOM Committee for Conservation, 2008. 
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the choice follows several important publications on modern and contemporary art conservation.40 
An umbrella term leaves room for treatments that are designed to do the opposite of going back to 
a previous state, but allowing a work to evolve, something which can be fundamental to 
conceptual artworks. In my view, conservation consists of all activities that guarantee the 
continuation of an artwork’s life in an informed and controlled manner. A conservator seeks to 
achieve this in a conscious and highly responsible way. 
 Finally, the term installation needs to be explained. It is used in two ways, as an art form or 
genre, referred to as ‘installation art’, and for the act of installing an artwork. Although the term is 
used very broadly as an art form, as art historian Claire Bishop explains, she identifies “the literal 
presence of the viewer” as a key characteristic of installation art.41 However, rather than from a 
viewer’s perspective, this study considers ‘installations’ and installed artworks mainly from the 
other side: from the behind-the-scenes practices of installing them, precisely to generate the 
desired effect with the audience. At the time that conceptual art emerged such practices became 
the artwork, as Julie Reiss explained: “Installation began to be used interchangeably with 
exhibition to describe work produced at the exhibition site.”42 Based on the temporal activity 
associated with the term, Peter Osborne concludes that, “the physical reality of the work may be 
considered an instantiation or installation of its idea. Installations are instantiations of ideas.”43 
This distinction between concept and materialisation is typical of conceptual art, as it is often 
installed, either materialised or assembled. In this study the term ‘installed’ also refers to a 
artwork’s behaviour according to the variable media approach, which is adopted in the present 
study next to ‘contained’ and ‘performed’ work to categorise types of conceptual art. 
 
 
Contemporary Art Conservation 

Traditionally an artwork is considered to be in its ideal state when it leaves the artist’s studio and 
enters the public domain, the moment it is first put on display, or enters a collection. The artist 
considers the work ready for exhibition and worthy for sale, while curators and collectors 
recognize it as an important piece to be shown or acquired.44 Although these moments are still 
considered significant marks in time in an artwork’s life, they are no longer necessarily used as a 
touchstone for decision-making in conservation. Ever since variable art forms have entered the 
stage, it is clear that there can be more moments and situations that define the artwork just as well, 
creating a shift in focus with regard to the aim of conservation practice: ensuring the artwork’s 

                                                        
 
40 See, for instance, IJsbrand Hummelen and Dionne Sillé, Modern Art: Who Cares? (Amsterdam: The Foundation for 
the Conservation of Modern Art; The Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage, 1999). Schädler-Saub and Weyer, 
2010. Inside Installations: Theory and Practice in the Care of Complex Artworks, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Glenn 
Wharton (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011).  
41 Claire Bishop, Installation Art: A Critical History (London: Tate Publishing, 2005), p. 6. 
42 Julie Reiss, From Margin to Center: The Spaces of Installation Art (Cambrige and London: MIT Press, 1999), xi. 
43 Peter Osborne, ‘Installation, Performance, or What ?’, Oxford Art Journal, 24.2 (2001), 147–54 (p. 150). 
44 See also Laurenson, stating: “In fine art conservation the condition of the object when it entered the collection, or 
even some notion of its state when it left the studio, may act as the conservator's reference 'original' condition.” Pip 
Laurenson, ‘Authenticity, Change and Loss in the Conservation of Time-Based Media Installations A conceptual 
framework for traditional fine art conservation’, Tate Papers, 6 (2006), 1–12 
<http://www.tate.org.uk/download/file/fid/7401>. 
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progression in time rather than its conservation.45 Therefore, art conservation needs a new 
framework that allows for change.  
 Important developments in this direction have emerged from the field of media art 
conservation. Confronted with the immediate urgency of irreversible signal loss on magnetic tape 
carriers and obsolescence of playback equipment, it became vital to transfer the image or audio 
information from one carrier to the next before it was too late.46 In traditional ‘static’ modern 
artworks replacement of severely degraded modern materials is also starting to be considered a 
possible strategy when they no longer perform the way they are supposed to. However, even 
when the artist indicated that this is the right thing to do, “reconstructing an artwork is never 
undertaken lightly”, as the Tate’s former sculpture conservator Derek Pullen indicated with 
reference to Naum Gabo’s plastic sculptures: “The replacement of original material is only 
considered the very last resort and therefore samples of the original and replacement material are 
archived.”47 Other rapidly deteriorating organic materials, such as foodstuffs, pose similar 
difficult dilemmas for conservators, even to the extent of perhaps having to let go of artworks. A 
well-known example is Zoe Leonard’s Strange Fruit (for David) (1993-1998) made of hand 
stitched fruit peels that now only lives-on in the form of documentation – and as an artwork that 
passed away in a controlled manner in discussions on conservation.48 
 For variable media art and installation artworks that include variability and performativity as 
characteristic features, an analogy is found in the performing arts, such as music and theatre, 
based on the idea of working with scripts and scores.49 This seems a valid comparison when the 
work can be completely made manifest from instructions or even traditions. However, in reality, 
many of these artworks include object-based elements and perhaps even non-defined features. 
Nonetheless, this perspective fundamentally changed the idea of conservation, as philosopher 
Boris Groys already hinted at in 1995: “perhaps the restoration will be recognised a new art form, 
in which the restorer plays a vital interpretative role comparable to what directors and conductors 
were doing for centuries.”50 This interpretative role is a significant factor to be addressed. While 
conservator Simone Miller noted in reaction to Groys that there is no occupation in the domain of 
the visual arts that can be compared to the pronounced activities of a conductor or director in the 
performing arts, artworks are still installed based on choices.51 Indeed, one may wonder whether 

                                                        
 
45 Vall, Hölling, Scholte and Stigter, 2011, pp. 3–4.  
46 To advance media artworks in a continuous cycle of copying codes is necessary to keep up with the speed of 
developments in the digital world. See, for instance, Pip Laurenson, ‘Developing Strategies for the Conservation of 
Installations Incorporating Time-Based Media: Gary Hill’s Between Cinema and a Hard Place’, Tate Papers, 4 (2004), 
1–8 <http://www.tate.org.uk/download/file/fid/7240> [accessed 2 December 2015]. 
47 Derek Pullen, ‘Managing Change: The Conservation of Plastic Sculptures’, in Material Matters: the Conservation of 
Modern Sculpture, ed. by Jackie Heuman (London: Tate Gallery, 1999), pp. 100–107 (p. 104).  
48 Ann Temkin, ‘Strange Fruit’, in Mortality Immortality? The legacy of 20th-Century Art, ed. by Miguel Angel Corzo 
(Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 1999), pp. 45–50. 
49 See for example, Laurenson, 2006; Julia Noordegraaf, ‘Documenting the Analogue Past in Marijke van 
Warmerdam’s Film Installations’, ed. by Lúcia Almeida Matos, Rita Macedo, and Gunnar Heydenreich, Revista de 
História da Arte, Série W.4 (2015), 115–23 <http://revistaharte.fcsh.unl.pt/rhaw4/RHAw4.pdf> [accessed 15 October 
2015]. 
50 Boris Groys, ‘The Restoration of Destruction’, in Witte de With Cahier 4, ed. by Barbera van Kooij, Oscar van den 
Bogaard, and Beth O’Brien (Rotterdam and Düsseldorf: Witte de With and Richter Verlag, 1995), pp. 155–60 (p. 160). 
51 “Ist es nicht eher so, dass es diesen Beruf, in der Ausgeprägtheit und Differenziertheit wie es die Tätigkeit eines 
Dirigenten oder Regisseurs erforderlich macht, für den Bereich der Bildenden Kunst noch gar nicht gibt?” Simone 
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this is part of the conservator’s responsibility. However, I will demonstrate that the conservator’s 
involvement is especially valuable when caring for art forms that involve material objects or need 
materialisation, precisely because it makes this interpretative aspect more accountable.  
 
 
Studies from Practice 

Although the emancipation of the specialisation in contemporary art conservation started with the 
difficulty of modern materials and new technologies posing problems on the material side of 
conservation, it is clear that this is not the only challenge with contemporary art. The traditional 
conservation paradigm, designed to preserve the physical object in an ideal state, is not always in 
keeping with the artwork’s concept. In fact, to stabilize an artwork with the idea to freeze it in 
time could harm its true nature when the work is intended to evolve, or is meant to be ephemeral. 
While material-based research in contemporary art remains important, as for plastics, electronics, 
and all unconventional use of any material, immaterial forms of expression cannot be studied by 
traditional research methods from materials science, and clearly call for a different approach. 
Complex artworks that include immaterial features, such as change, variability, and interactivity, 
need conservation strategies that allow for these features to perform and let an artwork evolve 
over time.52 Conceptual art, time-based arts, and interactive forms of art need conservation 
strategies that manage change and prevent malfunctioning or misunderstanding. 
 Nowadays many curators and conservators collaborate together with artists, philosophers, 
and scientists to address case-based problems. Such a set-up started with Modern Art: Who 
Cares? in the Netherlands and continued in comparable research projects, such as Mortality 
Immortality? in 1999 and the Variable Media Initiative in the United States, and Inside 
Installations: Preservation and Presentation of Installation Art in Europe in 2004.53 By this time 
it was recognized that the conservation of concept-based artworks highly depends on a work’s 
presentation. Two works from this project are used in the present study, Ger van Elk’s The Wider 
the Flatter in Chapter 4 and Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) in Chapter 5. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
Wilma Miller, ‘Konzepte zeitgenössischer bildender Künstler und ihr Einfluss auf Erhaltungsstrategien’, PhD Thesis 
(Technischen Universität München, München, 31 March 2014), p. 240. 
52 See, for instance, Glenn Wharton and Harvey Molotch, ‘The Challenge of Installation Art’, Principles of 
Conservation: Principles, Dilemmas and Uncomfortable Truths, 2009, 210–22; Renée van de Vall, ‘Towards a Theory 
and Ethics for the Conservation of Contemporary Art’, in Art d’Aujourd'hui, Patrimoine de Demain. Conservation et 
Restauration des Oeuvres Contemporaines (Champs-sur-Marne: SFIIC, 2009), pp. 51–56; Scholte and Wharton, 2011; 
Saaze, 2013. 
53 The Dutch Institute for Cultural Heritage (ICN, now RCE) initiated Modern Art: Who Cares? and established the 
Foundation for the Conservation of Modern Art (SBMK) to organise the international symposium in 1997 and the 
publication: IJsbrand Hummelen and Dionne Sillé, Modern Art: Who Cares? (Amsterdam: The Foundation for the 
Conservation of Modern Art; Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage, 1999). The Getty Conservation Institute 
followed with Mortality Immortality? The Legacy of 20th-Century Art, ed. by Miguel Angel Corzo (Los Angeles: Getty 
Conservation Institute, 1999). ICN initiated and organised Inside Installations: Preservation and Presentation of 
Installation Art (2004-2007) funded by the European Union within the Culture 2000 program, and co-organized by the 
Foundation for the Conservation of Contemporary Art (SBMK), TATE, Restaurierungszentrum Düsseldorf, S.M.A.K. 
Ghent and Museo National Centro de Arte Reina Sophia, Madrid. Research results were disseminated during several 
seminars, a website, archived at http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208162011/http://www.inside-
installations.org/home/index.php, and a publication appeared as part of the follow-up project PRACTICs: see Scholte 
and Wharton, 2011. 
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 Projects such as these, initiated by museums and heritage institutions and based on actual 
problems, fit the tradition of research in conservation, which is problem-driven and mainly case-
based. In addition to the activities of special thematic working-groups within national and 
international conservation associations, such projects brought about most advancement in the 
specialisation of contemporary art conservation.54 A project that relates to this study is The Panza 
Collection Initiative at the Salomon Guggenheim Museum Guggenheim, which is based on the 
collection of Count Giuseppe Panza di Biumo, which started in 2010. Although the project mainly 
concerns minimal art, it deals with issues similar to those of conceptual art, such as using 
certificates, practices of installing and materialising the artworks.55 
 Although such research projects advance developments in contemporary art conservation 
and help build a worldwide network of active professionals, in practice, “Conservators are 
particularly vexed by Conceptual and other art that questions notions of permanence and 
deliberately employs ephemeral media”, as conservator Glenn Wharton signalled.56 Indeed, with 
most conservation specialisations, generally based on a single medium or form, conceptual art is 
rarely addressed in conservation studies.57  
 In an early publication of 1998, conservator Robyn Sloggett argued for the integration of 
new research skills in aesthetics and philosophy for conservators since interpretation plays such 
an important role: “if we are to use artists’ statements these are issues that need to concern us as a 
profession, as much as solvent mixtures and determining original paint.”58 More than a decade 
later another article on a conceptual work from a conservator’s viewpoint discusses the remake of 
a total loss.59 As a conservation strategy this is not restricted to conceptual artworks alone.60 A 
third example is Simone Miller’s PhD-thesis on concepts of contemporary artists and their 
influence on preservation strategies of 2014.61 Based on five case studies she discusses the 

                                                        
 
54 Apart from specialised working groups in national conservator’s organisations, internationally the ICOM-CC Modern 
Materials and Contemporary Art working group is active, in the United States the AIC Electronic Media working 
group, while IIC’s thematic conferences sometimes focus on contemporary art, similarly for heritage institutions and 
museums. 
55 Research is on going and results have not been disseminated yet. http://www.guggenheim.org/new-
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56 Glenn Wharton, ‘The Challenges of Conserving Contemporary Art’, in Collecting the New, ed. by Bruce Altshüler, 
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Inside Installations. Theory and Practice in the Care of Complex Artworks, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Glenn Wharton 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), pp. 235–48. 
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importance of knowing the artwork thoroughly, values the involvement of the artist to learn about 
the work, and advocates a good instruction for the work that allows room for interpretation as 
notation does for music. These are not necessarily different conclusions from working with other 
complex artworks from a conservation perspective; but the value of her work lies in the fact that 
she retrieved these findings from working with the actual artworks as a conservator, defining 
strategies and designing protocols for concept-based artworks that did not yet exist. Apart from 
solving specific case-based conservation problems, this study aims to add a more general answer 
to the conservation approach when working with conceptual artworks. 
 A possible reason for the low number of studies on conceptual art may exist in the fact that 
this type of art is more associated with the curator’s responsibilities. Although the question can be 
posed whether curators have different rights with regard to these works than conservators, they 
may be less conscious about the material aspect of these works, not being used to look at the 
material fabric of artworks through a microscope. On the other hand, perhaps there is lack of 
interest in conceptual art from the side of conservation. Or maybe conservators seldom publish 
about it, possibly due to the relative difficulty for conservators to publish about their work: 
working as a practicing conservator and upholding an academic career seldom go hand in hand.  
   
 
Studies in Theory 

Alongside practice-based research projects within the conservation community, a more theoretical 
development has emerged. Gradually academia started focussing on contemporary art 
conservation.62 The present study is associated with the New Strategies in the Conservation of 
Contemporary Art research group (2009–2015), which involves cross-disciplinary research with 
scholars from different backgrounds.63 A common denominator is case-based reasoning and a 
biographical approach to accommodate the more conceptual and variable nature of the art forms 
of today.  
 Another academic research project which closely relates to some of the problems discussed 
in this study, is the Science4Arts programme Photographs and Preservation: How to save 
photographic works of art for the future? (2012–2016).64 The problem of colour photography in 
mixed media artworks is a direct reason for concern with many conceptual artworks, and what 

                                                        
 
62 For example NeCCAR, Network for the Conservation of Contemporary Art Research (2012–2014), an international 
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initially raised my interest in this field.65 However, the present study has a different aim and 
follows another approach. Apart from finding solutions for the case studies involved, some 
containing analogue photographs, this study places special emphasis on the conservator’s role in 
research and conservation, conducting artist interviews, and performing participatory practices as 
part of conservation. Such processes of communication, analysis, and documentation have 
become increasingly important in the practices of contemporary art conservation especially to 
overcome the difficulties with art that is not there when the show is over.66 
 Research into the conservation of contemporary art is topical with scholars from outside the 
conservation profession for some time, probably due to the more fundamental questions that are 
raised addressing the broader issues of museum practices. Interest from the field of art history 
seems evident, but contributions from the fields of philosophy and aesthetics, media studies, 
social sciences, and science and technology studies have also appeared.67  
 Although these studies provide interesting perspectives on the practices of conservation, for 
instance through ethnographic research, they lack a crucial component that is intrinsic to the 
profession of conservation: the direct responsibility for the artwork’s life. This study aims to 
make explicit how conservators assess the difficult problems in their quest to make art work. 
While researchers from outside the field of conservation started using ethnographic research 
methods to study museum practices and conservation strategies in contemporary art, 
contemporary art conservators themselves have rarely adopted this approach.68 The added value 
of the present study is that, apart from solving actual conservation problems for particular 
conceptual artworks, theoretical issues in conservation are analysed through the conservator’s lens 
while exploiting practice. I will critically reflect on my own role as insider in a museum context, 
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Publications). 
66 For an overview of documentation strategies, see: Gunnar Heydenreich, ‘Documentation of Change – Change of 
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in a dual function as the conservator involved and as participant observer. This makes it possible 
to assess the complete process from before, during, and after works are being conserved and put 
on display, made accountable from first hand experience. 
 Glenn Wharton pursued a similar approach as the conservator involved, but in a different 
setting, outside the museum. He adopted the approach of participatory action research, involving 
the community in studying the conservation process of an outdoor memorial sculpture, which is 
part of a lively culture and subject of recurring rituals.69 While Wharton took the social context in 
as part of what the sculpture conveys, I will try to point out the social construct of conservation, 
not aiming to overthrow it, but to make conservation more transparent while sustaining 
conceptual artworks, which eventually remain being shaped and staged within the museum 
system. 
 
 
1.4 Outline 

The examples at the beginning of this chapter function as stepping-stones for further reflections 
and return in Chapters 2 and 3 in the first part of this study, preparing the ground for the case 
studies in Chapters 4, 5, and 6.  
 Chapter 2 explores conceptual art through its materials and techniques. The emphasis is on 
artistic practices and museum practices: the way conceptual artists used materials and exploited 
techniques, and the way materialised conceptual artworks perpetuated their lives influenced by 
market mechanisms and in museum collections, affecting immaterial features, such as site-
specificity, and exposing varied ways of the use the certificate, eliciting the value of a 
conservation approach. 
 This leads to Chapter 3, which explores the conservation profession in more detail, with 
special attention to notions of authenticity and artist’s intent, placed against a historical 
background and the context of today’s audience. Developments in conservation research illustrate 
the increasing role of materials science in conservation, with technical art history in its wake. This 
is seemingly at odds with artworks that largely consist of ideas, which call for integration of 
qualitative research methods in conservation studies.  
 A new approach is explored in the case study chapters, each addressing a different a type of 
conceptual art, with various problems, being assessed under different circumstances. They 
illuminate different encounters in conservation: the first focuses on conservation treatments of 
contained works, the second on installing installed work, and the third on co-producing performed 
work. The order of the chapters follows a gradual shift from a material centred approach to a more 
conceptual one. 
 Chapter 4 is the first case study chapter and addresses two contained works of Ger van Elk. 
One case focuses on material integrity, the other on historical values. A central theme is the 
challenge to navigate between the artist’s opinion and the conservator’s ethical approach. Unlike 
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Van Elk’s own strategy of remaking his discoloured photoworks for Roquebrune, a solution is 
found in retouching with coloured light. For The Wider the Flatter the process of renewal is 
followed, while the work’s site-specificity is assessed. In both cases, the course of action is 
reflected upon afterwards, including the way documentation is interpreted and the information 
constructed, while used in decision-making towards the conservation treatments of both works, 
revealing the conservator’s steering role. 
 Chapter 5 concerns an object-based installed work: Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three). 
It involves working with a certificate, while the question of its apparent site-related variability is 
central. The work exists as an artwork when installed according to defined parameters with 
relatively fixed elements. Still, the history of this and related work demonstrates significant 
differences. This study is carried out without direct consultation of the artist, but with careful 
analyses of his writing. Furthermore, the literature, and archival documents, and extensive 
comparative studies of similar work in other collections, such as One and Three Chairs, allowed 
for various perspectives. In addition, the installation process is explored as a research tool, 
because it triggered essential questions on the nature of the work, while at the same time the 
foundations of the function of the museum and art conservation are laid bare, making this an extra 
challenging case study. The possibilities to steer and stage the artwork make clear that the 
conservator enters the artwork’s life, similar to other stakeholders who did so before and many 
more who will do the same in the future, each affecting the artwork’s appearance to some or a 
larger extent. This calls for a reflexive approach, assessing the process of reinstallation as a 
contemporary form of conservation each time the work is put on display. 
 Chapter 6 elaborates this idea with reference to Jan Dibbets’ All shadows that occurred to 
me…, a statement for a variable ephemeral installation. This case reveals that it is fundamental to 
fully understand the art-making process in relation to the work’s concept in order to be able to 
guarantee the work’s proper perpetuation in time. Participatory practice enforces a reflexive 
approach on the part of the conservator, being originally trained to keep a low profile and allow 
only minimal intervention, but having become responsible for rather eye-catching input to make 
the room-filling installation manifest. It is clear that, in addition to standard treatment reporting, 
this demands thorough assessment of the process involved in order to elicit the motives for the 
choice made.  
 Chapter 7 concludes with proposing autoethnography as a new research tool to better assess 
the museum dynamics that affect conceptual artworks, illuminating the reasoning for decisions 
made throughout the whole process of conservation. Incorporating a reflexive stance during the 
course of action allows for adaption when needed. Making this accountable in a conservator’s 
testimony provides a clear view of the underlying reasons for decisions made. All chapters open 
with such a conservator’s testimony, in italics, not only as an instructive illustration of the 
chapter’s subject, but also to engage the reader. By making the more subjective aspects of the 
profession accountable in a first person narrative, invites the reader to think along, generating a 
profound understanding of the case and the context, while it elicits critical thinking.  
  





  

  

2 Conceptual Art: Matter of Conservation 

London, 8 January 2010.  
 I looked into a vitrine at Tate Modern and smiled.70 There was John Baldessari’s 
calendar-shaped book Ingres and Other Parables (1972). Here is what I read: 
 

INGRES 
This is the story of a little known painting by Ingres. Its first owner took 

good care of it, but as things go, he eventually had to sell it. Succeeding 
owners were not so cautious about its welfare and did not take as good care of 
it as the first owner. That is, the second owner let the painting's condition slip a 
bit. Maybe it all began by letting it hang crookedly on the wall, not dusting it, 
maybe it fell to the floor a few times when somebody slammed the door too 
hard. Anyway the third owner received the Ingres with some scratches (not 
really tears), and the canvas buckled in one corner–paint fading here and there. 
Owners that followed had it retouched and so on, but the repairs never matched 
and the decline had begun. The painting looked pretty sad. But what was 
important was the documentation–the idea of Ingres; not the substance. And 
the records were always well kept. A clear lineage, a good genealogy. It was an 
Ingres certainly, even though the painting by this time was not much. 

The other day it was auctioned off. Time had not been kind to the Ingres. 
All that was left was one nail. Maybe the nail was of the original, maybe it was 
used in the repairs, or maybe Ingres himself had used it to hang the painting. It 
was all of the Ingres that remained. In fact, it was believed to be the only 
Ingres nail ever offered in public sale. 

Moral: If you have the idea in your head, the work is as good as done.71 
 
Seeing this work excited me. Not because of the way it was exhibited, in a closed 
vitrine instead of hanging from a nail on the wall as the hole-punched pages of the 
calendar format suggest – that came later. It was the content of the story that drew 
my attention first. 
 Baldessari’s text stages art as a cultural construct. It makes clear that once an 
artwork enters the world, many factors came into play that further shape its life, 
including conservation. Letting the work change from a painted canvas into a nail 
that once supported its presentation is an original way to ridicule the adoration of 
the material object in art, exploiting the impact of time and social interaction – or 

                                                        
 
70 Solo exhibition of John Baldessari: Pure Beauty, 13 October 2009 – 10 January 2010. 
71 John Baldessari, Ingres and Other Parables (London: Studio International Publications Ltd., 1972). s.p. This work 
became known as Baldessari’s first artist book. The publication is issued in edition of unknown number. 



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 36 

neglect – on the object. It altered the artwork’s form and, as a result, imposed a shift 
in meaning as a result: the nail changed from support to icon. 
 Only later it occurred to me that something similar was happening to Baldessari’s 
work at the Tate: the clean presentation of Ingres and Other Parables compromised 
its original function. A calendar display would have allowed visitors to actively 
select other stories by flipping the pages. I did not realise this initially, almost 
oblivious towards the immaterial features that also make up the work and that are 
clearly as vulnerable as the thin paper support of the offset-printed publication. 
Integrating the viewer’s perspective is a typical feature of conceptual art. The 
vitrine, on the other hand, was closed. 

 
 
From a conservator’s point of view, careful protection of the physical object is vital to prevent 
material decay, yet in this particular case the work’s design was intended to undermine precisely 
the museum’s object-based attention and hands-off policy. The artist’s carefully chosen material 
form of a cheaply produced commodity item expressed a deliberate throwaway character. Yet, 
due to good care, the holes in the pages are still intact and suggest the intended use and form of 
presentation. These seemingly minor details illustrate the critical balance between concept and 
material, something that may shift over time, depending on the way a work is managed and 
presented.  
 It is, therefore, essential to understand the relation between concept and material to inform 
decision-making in conservation, installation, and presentation of conceptual artworks. The 
question is what should outweigh in the end, the original material or the idea of the artwork? 
Baldessari provokingly answered it with the illustration of a nail (see fig. 2.1). This, in my view, 
points to the suggestion whether we should try to resolve the relation between concept and 
material by a better understanding of the artwork’s biography. The Ingres-text suggests that the 
idea of the artwork could remain in people’s minds through information, if only documented well 
enough. In a biographical approach, not only an artwork’s changes over time are followed, but 
these are interpreted against the background of its social framework. Evidence of the work’s life 
is left in all sorts of tracks and traces, locked up in archives, out there in the memories of people, 
and enclosed in the artwork’s past and future manifestations. All this combined information can 
even be conceived of as the complete artwork.72 
 However, the biographical model does not solve the conservator’s dilemmas, it integrates 
them as part of the work, which is exactly what Baldessari did in his Ingres story. The question 
remains how do we cope with the dilemmas when having a responsibility towards the work’s 
conservation? The aim of this chapter is to explain the ideas of conceptual art in relation to the 
materialised manifestations in order to elucidate the challenges these works pose to conservation 

                                                        
 
72 This is the general conclusion of Hanna Hölling’s PhD Thesis at the University of Amsterdam 20 September, Hanna 
Barbara Hölling, Re: Paik: On Time, Changeability and Identity: In the Conservation of Nam June Paik’s Multimedia 
Installations (’s-Hertogenbosch: BOXPress, 2013). 
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and to determine the role of the conservator, while exploring the value of a conservation approach 
in assessing conceptual art.  
 The general ideas of conceptual art are considered on the basis of different examples 
focussing on three important characteristics: reproducibility, explored with reference to 
photography; immateriality, discussed with reference to language as a medium; and variability, 
assessed with reference to site-specificity. Market mechanisms and museum practices are 
identified as steering factors in these matters, with the artist’s involvement adding to the 
complexity.  
 
 
2.1 On Conceptual Art 

As a typical conceptual work, Baldessari’s Ingres and Other Parables communicates a 
predominance of the idea over its material execution in both content and form. The physical 
manifestation of the work explicitly relates to important principles of conceptual art, such as 
reproducibility and viewer participation, which means that the physical object is also a carrier of 
information that contributes to the content, not only representing the idea but also containing it. It 
is important to investigate these aspects for conceptual artworks, since their materiality is 
generally downplayed, encouraged even by their own content. Indeed, a materialised conceptual 
artwork can be in inherent conflict when negating its own physical relevance, thereby challenging 
museum professionals. In order to address the dual identity of materialised conceptual artworks, 
this chapter starts by exploring the main ideas of the art movement and the new art-making 
practices, before any encounters with conservators making them a matter of conservation. 
 
 
Ideas 

Conceptual art rose as an art movement in the latter half of the 1960s and continued until the 
second half of the 1970s, but its influence never stopped. Rooted in pop art, fluxus, and minimal 
art, conceptual art is often explained as a reaction against the western idolisation of the unique art 
object that culminated in abstract expressionism at the time. In conceptual art, the idea is 
considered more important than the work’s materialisation, a dictum that almost became 
synonymous with the subject of conceptual art.73  
 One of the most quoted early statements to explain conceptual art is from LeWitt’s 
Paragraphs on Conceptual Art (1967): 
 

In conceptual art the idea or concept is the most important aspect of the work. When an 
artist uses a conceptual form of art, it means that all of the planning and decisions are made 

                                                        
 
73 See, for example, Alberro and Stimson, 1999. Corris, 2004. Lippard, 1973. Newman and Bird, 1999. Conceptual Art, 
ed. by Peter Osborne (London: Phaidon, 2002). Winkel, 2012. 
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beforehand and the execution is a perfunctory affair. The idea becomes a machine that 
makes the art.74  

 
Thus, the execution of a conceptual artwork can be completely outsourced. Making a conceptual 
work manifest is almost seen as a clinical act, impersonal, and factual. 
 Although LeWitt’s 1967 statement is particularly relevant to explain conceptual art, 
philosopher and musician Henry Flynt was the first to identify this as an art form in his essay 
Concept Art (1963) promoting language as the prime medium for “art of which the material is 
“concepts”, just as sound is the vehicle of music in comparison.75 Language indeed became an 
important medium for conceptual artists attempting to substitute material form. In 1974, 
conceptual artist Mel Bochner stated:  

 
A doctrine Conceptualist viewpoint would say that the two relevant features of the ‘ideal 
Conceptual work’ would be that it have an exact linguistic correlative, that is, it could be 
described and experienced in its description, and that it be infinitely repeatable. It must have 
absolutely no ‘aura’, no uniqueness to it whatsoever.76  

 
Therefore, conceptual artists distanced themselves from artistic crafts and instructed third parties 
to produce their work, preferably in reproducible form. Advances in communication systems 
greatly facilitated the organisation of conceptual work. Instructions by mail, telephone, or telefax 
sufficed. “We hope you are satisfied with the interpretation of your instructions”, Paul Maenz 
wrote to Joseph Kosuth, after having realised Kosuth’s work according to his instructions in his 
Cologne gallery in 1971.77 
 This does not mean that the artwork needs to be materialised. LeWitt made this clear in his 
additional manifesto Sentences on Conceptual Art (1968): “Ideas alone can be works of art; they 
are in a chain of development that may eventually find some form. All ideas need not be made 
physical.”78 Thus, according to LeWitt, a conceptual artwork may be executed, but does not have 
to be materialised in order to exist as a work of art. This is perfectly expressed in Lawrence 
Weiner’s famous Statement of Intent (1969): 
 

1. The artist may construct the piece.  
2. The piece may be fabricated.  
3. The piece need not be built.  

                                                        
 
74 LeWitt, 1967. 
75 The text was originally published in an artist book, which includes contributions of artists who have become 
associated with fluxus. Henry Flynt, “Concept Art,” in An Anthology of Chance Operations, ed. by La Monte Young 
(New York: La Monte Young and Jackson MacLow, 1963), s.p. 
76 Mel Bochner cited in: ‘Mel Bochner on Malevich. An Interview’ (with John Coplans), Artforum, June 1974, p. 62, in: 
Roberta Smith, ‘Conceptual Art’, in Concepts of Modern Art: From Fauvism to Postmodernism, ed. by Nikos Stangos, 
World of Art (London: Thames & Hudson, 1990), pp. 256–70 (p. 259). 
77 Unsigned carbon of a letter to Joseph Kosuth, 16 February 1971. ‘Galerie Paul Maenz Records, 1956–1991’, ed. by 
Galerie Paul Maenz and Getty Research Institute (Los Angeles: Unpublished). 
78 This is the 10th sentence in: Sol LeWitt, ‘Sentences on Conceptual Art’, in Conceptual Art: A Critcal Anthology, ed. 
by Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambrige and London: MIT Press, 1999), pp. 106–8 (p. 10). 
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Each being equal and consistent with the intent of the artist the decision as to condition rests 
with the receiver upon the occasion of receivership.79  

 
 The examples of Baldessari’s calendar, LeWitt’s manifesto writings, and Weiner’s statement 
of intent, include the role of the viewer to complete the work as art, making the art-making 
process an intellectual endeavour. This echoes the spirit of Roland Barthes’ contemporary essay 
Death of the Author (1968), stating that the reading of a text, or any artwork, is not determined by 
the author’s intention, but by the individual’s reception of the work.80 Indeed, the creation of the 
artwork in the eye of the beholder questions the artist’s authority and the unequivocal idea of 
artist’s intention, because anyone could perceive the artwork and, therefore, make the work, 
anywhere, and at anytime.  
 This notion of a shift in authority towards the viewer seems of little use to conservators, who 
seek evidence in the artwork itself, its history, and artist’s statements, to guide them in their 
decision whether or not to intervene. Barthes’ idea was based on an artwork that is intact, while 
conservators are concerned about just that: whether the work is still in the condition that enables it 
to function as it is supposed to. Therefore, conservators consider the artwork from a different 
angle than art historians or cultural scientists. They are always relating a work’s physical 
manifestation to its alleged content and its history. They pose questions about the way a work was 
first made, possibly intended, and how it evolved over time, in order to interpret a work’s 
condition. This close reading of artworks includes a thorough understanding of the artist’s ideas, 
those of the art movement, and the social context of the work’s life. This analysis is crucial to 
make well-informed decisions and to value, for instance, a democratic attitude towards distributed 
authorship, which is not to be mistaken for total freedom in the execution of conceptual artworks, 
an aspect that is picked-up in Chapter 3. 
 
 
Large Gestures, Minimal Objects 

To explain their unconventional work, conceptual artists started publishing manifestos and 
reviews in art magazines, becoming their own critics, while at the same marketing their work 
time.81 Although conceptual artists themselves seem willing to define conceptual art, art critics 
agree that the movement is difficult to pin down.82 As philosopher Peter Osborne explained: “Any 
attempt at a definition of conceptual art immediately runs up against the problem that definition is 
one of the main things at stake in conceptual art itself.”83 Conceptual artists explored the 

                                                        
 
79 Cited from exhibition catalogue Robert Barry, Douglas Huebler, Joseph Kosuth and Lawrence Weiner, January 5 – 
31, 1969, ed. by Seth Siegelaub (New York: Seth Siegelaub, 1969). 
80 Roland Barthes, ‘The Death of the Author’, in Participation, ed. by Claire Bishop (Cambrige and London: MIT Press 
and Whitechapel, 2006), pp. 41–45.  
81 On how conceptual art was marketed see Alexander Alberro, Conceptual Art and the Politics of Publicity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2003). 
82 The theoretical discourse was steered mostly by US based artists. However, London based Art & Language was 
active in the theoretical discourse as well and issued a critical artist journal under the same name, for which American 
artists joined the editorial board, such as Joseph Kosuth as an eager publicist from the first hour. 
83 Osborne, 2002, p. 14.  
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boundaries of art’s ontology, introducing forms of expression that were never used before, from 
interventions in the pavement to a telephone call.84 
 Indeed, “Conceptual art (…) was all over the place in style and content, but materially quite 
specific” as Lucy Lippard noted in her seminal book Six Years: The Dematerialization of the Art 
Object from 1966 to 1972 (1973).85 She called conceptual art “materially quite specific”, but did 
not refer to the materials themselves. She further identified the downgrading of materials as a 
unifying factor. By singling out what she called ‘the dematerialisation of the art object’ as a 
common denominator, Lippard pointed to a specific characteristic that is intrinsically linked to 
material expression in the sense that it aims to undermine itself as such. “Conceptual art, for me, 
means work in which the idea is paramount and the material form is secondary, lightweight, 
ephemeral, cheap, unpretentious, and/or ‘dematerialized’.”86 Thus, Lippard made clear that 
conceptual artists were deliberately downplaying the material aspect of their work.  
 This does provide the artworks with a certain character: that of liberty and looseness. 
Materially conceptual artworks aim to be their own opposite: fleeting, transparent, and not there. 
Indeed, even removal of material became a form of expression, such as Weiner’s A 36" x 36" 
Removal to the Lathing or Support Wall of Plaster or Wallboard From a Wall (1968). Dibbets 
removed the ground around the museum’s corners exposing its foundations for his Museum 
Pedestal with Four Angels of 90º (1969).87 This does demonstrate, however, that upholding the 
concept in conceptual art did not mean that the work was not made manifest or communicated. 
After Weiner first published his removal work as a written statement in Statements (1968), he 
repeatedly executed the work at numerous places (see fig. 2.2).88 
 The quest for the prevalence of the artwork’s idea over its material execution is expressed in 
an enormous creative flux towards new forms of expression, heavily influenced by the social and 
technological developments of the time. Documentary evidence bears witness to the fact that 
artists came to think more in terms of networks and relations than objects. Take for instance 
Douglas Huebler’s site sculpture project Variable Piece #1 (1968), in which he indicated the 
positions and movements of items in the streets of Manhattan, plotting them on several maps and 
accompanying them by written information, leaving the work’s effectuation to the viewer’s 
imagination. Or Jan Dibbets’ Project for Art & Project Bulletin 15 (1969), a mail art work in 
which he visualised all relations to his Amsterdam gallery Art & Project on four large maps with 
lines connecting the locations of those who had sent back the gallery bulletin upon his request, 
thereby mapping the socio-economic system around him. A third example based on the 
globalisation of the art system is Ger van Elk’s La Pièce (1971), a simple wooden block painted 
white on the most dust free part of the Atlantic Ocean. The result was minimal in material and 

                                                        
 
84 For instance, Ger van Elk’s chequered Luxurious Street Corner (1969) as part of the exhibition Op Losse Schroeven 
(Square Holes and Round Pegs) at the Stedelijk Museum, and Walter de Maria’s Art by Telephone (1969) during When 
Attitudes Become Form, a telephone call that could be answered when it rang in the gallery. 
85 Lippard, 1973, p. vii.  
86 Ibidem.  
87 Dibbets made this work first for Op Losse Schroeven at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam and then for When 
Attitudes Become Form in Bern, both in 1969. 
88 Lawrence Weiner, Statements (New York: Louis Kellner Foundation and Seth Siegelaub, 1968). n.p. An early 
execution is depicted in: Michael Archer, Art Since 1960, World of Art Library (Thames and Hudson, 1997), p. 75. 
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size, but large in gesture. He documented the art-making process in photographs and film, and 
plotted the exact location on a map. However, the map was never again displayed after the work’s 
inaugural presentation during Sonsbeek Buiten de Perken (1971), demonstrating the museum’s 
arbitrary attitude towards these documents, being still more focussed on the object than the 
process.89 
 This brings us to a significant aspect of museum practice: display. Art historians Deborah 
Cherry and Fintan Cullen pointed to the other side of display: “that which is hidden or removed 
from view,” and which does render significance to the displayed.90 By omitting the documentary 
material, La Pièce paradoxically gains the object status it criticises, underpinned by its 
presentation on a red velvet cushion, deliberately made after its inaugural exhibition (see fig. 
2.3).91 Van Elk explained: “I always do this with style, the cushion, that is part of it. It is a bit 
ironical.”92 Thus, he consciously exploited the visual language of precious object display, while 
ridiculing it by incorporating contrast.  
 Involving completely different forms of expression, all three examples demonstrate modes 
of viewer participation, an exploiting of the art context, while including a sense of humour, and 
illustrating the function of documentary material. They fit art historian Harold Osborne’s analysis 
of conceptual art that it: “covers a very wide spectrum of activities having in common little more 
than that prominence is given to the presentation of an idea rather than the production of a 
perduring art work for sensuous appreciation.”93 This shift in emphasis to practices and the 
implication of a farewell to a lasting art form also has aesthetic implications. By using Kosuth’s 
One and Three Chairs as an example, considered as a prototype conceptual artwork by many art 
historians, Osborne states:  
 

The work does not aim at visual beauty. […] in its purest form Conceptual art abolishes the 
art object altogether (whether as a physical thing or as a performance) as something to be 
contemplated and appreciated for itself, reducing it to a mere instrument for communicating 
an idea.94  

 
The type of ‘instrument’ Osborne refers to is precisely the subject of Chapter 5, which reveals that 
Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations remarkably display a development in their aesthetic appearance 
over time. 

                                                        
 
89 Van Elk displayed the work in the Royal Tropical Institute in Amsterdam in answer to the exhibition’s subtitle 
‘Buiten de Perken’ / ‘Outside the Borders.’ Installation view in: Cherix, 2009, pp. 86–87. 
90 Deborah Cherry and Fintan Cullen, ‘Spectacle and Display: Setting the Terms’, Art History, 30.4 (2007), 475–80 (p. 
476). 
91 For the first time for Sonsbeek buiten de perken La Pièce was shown on a velvet mat in a vitrine of the Royal 
Tropical Institute, accompanied by the photographs. The film, La Pièce–A piece for Sonsbeek, was shown as part of the 
film programme in park Sonsbeek in Arnhem. 
92 “Dat doe ik altijd met stijl, dat kussentje, dat hoort erbij. Het is een beetje ironisch.” Paul Depondt, ‘“Dat is angst 
voor kunst.” Ger van Elk is nergens lid van en het met niemand eens’, de Volkskrant, 10 May 1996. Depondt, 10 May 
1996. 
93 Harold Osborne, “Aesthetic Implications of Conceptual Art, Happenings, Etc.,” British (The) Journal of Aesthetics 
London, 20 (1980), 13-14. 
94 Osborne, 1980, pp. 14–15. 
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 Thus, although downplaying the physical object was high on their agenda, conceptual artists 
still made their work manifest in a perceivable form. Art critic Camiel van Winkel called it ‘a 
fantasy’ that conceptual artworks solely exist as idea, because “without a material medium, 
nobody can become aware of any concept.”95 He cites Bochner to strengthen his argument: 
“Outside the spoken word, no thought can exist without a sustaining support”.96 Precisely because 
of this object-bound notion, artists put even the sustaining support to the test, as Weiner and 
Dibbets’ removal-works demonstrate. Artists started to intervene in sites, turned to magazine 
pages, and compiled documents in an attempts to dismiss the object altogether, counting on the 
minds of the audience to grasp their work. 
 These works have entered collections, meaning that they need care when stored, installed, or 
materialised for display. For the artist the work might have been concluded with the idea, 
recalling Baldessari’s motto of the Ingres parable, “If you have the idea in your head, the work 
could be considered as good as done.”97 It is precisely at that moment that the work of the 
contemporary art conservator is about to begin. 
 
 
2.2 A Matter of Conservation 

The question is whether conceptual artworks require the attention of the conservator at all, when 
they are primarily ideas. This is a often heard claim. It was also Ger van Elk’s reaction when I 
told him about my research subject.98 While in theory conceptual art challenges the idea of 
conservation as part of museum mechanisms, in practice conceptual art has become part of this 
system, which calls for an assessment of the conservator’s role with relation to this form of art. 
 
 
The Role of the Conservator 

While the execution of conceptual work is often delegated to third parties, museum professionals 
take over this role when the work is acquired, committing themselves to care for it. This transition 
is a critical moment in which the physical artwork is mediated between concept and material, and 
demands the critical eye of a contemporary art conservator who is skilled in reading materials, 
assessing them, and also able to predict their behaviour in the future. Moreover, and unlike 
curators, conservators are dedicated to document in detail what happens to artworks during 
handling, while in storage, and on display. Because of the ambiguous role of materials in 
conceptual art, they may be particularly vulnerable, since this aspect is easily neglected precisely 
because of their ambiguous status. In this way, the dubious material character of these works 

                                                        
 
95 Camiel van Winkel, ‘The Obsession with a Pure Idea’, in Conceptual art in the Netherlands and Belgium 1965-1975: 
artists, collectors, galleries, documents, exhibitions, events, ed. by Suzanna Héman, Jurrie Poot, and Hripsimé Visser 
(Amsterdam and Rotterdam: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam and NAi Publishers, 2005), pp. 28–47 (p. 28). 
96 Cited in Winkel, 2005, p. 28. 
97 Baldessari, 1972. 
98 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 8 November 2013. 
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requires special attention, so that the work perpetuates in time consciously with every new 
instalment.  
 By looking beyond the idea of conservation as restricted to material aspects only, the 
question as to whether conceptual art should be conserved is not put aside, but taken as a 
challenge and turned into the question how a materialised conceptual artwork can be best 
preserved. However, the conservator’s role in the preservation of conceptual art is not always self-
evident. Even an open-minded conservator such as Salvador Muñoz-Viñas suggested that the 
slippery path that an artwork’s intangible and performative qualities bring should not be taken by 
conservators, stating that: “conservation is technically prepared to deal only with material 
objects.”99 He takes conceptual art as an example to illustrate his point, quoting LeWitt and 
Kosuth to demonstrate their detachment from the material object in art, as if this were reason to 
exclude their work from the conservator’s domain. He concludes: “since the material aspects have 
become secondary, it is the process of creation that is considered important.”100 However, I argue 
that it is not the process of creation, but the process as creation that is important in conceptual art: 
not the act of creating itself, but processes set in motion by the artists through museum institutions 
and viewer participation. A conceptual artwork is often a critical reflection on these processes, as 
seen with Weiner’s Statement of Intent and more metaphorically with Baldessari’s Ingres and 
other parables, both of which undermine the idea of the creative act as being related solely to the 
artist’s genius.101 
 Muñoz-Viñas attempts to strengthen his argument by adding: “Most notably for conceptual 
artists, it is indeed the creation of the idea within the artist’s mind that is considered to be 
relevant.”102 He sees this confirmed in a passage from Tom Wolfe’s The Painted Word (1975) 
claiming that the “Conceptualists” consider “genius and process of creation” as the only two 
things at the heart of art.103 This is an odd interpretation of conceptual art, since conceptual artists 
set out to make art democratic, precisely in opposition to “genius” painters, such as the abstract 
expressionists. The artwork as something that mirrors the artist’s presence is a notion that 
conceptual artists criticise highly: they were leaving their studios, entering the pubic domain and 
engaging with the public. Kosuth, for instance, used the newspaper as a platform, Daniel Buren 
subway billboards, and Stanley Brouwn the people in the street to whom he asked the way.104 It 
was the politics of their work that was important to them, not how they came up with ideas. 
According to the art historian Alexander Alberro: “the conceptual in art means an expanded 
critique of the cohesiveness and materiality of the art object, a growing wariness toward 

                                                        
 
99 Salvador Muñoz-Viñas, Contemporary Theory of Conservation (Oxford and Burlington, MA: Elsevier Butterworth-
Heinemann, 2004), p. 15. 
100 Salvador Muñoz-Viñas, ‘The artwork that became a symbol of itself: reflections on the conservation of modern art’, 
in Theory and practice in the conservation of modern and contemporary art. Reflections on the roots and the 
perspectives, ed. by Ursula Schädler-Saub and Angela. Weyer (London: Archetype Publications, 2010), pp. 9–20 (p. 
14). 
101 Marcel Duchamp already indicated the spectator’s role in the creative act. See Marcel Duchamp, ‘The Creative Act’, 
ART-news, 56.4 (1957). 
102 Muñoz-Viñas, 2010, p. 14. 
103 Idem, p.15. 
104 See Joseph Kosuth’s I. Space (Art as Idea as Idea) (1968); Daniel Buren’s Cent-dix Stations du Métro Parisien 
(1970); and Stanley Brouwn’s This Way Brouwn (between 1961 and 1971). 
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definitions of artistic practice as purely visual […] and an increased emphasis on the possibilities 
of publicness and distribution.”105 In other words, conceptual art moved away from the artist 
genius and the process of creation rather than the other way round.  
 While Muñoz-Viñas accuses conceptual artists to “unashamedly show a complete ignorance 
or disregard for the technical matters of art,” he does not address what happens with their work in 
museums, following his own assumption that conservation of such work is not considered to be 
the conservator’s task.106 Indeed, informally produced artworks are prone to be thrown away 
because of the low-cost inferior materials used, which is bound to happen precisely when 
conservators are not involved. When the materials are kept, their fragility and subsequent material 
failure may cause problems later, which could then lead to heedless replacement of parts, while a 
misunderstanding about their function could also arise. When a work includes intentional change 
as one of its work-defining properties, this could easily be mistaken as a licence to pursue 
additional changes that might be too radical. Ultimately, incomprehension of the function of 
material in a conceptual artwork could lead to a shift in meaning, making the artwork drift away 
from the initial idea.  
 It is not without reason that fierce discussions arose when a conceptual work, a Sol LeWitt 
wall drawing, was destroyed during the refurbishments of the Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, The 
Hague in 1998. It upset the artist, who was not consulted. When asked if it makes a difference for 
a conceptual work when its execution disappears, he replied fiercely: “Of course, the 
representation of the idea is essential.”107 LeWitt personally approved of the work’s final form in 
1983. Moreover, the wall painting was made for permanent display.  
 This illustrates that if a conceptual artwork’s manifestation is misunderstood, it may damage 
the work both materially and conceptually. The conservation of conceptual art not only entails 
conserving or managing the work’s physical manifestation, but also the caretaking of its 
immaterial features, characteristics that Muñoz-Viñas identified as having no part in conservation. 
However, a contemporary art conservator is able to manage these variables particularly well with 
relation to the material manifestation of the work. 
 Conceptual artworks may include both material and immaterial features that ideally exist in 
equilibrium in its materialised form. If one of these aspects is neglected, this could set a chain of 
reactions in motion, misleading future professionals who consequently may continue to work with 
flawed artworks, perhaps without even noticing. To present Baldessari’s Ingres-nail in a display 
case as a genuine work of the French Neoclassical painter would be a telling result. In order to 
preserve conceptual artworks, a critical eye is required with the capacity to focus on the relation 
between content, material characteristics, and immaterial features, regardless of whether 
conceptual art’s material form is considered secondary. In the end it allows the work to perform.  

 
 

                                                        
 
105 Alberro “Reconsidering Conceptual Art” in: Alberro and Stimson, xxvii. 
106 Muñoz-Viñas, 2010, p. 15. 
107 “Natuurlijk is de verbeelding van het idee essentieel.” Wilma Sütö, ‘Conceptuele werken sneuvelen bij renovatie van 
Haags Gemeentemuseum LeWitt wist niets van verwijderen kunst’, de Volkskrant, 13 November 1998. 
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Form and Features 

Whereas in conceptual art the materialised object appears to be a side issue, in conservation the 
physical manifestation is the main focus, but always in relation to the work’s concept. To 
illustrate the role of materiality in conceptual art, several examples are assessed from a 
conservation viewpoint, with reference to photography, a seemingly reproducible medium; 
language, a seemingly immaterial medium; and site, seemingly fixed, but also variable.  
 
 
Photography: Reproducible? 

Photography was seen by conceptual artists as a clean, impersonal, and seemingly objective 
medium, apparently involving no hands in its production.108 Although the idea of mechanical 
reproduction appealed to conceptual artists, the resulting photographs are not as reproducible as 
one might think. Spurred on technical innovation, the photographic industry introduced numerous 
variations in chemical composition, paper carriers, and surface finishes, starting right around the 
time of conceptual art’s heyday, and generating a wide variety of photographic prints with many 
features that turned obsolete.  
 As a result, new photographic prints always differ from previous ones. Even 
contemporaneous chromogenic prints differ from each other, especially after ageing, due to a 
difference in chemical composition between different brands, such as Kodak and Agfacolor, the 
latter being notorious for its poor light-fastness.109 Surface texture can be distinctive, most notably 
the fine regular bubbled surface pattern typical of the 1970s, referred to as silk screen structure.110 
Glossy prints that are hand-mounted appear different from machine-mounted ones, as seen with 
C’est moi… (see fig. 1.1). Fibre-based paper has a different appearance than resin coated paper 
(RC-prints). In short, the medium that is thought to be reproducible, in fact generates prints that 
show distinctive features that are significant of their time. Moreover, the print’s history renders it 
a unique object, as will be elaborated on in relation to vintage prints later. 

                                                        
 
108 Susan Sontag put this forward as the general idea about photography to oppose it. Not because of the print’s 
materiality, as I will argue, but because “nobody takes the same picture of the same thing.” According to Sontag a 
photograph is “evidence not only of what’s there but of what an individual sees, not just a record but an evaluation of 
the world.” Susan Sontag, On Photography (New York: RosettaBooks LLC, 2005), 68. 
109 Numerous variations in chemical composition may be found in layers of chromogenic paper. Van H.C.A. Beek, E.E. 
Brand and H.M. Brand, “Kleurenfotografie. Chemie Op de Korrel,” Natuur en Techniek, 54 (1986), 532–47. Henry 
Wilhelm classifies Agfacolor Paper Type 4 (1974–1982) as “the worst color paper in modern times.” “The lowest-cost 
color paper available (…) enjoyed wide use,” but the paper suffered from near-total cyan dye fading in less than 6 
years, in: Henry G Wilhelm and Carol Brower, The Permanence and Care of Color Photographs: Traditional and 
Digital Color Prints, Color Negatives, Slides, and Motion Pictures (Grinnell, Iowa: Preservation Pub. Co., 1993), p. 28. 
See for a naturally aged example of two prints of the same negative on different brands of paper: Stigter, 4 July 2003, p. 
25. 
110 Descriptive term ‘silk screen’ for the fine regular bubbled pattern of the surface is based on a sample book issued 
between 1972-1973: Agfa-Gevaert Professional Photographic Paper, [Sample Book] (Leverkusen: Agfa-Gevaert, n.d.). 
The year is indicated in: Frank Heidtmann, Bibliographie der Photographie / Bibliography of Photography. German-
language Photographic Publications 1839-1984: Deutschsprachige Publikationen der Jahre 1839-1984. Technik - 
Theorie - Bild / Technology - Theory - Visual, Schriftenreihe der Deutschen Gesellschaft für Photographie (Berlin: De 
Gruyter, 1989), p. 151. 
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 Although material characteristics may seem arbitrary to conceptual artists, many conceptual 
artists exploited a medium’s specificities to transfer information.111 For instance, Van Elk 
explored the manipulation techniques of photography to make the alleged photographic truth into 
the subject of his Missing Persons series (1975–76). Inspired by manipulated propaganda 
photographs in oppressive regimes in which people are visually eliminated from sight and thus 
excluded from history, he ridiculed the power of image manipulation by making the person who is 
the centre of attention disappear from the image using airbrush retouching techniques (see fig. 
2.4).112 When analysing the art-making process we see Van Elk acting as a producer outsourcing 
nearly every step in the work’s materialisation: directing local rotary members to take poses in a 
castle in Velp; instructing photographer Cor van Weele; and Johan van Boordt who retouched the 
resulting prints (see figs. 2.5–2.7).113 The artwork bears no traces of the artist’s hand other than 
his signature. However, this does not mean that the material execution is arbitrary. On the 
contrary, it is closely linked to the subject matter. Van Elk could have omitted the whole process 
of retouching and let his actors pretend as if they looked at a person missing. However, Van Elk 
deliberately had somebody pose for the photograph and then had this person airbrushed away to 
make his point. Thus, the artwork’s meaning is locked into the material execution of the work. 
 When photographic prints are combined with applications, such as airbrushed paint or 
transfer lettering as in Dibbets’ Horizon-Sea 1º-10º (1973), they become unique artworks (see 
figs. 2.8-2.9). However, such ‘photoworks’ are as equally prone to chemical degradation as plain 
photographs, if not more, since they are generally not exhibited or stored under the special 
conditions photographic prints require.114 Photoworks are trapped in their medium-dependent 
form. Therefore, conservation strategies that are based on reprinting and replacement of material, 
seem to be in conflict with the traditional idea of conserving contained work. However, 
conceptual artists do not always consider this a problem, as the story of C’est moi… demonstrates.  
 The Variable Media Initiative selected Jan Dibbets’ photowork A White Wall (1971) as one 
of the case studies to investigate the idea of the replacement of photographic material in non-
traditional artworks.115 In this work Dibbets explored the way light is captured by a camera lens, 
deconstructing the medium of photography while foregrounding the phenomenological 
constituents of time, light, and perspective. He took 12 black and white photographs, a full roll of 
film, of a spot on the wall and increased the aperture with each one. The series starts with an over-
exposed white image and ends with an under-exposed black one, enclosing all stages in between 
in a gradual shift of greys, numbered 0 to 11. The gelatin silver prints are mounted on a matte 
                                                        
 
111 For examples see Matthew S. Witkovsky, Mark Godfrey, Robin Kelsey, Anne Rorimer, Giuliano Sergio and Joshua 
Shannon, Light Years: Conceptual Art and the Photograph, 1964–1977, ed. by Matthew S. Witkovsky (Chicago: Art 
Institute of Chicago, 2012). 
112 An airbrush is an instrument with a fine nozzle to spray diluted paint with under pressure. 
113 Cor van Weele (1918–1989) was a known photographer for recording artworks in the 1970. Photographs published 
with Betty van Garrel, ‘Diplomatieke Kunst’, Hollands Diep, 2.8 (1976), 27. 
114 Cold storage is recommended for colour photographs, ideally at 2ºC and 40% RH. Sylvie Pénichon, Twentieth-
Century Colour Photographs: The Complete Guide to Processes, Identification and Preservation (London: Thames & 
Hudson, 2013). This may not be suitable at all for other materials, depending on their dew points and glass transition 
temperatures. Composite photoworks are generally stored with paintings, or sculptures when three-dimensional, at a 
climate of 19ºC and RH 50%, too warm and humid for colour photographs. 
115 The case is not taken up in the related publication, but is described on the website: 
http://www.variablemedia.net/e/welcome.html [accessed 26 September 2014]. 



Chapter 2 | Conceptual Art: Matter of Conservation 

 
47 

board on which Dibbets explained the principle that determines the artwork’s form with a sketch, 
conceptualising the art-making process as being steered by light, space, and a camera instead of 
materials, techniques, and craftsmanship (see fig. 2.10). 
 This objectified making process, together with the work’s poor condition, must have been 
the reason why the Variable Media Initiative selected the case to test whether it was indeed a 
reproducible work because of its medium. During the Preserving the Immaterial conference, case 
researcher Jon Ippolito recounts that Dibbets “was aghast” when he saw the work’s condition, 
claiming: “This is no longer my work.”116 Ippolito explains: 

 
What he recommended is that we actually pry the photo prints off of this board, reprint from 
the original negatives, and glue the new prints, which are made on better paper and more 
recent standards of archivalness, onto this board, keeping the original prints, the faded 
contrasty ones, in a file for future reference of researchers and so on.117  

 
When Ippolito explains that Dibbets used the aid of digitisation in a comparable case in the 
Stedelijk Museum, the Guggenheim’s chief conservator Carol Stringari interrupts: 

 
… we're often asked to do things that practically are a problem. […] it's not very easy to pry 
those photographs off of the support without ruining the support and ruining the original 
photograph. […] So that's just a comment on the actual hands-on aspect of something like 
this. And the whole digital file issue, and how long will we be able to keep that, […] the 
preservation of that file just gives us more and more work and more things to think about.118 

  
Stringari rightly pointed to the tension between the artist’s wish and what is technically feasible, 
in compliance with ethical considerations weighing up the artist’s ideal and the practical side of 
the matter. Moreover, she hints at the next challenge to be awaited when the path of digitisation is 
followed, which is not necessarily a solution in the long run, but rather the start of a new set of 
problems. 
  While the Guggenheim Museum’s conservator expressed a more restrained attitude towards 
remaking as a strategy, the Stedelijk Museum did remake photoworks of Jan Dibbets, who, 
similar to Van Elk, also works with the Stedelijk’s former paper conservator André van Oort as 
his assistant. Ippolito referred to Comet-Sea 3°-60° (1973), a huge wall installation of Perspex-
framed analogue chromogenic prints with dry transfer lettering applied on them, similar to 
Horizon-Sea 1º-10º.119  
                                                        
 
116 ‘Preserving the Immaterial Transcript. A Conference on Variable Media March 31, 2001. Session on Reproducible 
Artworks’ (Solomon R. Guggenheim Museum, 2001) 
<http://www.variablemedia.net/e/preserving/html/var_pre_session_one.html> [accessed 18 August 2014]. 
117 ‘Preserving the Immaterial Transcript. A Conference on Variable Media March 31, 2001. Session on Reproducible 
Artworks’, 2001. 
118 Ibidem. 
119 Variations in surface structure are obtained by different arrangements of the paper fibres in fibre-based paper, 
additions to the gelatin layer, and by pressing patterns onto the surface by a calendering process for resin coated paper 
(RC-prints). Dick Boer, Paul Heyse and L. Roosens, Focus Elsevier Foto en Film Encyclopedie (Amsterdam and 
Brussel: Elsevier, 1971). 
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  In 1996 the artist collaborated with the museum to replace the original prints with 
manipulated digital ones because they changed colour. The conservation treatment report reveals 
that the chosen strategy was constantly adapted because of repeated drawbacks along the way: 
photo paper batches falling short, the transfer lettering being no longer available in the same font, 
and a digital file that turned out to be incomplete.120 This last issue was resolved by enlarging the 
negatives a little more, which led Dibbets to digitally erase a superfluous spur of clouds in the 
otherwise clear blue sky. In addition, the horizon was sharpened digitally, which illustrates how 
digitisation apparently triggers a wish to further perfect the images.  
  Although solutions were found in consultation with the artist, it had nothing to do with the 
initial art-making process, as also happened with Van Elk’s C’est moi.... This demonstrates that a 
remake is not only a challenge because of new production processes, but even more when the 
artist brings along new input.121 When the artist calls for a conservation treatment, the chances are 
that the artist seizes the opportunity to improve upon the work. 
  Ippolito calls Dibbets’ manipulation of the negatives a “fairly drastic thing to do” but 
“consistent with his intent,” focussing on the formalistic austerity of the work.122 He calls the 
treatment a reinterpretation of the original, which it is. Technical issues that occurred as part of 
the practical process, steered the following steps that finally determined the work’s appearance, 
which is comparable to every art-making process. This always includes phases of trial and error as 
part of unforeseen circumstances.  
  Although Dibbets is by no means secretive about the new version that is now used for 
display, he is not keen on informing the public about it. He requested that the museum remove the 
additional date on the information label.123 To support his argument Dibbets compared the 
situation with paintings, where “it never says when the Mondrians are cleaned and the Maleviches 
relined.”124 Such treatments may indeed have a big impact on a work’s appearance. However, 
when the original materials of Comet-Sea 3º-60º are no longer visible because they have been 
replaced by new materials, while only the date 1973 is indicated, this could result in disbelief as 
audience do not see any sign of age.125 ‘Reading’ the materials happens at a subconscious level, 
while the label’s explicit information can underscore this with a date or information on material 
and techniques. When the label information with the date 1973 contradicts the implicit 
information communicated through an artwork’s material, such as digitally manipulated prints, 
then a discrepancy occurs which can arouse a feeling with the visitor as if being fooled with. A 

                                                        
 
120 The report is loaded with suggestive remarks, such as: “to make matters worse” (“tot overmaat van ramp”). van 
Oort, 2. 
121 See also Laura Davies and Jackie Heuman, ‘Meaning Matters: Collaborating with Contemporary Artists’, in Modern 
Art, New Museums: Contributions to the Bilbao Congress, 13–17 September 2004, ed. by Ashok Roy and Perry Smith 
(London: IIC, 2004), pp. 30–33. 
122 ‘Preserving the Immaterial Transcript. A Conference on Variable Media March 31, 2001. Session on Reproducible 
Artworks’, 2001. 
123 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 7 October 2012. Ann Goldstein, then director of the Stedelijk, agreed and 
Dibbets recounts she had the labels replaced. 
124 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 7 October 2012. 
125 Meanwhile the 1996 prints are replaced again, and this time lack the dry transfer lettering. Personal communication 
from Monica Marchesi, Amsterdam, 10 June 2014. 



Chapter 2 | Conceptual Art: Matter of Conservation 

 
49 

museum may want to prevent such a thought and indicate that the material manifestation is 
renewed with the artist’s authorisation. 
  These examples demonstrate that whereas the photographic image could be considered 
medium independent, in principle – allowing for reproduction, a feature that conceptual artists 
explicitly favoured – the photographic print can be seen as a unique object because of its material 
specificities, including its degradation pattern, which occurred rather quickly with the 
chromogenic prints of the early 1970s. Reprinting equally results in change, because the initial 
features are then completely lost. Moreover, new technical possibilities may trigger the artist to 
opt for a different appearance and even re-work the initial image. Nevertheless, a print always 
relates to the time in which it is made. This dual aspect of photography – reproducibility of 
technique, and relative uniqueness in its printed form – is challenging for the art conservator who 
is working with conceptual art and trying to balance the artwork’s idea with its material 
constituents.  

 
 

Language: Immaterial? 

Language is considered a fairly immaterial medium, making an excellent choice for conceptual 
art. It excludes all visual artistic aspirations. However, in order to be perceived it needs to be 
visualised, which is where materialisation comes in. Weiner employed sign painters for his texts 
on walls and Baldessari for his paintings.126 Platforms outside the art context were also exploited. 
Newspapers and billboards are mentioned, while catalogues and magazines were also used as an 
alternative exhibition space, providing easy distribution.127 
 However, there is a difference between an idea expressed in language and the actual 
materialised form. Weiner’s Statement of Intent (1968), for instance, was not left as a statement. It 
has been executed as a mural text with a seemingly permanent presence near the entrance of Dia 
Art Foundation at Beacon, upstate New York, ever since the opening in 2003 (see figs. 2.11–
2.13). This context gives the work an ironic undertone in relation to the visitor’s expectation of 
Dia’s major exhibition space, lending it added meaning. Siegelaub’s catalogue provided a similar 
context publishing the statement.128 Although less visually present, and only to be perceived when 
picking up the catalogue, it functioned as one of the idea-based works that was part of the 
exhibition. Therefore, an art context can be considered part of the artwork providing the self-
referential note, regardless of the form of execution. The difference between these two versions, 
the first one tucked away on a catalogue page and the second one posing prominently on a 
museum wall with a lettering that became Weiner’s signature trademark, illustrates that a 
distinctive art-making process can relate to the work. This is similar to printing photographs, 
although Weiner’s work has a more liberal visual structure. 
                                                        
 
126 Archer, 1997, p. 79.  
127 For instance, the July/August 1970 issue of Studio International, Vol. 180, No. 924, is conceived of as a complete 
exhibition, compiled by different curators who invited artists to contribute to the arts magazine. Art & Language mainly 
expressed their ideas in the journal issued under the same name. For an overview of the magazine used as art platform, 
see: Gwen Allen, Artists’ Magazines: An Alternative Space for Art (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2011). 
128 In Siegelaub’s catalogue: Barry, Huebler, Kosuth and Weiner, 1969. Weiner first published the work in 1968: 
Lawrence Weiner, Statements (New York: Louis Kellner Foundation and Seth Siegelaub, 1968), n.p. 
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 This side note about the material form points out the paradox of conceptual art’s idea of 
endless reproduction without changes. Indeed, the material manifestation of a language-based 
conceptual work communicates more than just the text itself. For instance, with neon signs, time 
and origin of the work could be read from its physical appearance. The mounts, the wiring, the 
types of electrodes and transformers tell a great deal. Neon signs are fragile and finite, the tubes 
break easily, and the gas ceases to produce light at a certain moment. A gas refill, a glass welding, 
or a complete copy is not possible without material changes.129 This may not matter to, for 
instance, Kosuth’s self-referential work Five Words in Blue Neon (dated 1965), as long as the 
words relate to their physical expression, meaning that the text should light up blue when 
switched on and not red when filled with neon gas by mistake (see fig. 2.14). However, numerous 
variables, such as tube thickness, the colouring, the kinds of bends, all depend on origin and craft, 
which not only indicates the difficulties conservators may face, but especially the richness of the 
material support. 
 While Kosuth’s neon work ideally remains static, as the operating object that it is, the 
biography of Weiner’s Statement of Intent suggests certain variability in form, although this was 
never specified. Weiner proclaims he could not care less about the way his statements are used: 
“They can have them tattooed on their arse if they want to.”130 However, he is willing to think 
about their execution when asked, and makes them fit the site’s architecture, as with One object 
dependant upon another object to function apart (1982). This work was first a lithographed pink 
poster for Weiner’s exhibition in Ghent at Gewad in 1982 (see fig. 2.15). In 1985, when the work 
entered the collection of the Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, Weiner had an enamel sign made 
based on the exact colours and design as the tiled floors of the Berlage building (see fig. 2.16). 
The museum’s archive holds a coloured gouache of the design, the sentence interruption, graphic 
design, and the exact colours (see fig. 2.17). There is a notable difference in the enamel sign, but 
no reference to its initial manifestation at all, illustrating that language-based works can have a 
looser relation to their material materialisation, but also that the artist is committed to the work’s 
execution, resulting in a materialised form that clearly incorporates site-specific features. 
 Where in Weiner’s work’s variability is not defined as a work-defining property, in 
Graham’s Schema (March 1966) variation is incorporated in the concept.131 It is completely self-
referential and states, amongst other things, its number of words, type font, and paper stock on 
which the work is printed, specific to the book or a magazine that is used as its support, visual 
context, or ‘site’. Therefore, the text varies according to the printed format (see fig. 2.18). Graham 
explained: “The work defines itself in place only as information with simply the external support 
of facts of its external appearance as information (or art); as the sign of its own appearance or 

                                                        
 
129 For an extensive study on neon artworks see Katja van Wetten, “Vom Umgang Mit Hochspannungs-Leuchtröhren an 
Kunstobjekten,” Zeitschrift für Kunsttechnologie und Konservierung, 13 (1999), 103–39. 
130 “Sie können sie sich auf den Arsch tätowieren lassen, wenn sie wollen.” Quoted from an interview with Maria 
Eichhorn, cited in Miller, Simone, ‘As Long As It Lasts’, Art Value–Positionen zum Wert der Kunst, 6 (2012), 32–35 
(p. 33). 
131 Title according to Alberro, see: Alexander Alberro, ‘Content, Context, and Conceptual Art: Dan Graham’s Schema 
(March 1966)’, in Conceptual Art: Theory, Myth, and Practice, ed. by Michael Corris (New York: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004), pp. 50–62. Lippard refers to Schema for a set of pages, which are the first words of Graham’s 
explanation of the work. Lippard, 33. 
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presence in print in place of the object.”132 The artwork is a statement about art, about art’s form, 
or non-form. It is a linguistic mirror to its graphical form and vice versa. Schema is not about the 
specified materials, but a tautological statement comparable to Kosuth’s neon-sign. This makes 
the material transparent to itself, a hollow piece of information. Each manifestation contains the 
truth about its own self in matter, through Graham’s scheme, which secures inherent dependence 
in potentially ever-changing manifestations. The irony of Schema being a conceptual artwork is 
the inseparability of its own material form.  
 The concept of Graham’s Schema demands a strategy that allows for variability in 
accordance to its materialised context. Earlier manifestations of Schema can be kept as historical 
expressions in their contained forms, such as arts magazines, following guidelines for book and 
paper conservation. However, when a more progressive form of conservation is opted for, 
situating it in the work’s execution, then the treatment consists of careful management of its 
production for an actual presentation. Here it becomes clear that presentation and production are 
important aspects of conservation that can no longer be seen as separate activities, depending on 
the way the work is assessed. 
 Thus, in contrast to what might be expected, linguistic conceptual artworks are not 
immaterial but depend on materialisation, illustrating conceptual art’s dual nature. Their 
appearance depends on the artist’s choices and on the available possibilities, which can even be 
geographically defined. Graham’s Schema is a special case in point. He turned the concept of site-
specificity inside out, focussing on the internal structure of the artwork. The next section analyses 
external structures of site-specificity as an example of a meaningful but vulnerable and partly 
immaterial characteristic of conceptual art. 

 
 

Site: Variable? 

As has been made clear, conceptual artists undermined the art system and explored new 
possibilities for artistic intervention by entering the rural and urban landscapes, including the 
gallery space as material to reflect on. Although site-specific work is not exclusive for conceptual 
art, its emergence coincided with the movement of criticising the traditional art context.133 
According to the film maker and writer Erika Suderburg site-specificity is tied to the emergence 
of the term installation. She explicitly relates the idea of site specificity to the art system. “Site 
specific derives from the delineation and examination of the site of the gallery in relation to space 
unconfined by the gallery and in relation to the spectator.”134 This explains a site-specific artwork 
as inherent self-reflexive, situated in a space one can enter, providing a situation one can 
experience as a visitor. 

                                                        
 
132 Lippard, 33. 
133 Working on site was even instigated by Seth Siegelaub as an important promoter of conceptual art and the events 
initiated outside the set boundaries, for instance in Windham College, are accurately described in: Alberro, 2003, pp. 
16–22. 
134 Erika Suderburg, ‘Introduction: On Installation and Site Specificity’, in Space, Site, Intervention: Situating 
Installation Art, ed. by Erika Suderburg (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2000), pp. 1–21 (p. 4).  
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 However, the term site-specific is applied rather loosely and numerous variations have been 
defined in an attempt to be more specific. Curator and architectural historian Miwon Kwon, for 
instance, ends her genealogy of site-specificity from grounded site to social structures with what 
she calls site-oriented art.135 While it is beyond the scope of this research to study site-specificity 
in depth, site is an important work-defining property of many conceptual artworks, challenging 
conservation.  
 When a site-specific work is dismantled after a temporary exhibition, the work’s physical 
relation to the site is destroyed. However, artists do find ways to sell such temporal works by 
looking for possibilities to adapt the way in which they are executed. This is what Sol LeWitt did 
for his Wall Drawing 373 (1982). He originally made the work for Documenta 7 in Kassel and 
then offered it to the Gemeentemuseum Den Haag. “I would like to propose the piece I did for 
Dokumenta [sic] last year. This would work very well in the kind of space available, also the 
skylight would make the greys appear in good tone.”136 This demonstrates LeWitt’s sensitivity to 
the work’s physical appearance in the appointed setting.  
 This contrasts with the dryly defined certificate of the work: “A wall is divided vertically 
into four equal parts, each with a different direction of three-inch (7.5 cm) wide alternating 
parallel bands of lines. The bands are drawn in India ink washes”137 (see fig. 2.19). There is 
nothing about the relation to the architecture, nor in the diagram (see fig. 2.20). However, the 
archive holds many notes of LeWitt about the art-making process, containing details on 
measurements and the exact positioning of the verticals, horizontals, and diagonals. In addition, 
the exact materials are specified, the taping procedure, and the coloration process. After the work 
was finalised LeWitt sent a new certificate with an additional line: “Or as installed at the Haags 
Gemeentemuseum: Lines in four directions (equal spacing on an unequal wall). The space 
between the lines is 10 cm, as are the lines.”138 The lines were widened to match the 
measurements of the tiles on the lower part of the walls along the staircase.139 Thus, the 
materialised version is scaled to the architectural surroundings and uniquely intertwined with this 
location in an exactly defined form (see figs. 2.21–2.22). Therefore, Wall Drawing 373 seems not 
to be site-specific in concept, while its material execution is. 
 This is different for Kosuth’s Zero & Not (1986) made for Chambres d’amis and physically 
attached to its site, and context inspired. The exhibition was located in private houses all around 
Ghent, Belgium, and Kosuth chose that of a psychiatrist. He designed a wallpaper with crossed 
out words from a paragraph of Sigmund Freud’s The Psychopathology of Everyday Life and used 
it to cover the walls leading to Vereecken’s practice, starting straight after the entrance, through 
the hallway, along the grand staircase, the waiting room and the psychiatrist’s practice itself (see 

                                                        
 
135 See the first chapter in Miwon Kwon, One Place After Another: Site-Specific Art and Locational Identity 
(Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 2002). 
136 Sol LeWitt to Enno Develing, letter 5 February 1983. Archive Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, The Hague, folder BF, 
Map 803, A, 064. 
137 Collection Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, The Hague, Tek-1983-0070 a–c. 
138 The first certificate was replaced by the one with the new specification. See letter by Susanna E. Singer, 
unaddressed, undated, with a handwritten note to “Enno & Flip: (…) Please destroy the other one I sent you.” Archive 
Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, The Hague, folder BF, Map 803, A, 064.  
139 Flip Bool, ‘Laat Sol LeWitt terugkeren in Den Haag’, de Volkskrant, 23 December 1998. 
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fig. 2.23). Coloured numbers pasted onto the paper conclude each text section, providing the work 
with a certain structure in relation to the architectural setting (see fig. 2.24). After almost 20 years, 
the work is still there at Coupure Rechts 90 in Ghent.  
 One of the problems this work exemplifies is that it is part of a house that is intensively 
used, which is apparent in the leaks and coffee stains on the papered walls. However, this may not 
be the most poignant problem, judging from the fact that Kosuth never expressed his concerns 
about the work’s condition and still visits the house regularly to show his work to others.140 The 
owners expressed their concerns about the complex state of the work, which is tied to their 
habitat. The yellowed paper lacks the fresh appearance one may whish to have at home. Aside 
from the work’s condition, it is also a dominant feature in the house. The owners know that 
removing the wallpaper would destroy the work, and not only physically because of the extremely 
fragile paper. 
 Theoretically, if it were technically feasible to remove the wallpaper from its site leaving the 
material intact, then the work would not necessarily be damaged because it would remain 
potentially ‘there’, and could be restored by reapplying the paper exactly as it was. However, the 
psychiatrist now has his practice elsewhere, which changes the initial context of the work. This 
already causes a first significant shift in meaning, rendering the work a historical intervention, 
since it no longer functions in the way it first did. There is a serious risk that once the wallpaper is 
also removed, the site will be freed up for a new purpose for good, which would mean a definitive 
end for Kosuth’s Zero & Not in this location.  
 Relocation of the work elsewhere seems impossible, even if in Vereecken’s new office, or in 
another psychiatrist’s practice, because it would demand a completely new arrangement of the 
wallpaper, cut to size based on the former architectural form. It would result in making a complete 
new version, while not conserving Kosuth’s Chambres d’amis work. Perhaps Zero & Not already 
ceased to exist as such after the exhibition closed. Thus, site is not only location, but can also 
include function, sometimes a temporal feature, adding to the complexity of site-specific art. 
 Even artworks that are not meant to be site-specific contain features that are indicative of 
their preferable location. The newly refurbished Stedelijk Museum’s upper floor galleries no 
longer fit the Dibbets’ Comet-Sea 3º-60º between plinth and ceiling (see fig. 2.25). This change in 
display characteristics may be considered a secondary feature but as it appears, the artwork’s 
manifestation became dictated by the Perspex frames, which seem to be the only material constant 
of the renewed artwork. This is certainly not the most important feature of the artwork and the 
question arises whether new printing dimensions would have been considered if this was known 
beforehand, demonstrating the practicalities that the architectural context brings with it. Perhaps 
the accidental change is not too disturbing if the accidental feature the new context brings, is 
considered to strengthen the idea of a comet with the top images shooting off the wall (see fig. 
2.26). 
 This is different for site-specific artworks that have a visual relation to their site, such as 
Van Elk’s Replacement Piece (1969). Van Elk explains: “I had photographed a square meter in 

                                                        
 
140 Personal interview with Lea Caudron, wife of André Vereecken, with Katrien Blanchaert and Rebecca Heremans 
from S.M.A.K., Ghent, 12 May 2012. 
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front of the Kunsthalle Bern, took away that part of the pavement and replaced it by its 
photograph, which was covered with a layer of transparent polyester resin. […] One reality 
became replaced by the another. Visually they were identical, but in essence totally different.”141 
Thus, Van Elk’s photograph was not meant for the museum walls, but for an intervention in the 
urban landscape surrounding the museum (see fig. 2.27). Conceptually the work is not bound to a 
geographical location, but to the visual relationship between the photograph and the area of 
display. The chosen site is appropriated by the artwork, often temporarily. Rather than calling this 
site-specific, I suggest calling this site-related, because it is not uniquely bound to the location it 
happens to exist in when materialised.142 
 This liberal liaison to the site seems comparable to Weiner’s language-based work and 
LeWitt’s wall drawings, while these have also changed in spatial dimensions according to the 
architectural surroundings, rendering only their materialised form site-specific. For a visual site-
related work, however, only the visual element would have to be replaced to secure its relation to 
a new site when relocated. The artwork’s physical structure, or ‘schema’ in Graham’s words, 
remains the same. 
 To conclude, photographs are not as reproducible as is generally thought; language is not as 
immaterial as it seems; and site may become incorporated as a contained feature of a conceptual 
artwork, while a fixed site may alter a work’s meaning when the function of the location changes. 
It is clear that museum practices can have big impact on conceptual artworks and site-specific 
features, contributing importantly to shaping their lives. 
 
 
2.3 Market and Museums 

Although conceptual artists criticized the art world for its organisation around object-based art, 
they also rely on its economic and public structures. Conceptual artworks have turned into 
marketable goods and are thus valued in the monetary system of economics, measured by their 
scarcity. The museum is designed to house and protect unique cultural art objects. In theory 
conceptual art opposes these mechanisms, challenging the idea of conservation; in practice, 
however, the idea of the movement is based on these mechanisms. Hence, a clash of cultures is 
embedded in the notion of the conservation of conceptual art. This section focuses on three 
aspects that are closely linked to market mechanisms and museum structures: the certificate, 
patina, and vintage prints.  

                                                        
 
141 In Dutch: “Ik heb toen vóór de Kunsthalle in Bern een vierkante meter straat gefotografeerd, dat stuk straat daar 
weggehaald en vervangen door de foto ervan die met een laag doorzichtig polyester werd afgedekt. [...] De ene realiteit 
vervangen was door de andere. Visueel waren ze volstrekt aan elkaar gelijk, maar in wezen totaal verschillend aan 
elkaar.” Anna Tilroe, ‘Ger van Elk: Kunst maken is kunst leven’, Avenue, 8 (August 1980), 10–13 (p. 10).  
142 Although site-related art is used in a more descriptive way than as an official term to classify a certain type of site-
specific art, as it is used frequently in a more generic way to include a more liberal attitude towards to the fixedness to 
its site. See, for instance, Emily Taub Webb, ‘On Site-Specificity: A Genealogy’ (PhD Thesis, Emory University, 
Atlanta, 2010). For the idea of using ‘site-related’ for this specific type of art, see: Sanneke Stigter, ‘Between Concept 
and Material: Decision-making in Retrospect: Conservation Treatment of a Site-specific Conceptual Photographic 
Sculpture by Ger van Elk’, in Art d’Aujourd'hui, Patrimoine de Demain. Conservation et Restauration des Oeuvres 
Contemporaines (Champs-sur-Marne: SFIIC, 2009), pp. 74–81 (p. 75). 
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Certificate: Work on Paper? 

Ideally conceptual artworks are designed in such a way that anyone could make the work and no 
one could tell the difference between versions or between the original and a copy. However, these 
works have entered the art market, which, ironically, lead to a reinforcement of the art market 
system conceptual artists attempted to undermine. Seth Siegelaub, who ingeniously managed the 
critical practice of conceptual art, had observed that artists lacked control “over the use of their 
work and participation in its economics after they no longer own it,” and he took the initiative to 
have a lawyer draw up The Artist’s Rights Transfer and Sale Agreement in 1971, known as The 
Artist’s Contract.143 The agreement even included a clause on damage: the artist is given “The 
right to be consulted if repairs become necessary.”144 This suggests that materialised conceptual 
artworks may be more specific than has been suspected. However, the contract was not widely 
used.145 Maria Eichhorn has identified no more than seven artists who have used the contract, 
while artist Robert Ryman wondered whether it was ever used.146 Weiner pointed to the perversity 
of a contract, which is based on the system that they were trying to undermine.147 
 In order to formalise the transfer of the right to execute a conceptual artwork, conceptual 
artworks became traded through the exchange of a document, sometimes including a set of 
instructions, which were often called a certificate. What was being traded was the authority to 
execute the work. However, such a certificate is not necessarily a license to refabricate a work, as 
became strikingly clear when collector Guiseppe Panza had copies made of his works by Carl 
Andre and Donald Judd for an overseas exhibition in 1989, at which point Andre and Judd 
distanced themselves from the works.148 Although this incident relates to minimal artworks, it 
does show that the relation between the work as defined on paper and its material execution is 
precarious. 
 
 

                                                        
 
143 Interview with Seth Siegelaub by Maria Eichhorn in: Maria Eichhorn, The Artist’s Contract: Interviews with Carl 
Andre, Daniel Buren, Paula Cooper, Hans Haacke, Jenny Holzer, Adrian Piper, Robert Projansky, Robert Ryman, Seth 
Siegelaub, John Weber, Lawrence Weiner, Jackie Winsor, ed. by Gerti Fietzek (Cologne: Verlag der Buchhandlung 
Wahlter König, 2009), p. 7. Alexander Alberro has described Siegelaub’s role in the conceptual art movement in great 
detail, in: Alberro, 2003. 
144 Available from: http://primaryinformation.org/files/english.pdf [accessed 20 March 2013]. 
145 See Martha Buskirk, ‘Certifiable’, in In Deed: Certificates of Authenticity in Art, ed. by Susan Hapgood and 
Cornelia Lauf (Amsterdam: Roma Publications, 2011), pp. 97–102 (p. 100). 
146 Eichhorn, 2009, p. 217. Only Hans Haacke still uses the agreement. Eichhorn, 2009, p. 84. 
147 Eichhorn, 2009, p. 84. 
148 Judd even placed an advertisement in Art in America (3/1990, p. 34): “an installation wrongly attributed to Donald 
Judd. Fabrication of the Piece was authorised by Guiseppe Panza without the approval or permission of Donald Judd.” 
Depicted in: Martha Buskirk, The Contingent Object of Contemporary Art (Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press, 2003), p. 
1. See also Christian Scheidemann, ‘Men at work: The significance of material in the collaboration between artist and 
fabricator in the 1960s and 1970s’, in Modern Art: Who Cares?, ed. by IJsbrand Hummelen and Dionne Sillé 
(Amsterdam: The Foundation for the Conservation of Modern Art; Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage, 1999), 
pp. 242–46. 
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The Certificate in Practice 

In practice several forms of certificates are found. Three examples are discussed to provide 
insight into their actual use. One is used to sell the idea of a work without an object to transfer, 
another is especially designed for the market and comes with the art object to guarantee its 
authenticity, while a third includes instructions aimed at the work’s execution. 
 The first form is found mostly with conceptual artworks, whose title are often descriptive of 
what the artwork entails, based on the idea that a conceptual artwork has “an exact linguistic 
correlative.”149 Information on how to execute the work is often rather limited, as Sol LeWitt’s 
wall drawings demonstrate. They are perfect examples of work that is defined in language, jotted 
down on a standardized form, and accompanied by a diagram of the design, while the process of 
materialisation in most cases is rather more complex.150  
 LeWitt’s murals are executed directly onto the wall, taking up the entire length, height, or a 
defined segment of the architectural setting, framing the wall drawing’s abstract graphic and 
rhythmic design. Before he turned to standardised certificates in the early 1980s, LeWitt certified 
his murals with an autographed photograph of the result, thereby authorising the execution, 
acknowledging both sides of the artwork’s existence: the concept and the material execution.151 
This way of certifying his work changed when LeWitt became a well-known artist, which forced 
him to outsource the execution of his wall drawings as part of his business. However, LeWitt tried 
to prevent a complete loss of control by appointing assistants entrusted with his work from all 
around the world, to be assisted themselves by select teams of local artists. By attributing their 
share in the execution of the work on the information label, LeWitt gave the materialised version 
an identity in addition to the formal idea on the certificate, recognizing the work’s dual entity.152 
 Thus, while in theory a conceptual artwork may seem straightforward when it has an exact 
linguistic correlative, in practice executing a work from its certificate often proves to be a 
complex exercise. Ironically, the materialisation of LeWitt’s work is elaborate and demanding, 
more so than is thought at first sight.153 LeWitt acknowledged this, judging from the extensive 
notes he left for Wall Drawing 373 relating to the lay out, the type of ink, the number of layers 
and the tools necessary to take measurements, such as a plumb line.154 This last item even ended 
up in the work’s identification record as one of the work’s materials – lead – illustrating that 

                                                        
 
149 Mel Bochner cited in: Smith, 1990, p. 259. 
150 A facsimile of the new certificate is reproduced in: Sol LeWitt and Susanna Singer, Sol LeWitt: Wall Drawings 
1968–1984, trans. by Patricia Wardle (Amsterdam; Eindhoven; Hartford: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam; Van 
Abbemuseum; Wadsworth Atheneum, 1984), p. 197. 
151 Sol LeWitt and Andrea Miller-Keller, ‘Excerpts From a Correspondence: 1981–1983’, in Sol LeWitt: Wall 
Drawings, 1968–1984, ed. by Sol LeWitt and Susanna Singer (Amsterdam; Eindhoven; Hartford: Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam; Van Abbemuseum; Wadsworth Atheneum, 1984), pp. 18–25 (p. 22, 25 n. 21). 
152 Sol LeWitt’s Wall Drawings are numbered in sequence of origin from October 1968 onwards. It is specified who 
first drew each of them and where they were first installed in: LeWitt and Singer, 1984, pp. 164–197. This list is 
expanded in the follow up publication: Sol LeWitt and Susanna E. Singer, Sol LeWitt: Wall Drawings, 1984–1992, ed. 
by Susanna E Singer (Bern: Kunsthalle Bern, 1992). This demonstrates a great sense of historical awareness and 
personal involvement in the execution of LeWitt’s Wall Drawings. 
153 This is clearly evident in Chris Teerink’s film Sol LeWitt (2012) portraying the artist assistants painstakingly 
working on the reinstallation of Wall Drawing 801: Spiral (1996) at the Bonnefantenmuseum in Maastricht. See 
http://www.sollewittfilm.org/ [accessed 9 September 2014]. 
154 Archive Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, The Hague, folder BF / Map 803 / A 064, consulted with kind help of Vivian 
Entius, 12 March 2013. 
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documentation can be misleading when not considered against the physical artwork, in the same 
way that being able to read the materialised artwork is so important when assimilating 
documentation. 
 In reality, certificates of conceptual artworks are often drawn up years later, for instance 
when it becomes topical as part of a sale agreement. On the art market, certificates are used as an 
instrument to certify a work’s authenticity, as with more traditional artworks, providing the 
semblance of protection against fraud. It is for this reason that Van Elk drew up a certificate for 
La Pièce, nearly 40 years after he painted the block white in the Atlantic. Although it is not 
difficult to install the work, Van Elk’s concern was raised when MoMA curator Christoph Cherix 
asked him whether he had made a second version when he saw La Pièce in his studio.155 Van Elk 
then realised that there is no way to prove the work’s material authenticity. It was not signed, and 
the idea of the ultimate white work did not allow for that either. He thought about signing a very 
detailed photograph of La Pièce to prove that the block was indeed the real one – a “displaced 
signature,” as art historian Martha Buskirk defined the certificate’s function.156 I provided Van 
Elk with photographs of the block that clearly showed the paint texture and wood grain, which he 
then signed (see figs. 2.28–2.29).157 A remarkable implication of this course of action is that, 
although the artwork’s concept is based on fierce criticism of the art world’s object-based nature, 
the object status of La Pièce became emphasized in the certificate, which is uniquely based on the 
object’s material structure.  
 Certificates that include instructions are not always followed in practice, as has been 
observed with Van Elk’s The Well-Polished Floor Sculpture (1969). This work consists of a 
partly waxed floor in a distinct geometrical shape. On the occasion of the sale in 1980, Van Elk 
made what he called a ‘Recipe’ (see fig. 2.30). The work’s shape varied over time and there was 
once even a Well-Polished Floor Meter (1969), but it is best known for its triangular shape, first 
situated in a corner, thus forced into a triangular shape in 1974, and then freestanding in 1978.158 

When writing down the recipe after more than a decade, Van Elk distilled guidelines from the 
work’s history and added the idea of a trapezium shape, careful to include a certain freedom of 
choice: “Shape and size according to choice and circumstances to be determined by owner or his 

                                                        
 
155 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 29 January 2009. See also: Bianca Stigter, ‘Mijn standaardtarief voor oud 
werk is twee ton’, NRC Handelsblad, 15 September 2012. 
156 Martha Buskirk, “Certifiable,” in In Deed: Certificates of Authenticity in Art, ed. Susan Hapgood and Cornelia Lauf 
(Amsterdam: Roma Publications, 2011), 99. 
157 This was at his Amsterdam studio at the Palmdwarsstraat, 17 June 2009. After signing the printed photographs, he 
suddenly realised that he ‘made’ something, and added: “Not for display purposes” (“Niet voor exposeren”). Archived 
at the Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.541. 
158 The Well-Polished Floor Sculpture is first referred to in 1969, but its shape and dimensions are not defined, while a 
photograph shows a wooden plank floor with one plank polished: Coosje Kapteyn-van Bruggen, ‘Vraaggesprek Van 
Elk–Boezem’, Museumjournaal, 14.2 April (1969), 66–73. This could have been what is called The Well-Polished 
Floor Meter, as catalogue numbers 2 and 2a in the exhibition catalogue: Ger van Elk. Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam 
15.11.1974 – 8.1.1975, ed. by Edy de Wilde, Rudi Fuchs, and Ger van Elk (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 
1974). Only this is described as “photo-types of 2 telegrams + letter” and it is unclear whether this refers to The Well-
Polished Floor Sculpture, as it is unknown what happened to the former. The 1974 execution is depicted in the 
catalogue when it was made as a freestanding triangle in 1978: Geert van Beijeren, Rini Dippel and Dorine Mignot, 
Door Beeldhouwers Gemaakt / Made by Sculptors, ed. by Dorine Mignot, Rini Dippel, and Geert van Beijeren 
(Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 1978). n.p. 
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performer.”159 In a separate document Van Elk indicated: “This sculpture can be executed 
elsewhere as a loan only after written permission of the museum.”160  
 To loan such a conceptual work seems easy; there is no transport, are no insurance costs, 
and condition reports are not needed. However, the instalment needs careful attention, as became 
clear when The Well-Polished Floor Sculpture was loaned for the exhibition Temporary Stedelijk 
3 at the Stedelijk Museum in 2010.161 Ordinary floor wax no longer generated the desired effect 
on the newly treated wooden floor of the refurbished museum and one of the conservators 
provided an alternative product that was used in place, and buffed by one of the curators, judging 
from a photograph showing Van Elk overseeing the installation process (see fig. 2.31).162 The 
then director Ann Goldstein strikingly described the work as one that uses the museum as 
material.163 Indeed, the work’s support – the museum – determined the material used, while the 
museum’s history with the work determined its shape. The certificate, or recipe, was not used 
during installation, but old photographs of when it was installed at the Stedelijk Museum were 
used. The curator was not aware that it was also possible to execute the work in a trapezium 
shape.164 This case-story illustrates how even a rather free and informal artwork became rather 
specific through practices surrounding the certificate. Van Elk captured the work on paper upon 
the sale, while the work seemed further narrowed down by copying the best-known illustration of 
the work upon the installation. This is not incorrect as this is also the image that Van Elk used on 
the certificate, but the practice is telling. It illustrates the authoritative power of photographic 
documentation in an artwork’s history, even for variable work. Moreover, it shows that ultimately 
museum practices significantly influence the final appearance of conceptual art. 
 
 
 
Patina and Vintage Prints 

Next to the certificate as an invention of the market to substitute the material object when 
necessary, the idea of patina, and vintage prints is another issue related to market mechanisms and 
museum structures. This may lead to complex situations considering that a conceptual artwork 

                                                        
 
159 “[…] een glad vloeroppervlak, zoals linoleum, parket, etc.”; “De vorm en afmetingen naar keuze en omstandigheden 
door de eigenaar of diens uitvoerder zelf te bepalen.” Recipe for The Well-Polished Floor Sculpture, April 1980. 
Depicted in Wim Beeren and K. Schippers, Ger van Elk: J.C. van Lanschotprijs voor beeldhouwkunst, ed. by Ger van 
Elk (n.p.: F. van Lanschot Bankiers N.V., 1996)., s.p. 
160 In Dutch: “Slechts na schriftelijke toestemming van het museum kan dit beeld elders–in de vorm van bruikleen–
worden uitgevoerd.” ‘Verklaring’, Amsterdam, May 1980. Archive Museum Boymans-Van Beuningen, reproduced in: 
‘Reader Ger van Elk ter voorbereiding op het Kunstenaarsinterview / Kunstenaarsarchief. ICN/SBMK’, ed. by Sanneke 
Stigter (Amsterdam; The Hague: Unpublished: ICN and SBMK; RKD Archive SBMK (0866), September 2002), p. 95. 
161 This was a perfect work to show in the refurbished Stedelijk when the climate was still not fully regulated, hence the 
title of the exhibition series: Temporary Stedelijk 3: Taking Place, 28 August 2010 – 9 January 2011. 
http://www.stedelijk.nu/en/now-at-the-stedelijk/archive/archive-exhibitions/taking-place [accessed 22 March 2013]. 
162 Posted by Stedelijk Museum curator Martijn van Nieuwenhuizen on his Facebook page on 19 August 2014 in 
memory of Ger van Elk, who passed away the day before. 
163 Nathalie Zonnenberg, ‘“Ik heb de conceptuele kunst nooit als gedematerialiseerd beschouwd.” Interview met Ann 
Goldstein over het Temporary Stedelijk en het voortbestaan van de “conceptuele” kunst’, De Witte Raaf, 152 (2011), 4–
5. 
164 Personal communication from curator Bart Rutten during a SBMK Balance working group meeting, Amsterdam, 9 
December 2010. Jeroen Visser filmed part of the discussion for a documentary film on Ger van Elk (forthcoming). 
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“must have absolutely no ‘aura’, no uniqueness to it whatsoever,” as conceptual artist Mel 
Bochner explained.165 
 
 
Patina 

Conservation theorist Cesare Brandi defined patina as “the buildup of time on the work of art”, 
which means that it may include what is imposed onto a material surface, but also effects of 
ageing that are inherent of the object’s material composition.166 It is a physical phenomenon and 
object-based, which seems, in theory, irrelevant to conceptual art. Patina is sensitive to values and 
appreciation of the object in art, precisely what conceptual art opposed. However, conceptual 
artworks are kept. In that case, is a veil of patina allowed to develop as they age? 
 The issue of contained conceptual artworks could be compared with the white works from 
the Zero-movement of the early 1960’s, one of the movements that paved the way for conceptual 
art. With reference to Piero Manzoni, art historian Ernst van de Wetering found that fellow artists 
Jan Schoonhoven and Henk Peeters were still willing to paint over his work 20 years later, as they 
had always done upon his request. However, the well-known Dutch collector, the late Mia Visser, 
regretted that she had let Schoonhoven paint over one of her Manzoni’s.167 From this example, 
Van de Wetering concluded: 
 

[the work’s history] apparently blends with the concept of authenticity in such a way that the 
collector prefers no restoration over authentic appearance. […] The appreciation of the 
‘aura’ of authenticity, which in our culture seems so much stronger than in other cultures, 
has gained priority. This may partly explain the autonomy of restoration ethics in relation to 
artistic intention.168 

 
By distinguishing the conservator’s role from the artist’s wishes, Van de Wetering emphasises 
that the artwork is considered to be an independent work. This seems a valid distinction, 
especially for contained work.  
 An illustrative example is the way conservator Lydia Beerkens grappled with the issue of 
white in cleaning Jan Schoonhoven’s own white papier-mâché reliefs. Most of Schoonhoven’s 
works have undergone a similar history of overpainting as seen with Manzoni. The Stedelijk 
Museum’s conservation studios even keep a pot of ‘Schoonhoven white’, which is no longer used 
after the sculpture conservator had dared to risk his job by refusing the director’s orders to paint 

                                                        
 
165 Mel Bochner cited in: Smith, 1990, p. 259.  
166 Cesare Brandi, ‘Theory of Restoration, I’, in Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural 
Heritage, ed. by Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley Jr., and Alessandra Melucco Vaccaro (Los Angeles: The 
Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), pp. 230–35 (p. 233). (Originally published in 1963). 
167 Ernst van de Wetering, ‘Het wit bij Piero Manzoni: een conserveringsvraagstuk’, Museumjournaal, 18.2 (1973), 56–
63 (pp. 61–62). 
168 Ernst van de Wetering, ‘The Autonomy of Restoration: Ethical Considerations in Relation to Artistic Concepts’, in 
Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural Heritage, ed. by Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby 
Talley Jr., and Alessandra Melucco Vascaro (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), pp. 193–99 (p. 
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over a work by Schoonhoven in the 1980s.169 This seems to mark a turning point for this type of 
art, demonstrating the start of the professionalization of the contemporary art conservator. 
Beerkens relates the acceptance of signs of age in classical modern art to a change in attitude with 
a new audience.170 However, when exactly this change takes place is not specified, a problem 
Hiiop also identified: “for how long should ‘new art’ look new and when does it start to have the 
right to get old?”171 Answers may differ for each case, may strongly depend on the context, and 
depend on stakeholders’ judgements, illustrating that the issue demands careful assessment, 
preferably from different angles. 
 Thus, signs of age are valued more readily when artworks are old, or rather old enough. 
Fading and discolouration are tolerated in, for example, Vincent van Gogh’s paintings. This 
fading of colours is even used as one of the criteria to distinguish an original work from a fake in 
authenticity research.172 The museum’s conservators never physically intervened with the painting 
to ‘restore’ the supposedly original colours by applying a ‘corrective’ glaze, for instance, even 
when it became widely known from Van Gogh’s letters that he was concerned about the rapidly 
appearing discolouration.173 This would be too invasive and overstep ethical norms. As Van Gogh 
Museum conservator Ella Hendriks explained: “tolerance is imposed by limited technical 
possibilities and by conservation ethics.”174 Thus, while signs of age can be cherished as patina, 
they are sometimes tolerated as inherent to the object’s material composition. This is also the case 
with photographic material, frequently found in conceptual artworks and often in poor condition. 
 
 
Vintage Prints and Editions 

The visible effects of chemical degradation in photography can be valued as a contribution to the 
print’s patina, adding to its status as a ‘vintage print’. A vintage print is an original print made or 
approved of by the artist from the time in which the negative was produced.175 These can be 
unique objects with an identity that has evolved over time.176 Material particularities in vintage 
prints may be regarded as having no importance to conceptual artists, but they do add to the 

                                                        
 
169 Lydia G. M. Beerkens, ‘Restauratie van moderne kunst: een nieuwe specialisatie binnen het restauratievakgebied’ 
(PhD Thesis, Radboud Universiteit Nijmegen, Nijmegen, 20 September 2012), pp. 56, 59, n. 124. 
170 Beerkens, 20 September 2012, p. 65. 
171 Hilkka Hiiop, ‘The Possibility of Patina in Contemporary Art or Does the “New Art” Have a Right to Get Old?’, in 
Koht ja Paik. Place and Location. Studies in Environmental Aesthetics and Semiotics, ed. by Jaak Tomberg Eva 
Näripea, Virve Sarapik (Tallinn: Eesti Kunstiakadeemia Kirjastus, 2008), 153–66 (p. 164). 
172 See Ella Hendriks and Louis van Tilborgh, ‘Van Gogh’s “Garden of the Asylum”: Genuine or Fake?’, The 
Burlington Magazine, 143.1176 (2001), 145–56. 
173 Van Gogh suggested using geranium lake in colours “too raw” because “‘time will only soften them too much.” 
Vincent van Gogh, ‘Letter 595 to Theo van Gogh. Arles, on or about Wednesday, 11 April 1888’, Van Gogh Museum 
<http://www.vangoghletters.org/vg/letters/let595/letter.html> [accessed 29 September 2014]. 
174 Hendriks specified that the changes are not accepted to the extent that we do nothing to slow them down by 
introducing reduced lux levels in the galleries. Personal communication, Amsterdam, 24 December 2015. 
175 Definition of vintage print according to Mariëtte Haveman: “… vintage print, een afdruk gemaakt door de fotograaaf 
zelf, rond de tijd waarin de foto is gemaakt.” Mariëtte Haveman, Over Fotografen: Koorddansers Boven Een Gat in de 
Markt (Amsterdam: Bakker, 1992), 91-92. 
176 Apart from physical and chemical variations in photographic papers used for printing from negatives, there are also 
unique photographs, such as Man Ray’s photograms, Andy Warhol’s Polaroids, and Sigmar Polke’s chemically 
manipulated gelatin silver prints. 
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physical manifestation of an artwork and, therefore, the museum may be in favour of preserving 
these original materials, even only because they relate the work to the time in which it was 
conceived. Indeed, a whole conservation specialism is devoted to photographic materials.  
 Photograph conservation, similar to other material based conservation specialities, is very 
much object-based. Reprinting is generally a thorn in the conservator’s eye because a new print 
can never be the same as the original. Apart from physical differences in surface structure or 
degrees of matt and gloss, shifts in tone, contrast, and density are also inevitable. Nowadays an 
additional print is often provided as a proactive preservation measure when a work is bought, so 
that one can be kept in cold storage as a reference, while the other serves as the first exhibition 
copy. This strategy overcomes the conservation issues that we are now facing for early 
chromogenic prints, inherited from a time when the dyes were still unstable and knowledge about 
their vulnerability was still lacking. 
 Traces such as creases in the paper, stamps, or an address on the back contribute to a print’s 
aura as a carrier of traces of time, providing clues about its history (see figs. 2.32–2.33).177 These 
features contribute to a print’s unique status as an object, which is favourable to the price on the 
art market. Museums and auction houses explicitly mention whether a photograph is a vintage 
print. It suggests a physical relation to the maker, which provides the print an aura. Vintage prints 
become even more valuable when the artist is no longer around to issue authorised prints, in 
particular in the case of a tragic death or a mysterious disappearance, as with Bas Jan Ader.178  
 This is why the market value is so sensitive to renewal of material, which became strikingly 
clear with Ger van Elk’s Concave-Convex (1974). The narrow and extremely wide horizontal 
photowork based on the distorting effect of the shape of a lens, accidentally got damaged and the 
Groninger Museum contacted Van Elk about it.  
 

‘No problem’, I said, ‘I still have the negative, I will make a new print for you.’ […] 
‘But’, they said, ‘then it is no longer the same paper. Then it will become another work’. 
[…] 'The insurance value would decrease, they said. So I went to Christie's and to my 
surprise they confirmed what they said in Groningen […]. That is, they say, because it is 
then a different work: it is made with the intention to replicate a work from 1972, which is 
worth less than a normal work. There you have it, they judge by the standards of 
painting.179  

 
Van Elk’s account makes clear that he wanted to express his surprise and annoyance over the fact 
that traditional value placed on the material object in art, which conceptual artists set out to 

                                                        
 
177 On vintage prints, see exhibition review by Rosan Hollak, ‘150 uitzonderlijke vintage prints’, NRC Handelsblad, 12 
September 2014, pp. 10–11. 
178 Haveman, 92. 
179 In Dutch: “’Geen probleem, zeg ik, ik heb het negatief nog dus ik maak wel een nieuwe afdruk voor jullie.’ […] 
‘Maar..,’ zeiden ze, ‘dan is het niet meer hetzelfde papier, dan is het een ander werk geworden.’ […] De 
verzekeringswaarde zou ervan achteruit gaan, zeiden ze. Dus toen ben ik naar Christie's gegaan en tot mijn verbazing 
bevestigden die wat ze in Groningen zeiden. […] Dat komt, zeggen ze, omdat het dan een ander werk is: het is namelijk 
gemaakt met de intentie om een werk uit 1972 na te maken […]. Zo zie je maar: er wordt gewoon geoordeeld naar de 
maatstaven van de schilderkunst.” Hans den Hartog Jager, ‘Blokje op zee. Gesprek met Ger van Elk’, NRC 
Handelsblad, 3 September 1999. 
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undermine, still dominates the art market. However, it is through the original material 
characteristics of the large analogue chromogenic print, such as the silk screen structure and even 
the shift in colour, that Van Elk’s innovative use of photography can be appreciated. This historic 
value must have outweighed decision-making for the Groninger Museum, pursuing a traditional 
conservation treatment according to the ethical standards of minimal intervention and 
reversibility, carried out by a professional photograph conservator.180 However, the result did not 
satisfy Van Elk and he decided to make another version for his exhibition at the Van 
Abbemuseum in 1999.181 It was presented as the new version of the 1974 work, differing in 
dimensions and signed with both dates. Later it entered the market, with the added note that a 
larger version was formerly in the collection of the Groninger Museum and was lost after damage 
(see fig. 2.34).182 
 This demonstrates that the artist no longer recognised the previous version as his artwork 
due to its material condition, transferring the idea to another version. Van Elk even forgot that a 
whole new version has been made. Only when I indicated that his assistant Art van Westerop had 
made a whole new version, did he reply in a casual tone: “ah, yes that’s true.”183 This was clearly 
not of importance to him. Thus, while signs of age in the form of patina and vintage prints are 
valued by museums, the market, and the public, this may be less relevant to the artist, especially 
when it obscures the intended effect. By choosing a conservation treatment that focused on the 
work’s original materials rather than the intended effect, the museum actually signed a death 
warrant for a work from their collection. This demonstrates that the relation between the artist and 
the museum is rather sensitive. 
 Concave-Convex is not the only work Van Elk brought onto the market at a much later date. 
In 1999 he also completed the edition of The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Hollywood (1971), 
confiding that lack of money was the reason that he never completed the edition of the 
Hollywood-series at the time.184 The work consists of three colour photographs showing the artist 
striking a letter ‘K’ pose next to a cartoonish letter ‘O’, forming the word O.K. Hence, the artist is 
found in front of the camera, inducing a shift in focus from the maker of the photograph, 
materialised in the print, to the subject. The photographer is never mentioned, totally in line with 
conceptual art’s distancing from handicraft, while in this case it is noteworthy that it was late 
conceptual artist Bas Jan Ader who took these photographs.185 He “just pushed the button” Van 
Elk explained, stressing the irrelevance of this action, emphasising that the quality of the work is 
in the idea, not the photograph.186  

                                                        
 
180 For details see: Stigter, 4 July 2003, pp. 50–52. 
181 Personal communication from Casper Martens, curator of the Groninger Museum, Groningen, 20 December 2002, 
and late Art van Westerop, who made both versions as Van Elk’s assistant, Amsterdam, 23 February 2003. 
182 See http://borzo.com/nl/nieuws/nieuws/231-ger-van-elk [accessed 16 March 2016]. Borzo Gallery showed the work 
during Ger van Elk’s exhibition, Amsterdam, 8 September – 13 October 2012. 
183 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 2 March 2009. 
184 Idem, 3 March 2003. 
185 See Alexander Dumbadze, Bas Jan Ader: Death Is Elsewhere (University of Chicago Press, 2013), pp. 19, 58-60. 
186 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 18 May 2003, recorded in: Sanneke Stigter, “Ger van Elk: 
Conserveringsproblematiek van Kleurenfotografie” (SRAL, 2003), p.15. 
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 Van Elk did carefully frame the first series of prints in bourgeois wooden frames with gold 
tones, providing them with a prominent signature underpinning their status as an artwork (see 
figs. 2.35–2.36). When asked about his choice of photographic paper, Van Elk explained that he 
always chose Kodak because he disliked the harsh colours of Cibachrome of that time, especially 
the red.187 The silk screen surface of the photographic paper for this first series – meanwhile 
obsolete – their shift in colour, the artist’s signature, and the original frames distinguish the 
photographs as vintage prints. It is not necessarily true that an old photowork looses its value 
when the colours changed. There are simply no fresh chromogenic prints over 30-years of age 
because of their poor light fastness; a shift in colour fits our expectation. 
 The new prints bear no resemblance to chromogenic prints from 1971. The early versions 
have a smaller printing size, oblong format, and a colour shift that is typical of chromogenic prints 
from that time (see fig. 2.37). The new ones are large, shiny, and without discolouration. The 
whole square negative is printed, whereas the old Hollywood-prints are printed in portrait size. 
This new appearance challenges our notion of authenticity, because the fundamental relation 
between the subject of the image and its physical material form, typical of a vintage print, is lost. 
A 30-year old Ger van Elk in bell-bottom trousers, with long hair, and wearing sideburns does 
relate to discoloured chromogenic prints of around 1971. However, the same image of the 30-year 
old Ger van Elk in his K-pose on a large shiny Cibachrome print calls our notion of authenticity 
into question (see fig. 2.38).188 Van Elk was fascinated by the question as to whether the new 
prints are ‘vintage’ or not, considering the discrepancy of the subject and image characteristics.189 
He signed them with two dates, one for the concept and one for the print, thereby adjuring the 
question of authenticity. 
 However, it is the old O.K.-series that are loaned for retrospective museum exhibitions.190 
Even when these prints show undulation, trapped in their frames having endured years of climatic 
changes (see fig. 2.35), and have also changed colour, show stains and have fingerprints (see fig. 
2.36). Yet, these are the prints that the museum wants.191 They relate to the era of origin through 
their material features.  
 In this way, the market feeds both ways. It provides scarcity with the cultivation of vintage 
prints, while it also welcomes new authorised prints. Van Elk even introduced a ‘new’ version in 
1999: The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Marken (1971) (see fig. 2.39). This work first entered 
the market almost 30 years after Van Elk made the photographs, which illustrates the freedom of 

                                                        
 
187 Personal communication, Haarlem, 18 December 2002. 
188 The silver dye bleach process is based on a different colour developing principle and became best known under the 
brand name Cibachrome, later Ilfochrome, available until 2012. While in the more generally used chromogenic printing 
process the colours are developed out of the initially white photosensitive paper, this principle is reversed for the silver 
dye bleach or dye-destruction process, for which all colours are preformed and fully present in the initially black 
photosensitive paper. These are partly or fully bleached out (destructed) upon light exposure through a transparency 
image from which the prints are enlarged. Cibachrome prints are much more stable than chromogenic prints. Pénichon, 
2013, pp. 206–231. 
189 Stigter, 4 July 2003, p. 68. 
190 For example, the Hollywood-OK version that was then still part of collection Daled, now at MoMA, was used for 
Conceptual Art in Netherlands and Belgium, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam in 2002. The version that Evelien de Vries-
Robbé owns was used for In and Out of Amsterdam, MoMA in 2012. 
191 Ludo van Halem, Curator of 20th Century Art, and Taco Dibbits, Director of Collections Rijksmuseum, personal 
communication, Amsterdam, 25 September 2015. 
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the artist. However, when the artist wants original photographic material to be reprinted and 
replaced in photoworks that have already entered collections, should the museum then go along 
with this wish?192 
 
 
Museum: Stage or Manipulator 

Although conceptual artists used the system of the art market to make a living, criticism of the 
white cube as an ideal gallery space was high on their agenda.193 This institutional critique is 
intrinsic to most conceptual artworks, while the structure of the art system is exploited at the same 
time.194 Peter Osborne even considers this self-reflexive character as the unifying factor of 
conceptual art.195 However, artists gladly used the museum or gallery, which became their studios 
and served as a stage. Artists worked on the spot, intervening with the gallery space or the 
museum surroundings, providing these works initial site-specific characteristics, as with Dibbets’ 
The Shortest Day at The Van Abbemuseum (1970). Later, when these works became incorporated 
in museum collections, the museum’s role may have shifted to that of a manipulator.196 The 
impact of museum practices is not to be underestimated, as indicated with the example of 
Baldessari’s calendar Ingres and Other Parables in an innocent display case. When a conceptual 
artwork’s material form is considered secondary, all too easily irreversible changes are carried 
out, as demonstrated with LeWitt’s Wall Drawing 373 in the Gemeentemuseum Den Haag.  
 
 
In Reprise – Editioned: The Replacement Piece  

Meanwhile, relocation of site-specific work has become common practice due to museum 
practices and market mechanisms. For instance, Van Elk’s Replacement Piece (1969) was brought 
well into the 21st century when offered for sale long after Van Elk first realised it for a temporary 
exhibition When Attitudes Become Form in Bern in 1969 (see fig. 2.27). It was the first time Van 
Elk used photography, demonstrating his innovative and extreme use of the medium, notably for 
an outdoor sculpture. Almost 40 years later Van Elk was asked to remake the work for an 
exhibition in Chicago.197 Although this never happened, it trigged the work’s revival, as Van Elk 

                                                        
 
192 See also Sanneke Stigter, ‘Vintage prints. De link tussen patina en authenticiteit’, kM: vakinformatie voor beeldende 
kunstenaars en restauratoren, 55 (2005), 32–34. 
193 The idea of the white cube is theorised by artist and writer Brian O’Doherty, originally in essays published in 1976 
in Artforum and in 1981 slightly altered as: Brian O’Doherty and Thomas MacEvilley, Inside the White Cube: The 
Ideology of the Gallery Space (Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1999, originally 
published 1981). 
194 The institutional critique became especially manifest in the Art Workers Coalition (AWC) in 1969, when after a 
protest action of the artist Takis at MoMA, a group of artist’s publically asked attention for artist’s rights and started 
questioning the authority of museum, including conceptual artists, such as Joseph Kosuth and Sol LeWitt. See ‘Art 
Workers’ Coalition’ (Primary Information, 1969) <http://www.primaryinformation.org/projects/art-workers-coalition/> 
[accessed 4 August 2014]. 
195 Osborne, 2002, p. 14.  
196 See also Irvin, 2006. Yaneva, 2003, ‘Chalk Steps on the Museum Floor: The “Pulses” of Objects in an Art 
Installation’. 
197 This was for Light Years: Conceptual Art and the Photograph 1964-1977 at the Art Institute of Chicago in 2011. 
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then offered it for sale. It even turned into an edition when the Kröller-Müller Museum bought the 
work in 2011. To meet the required sale price, former museum director Evert van Straaten 
suggested selling the work as an edition, so that Van Elk could earn what he wanted, and the 
museum would then share the right to realise the work.198 
 So it happened that Van Elk brought a visual statement from 1969 onto the market in an 
edition of five after more than 40 years. The first new version was made on the entrance path to 
the Kröller-Müller Museum in 2011. Only, instead of black and white, which was the only form 
in which square meter photographs existed at that time, this time a digital colour print was used, 
matching the colour pebble stone tiled path (see fig. 2.40).199 Van Elk did indeed confirm that he 
had used a black and white print in Bern in 1969, assuring that this fitted the grey surrounding 
pavement rather well.200 As normal as it was then to use black and white, as was it normal now to 
use colour. Being the rule rather than the exception, this was not even questioned for the first 
remake. A good resemblance to the real surroundings directly followed from the concept.  
 In 2013, another version of the Replacement Piece was made for the remake of When 
Attitudes Become Form in Venice at the courtyard of Fondazione Prada (see fig. 2.41).201 This 
version was removed after the exhibition and the metal base was reused for a third version in front 
of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam in 2014 (see fig. 2.42). It illustrates how a local intervention 
in Bern, placing a gelatin silver print into the pavement covered with hand brushed polyester 
resin, became an editioned artwork with a worldwide potential, digitally printed in colour and 
industrially laminated. The life-story of this work not only illustrates the advancements in the 
photographic industry, but especially the big influence of the market on the biography of a 
conceptual artwork. 

 
 

In Reprise – Installed: The Shortest Day  

While site-related work, such as the Replacement Piece, can be adapted to new surroundings by 
renewing the photograph, other site-specific work is restricted from being shown elsewhere 
because of its fixed relation to the site, as was initially the case with Jan Dibbets’ The Shortest 
Day at the Van Abbemuseum (1970) in its installed form (see fig. 1.3). In 1976, six years after its 
inaugural exhibition, it was changed into a two-dimensional artwork, making it a transportable 
piece and liberating it from its initial setting (see fig. 1.4, Chapter 1). The museum’s choice to 
abandon its innovative art form, a site-specific slide-based work, was based on the other versions 
Dibbets had made at three other locations around the world on the same day.202 The one at the 

                                                        
 
198 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 17 October 2014.  
199 This material detail was never specified in the literature and the work is only documented in black and white 
photographs, keeping this undetermined. 
200 Ger van Elk in an interview with Kröller-Müller Museum staff, Steven van Beek, Susanne Kensche, Toos van 
Kooten and Sanneke Stigter at Kröller-Müller Museum, 18 March 2013. Audio recorded, Digital Archive Kröller-
Müller Museum, Otterlo, folder Elk_Ger van/ KM 132.947 Replacement Piece. 
201 See gallery owner Paul van Rosmalen’s account of the remake: http://www.borzoblog.nl/blog/111-ger-van-elk-at-
fondazione-prada [accessed 12 September 2014]. 
202 The resulting artworks are respectively The Shortest Day at the Van Abbemuseum, 1970, chromogenic photographs 
mounted on aluminium, 177 x 171 cm., Stedelijk Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 521; The Shortest Day at Konrad 
Fischer, 1970, chromogenic photographs 175 x 80 cm, referred to as The Shortest Day when then still part of the FER 
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Guggenheim was also projected initially, while the versions at Konrad Fischer in Düsseldorf and 
at Dibbets’ house in Amsterdam were made as collages.203 When the Van Abbemuseum changed 
its version into a similar collage, the slide projection was abandoned. This made the physical 
sense of time passing and the relation to the location less prominent in the work. 
 Dibbets authorised abandoning the initial form of The Shortest Day as if the idea existed 
independently of its material execution. The work was first produced at the exhibition site as part 
of a planned exhibition, an example for what came to be known as an installation. The work’s art-
making process reveals a tremendous effort and organisation with people all around the world 
assisting Dibbets at the same time.204 Was this really a perfunctory affair?  
 When space and time are taken away from the artwork’s manifestation, it seems as if the 
work is just about the passing of time, whereas it was also an artistic process, even if it was an 
effort for the audience to see the result. However, by changing the work into a collage, it became 
just the result. Questions about the impact of this change were never asked, its alteration was 
easily decided on by the museum director and the artist, friends together.  
 This is unfortunate because the initial installation must have had a big impact, judging from 
reviews: “A shock occurs when one turns around and notices that the corresponding window with 
bars (Kropholler), overlooking the city hall (van der Laan), is exactly the same as the slide, only 
the light varies depending on the hour visiting the museum.”205 A visitor recalled that he was “just 
shocked” by the slide-projected work in the otherwise nearly empty gallery, a form of 
presentation that amazed him in the gallery that normally housed the museum’s large Joseph 
Beuys installation.206 
 This young visitor was Louis Baltussen, who later became Van Abbemuseum’s manager of 
preventive conservation and storage. Although contemporary reviews describe a projection that 
faces the window, Baltussen remembers that the slides were projected on a screen in the window 
opening, thus replacing reality. 207 This nourished uncertainty within the museum about the work’s 
initial appearance, especially after a screen was found that exactly fits the window, providing 
evidence to Baltussen’s assumption. From research into the museum’s archives it turned out that 
the screen was indeed used to project the slides, but that it was positioned on the wall facing the 
                                                                                                                                                                      
 
Collection of Erwin Friedrich Rentschler and Maria Schumbergen in: Gunnar B. Kvaran, Gunnar Danbolt, Trond Berg 
Eriksen, Ina Blom, Guy Tortosa, Petur H. Armannsson, and others, Time: Suspend your Flight. Reykjavik Art Museum 
18.08 –- 08.10.2000; Kunstmuseum Bergen 07.04 –- 14.05.2000 (Reykjavik: Listasafn Reykjavikur, 2000), p. 105. The 
shortest Day at the Guggenheim Museum New York, 1970, chromogenic photographs, 240 x 140 cm; The Shortest Day 
at my house in Amsterdam, 1970, eighty chromogenic photographs mounted on acrylic sheet, 176,2 x 214 cm, Musée 
d’Art Moderne de la Ville de Paris, France. 
203 The Guggenheim version did not show the row of photographs on each side of the projection. Konrad Fischer’s 
sister made the Düsseldorf version and Dibbets’ brother photographer Karel Dibbets took the photographs at Dibbets 
house. The Guggenheim photographer made the ones in New York and photographer Cees Krom those in Eindhoven. 
Dibbets, personal interview, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
204 Dibbets explained the art-making process in a personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
205 In Dutch: “De shock ontstaat wanneer men zich omdraait en bemerkt dat het desbetreffende raam met spijlen 
(Kropholler) met uitzicht op het stadhuis (van der Laan) precies hetzelfde is als de dia, alleen het licht varieert met het 
uur waarop men het museum bezoekt.” Marius Beek, “Gevecht Met de Horizon. Jan Dibbets’ Kijk Op de 
Landschapskunst,” De Tijd, 1972. 
206 Louis Baltussen, personal interview, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
207 Personal interview, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 19 April 2002, in: ‘Reader Jan Dibbets ter voorbereiding van het 
Kunstenaarsinterview / Kunstenaarsarchief: Deel II, niet openbaar. ICN/SBMK’, ed. by Sanneke Stigter (Amsterdam; 
The Hague: Unpublished: ICN and SBMK; RKD Archive SBMK (0866), 2002). 
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window.208 Since the screen fits the window opening, it could be deduced from this material 
evidence that the slides were projected in life-size, doubling the captured reality.  
 In 2011, the Van Abbemuseum decided to reinstall The Shortest Day at the Van 
Abbemuseum with reference to its initial version. Copies of the slides were projected alongside 
the 1976 photo-collage in the gallery where the photographs were initially taken, combining two 
forms of the work’s own past in a new configuration. Only this time without the screen mounted 
on wall for the projection.209 Moreover, the slides were projected in a smaller size for better image 
quality, meeting our current expectations of projected images with strong light and high-
resolution images, thus demonstrating a shift to accommodate new but undefined standards.  
 This new configuration was at the cost of the reference to the window facing the projection, 
because it omitted the life-size doubling. Furthermore, the horizontal strip of photographs was not 
installed, since the 1976 photo-collage was used. If this were an attempt to restore the work’s 
former form, Muñoz-Viñas would have classified this as an example of the ‘Frankenstein 
syndrome,’ when parts of various stages in which the work existed are presented together as if it 
were a whole, often seen in historic interiors and churches.210 However, the Van Abbemuseum 
provided the audience with a leaflet explaining the work’s history, clarifying the experimental 
setting in the gallery, thereby stimulating discussion as part of the work’s discourse.  
 An additional interview with Dibbets, together with Louis Baltussen who installed the slide 
projection for The Shortest Day, revealed significant details about the work’s initial manifestation 
(see fig. 2.43). At the exhibition site, Baltussen confessed that he did not manage to install the six-
minute delay with the carrousel projector, the way Fuchs described in 1971: “the slides were 
projected in order of recording, also with a 6 minute delay: an almost imperceptible 
progression.”211 When addressing the issue Dibbets confided that this had never been the case, 
simply because it was not possible.212 Slide projectors were not equipped for such long delays, nor 
could the slides withstand the heat of the projector lamp for a full six minutes. Thus, in reality the 
work never existed the way it was conceived and published about, revealing the installation 
process as a valuable research tool, eliciting technical details and practicalities that define the 
work’s final appearance, more so than the literature does.  

 
 

2.4 Conclusion 

Although conceptual artists set out to dematerialize the object in art, in many cases the techniques 
and materials used were chosen to underline their ideas. Moreover, they were available and, 

                                                        
 
208 This is captured in only one of the old inventory photographs, but hardly visible. Archive Van Abbemuseum, 
Eindhoven, folder Jan Dibbets: The Shortest Day. 
209 At the time of instalment in 2011 the function of the screen was not yet clear. 
210 Salvador Muñoz-Viñas, ‘The Frankenstein Syndrome’, in Ethics and Critical Thinking in Conservation, ed. by 
Pamela Hatchfield (Washington: American Institute for Conservation of Historic and Artistic Works, 2013), pp. 111–
26. 
211 In Dutch: “[…] worden de dia’s in de volgorde van opname en met tussenpozen van eveneens 6 minuten, 
geprojecteerd: een bijna onmerkbaar verloop”, in: R.H. Fuchs, ‘Over Jan Dibbets’, De Gids, 134.2 (1971), 125–29 (p. 
126). 
212 Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
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therefore, typical of the time. Advances in technology on the one hand, and the signs of age on the 
other, render these initial materials and techniques less transparent and more a question of 
‘matter’ over time. While being valued in the form of patina, material change can also impose a 
shift in meaning. Apart from time and artist’s interference, museums also manipulate the 
relatively unbound character of conceptual artworks to expand the possibilities for loans and 
exhibitions. This demonstrates that conceptual artworks seem able to bend to decisions taken by 
different stakeholders, making their material form both functional and fragile at the same time, 
since irreversible changes may be carried out all too easily. 
 The museum may take on a more authoritative role in determining an artwork’s preferred 
state when it was initially made at the museum, which illustrates the rather loose relation between 
concept and material manifestation. However, in some cases the alleged possibility of remaking 
instructed artworks has caused a clash with the artist, in the case of Sol LeWitt’s Wall Drawing 
373, demonstrating that the relation between concept and materialisation is rather complex. 
Perhaps it also suggests a change in the idea of conceptual art’s alleged independence of its 
material form. In any case, it shows that materialised conceptual artworks are more vulnerable 
than thought and are changed too easily, as if it does not matter. Therefore, conceptual artworks 
require extra careful guidance, precisely of their complex nature. 
 In order to preserve conceptual artworks, the conservator’s critical eye is required because of 
its capacity to focus on the fragile relation between content and form, including the immaterial 
features which allow the work to perform. Close examination of a work’s physical manifestation 
during installation reveals a reality that can differ from what is communicated in literature, which 
demonstrates the value of a conservation approach with the installation of conceptual art. This 
observation is explored further in the case study chapters, as are museum practices, and market 
mechanisms. The next chapter examines the background and the function of the principles of 
conservation, in deepening the understanding of the challenges conceptual art poses for 
conservators, preparing the ground for the case study chapters to meet these challenges.  



  

  

3 Conservation: Principles, Practices, and Research 

Maastricht, 6 November 1998.  
 There I am in front of my first assignment as a conservator in training. I am facing 
a real museum object by internationally well-known conceptual artist Jan Dibbets. It 
is a large photowork consisting of two paper-covered panels, painted in the tradition 
of colourfield painting, each of them pasted with the same cut out colour 
photograph. It shows a vista on open sky with a curtain tassel hanging in front of it, 
a typical 17th century portrait background, which must be by Rubens, judging from 
the title on the reverse: Rubens Diptych III (1993–94) (see fig. 3.1). Together the 
panels weigh about 58 kilos and each one measures 225,5 x 93 x 2 cm – all in all 
larger than life.213 
 Central to the work is the visual play between the painted background and the 
photographically reproduced one, which turned out to belong to Rubens’ portrait of 
Francesco I de' Medici (see fig. 3.2).214 Dibbets isolated the background and made it 
into the visual concept of his own work, adding a real painted background to create 
a visual tension between both parts. Which is the actual background? The abstract 
colour field lushly painted with a mix of watercolours and acrylic dispersion paints, 
or the ‘real’ painting’s background in the photograph?  
 To have both backgrounds continuously shift back and forth in the eye of the 
beholder requires a perfect visual balance between them. However, one of the panels 
shows severe buckling of the colour photograph and the other has insect debris on 
the painted surface. Insect excrements slowly attack organic materials and may 
cause pigments to fade and the binding medium to degrade, while the paper structure 
can disintegrate when fibres break. Moreover, the brown spot is visually disturbing 
to the otherwise pristine blue monochrome painted surface. Thus, both for material 
preservation and aesthetic reasons, I consider it best to remove the flyspeck.215 
 In preparation I make a swab out of a bamboo stick, the tip of which I have carved 
into an extremely thin point. I wrap only a few cotton wool fibres around it, rolling 
them between my fingers, allowing for just a minimum of moisture necessary to 
engage with the debris in order to lift it and minimise the chance of damage to the 
possibly water sensitive paint layers. I take a new scalpel blade from its package, 
slide it onto the scalpel holder and place it on my trolley cart together with the other 
instruments, waiting to be used. 

                                                        
 
213 Collection Bonnefantenmuseum, Maastricht, 04709 a–b. 
214 Collection Musée du Louvre, Paris, 1790. This find also reveals that some physical properties of Dibbets’ Rubens 
Diptych III are based this work, since Francesco’s portrait pairs with that of his wife Joanna of Austria, hence the 
diptych, while they are similar in proportion, just slightly larger: 247 x 116 cm each. 
215 For detailed information Sanneke Stigter, Onderzoeksrapport Rubens Diptych III (Maastricht: Unpublished: Archive 
Stichting Restauratie Atelier Limburg, January 1999). 
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 Then I cover the area around the damaged paint layer with soft paper tissue to 
protect the surface, much like a green surgery drape that covers the body of a patient 
in the operating room. I position a microscope over the panel, which lies flat on a 
table, and focus the lens. I place my gloved right hand on the tissue holding the 
surgical scalpel, while I support it with my left hand to secure its position. Then I 
reach for the flyspeck with the scalpel, overseeing my actions through the 
microscope, slowly approaching the insect excrement on the artwork. My hand 
trembles a little, afraid to harm the work of art. I hold back and pause, until I feel 
confident enough to start proceeding. Then I finally touch the side of the debris and 
the scalpel blade moves gently into the flyspeck. I literally hold my breath while 
touching the brown substance that is so intimately attached to the artwork.  
 It appears that the excrement is nestled between the paper fibres – stuck into the 
paper structure. Small particles of the foreign material come loose when I touch it 
with the scalpel’s tip. I alternate the use of the scalpel with the specially prepared 
swab to lift the excrement particles and remove them from the surface. At one point a 
paper fibre moves. This happens right before my eyes, under high magnification. My 
own hand had just caused a change in the original material. Although not visible 
with the naked eye I realise at this moment that not all of the insect excrement can be 
removed. Eventually I thin down the flyspeck, a professional way of describing 
partial removal, for instance when leaving a thin layer of yellowed varnish on a 
painting. Finally the flyspeck is removed to the extent that I can no longer reach the 
remnants. I decide to stop intervening, hoping that the remnants of the insect debris 
will not harm the physical structure of the artwork in the future. At least the flyspeck 
is no longer aesthetically disturbing to the monochrome paint layer. 

 
 
The above account is a vivid memory of my thinking, actions, and reflections while interfering in 
the material fabric of an original artwork. It is vivid for two reasons. One is the content, perceived 
through my sense of responsibility towards the artwork; the other is the form, a personal 
testimony, which has a dual function. It not only provides detailed insight into the treatment 
process, but it also engages the reader, resulting in a better understanding of the driving forces 
behind the actions performed, which in this case reveals a profound concern about the artwork’s 
material integrity.  
 Material integrity is one of the foundations of the principles of conservation and, together 
with artist intent, closely linked to the concept of authenticity, while these notions are questioned 
by conceptual art. For this reason, this chapter examines these notions further against 
conservation practice, with special emphasis on the challenges conceptual art poses, such as 
replacement of materials, remaking, and involvement of the artist. The chapter aims to position 
this study in developments in the conservation of contemporary art, and in conservation studies in 
general, including technical art history, still lacking critical attention to conceptual art.  
 While the previous chapter demonstrates the value of a conservation approach in studying 
the relatively ‘fragile’ material form of conceptual artworks, this chapter aims to examine the 
conservation profession by taking up the challenge of assessing their ambiguous status as 
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materialised artworks. On the one hand this builds on the value of the conservation approach, 
exploiting conservation practice as a research tool, on the other hand it reveals the shortcomings 
of the traditional research methods used in conservation studies and technical art history with 
relation to conceptual art.  
 The chapter highlights anxiety and concern as part of the practice of conservation, since 
recognising this aspect is important for the proposed new approach in conservation. Anxiety is 
rarely discussed in the literature, while fierce polemics and controversies characterise the history 
of conservation, based on notions of authenticity and artist intent that serve as important 
cornerstones of conservation principles. These are examined in more depth with the case that I 
initially found problematic in this respect: Ger van Elk’s C’est moi qui fait la musique, for a 
deeper understanding of the way these principles can be valued. This then leads to a section on 
current developments in the conservation of contemporary art, which describes a broadening of 
the traditional object-based approach that is still the basis for technical art history, while more 
concept-based approaches are explored in contemporary art conservation. The chapter concludes 
with a call for the integration of process-based research into conservation studies in order to 
provide better insight into the reasoning behind decisions taken in the conservation of conceptual 
art. The thickly described retrospective testimony on treating Jan Dibbets’ Rubens Diptych III 
exemplifies the new approach the chapter concludes with, proposing it as a tool in the 
conservation of conceptual art, a point which is further explored in the case study chapters.  
 
 
3.1 Anxiety and Concern 

The above personal account of a conservation treatment illustrates great concern about the 
delicate and unique nature of the art object. This concern is largely driven by the principles of 
reversibility and minimal intervention, which are primary guidelines in western art conservation. 
The late Agnes Gräfin Ballestrem, former director of the Central Research Laboratory for Objects 
of Art and Science in Amsterdam, prescribed incorporating what she called an ‘intellectual brake’ 
as part of the conservator’s skill set, encouraging avoiding interference with the object, rather than 
subjecting it to a conservation treatment.216 In 1998 she used her 1982 article ‘Darf der 
Restaurator Restaurieren?’ (May the Restorer Restore?)217 as a motto for the first lecture we were 
offered as new students in conservation as part of the five-year post-doctoral training programme 
in Conservation of Paintings and Painted Objects at the Limburg Conservation Institute (SRAL), 
Maastricht. This was quite a start. We immediately got the message: “Welcome to your new 
profession, but beware. Don’t expect to carry out any of the techniques you learn just because you 

                                                        
 
216 She used the Dutch words ‘intellectuele rem’. Personal notes from lecture by Agnes Ballestrem at SRAL, 9 
September 1998. The Central Research Laboratory later became part of ICN, now RCE. 
217 Agnès Ballestrem, ‘Darf der Restaurator restaurieren?’, Mitteilungen Deutscher Restauratoren Verband, 1982, 1–5. 
English translation from to the Bibliographic Database of the Conservation Information Network (BCIN), 
http://www.bcin.ca/Interface/openbcin.cgi?submit=submit&Chinkey=26430 [accessed 5 February 2014]. The German 
‘dürfen’, conjugated as ‘darf’ in the title, is also translated as ‘allowed to’ or ‘permitted to’. For this reason the title 
could equally be translated as: ‘Is the restorer allowed to restore?’, which, in my view, better reflects the scope of the 
article.  
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can.” We were carefully put in our place. What were we supposed to expect? Foremost a 
restrained approach – that was clear. This professional attitude is an important driving force 
behind the conservator’s actions. 
 
 
Medical analogy 

A personal account of an actual conservation treatment not only serves to illustrate the 
conservator’s reluctance to interfere with the material object, conscious of the potential danger of 
unintended alterations, it also serves to acknowledge the impact of human action on the physical 
artwork, notably keeping it as minimal as possible and working with surgical precision. The close 
physical engagement and the fear of failure is why a first conservation treatment leaves such a 
strong impression. Not much is written about this stressful aspect of the profession in the 
conservation literature, which generally takes the form of a more objective report of sound 
preliminary research, often based on scientific material analyses, seemingly free from subjective 
input.  
 An exception is found in a publication by the art historians Ernst van de Wetering and Rik 
van Wegen in 1986 when reporting on a symposium that aimed to expand interdisciplinary 
involvement in conservation theory for a better understanding of the forces that determine 
decisions in conservation.218 In this setting conservator Anne van Grevenstein addressed “the 
mental stresses under which the restorer works as far as they have to do with the decisions to be 
taken and the responsibilities envisaged.”219 After all, the artwork’s future well-being lies largely 
in the hands of the conservator. This notion, and the dictum that the conservator is not allowed to 
leave any traces behind, puts a heavy weight on the conservator’s shoulders, especially as in 
practice this is nearly impossible.  
 This conflict becomes especially apparent with contemporary art. Philosopher Renée van de 
Vall noted how conservation dilemmas resulted in “painful decisions” because the choice for one 
thing often means the loss of another.220 Considering the complexity of variable artworks, 
contemporary art conservator Hilkka Hiiop expressed “the fear of changing our conservative 
attitude towards conservation into a more creative one which may enter into conflict with 
traditional conservation ethics.”221 This illustrates that the conservator is uncomfortable with 
having to make changes that have a strong impact on the artwork’s appearance. 

                                                        
 
218 Organised by the Central Research Laboratory for Objects of Art and Science in Amsterdam, Netherlands, 17 
December 1986. 
219 Quoted from Ernst van de Wetering and Diederik H. van Wegen, ‘Roaming the stairs of the Tower of Babel. Efforts 
to expand interdisciplinary involvement in the theory of restoration’, in ICOM-CC 8th Triennial Meeting Sydney, 
Australia, 6–11 September 1987: Preprints (Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 1987), pp. 561–65 (p. 562). 
220 Renée van de Vall, ‘Painful Decisions: Philosophical Considerations on a Decision-Making Model’, in Modern Art: 
Who Cares?, ed. by IJsbrand Hummelen and Dionne Sillé (Amsterdam: The Foundation for the Conservation of 
Modern Art; Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage, 1999), pp. 196–200. 
221 Hiiop, 2008, p. 164. 
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 Preventing damage, or causing unintended change, is the top priority for any conservator.222 
Their aim is to preclude the necessity of interference and to prevent any situation that may result 
in a battle between life and death, echoing conservation scientist Thea van Oosten’s 
pronouncement: “Sometimes art is a deadly-ill patient.”223 A correct diagnosis and successful 
treatment are vital to guarantee an artwork’s future life. After the diagnosis, the conservator’s next 
step is to eliminate the cause and cure the patient, to continue the medical analogy. Indeed, 
contemporary art conservator Christian Scheidemann is called “The Art Doctor”, while former 
head of conservation at the Metropolitan Museum of Art John Brealey is quoted as saying: “We 
never forget that we’re dealing with something alive, and anything we do is a threat to the life of 
the picture.”224 Thus, conservation treatments are vital for the artwork. They are generally carried 
out behind closed doors, beyond the public eye, and are seldom open for discussion, much like the 
subject of personal disease. 
 Similar to a surgeon, a conservator combines manual skills with cognitive control on a 
microscopic scale. Indeed, much of the equipment found in a conservation studio comes from the 
medical and dental industries, such as surgical microscopes, nitrile rubber gloves, tweezers and 
scalpel knives in all sorts and sizes. Threaded surgical needles are used for tear mending, and 
orthodontist dental wires for reinforcing the back of a canvas.225 Advanced instruments and high-
tech materials all serve to enable the treatment of art objects with minute precision. After the 
operation, the artwork may be cured for that moment in time, the conservator becoming an 
important source of knowledge about the work, having observed all the ins and outs of its 
physical structure. 
 Considering art conservation in extreme terms of life and death illustrates the heavy impact 
of potential damage to an artwork.226 Examples from conservation history unfortunately bear 
witness to the sometimes devastating effects of some conservation treatments. Varnish removal 
that destroyed tinted glazes that were originally part of the paint layer and wax-resin re-lining that 
deformed paint layers, irrevocably changing the surface texture of a canvas painting. This sort of 
treatment caused some of Van Gogh’s impasto paintings looking “as sleek as a Formica table 
top.”227 Such examples, although well intended, have instilled a fear of failure within the 
conservation profession. The conservator’s actions always impact the artwork which is why the 
profession is so sensitive to critique, as the history of conservation demonstrates.  

                                                        
 
222 This is why in traditional conservation studies a lot of effort is devoted to analysing material change on a molecular 
level. 
223 Quoted in: Rosan Hollak, ‘Soms is kunst een doodzieke patiënt’, NRC Handelsblad, 9 March 2007. 
224 Rebecca Mead, ‘The Art Doctor. How do you restore works made with latex, caviar or elephant dung?’, The New 
Yorker, 8 May 2009, pp. 58–65; Douglas C Mcgill, ‘A Master at Touching Up the Masters’, The New York Times, 4 
October 1987. 
225 As is done during the conservation treatment of Barnett Newman’s Cathedra at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. 
See Jan van Adrichem, Margreeth Soeting, Elizabeth Bracht, Irene Glanzer and Louise Wijnberg, Barnett Newman: 
Cathedra, ed. by Jan van Adrichem, Margreeth Soeting, and Louise Wijnberg (Amsterdam: Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam, 2001).  
226 See also Wann stirbt ein Kunstwerk? Konservierungen des Originalen in der Gegenwartskunst, ed. by Angela 
Matyssek (München: Verlag Silke Schreiber, 2010). 
227 John Richardson, “The Original Intent of the Artist,” in Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of 
Cultural Heritage, ed. by Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley Jr, and Allessandra Melucco Vaccaro (Los Angeles: 
The Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), pp. 185–92, 187. 
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Polemics and Controversies 

Polemics and controversies mark the development of art conservation in the western world. 
Analysing the history of conservation through polemics demonstrates the underlying values of the 
profession, based on concepts of authenticity and artist intent. These are complex notions, yet 
they determine decision-making in conservation. The polemics explain the importance 
traditionally placed on the material fabric and original appearance in a development that 
increasingly relies on evidence gathered from scientific research. Understanding these 
controversies provides a foundation for evaluating the challenges that conceptual art poses to 
conservation. 
 
 
Interpretative Conservation – Hands-Off 

Controversies and polemics on conservation have a long history, with a particularly significant 
debate in the 19th century on architecture conservation, demonstrating opposing values that seem 
to reflect current dilemmas in contemporary art conservation. Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc 
and John Ruskin represented these opposing values, the first pursuing an interpretative approach, 
the latter a passive one. Although initially Viollet-le-Duc emphasized the importance of 
maintenance in order to prevent the need to restore buildings, encouraging their use, he became 
involved in invasive restorations precisely in order to achieve his goal. His stylistic approach 
meant that, in practice, he dismantled previous interventions to obtain an aesthetic coherence. 
Especially at a later phase in his career, he took more liberties and even invented missing sections. 
When confronted with a problem that demanded adaptation of a building for use, he was of the 
opinion that “the best plan is to suppose one’s self in the position of the original architect, and to 
imagine what he would do,” thus, acting in place of the artist.228 Moreover, he considered the 
restoration of a work a “means to re-establish it in a finished state, which may in fact never have 
actually existed at any given time.”229 In this way Viollet-le-Duc promoted the opportunity to 
improve on the work, aided by new techniques.230 Summarizing Viollet-le-Duc’s position in the 
development of architecture conservation, architect and conservation theorist Jukka Jokilehto 
stated that he became the symbol of “destructive restoration in contrast to the conservation 
movement headed by John Ruskin.”231  
 Ruskin’s approach entailed preserving material integrity out of respect for what man had 
made, and what time had imposed on it. In his view, buildings witnessed the life of generations 
                                                        
 
228 Quoted from Vol. VIII of Viollet-le-Duc’s ten-volume Dictionnaire raisonné de l’architecture française du XI au 
XVIe siècle (1854-86) in: Jukka Jokilehto, A History of Architectural Conservation (Oxford, etc.: Butterworth-
Heinemann, 2002), p. 154. (Originally published in 1999). 
229 Eugène-Emmanuel Viollet-le-Duc, ‘Restoration’, in Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of 
Cultural Heritage, ed. by Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley Jr., and Alessandra Melucco Vaccaro (Los Angeles: 
The Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), pp. 314–18 (p. 314). (Originally published in 1854). 
230 Muñoz-Viñas, 2004, p. 4. 
231 With George Gilbert Scott as Viollet-le-Duc’s English counterpart and William Morris that of Ruskin. Jokilehto, 
2002, p. 156.  
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which in turn enriched their physical features with what he called “voicefulness”.232 He aimed at 
preserving the “material truth of historic architecture”.233 According to Jokilehto “Ruskin hated 
imitations”, as these discredited a building’s historical values. Ruskin recommended maintenance 
in order to avoid restoration, as his famous statement illustrates: “when care will preserve it no 
longer, let it perish inch by inch, rather than retouch it.”234 
 Although Viollet-le-Duc and Ruskin represent opposing ideals in conservation, it is worth 
noting that the conservator takes on a steering role in a work’s life either way. However, the 
visual impact is more disruptive with Viollet-le-Duc’s interpretative approach, forcing instant 
changes to the object with the idea of following the architect’s supposed intention. Moreover, they 
result in irreversible loss, even though this is under the pretext of pursuing conceptual 
authenticity. This contrasts with Ruskin’s hands-off philosophy of preserving the original object 
including the traces of time, emphasising both material and historical authenticity. If preserved in 
its altered state, this will result in no apparent changes catching the eye as the conservator works 
to sustain the situation. However, this does not mean that the work did not change over time, it 
only came naturally. However, one must question whether this attitude always preserves the 
work’s concept, a question that becomes especially relevant with conceptual art. 
 
 
Cleaning – Patina 

Whereas in 19th century architecture conservation the opposing views were based on honouring 
the artist intention versus keeping original material, in painting conservation original material 
became synonymous with artist intention. This idea developed as part of the influence of materials 
science in the profession, starting with X-ray images revealing underlying structures, microscopic 
analysis of cross-sections showing paint layer build-up, and pigment analysis for an indication of 
the original colours. The idea was that research laboratories provided conservators proof of the 
original appearance, this is being the truth about the way the artist must have intended the work.235 
 The National Gallery pursued complete cleaning of paintings based on scientific analysis 
and when they presented them in 1946, they appeared so fresh that this direction in conservation 
was heavily criticised. The conflict between “upholders of radical cleaning” and “partisans of 
patina”, in art historian Cesare Brandi’s words, became known as the Cleaning Controversy.236 
Although, heated debates around varnish removal were not new, this time scientific analysis was 

                                                        
 
232 John Ruskin, ‘The Lamp of Memory, I’, in Historical and Philosophical Issues in the Conservation of Cultural 
Heritage, ed. by Nicholas Stanley Price, M. Kirby Talley Jr., and Alessandra Melucco Vaccaro (Los Angeles: The 
Getty Conservation Institute, 1996), pp. 42–43 (p. 42).  
233 Jokilehto, 2002, p. 175. 
234 Ruskin in a letter to his father, June 1845, quoted in: Jokilehto, 2002, p. 180.  
235 This idea is still generally considered valid. See, for instance, Richardson, 1996; Joyce Hill Stoner, ‘Ascertaining the 
Artist’s Intent through Discussion, Documentation and Careful Observation’, International Journal of Museum 
Management and Curatorship, 4.1 (1985), 87–92. 
236 Cesare Brandi, ‘The Cleaning of Pictures in Relation to Patina, Varnish, and Glazes’, The Burlington Magazine, 
91.556 (1949), 183–88. The Burlington Magazine served as an important platform for the debate with publications 
during 1947–1963. 
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used to ‘prove’ the work’s original appearance.237 According to the London National Gallery 
employees Neil Maclaren, an art historian supervising the conservation department, and chemist 
Anthony Werner “it is presumed to be beyond dispute that the aim of those entrusted with the care 
of paintings is to present them as nearly as possible in the state in which the artist intended them 
to be seen.”238 This is indeed how Helmut Ruhemann, National Gallery’s head of conservation, 
defended the complete removal of yellowed varnishes. The opposite camp, represented by art 
historians, such as Brandi and Ernst Gombrich, honoured the traces of time, preferring the softer 
tones that developed on the artworks, respecting yellowed varnish as patina and as a signifier of a 
work’s authenticity.239  
 Another important role in the discussion was the fear that too much of the original painting 
would be cleaned away, such as tinted glazes and coloured varnishes. Brandi used this argument 
claiming that we would “find ourselves in closer touch with the mind of the artist by leaving the 
picture with its patina than by removing it.”240 However, the scientists accused Brandi of making 
no distinction between dirt, glazes, yellowed varnish, and patina.241 Thus, both parties used the 
idea of original appearance and artist intent to defend their approaches to conservation, one 
aiming to reveal the ‘truth’, while the other was afraid of destroying it.  
 The issue of cleaning remains an important topic in conservation, especially for 
contemporary artworks, as discussed in the previous chapter. The way the work is valued is 
critical, either based on assumptions about the way the artist intended the artwork, or as 
something that belongs to a particular context and period in time, echoing the opposing 
viewpoints of Viollet-le-Duc and Ruskin.  
 
 
Concept – Material 

Artist’s intent was also the central issue in the Newman-affaire in the early 1990s. There was 
uproar after it was revealed that the American conservator Daniel Goldreyer had over-painted 
Barnett Newman’s heavily vandalised monumental colourfield painting Who’s Afraid of Red 
Yellow and Blue III (1967–68) from the collection of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. Evidence 
from scientific research later overruled his initial denial of this unfortunate course of action. 
Goldreyer had used an alkyd-based paint and a roller to paint over the original oil painting.242  

                                                        
 
237 Nicole Ex mentions several controversies based on varnish removal. Nicole Ex, Zo goed als oud: de achterkant van 
het restaureren (Amsterdam: Amber, 1993), pp. 83–85.  
238 Neil Maclaren and Anthony Werner, ‘Some Factual Observations about Varnishes and Glazes’, The Burlington 
Magazine, 92.568 (1950), 189–92 (p. 189).  
239 See E.H. Gombrich, ‘Dark Varnishes: Variations on a Theme from Pliny’, Burlington Magazine, 104.707 (1962), 
51–55; E.H. Gombrich, ‘Controversial Methods and Methods of Controversy’, 105.720 (1963), 90–93. 
240 Brandi, 1949, p. 188. 
241 Maclaren and Werner, 1950, p. 189.  
242 For a detailed account see IJsbrand Hummelen, ‘“Who’s afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue”, Barnett Newman’, 
Zeitschrift für Kunsttechnologie und Konservierung, 6.2 (1992), 215–22. For a comparison with the conservation 
treatment of Cathedra, later attacked by the same vandal, see Angela Matyssek, ‘Überleben und Restaurierung. Barnett 
Newmans „Who’s afraid of Red, Yellow and Blue III“ und „Cathedra“’, in Nachleben und Rekonstruktion. 
Vergangenheit im Bild, ed. by Peter Geimer and Michael Hagner (München: Wilhelm Fink Verlag, 2012), pp. 49–69. 
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 In the subsequent debate, the former director of the Stedelijk Museum Wim Beeren was 
bound to defend Goldreyer’s treatment. He claimed that the artist’s personal touch was secondary 
to the painting’s concept. At the time Ger van Elk agreed with Beeren, “Goldreyer has absolutely 
worked in Newman’s spirit.”243 However, conservator IJsbrand Hummelen presented the opposite 
viewpoint: the concept was expressed through the painting technique and materials used. Hand 
applied dabs of diluted oil paints in different tones of red had originally given the painted surface 
an extraordinary vibrant luminescence.244 The glowing effect worked best when viewed close by, 
as Newman indicated having had himself photographed looking at his work from up close, 
thereby instructing people how to experience his paintings.  
 While Van Elk took sides with Beeren in defending the conceptual aspect as a leading 
factor, Jan Dibbets openly spoke about the disappearance of a masterpiece.245 Those in defence of 
Beeren, and Goldreyer’s treatment, invoked Sol LeWitt’s words about conceptual art, that the 
execution is a perfunctory affair.246 This illustrates the ease with which an apparently 
unconstrained attitude arises regarding the material character of what is considered to be 
conceptual art, using such ideas as an excuse to disregard an artwork’s original physical character, 
even at the cost of permanent loss.  
 Such controversies characterising the history of conservation are fierce and complex. While 
I have reduced the considerable debate in the literature for the sake of brevity, the polemics 
demonstrate that conservation is a critical act, as Brandi also made clear. Conservation “must 
allow itself to be emphasized as a true historical event – for it is human action – and to be made 
part of the process by which the work is transmitted to the future.”247 Although an intervention 
can eventually become accepted as part of an artwork’s biography, it is human action that has 
aroused the controversies, revealing deeply rooted contesting values. The conflicts arise from a 
different valuation of the underlying notions of authenticity and the idea of artist intent, which 
have informed the principles and values as laid down in theories in conservation.  
 
 
3.2 Principles and Values 

In his Contemporary Theory of Conservation, Muñoz-Viñas called the search for authenticity and 
artist intent a “truth-enforcement operation”, based on the positivist approach where truth is 
intrinsically linked to physical evidence, established by materials science.248 This is partly why 
original materials are always key to the conservation profession. Only how does this apply to art 

                                                        
 
243 Ger van Elk was commissioned to inform the City of Amsterdam about the Newman-affaire. “Goldreyer heeft 
absoluut in de geest van Newman gewerkt.” Els Timmerman, ‘Het beleg van Ger van Elk’, HP/De Tijd, 5 March 1993, 
pp. 41–43 (p. 43). 
244 IJsbrand Hummelen, ‘Het Stedelijk Museum herbergt lompe en valse imitatie van Barnett Newmans werk: Beeren 
en Fuchs moeten zich openlijk distantiëren’, NRC Handelsblad, 10 October 1991. 
245 Cathérine van Houts, ‘Jan Dibbets: “Zie ik wat ik zag? Nee dus”’, NRC Handelsblad, 10 December 1991, p. 6. 
246 Diederik Kraaijpoel paraphrased LeWitt, Diedrik Kraaijpoel, ‘Barnett Newman en zijn automatische piloot’, Vrij 
Nederland, 9 November 1991, pp. 68–69. 
247 Brandi, 1996, p. 233. (Originally published in 1963). 
248 Salvador Muñoz-Viñas, Contemporary Theory of Conservation (Oxford and Burlington, MA: Elsevier Butterworth-
Heinemann, 2004), 65. 
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that has no fixed form, requiring as it does reinstallation or re-execution at each exhibition, 
especially when there is no object to begin with? Or when authorised reproductions are 
“corrupting the whole enterprise”, as happened with Ger van Elk’s C’est moi qui fait la musique 
(1973) (Chapter 1)?249 This impressive event in the life of the latter artwork, provides a good case 
to explore the principles and values in the conservation of works by conceptual artists.  
 
 
Reversibility and Minimal Intervention 

In Van Elk’s photowork C’est moi qui fait la musique, the initial hyper-real and magical 
appearance had suffered severely because of discoloration of the chromogenic prints, revealing 
the airbrushed paint that was meant to invisibly unify the photographs. The artist had approached 
the Stedelijk Museum about this undesired effect, proposing to have the work remade. This was 
agreed and resulted in a collaborative creative process. Because the original negatives were 
missing, the entire artwork was scanned, digitally retouched, and airbrushed anew, resulting in a 
an object of significantly different appearance.250  
 Why was I so puzzled about this strategy? I encountered C’est moi in its two versions: the 
hand-pasted and airbrushed, but clearly worn, original from 1973, and the digitally-reproduced 
machine-mounted replacement, which was as glossy as a mirror (see fig. 1.1). My perception of 
what constituted authenticity and the integrity of the artwork caused me concern.251 
 It is precisely the respect for historical and physical integrity that heads the list of 
obligations in the first international Code of Ethics for Art Conservators (1961): “All professional 
actions of a conservator are governed by unswerving respect for the aesthetic, historical and 
physical integrity of works of art.”252 Although these codes have been adjusted over time to better 
accommodate immaterial features of cultural heritage objects, a materialist approach still seemed 
to predominate my way of thinking when I saw the new C’est moi.... The fact that time had 
affected the aesthetics of the original work seemed less of a problem to me, as I was familiar with 
the discoloured nature of early chromogenic prints of that period and accepted it as an inherent 
quality of the materials used. It was the material of the new version that felt definitely out of sync 
with the original, which caused what Bruno Latour and Adam Lowe aptly called a “cognitive 
dissonance.”253  
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 Even as a ‘compensation for loss’, the new C’est moi... hardly complies with professional 
codes of ethics, when one considers that the action is “obscuring original material” and appears to 
“falsely modify the known aesthetic, conceptual, and physical characteristics” of the artwork.254 
However, the chosen strategy does follow other parts of the guidelines in the sense that the 
procedure is “documented in treatment records and reports,” and is easily “detectable by common 
examination methods.”255 Moreover, and this is crucial, the remake is completely reversible and 
does not seem to harm the original physical artwork.  
 The obligation of reversibility means that everything a conservator adds during treatment 
should be removable without physically damaging the original. This idea is driven by the 
unfortunate consequences of numerous past conservation procedures. The conservators’ Code of 
Ethics indicates that they should avoid “the use of materials which may become so intractable that 
their future removal could endanger the physical safety of the object,” which defines the concept 
of reversibility.256 Although the quest for reversibility is still part of the general ICOM Code of 
Ethics for Museums, the term is no longer part of the ethical code for conservation itself, 
promoted by the ICOM-Committee for Conservation.257 The field of conservation acknowledges 
that complete reversibility is impossible.258 For instance, to remove foreign glue from a previous 
intervention from underneath brittle paint flakes always risks damaging the artwork, even when 
the glue is chemically separable from the material substrate and the original paint.  
 Not only is complete reversibility impossible in practice, it is also impossible in theory. 
Every moment in time brings a different material constitution, even when ‘de-restoring’ a work in 
an attempt to bring it back to a previous state. We are always looking at a new situation, namely 
the one after its own history. Thus, the principle of reversibility is an ideal but fictional aim. 
However the principle did advance the profession because it introduced dilemmas, as paper 
conservation scientist Richard Smith pointed out; it is functional as “a working guideline.”259  
 The same could be stated about minimal intervention with regard to complex contemporary 
artworks. Brandi advocated the idea of minimal intervention in his Teoria del Restauro (1963), an 
important theoretical framework for fine arts conservation, but he did not consider contemporary 
art forms and artist involvement. For Brandi, both historic value and aesthetics were leading. 
“Restoration is the methodological moment in which the work of art is appreciated in its material 
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form and in its historical and aesthetic duality with a view to transmitting it to the future.”260 
Aesthetics are served by striving for “the potential unity of the work of art” but “without erasing 
every trace of the passage of time left on the work of art.”261 This theoretical duality clearly 
anchors conservation in a material-based approach, designed for traditional object-based self-
contained artworks. 
 Thus the idea of minimal intervention applies to contained work, possibly including objects 
or props as part of installed or performed work, but it does not comply with immaterial features of 
an artwork that needs to be installed or performed. This means that the principle of minimal 
intervention does not always serve authenticity. At the same time, the idea of reversibility also 
looses ground when renewal or rearrangement is required, although with a positive side-effect, as 
aspects such as variability always allow for reversal. However, with these basic principles in the 
conservation of complex artworks at stake, how is the idea of authenticity assessed in practice? 
The next section explores this question, examining various notions of authenticity, including artist 
interference as a complicating factor – or a challenging added value – taking up the life story of 
Van Elk’s C’est moi… again, eliciting various perspectives.  
 
 
Assessing Authenticity in Conservation 

In general, authenticity can be considered the quality of being genuine.262 In cultural heritage, the 
Nara Document on Authenticity describes authenticity as “the essential qualifying factor 
concerning values”, based on the “credibility and truthfulness of related information sources”, 
while judgements about these values “differ from culture to culture”.263 This makes authenticity a 
cultural construct.264 Indeed, historian and geographer David Lowenthal demonstrated that 
authenticity has shifted in meaning over time and is in continual flux.265 Furthermore, authenticity 
is context-dependent. Philosopher Denis Dutton explained that authenticity should be opposed to 
something to generate meaning, as in, for instance, original or genuine as opposed to fake or 
false.266 Therefore, authenticity is a relative concept. Frank Matero, specialized in architecture 
conservation, defined authenticity as “a culturally relative condition associated with the fabric or 
fabrication of a thing or place as a way of ensuring authorship or witness of a time and place.”267 
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What becomes clear from these definitions is that authenticity is a value that is situated in 
relations: of the object in relation to time, to context, and its maker or someone who authorises 
the work. Apart from the artist this could be an artist’s assistant, a conservator, or even the 
audience, especially with conceptual art. An artwork goes through the hands of many people that 
may partly ‘author’ a work again or anew. 
 
 
Distributed Authorship 

The case of C’est moi… illustrates how the practices of conservation have a hand in an artwork’s 
authenticity, as conservation theorist Vivian van Saaze pointed out, not only by maintaining it, but 
also in shaping it.  
 

Conservation as a practice also constitutes ‘the authenticity’ of a work of art. […] 
Authenticity is done or enacted in practice […] through actors such as photographs, space, 
loan agreements, wall labels, artist’s statements, the period of instalment, and specific 
choices of vocabulary.268  

 
Van Saaze proposes considering authenticity in continuity, since this does not imply a moment in 
time to which the work should return. However, measuring a degree of authenticity to serve 
decision-making is besides her point. What she makes clear is that every time a variable artwork 
is presented, this is an ‘accomplishment’ as part of the work, accepting it as a changing entity in a 
continuous time frame.269 
 Art historian Rebecca Gordon also uses an artwork’s biography as a starting point to locate 
authenticity in a “critical mass” of variable installation artworks.270 All forms that the artwork has 
known, together form the work’s identity, its critical mass. There is a constant that ‘does’ the 
artwork, defined as “the immaterial value that governs and activates the authenticity of an 
artwork.”271 In the case of Gordon’s analysis it had been the artist’s authority deciding what was 
critical, but this will change in the on-going life of the artwork. The question is then who decides 
and on what grounds? 
 Van Saaze and Gordon suggested that there is no single form that guarantees an authentic 
state of a complex artwork, nor a single person who secures the work’s authenticity. In reality 
various manifestations of the work demonstrate a distributed authorship. However, while the 
notions of authenticity in both Van Saaze’s and Gordon’s accounts accommodate art forms that 
are variable in nature, they seem to lack a form of judgement that a conservator looks for to guide 
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their decision-making. The conservator has to know what is right or wrong in an artwork’s 
manifestation. 
 Laying out a work’s biography, as Van Saaze and Gordon did, provides insight into an 
artwork’s complexity and generates a better understanding of the artwork as a whole within the 
network of various stakeholders. However, for the conservator the next step requires making 
judgements and decisions about a future instalment, determining a next phase in that biography. 
This is complex with conceptual artworks and variable installations because it forces museum 
professionals to do things that shape the work’s appearance time and again, giving them great 
responsibility. Indeed, it evokes potential authorship; a crucial phase in the life of an artwork as 
something conservation has to deal with and perhaps needs more tools for. 
 While the concept of authenticity is used as such a tool in the decision-making process, it is 
hardly a stable concept. Many forms of authenticity are discerned, which are, moreover, 
entwined.272 With so many notions of authenticity and different interpretations of what it precisely 
is, it could be suggested that the idea of authenticity is employed at will, making its use as a 
powerful argument in decision-making almost arbitrary, or “fictional” as Muñoz-Viñas 
suggests.273 Lowenthal even called authenticity a “dogma of self-delusion”.274 However, it is 
functional for the discussion to assess authenticity in two poles: ‘material authenticity’ and 
‘conceptual authenticity’. While these are used in relation to the physical object, the additional 
notion of ‘authentic experience’ is used with relation to the audience.275 Since authenticity is also 
developed in practice, a biographical approach is used to include the social, cultural, and 
historical aspects in order to assess the work’s changing features over time, exploring the 
question: how authenticity has been served by the chosen conservation strategy for C’est moi…? 
 
 
Material Authenticity: Losses and Gains 

While Lowenthal explains conceptual authenticity as the original function or authentic aim of the 
work, material authenticity relates to the original material object.276 However, conceptual 
authenticity can be rooted in material features when supporting the artwork’s idea, and may even 
be developed in practice. Therefore, material authenticity and conceptual authenticity are closely 
related, embedded within the artwork’s manifestation, which is why it is difficult to consider them 
as independent values, as the case of C’est moi… demonstrates. 
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 As a result of the chosen strategy for C’est moi…, many aspects of the initial artwork seem 
to have been lost since they are no longer visible in its new appearance, resulting in a shift in the 
reading of the work. The struggle with the original material to get the idea across has disappeared: 

the seams from collage elements have been digitally erased and have vanished within the large 
digital printout.277 The uneven surface of the hand-pasted collage has made way for a machine-
mounted print, which is as glossy as a mirror. Moreover, lack of scientific data about the initial 
colours means that the digital retouching is based on Van Elk’s preferred state of the work at a 
much later date, rather than the work’s ‘original’ colour balance. 
 Additional differences become apparent when both versions are examined under the 
microscope: other areas have been airbrushed in the remake compared with the original and 
superfluous airbrushed paint covers the subtle hand-applied graphic accents that initially stylised 
the image (see figs. 3.3–3.4). Moreover, the pixel grid of the line scan, a distinct digital scanning 
technique, disguises the original chromogenic dye clouds, the coloured spots that can be 
compared to the grains of a gelatin silver print (see fig. 3.5).278 
 From examining the work’s art-making process, it becomes clear that the function of the 
new airbrushed paint layer, which once gave the magical appearance of the work, has 
fundamentally changed. There is nothing to manipulate or to cover up in an already digitally 
manipulated image, except perhaps the glossy surface, which must have been screaming for a 
more ‘authentic’ appearance. However, the new airbrush layer is no longer of structural 
importance to the image, but merely provides a veil of “artificial authenticity.” 279 Thus, while 
attempting to bring the surface of the new print closer to that of the original, this material aspect is 
now conveying its own reality as a new artistic concept. 
 Then, what is gained? First and foremost the artist’s considered ideal aesthetics for C’est 
moi... in the year 2000: a smooth and glossy large Cibachrome print, which equally represents the 
form of authenticity that Lowenthal relates to original context.280 Time is reflected through both 
material forms: the original airbrushed discoloured chromogenic prints, typical for 1973, and a 
glossy Cibachrome from 2000.  
 It is an odd but interesting combination, two image-manipulation techniques from different 
eras: manually airbrushed paint and digitally manipulated pixels, merging into a new C’est moi... 
resulting in a superficial link with the past, in an attempt to remake a lost authentic artwork. This 
material construction almost symbolizes the reversed route of the whole undertaking, expressing 
its newness in 2000 style, ‘genuinely’ made by the artist and rooted in its own time.  
 While initially considering it as problematic that the spotless one-piece print was not faithful 
to the original but suiting Van Elk’s desire for a pristine quality, I now realise that the artist’s 
personal input is expressed through this radical new form, bringing the whole work into the 21st 
century. The deliberate choice for new materials and techniques demonstrates that there is no 
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attempt made to imitate the original, which is immediately obvious from the material expression 
of the new C’est moi…: seam free and smooth as can be. It may even be considered an honest 
strategy. In fact, when using today’s photographic techniques it would be pointless to cut-up the 
large print into three separate parts and subsequently join them again to imitate the former 
collage; this would falsify the newness of C’est moi... 2000. Indeed, authenticity is articulated as 
soon as an opposing feature (faking) pops up, while the new manifestation enforces its own 
authenticity. 
 The artist’s involvement assures that this version is not identified as an imitation and can be 
considered a remake, defined as an “item made by someone other than the artist (although under 
licence?) resembling the appearance of the original superficially, but not necessarily its material 
or techniques.”281 However, after its complete makeover C’est moi… was exhibited without 
informing the audience about its material status, which conflicts with the idea of authenticity as 
being genuine.282 It was also Van Elk’s opinion that it would be best to include the new date on 
the wall label.283 He wanted to be honest about these things.284 
 For conventional artworks, such as paintings, it is generally not accepted that artists should 
change the appearance of their work once it is out of their hands. Artists lack the conservator’s 
ethical constraints and feel relatively free to do whatever they think is right for their work, 
without taking into account the work’s history, the principles of reversibility, and minimal 
intervention.285 Collaborating with artists could distract conservators from their ethical guidelines, 
as the Tate’s sculpture conservators Laura Davies and Jackie Heuman cautioned: “we become 
willing participants ready to compromise on risks, we agree to alterations and sometimes 
overvalue the artist’s wishes, we consider options that would be rejected as unethical if the artist 
were no longer alive.”286 Having the artist around is certainly valuable when the development of 
an artwork is accepted, but with non-variable contained artworks this may conflict with traditional 
principles of conservation. This is why a remake offers interesting possibilities if the original is 
still there.  
 Apart from experiencing the artist’s interference in conservation as a complicating factor, 
the artist’s involvement is also an enriching opportunity to learn more about the work, while it is 
still possible. Latour and Lowe demonstrated that making a facsimile is a “most fruitful way to 
explore the original and even help re-define what originality is.”287 In the case of C’est moi… the 
‘original’ is, apart from being ‘retired’, not harmed by the process at least not physically. Indeed, 
the question is whether the concept of the work has remained untouched.  
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Conceptual Authenticity: Artist Intent? 

The concept of C’est moi… lies mainly in the power of the artist as manipulator of reality, which 
is echoed in the title based on the French expression “c’est le ton qui fait la musique” (it is the 
tone that makes the music): C’est moi qui fait la musique: “I am the one setting the tone”. Van 
Elk’s self-depiction leaves no doubt that he is able to convert reality, having his tailcoat hover 
above the floor and the grand piano bending backwards. How this was possible was never clear at 
first glance; it was indeed startling to the viewer.288 This had to do with the way the work was 
initially made, with airbrush retouching techniques, and at a time in which photographic images 
were still considered real. However, time has meanwhile caused the magical appearance of the 
original artwork to fall apart. On the one hand this is due to material degradation of the object, 
causing a shift in colour in the original chromogenic prints in the collage. On the other hand this 
is the result of a change in context, causing a shift in perspective on the alleged truthfulness of 
photographic images – the principle Van Elk’s work relies on.  
 Considering the remaking process, Van Elk’s input for the new C’est moi… in fact resides in 
a technical and an artistic experiment, which notably suits the work’s title. It could, therefore, be 
suggested that the idea of the artist setting the tone is still narrated in the new print. However, this 
liberty in the work’s remake would never have been allowed in terms of conservation, especially 
not without the artist’s involvement as this is a ‘contained’ work, in terms of the variable media 
approach, prescribing a restrained traditional conservation strategy and no reinterpretation.289 
 Moreover, this new input for the work is one of the reasons why an artist’s later opinion or 
suggestion is always discerned from the artist’s supposed original intent of the work. However, it 
is often debated as to whether we can fully know artist intent or whether we even need to know it 
if we can also consider the artwork as an independent work.290 Moreover, the artwork’s meaning 
may be different for each stakeholder and depend on different interests. For example, it may have 
been of utmost importance for the Stedelijk Museum to display Van Elk’s popular work more 
often. It was once the best-selling postcard in the museum’s bookshop.291 However, the artist had 
sanctioned the work as being no longer acceptable to put on display in its discoloured 
condition.292 Perhaps the museum’s relation with the artist was at stake when the artist proposed a 
remake. These social factors are often underestimated in the way authenticity arises when a work 
is defined during a weighing-up of values during decision-making in conservation. 
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 If the actual ‘conservation object’ of C’est moi... primarily consists of the ‘magic’ of the 
image, then it would be interesting to know what it was that triggered the audience’s fascination, 
and whether that same sensation is achieved with the new version. Perhaps today’s audience, 
being so used to digitally manipulated images, is not that impressed. Possibly the work’s concept, 
the startling effect, is communicated better through its ‘vintage’ state, which situates the work 
back in its original timeframe. Only then does the work’s innovative character become apparent, 
precisely through the materials that were originally used. The archaic manual photographic 
retouching techniques can be discerned because of the work’s discolouration. Moreover, a worn 
appearance suggests a former glory and the way in which it must have been experienced before, 
when people were still unable to ‘see’ image manipulation and were awed by its appearance.  
 However, to put the work on display in its discoloured state results in the visitor perceiving a 
historical object rather than a contemporary artwork. This reflects the difference of interest 
between the artist, wanting to keep the work up to date, and the museum, which has an additional 
responsibility towards the work’s history. It also illustrates different takes on authenticity, notably 
by authorities. The audience is rarely involved in these dilemmas, which is interesting, given that 
visitor experience is of crucial importance to a museum. After all, it is they that can answer to the 
question whether the new C’est moi still conveys the same message as in 1973. 
 
 
Authentic Experience: Honest Expression 

Although the ‘wholeness’ of the image has been restored, it is pointless to seek for amazement 
through the surreal in photography with an audience that is no longer impressed by manipulated 
images. In this way not only the change in the physical artwork causes a shift in experience, the 
change in time does too, having ushered in a completely new visual culture.  
 Given this situation, where the idea of an artwork becomes outdated, it may perhaps better 
suit its worn material, since this still hints at the initial concept. If this is indeed the case, then it 
could be equally argued that it is time for a new outfit, because we know that a worn appearance is 
related to the work’s age. Or is that falsification? Not if it is clearly communicated, as Van Elk 
did on the artwork’s reverse (see fig. 3.6): 
 

This work, C’est moi qui fait la musique, is made anew by me, by way of restoration, 
December 2000, and inseparably connected to the original execution. Therefore the new 
execution should be in the same frame and shown in front of the original.293  

 
The requirement of joining both images referring to the same artistic idea may make a 
fundamental difference for an authentic experience of the work – if the audience is made aware of 
the course of action. 
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 Perhaps the answer as to how authenticity is served in the new C’est moi... lies partly in the 
fact that both versions are framed together? This provides a link to another idea of authenticity, 
concerning the presence of the artist’s hand through traces in the physical material, referred to as 
‘contagion’, and defined as “the belief that, through physical contact, objects can take on a special 
quality or essence.”294 For reasons of preservation, keeping the original in cold storage would be 
best, but the idea that the former original is still physically part of what is presented might indeed 
safeguard the work’s cultic value, being packaged in the whole structure.295 Moreover, although 
the idea of framing is not meant as an artistic feature, the idea of stacking image, reality, and 
imagination is typical for Van Elk’s way of working and has now become specific to C’est 
moi...’s new structure, as if enriched. 
 Through its new form the work is still available to a wide audience and could be considered 
part of what Latour and Lowe have called the “catchment area of a work of art”, based on the idea 
of an artwork’s trajectory, composed of the various forms through which it is communicated.296 
Even a work’s aura is able to travel through these manifestations, depending on the quality of the 
work and contextual input, which includes informing the audience. After all, not only the factual 
traces in the material fabric contribute to the expression of authenticity, also the idea of the object 
being genuine, according to Van de Wetering’s notion of authentic experience.297 This almost 
suggests that authenticity can be based on make-believe, while it concerns concrete matter. This is 
precisely why honesty about what is being presented is so crucial. “It is not a case of ‘either or’ 
but of ‘and, and’,” to quote Latour and Lowe once more in specifying the work’s “career”.298 This 
means that the other part of the answer to the question on how authenticity is served lies in clear 
communication. 
 Providing the audience with the full content of Ger van Elk’s clarifying statement on the 
back of C’est moi... (1973, 2000) would both acknowledge the artist’s new input and enhance the 
experience of authenticity, knowing that the real thing is there as part of what is seen on display. 
C’est moi... consists of the former original, discoloured and overlaid with a new authorised print, 
embodying its former glory. Both parts show clear relations to the artist and the time in which 
each of them are made through their respective materials, qualifying them both as genuine. They 
have become the artwork in their combined structure. However, it requires clear communication 
to accept this, generating better understanding of the work’s material status as a lived artwork, 
which is crucial to guarantee an authentic experience with the audience of today. 
 Considering this case in a broader contextual perspective allows for analysis from multiple 
perspectives, eliciting ways to value the approach taken in conservation. However, analysing this 
case in hindsight, as an outsider, does not involve addressing the difficulties the conservator faces, 
both during the discussions with the artist and when dealing with the material artwork. For the 
conservator involved, this part of the process is often the most difficult, and can never be fully 
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anticipated. In order to address this part of the profession, the traditional framework of object-
based research needs to be opened-up to include process-based analysis in conservation studies. 
 
 
3.3 Object-Based Research and Process-Based Analyses 

Traditionally there is a strong belief in science to determine the ‘truth’ about the artwork’s 
‘authentic state’. This scientific paradigm formed the basis of what came to be called ‘technical 
studies’ and later ‘technical art history’ in the fine arts. The next section serves to highlight the 
importance of analysing the materialisation process, also for conceptual work, and to identify 
shortcomings in traditional assessment in conservation, putting the prevailing emphasis on 
materials science in conservation studies and technical art history into perspective. The practices 
of conservation and the process of the artist interview are introduced as dynamic art technological 
sources, adding a new perspective to the practice of art technological source research. 
 
 
Art Technological Source Research 

Materials science has become of great importance to the conservation discipline allowing for 
detailed examination of the unique material fabric of artworks, which is crucial to assess their 
condition.299 The history of conservation reflects this development, which is often said to have 
started with the moment when scientists joined the museum’s staff before the end of the 19th 
century.300 While artists and craftsmen used to carry out treatments on paintings, a scientist 
became the first conservation professional, appointed to care for the collection of the Staatliche 
Museen Berlin in 1888.301 The idea was that with knowledge on material degradation mechanisms 
one could be a better keeper of collections.302 This scientific basis has given important support to 
the professionalization of conservation. ‘Technical studies’ became the known term for scientific 
research into art objects, while much later art historians defined this focus as ‘technical art 
history’.303 Meanwhile materials science is considered the most important auxiliary science in 
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conservation, next to art history, which is reflected in the emergence of specialisations in these 
fields: conservation science and technical art history. In conservation theory this reflects what 
Muñoz-Viñas called “scientific conservation” and Renée van de Vall the “scientific paradigm.”304  
 Although technical studies initially focused on easel paintings and fine arts, its scope has 
gradually widened, including applied arts and cultural objects from indigenous peoples.305 
Technical art history is still largely based on fine arts, using a combination of art historical data 
and scientific analyses, supported by the making of reconstructions for empirical research. 
However, conceptual art is not yet a focus in the context of technical art history.  
 Conceptual art’s proposed negation of the material object, the disposable nature of 
manifestations, or complete absence of the work when not displayed, suggest that materials 
science is only of limited importance to understand the work. Moreover, often there is no material 
to analyse, as in the case when the work consists of a statement that is to be materialised at will. 
Even when there is some material left, scientific analysis will not tell you what you need to know 
about its possible significance for the work’s meaning. What comes into play are other factors, 
intangible aspects, such as understanding the function of the artwork in the context of the politics 
in the art world. These cannot be analysed by scientific examination in high tech laboratories, 
while at the same time instrumental analysis is one of the cornerstones of technical art history and 
conservation research. 
 Nonetheless, this does not mean that detailed insight into the physical art-making process is 
not helpful to understand the condition of a conceptual artwork. On the contrary, in the case of 
materialised works, close study of material features by technological means may help to interpret 
certain features when compiling a work’s biography. For example, studying the new C’est moi... 
under the microscope revealed numerous details about the new art-making process that influence 
our understanding of the object. For instance, minute notches marking the figure’s outline, having 
accidentally changed the artist’s profile, can be brought into relation with the art-making process. 
These marks must have originated from making a mask to cover the parts on the photograph that 
needed no additional airbrush colouring. However, at places the notches run a little too far and too 
deep, having become incisions and causing the upper layer of the photograph to detach, as seen 
under Van Elk’s nose. The dislodged piece has been adhered back, but is no longer level with the 
otherwise smooth surface. Identifying these as small defects of the new art-making process makes 
clear that they are not damage (see figs. 3.7–3.9). 
 This demonstrates that knowledge about the art-making process is crucial to judge a work’s 
condition: it is indispensable to discern imperfection from damage, and copy from original. Since 
in conceptual art the art-making process may involve delegation, other people beside the artist 
become experts in materialising their work, including conservators. In fact, the conservator’s 
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involvement can become apparent with any artwork. Their influence always involves engagement 
with a work’s material fabric, which continues to be influential on the work’s trajectory over time.  
 
 
Research through Conservation Practice 

Numerous additional findings can be discovered during the act of conservation, which feed into 
art-historical research. What is learnt from written or visual documents, such as treatises, 
descriptions, and photographs, is validated or refuted the moment the real artwork is seen, felt, or 
‘heard’ in response to the conservator’s performed actions during treatment. Therefore, the best 
findings emerge from joint research and when in close contact with the physical artwork.  
 While technical analysis may contribute by identifying certain phenomena that relate to the 
art-making process or explain a degradation phenomenon, materials science helps art conservation 
only to a certain extent. The conservator takes the research results a step further, namely towards 
conservation practice. While it is preferable that a team of specialists from various backgrounds 
are consulted during decision-making, the process that follows depends on the expertise, manual 
skills, and tacit knowledge of the conservator performing the treatment or materialising a work.  
 This process is continuously fed by small in-between choices, stimulated by what material 
specificities ‘tell you’ to do with the object while working with it. The conservator cautiously sets 
material in motion in a chain of continuous tiny actions and reactions in response to what is 
observed. This part of the process is never really captured in documentation, being an intrinsic 
feature to tacit knowledge as opposed to knowledge that can be made explicit.306 Optically, 
conservation procedures can be filmed to follow the actions of the hands and the material set in 
motion. However, the reasons for the course of action cannot be analysed by visual 
documentation without tacit knowledge. Technical analysis falls short because instruments lack 
the ‘feeling’ of the material behaviour and the correlation with the cognitive ability to respond to 
matter set in motion resulting from the conservator’s initiative to manipulate it. The final result of 
the conservation treatment is formed by this practice, shaped as it were, similar to practices 
surrounding the installation of a complex artwork.  
 Thus, while conservation practice in the first instance serves to conserve an artwork, at the 
same time it also does something with it. Conservation practice is, therefore, considered both an 
additional research method and fundamental to technical art history. Whereas conservator Jørgen 
Wadum separates technical art history from the act of conservation as something that takes place 
“prior to setting up a strategy for the care or treatment of our cultural heritage objects”, I would 
like to add that research into the art-making process continues during conservation.307 Analysis of 
the art-making process is indispensable prior to any conservation treatment, and precisely why 
conservators carry out extensive research into the art-making process as part of the professional 
process. During the act of conservation additional findings feed back into earlier assumptions, 
producing a rich body of acquired knowledge.  
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 In addition, by combining technical analyses with knowledge about the art-making process, 
a conservator is able to make predictions about a work’s material future, which serves as a basis 
for decision-making about its desired appearance, and perhaps adapted forms of presentation for 
reasons of protection. Thus, art-technological source research may not only explain the way a 
work appears, which is where technical art history generally stops, it influences decisions made 
about the work’s conservation and presentation thus what may potentially happen to the artwork 
in the future. 
 The conservator’s close contact and interference with the artwork’s physical structure can 
literally reveal things. Exemplary is Wadum’s own discovery when removing the varnish layers 
of Johannes Vermeer’s Girl with the Pearl Earring (c. 1665). He found that the second highlight 
on the pearl was in fact the reverse of a displaced paint chip, trapped in the varnish as result of a 
previous treatment. The foreign particle had functioned as a second highlight on the pearl for over 
a century.308 Had Vermeer’s painting remained untouched, it might still not be known that the 
artist painted the earring with just one highlight to define the earring’s textural expression. In fact, 
the way the earring reflects the light is used as crucial evidence that it may not be a pearl at all.309  
 In this way conservation treatments contribute significantly to fundamental research into art 
objects. I therefore argue that conservation practice should be recognized as a research tool when 
studying artworks, even and perhaps especially when they are conceptual in nature. This also 
demands for another dynamic source to be addressed in the context of technical art history: the 
artist interview. 
 
 
Constructing Artist Interviews 

Technical art history is starting to reach the field of contemporary art, not only through the 
analysis of modern materials, but also through the consideration of the artist interview as an 
important source of information.310 However, in the context of technical art history the artist 
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interview is considered a source rather than a process, which can affect the conception of the 
artwork and even shape it when determining a work’s future appearance. 
 In analogy to oral history, the artist interview for conservation could be considered a specific 
form of ‘recovery history’ because it aims at recovering the often most neglected part in art 
history, especially with regard to conceptual art.311 Material and techniques are seldom addressed, 
unless for their irrelevance or ambiguity. Interviewing can uncover such unknown aspects, adding 
to existing knowledge, as oral historians Nanci Adler and Selma Leydesdorff explained: “those 
who interview will trace new facts, uncover new evidence, and perhaps most of all, be informed 
enough to assign new meanings to the past.”312 This also stands for interviews that are focused on 
the life stories of artworks, involving peculiarities about their making, presentations, and 
prospects for the future. 
 Consulting artists about their ideas and use of materials and techniques, often applied in 
unconventional or innovative ways, is essential in order to understand their work fully. This is 
why the artist interview has become such an important research tool in the presentation and 
conservation of contemporary art.313 Moreover, it may be the only possible way to gather 
information about the art-making process of artworks that are dismantled and disposed after 
display, leaving no other evidence than documentation.  
 Technical art historian Erma Hermens acknowledged the value of such non-material sources 
in her field, explaining that eyewitness accounts and artist interviews “can also provide important 
evidence for conservation research, and are central to technical art history.”314 However, if the 
artist interview is considered as an art technological source, it is generally used as a historical 
document that provides insight into the artist’s view of the work, rather than acknowledging that 
this source is also constructed, often even by the same researchers that interpret the material for 
analysis and decision-making. 
 Scholars in current conservation theory have pointed out that the recorded artist interview is 
a co-constructed source, which means that certain underlying interests can steer the interview, and 
personal opinions influence the subject while the source is created.315 Indeed, the interview is a 
social construct. As sociologists Andrea Fontana and James Frey indicated: “interviews are not 
neutral tools of data gathering but active interactions between two (or more) people leading to 
negotiated, contextually based results.”316 The interview, therefore, needs critical assessment, both 
while conducting and when using it as a source, since “documents of oral history are always the 

                                                        
 
311 Lynn Abrams, Oral History Theory (London: Routledge, 2010), p. 5. 
312 Nanci Adler and Selma Leydesdorff, ‘Introduction: On the Evidence Value of Personal Testimony’, in Tapestry of 
Memory: Evidence and Testimony in Life-Story Narratives, ed. by Nanci Adler and Selma Leydesdorff (New 
Brunswick, NJ: Transaction Publishers), pp. ix – xxix (p. xiv). 
313 See Beerkens, ’t Hoen, Hummelen, Scholte, van Saaze and Stigter. 
314 Erma Hermens, ‘Technical Art History: The Synergy of Art, Conservation and Science’, in Art history and visual 
studies in Europe: transnational discourses and national frameworks, ed. by Matthew Rampley, Thierry Lenain, 
Hubert Locher, Andrea Pinotti, Charlotte Schoell-Glass, and Kitty Zijlmans (Leiden: Brill, 2012), pp. 151–65 (p. 163). 
315 Vivian van Saaze, ‘From Intention to Interaction. Reframing the Artist’s Interview in Conservation Research’, in Art 
d’Aujourd'hui, Patrimoine de Demain. Conservation et Restauration des Oeuvres Contemporaines (Champs-sur-Marne: 
SFIIC, 2009), pp. 20–28. 
316 Andrea Fontana and James H. Frey, ‘The Interview. From Structured Questions to Negotiated Text’, in Handbook of 
Qualitative Research. Second Edition, ed. by Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage 
Publications, 2000), pp. 645–72 (p. 646). 



Chapter 3 | Conservation: Principles, Practices, and Research 

 
93 

result of a relationship, of a shared project in which both the interviewer and the interviewee are 
involved together” and of which the outcome depends “largely on what the interviewer puts into it 
in terms of questions, dialogue, and personal relationship.”317 To keep possible interference at a 
minimum conservators are trained to keep a low profile while conducting interviews, ask open 
questions, and keep silent.318  
 Nonetheless, challenging situations can occur when interviewing artists. Conservators 
addressed the issue that artists change opinion over time.319 Moreover, conservators recognize that 
the outcome of the interview influences decision-making.320 An additional challenge lies in the 
possible conflict of interest between the artist and the conservator who is bound to conservation 
ethics.321 This illustrates that when involving the artist, the artwork’s future appearance is at stake 
because of that engagement. Thus, not only interviews are co-constructed, but complex artworks 
are too, as living records of joint input. 
 Therefore, critical evaluation of what is being claimed in the interview is indispensable, 
especially because of its potential influence on the artwork when the interview is taken as the 
basis for a conservation strategy. The artist interview may contribute significantly to the artwork’s 
biography, both intellectually and potentially with relation to its appearance.322 No matter how 
neutral an interviewer is trying to be, they inevitably play a role in the result. If a conservator is 
not allowed to interfere with the artwork, a reflexive approach is indispensable when conducting 
an interview. Preferably an artist is never directly asked for a solution to an actual conservation 
problem. Instead, the interview is directed towards gaining a better understanding of an artwork in 
relation to its first manifestation, so that a richer source is created that can also be consulted in 
different situations in the future.  
 When discussing an artwork in an interview, everyone has a potential say in the work’s 
preferred state, which runs through the interview as a meta-narrative. Therefore, in order to be 
able to interpret what is stated about a work’s appearance, it is important to identify the rationale 
behind it. The real interests often lie outside what is being recorded. Thus, when the artist 
interview and eyewitness accounts are considered important art technological sources for art 
history and conservation, oral history methods and ethnographic research practices should also be 
considered auxiliary sciences, in addition to materials science and art history. 
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New Approaches in Contemporary Art Conservation 

Ever since conceptual art emerged, art forms moved beyond the physical object to an extent 
where materials have vanished altogether, an ideal that conceptual art set out to explore. The 
question has become what the actual ‘conservation object’ is, especially when a work consists of 
continuously varying manifestations, depending on site, context, or visitor participation. To better 
assess this situation, more concept-based approaches are being developed in contemporary art 
conservation. Without attempting to be complete, the most useful aspects for the conservation of 
conceptual art are highlighted below. 
 
 
Conservator and Curator 

An important trend is closer collaboration between the conservator and the curator in museums. 
Making choices to install complex artworks is often integral to the nature of the newer art forms 
that developed with conceptual art, which makes the curator’s role equally important in the 
conservation of conceptual art. Curators generally do not interfere with the artwork’s material 
fabric, but may demand others to do so, according to their ideas about the a work’s appearance.  
 However, curators may be less aware of their interfering role than conservators. The latter 
are overly aware of their actions because of their restrained attitude imposed by their professional 
code of ethics. They are trained to thoroughly assess a work’s material condition with an 
obligation to meticulously document change throughout an artwork’s life, in particular when 
caused by their own actions. This situation is different for curators, who generally pay less 
attention to material specificities, and more to an artwork’s overall function and appearance. The 
curator’s role in an artwork’s biography is seldom found in documentation. Although curators 
have a general responsibility to properly maintain “records on works of art under their care, what 
these records should consist of is not further specified.”323 
 An important advantage of having a skilled conservator specialised in contemporary art 
assessing conceptual artworks, is their ability to interpret visual information and physical matter 
against the work’s content and history. Such lines of information may remain unnoticed when 
they are not brought together in the mind of a specialist who is able to combine various sources 
needed to interpret the artwork as a whole, both conceptually and materially. Conservators of 
contemporary art, who are often fully trained art historians, are especially focused on precisely the 
difficult dilemmas Muñoz-Viñas assigns to the art historian’s responsibility.324 Conflicting 
viewpoints are not just “inconvenient”, in Muñoz-Viñas’ words, but a challenge that needs to be 
addressed, preferably through the combined effort of conservators and curators.325 
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 Collaboration between curators and conservators is useful, and not only because they 
supplement each other in knowledge, as conservator Lydia Beerkens claims, making a sharp 
distinction between responsibilities, attributing desired appearance to the curator and material 
feasibility to the conservator.326 Although this may be a generalisation, I argue that insight into 
both aspects from both backgrounds is necessary in order to decide on a conceptual work’s 
prefered state, since both specialists read the same source with a different understanding, 
establishing a better basis for decisions. It is not a matter of dividing tasks, but rather of joining 
forces in conservation. This dialogue is required precisely because of the complex intertwinement 
of material and concept in conceptual art, challenging its own material manifestation through its 
content. The practice of contemporary art conservation is based on decision-making informed 
through a complex process demanding a constant weighing-up of options, opinions, and 
possibilities, in order to finally make a choice that requires thorough understanding of all aspects, 
both material and conceptual.  
 Therefore, it is my opinion that the task of preserving the more immaterial characteristics of 
artworks, particularly present in conceptual art, is also part of the art-conservation profession. 
Where Muñoz-Viñas suggests that conservators only treat the tangible parts of artworks, 
considering intangible characteristics the curator’s or art historian’s department, I argue that 
artworks always consist of both idea and physical manifestation in one, and both aspects therefore 
need to be studied and conserved in conjunction.327  
 When a conceptual artwork conceptually negates its own material manifestation, for instance 
through a material manifestation that is designed as a throwaway product, the question may arise 
as to whether keeping it as an object is not in conflict with the content when only meant as a one-
off presentation. On the other hand, it is precisely the communication of the throwaway character 
of the material that is significant. Therefore, extra care should be taken in considering conceptual 
matter, since it may well be discarded, or changed by the artist at a later date, while it can also be 
kept and displayed for the wrong reasons. Because on the other hand, the notion that intangible 
aspects, such as precisely the idea of discarding something, change, or interaction, are just as 
vulnerable, and readily overlooked in a museum context, as is already illustrated by my own 
failure in taking a critical stance when I first saw Baldessari’s Ingres and Other Parables 
presented in a display case. And because the form of presentation can be crucial for the work’s 
appreciation as part of its conservation strategy, the curator should be included in conservation 
studies of conceptual art, following a holistic approach. This brings us to the installation process, 
which is something that in practice both conservators and curators oversee, depending on the 
museum’s organisational structure. 
 
 

                                                        
 
326 She states this relation to Martha Pan’s Floating Sculpture (1960–61) in case of a reproduction. Beerkens, 20 
September 2012, p. 41. 
327 Muñoz-Viñas, 2004, p. 41. 



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 96 

Models and Tools 

Traditional values in conservation that are broadly based on material authenticity and artist intent 
become much more intertwined in complex artworks, making it extremely difficult to assess them 
as independent values. This already starts with characterising the artwork. Therefore, several 
approaches have been developed in the specialisation of contemporary art conservation to assess 
complex artworks.  
 As a first important tool the Dutch Foundation for the Conservation of Contemporary Art 
(SBMK) introduced the Decision-Making Model for the Conservation of Modern and 
Contemporary Art in 1997.328 This model addresses the work’s meaning first in order to assess its 
condition to subsequently determine whether intervention is desired to realign content and form. 
This is necessary because, “Not every change in the condition of the material is equally 
problematic: a scratch in a floor plate by Carl André can confirm its meaning, while a similar 
scratch in a metal object by Donald Judd would negate its meaning.”329 André’s floor pieces are 
intended to intervene with a viewers experience of space and meant to be walked over, while 
Judd’s super-smooth serial sculptures require pristine condition. Both artists are representatives of 
the same art movement (minimal art), but these works, although comparable in material, differ in 
meaning and hence require a different conservation and presentation strategy. This demonstrates 
how with contemporary art, the conservation problem is never clear from the outside: a work’s 
material condition can only be assessed when considered in conjunction with the concept.  
 Apart from addressing this dichotomy between concept and material, it furthermore provides 
insight into the stakes at play, as Van Wegen explained: “The model makes it graphically clear 
that the outcome […] is always a compromise in which there are no gains without losses.”330 
Decision-making is always a choice between options and depends on the relative weight that is 
attributed to the different values. Ideally, one finds a perfect balance, but when values conflict, 
this is made transparent, since the possible impact on the work is articulated in the model before it 
is decided on. The quality of preparatory research and the opinion of various stakeholders are 
crucial for the result.  
 Meanwhile, while the SBMK decision-making model is generally adopted in conservation 
and used in ICOM-CC’s flowchart about conservation procedures, the model is designed with an 
object-based approach.331 A different perspective is used in the Variable Media Approach, which 
is a useful model to characterise artworks according to their immaterial features, determining 

                                                        
 
328 Published two years later: ‘Decision-Making Model for the Conservation of Modern and Contemporary Art’, in 
Modern Art: Who Cares?, ed. by IJsbrand Hummelen and Dionne Sillé (Amsterdam: The Foundation for the 
Conservation of Modern Art; Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage, 1999), pp. 164–72. Available online: 
http://sbmk.nl/uploads/decision-making-model.pdf [accessed 24 November 2015]. 
329 Hummelen and Sillé, 1999, Modern Art: Who Cares?, p. 165. 
330 Diederik H. van Wegen, ‘Between Fetish and Score. The Position of the Curator of Contemporary Art’, in Modern 
Art: Who Cares?, ed. by IJsbrand Hummelen and Dionne Sillé (Amsterdam: The Foundation for the Conservation of 
Modern Art; Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage, 1999), pp. 201–9 (p. 203). Van de Wetering and Van Wegen 
introduced the idea to visualise the relative interdependence of dilemmas in decision-making in a circle previously in 
1987, after the expert meeting mentioned at the beginning of this chapter, see note 218. 
331 See website ICOM Committee for Conservation: ‘Conservation: Who, What & Why?’ (ICOM Committee for 
Conservation) <http://www.icom-cc.org/330/about-icom-cc/what-is-conservation/conservation:-who,-what-amp;-
why/#.VqJ_SoQil6B> [accessed 22 January 2016]. 
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ways in which they function or ‘behave’. The underlying idea of this approach is to determine 
whether artworks can survive independent of their initial material by changing their support. This 
is an especially useful approach for media art and variable artworks.332 With relation to 
conceptual art, it is useful to categorise various types of works. 
 An important contribution to characterising complex artworks is the notion of ‘work-
defining properties’, which Pip Laurenson introduced. She used it to identify the most important 
material and immaterial characteristics of media artworks in particular, redefining conservation as 
“the means by which the work-defining properties are documented, understood and maintained 
[…] to preserve the identity of the work of art.”333 Apart from placing the focus on a work’s 
identity rather than solely its physical appearance, Laurenson explicitly attributes documentation 
as a fundamental tool to preserve the intangible, which are both important to conceptual art. 
 An additional interesting tool is the use of risk assessment, adapted for individual complex 
artworks.334 As part of this procedure the relative importance of an artwork’s tangible and 
intangible characteristics is assessed with a statement of significance. This method not only helps 
to identify the work’s most significant features, but is also designed to prioritize attention among 
the risks identified and to determine the focus of the most important conservation strategy. When 
relative values are attributed to all aspects that make up the artwork, it may turn out that 
intangible ones, such as site-specificity, change, and variability, readily outweigh the more 
tangible, such as the physical nature of a photographic print, a sheet of glass, or a piece of tape, as 
the case study chapters demonstrate.335 
 A relatively new method that is interesting for performed conceptual artworks, is a 
networked approach in communities of practices.336 Although the method is based on the fact that 
a lot of technologically-based art is concerned with equipment and data systems that become 
rapidly obsolete, requiring multiple experts to keep on managing artworks based on obsolescent 
and digital technologies, the idea of a distributed knowledge system acknowledges the fact that 
many practices cannot be captured in documentation alone, and require a more dynamic system to 
keep up, which is equally relevant for performed artworks to share experiences and develop 
practices. 
 
 

                                                        
 
332 See note 28. 
333 Laurenson, 2006. 
334 See Brokerhof, Agnes W, Tatja Scholte, Bart Ankersmit, Gaby Wijers, and Simone Vermaat, ‘Installation Art 
Subjected to Risk Assessment–Jeffrey Shaw’s Revolution as Case Study’, in Inside Installations: Theory and Practice 
of Complex Artworks, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Glenn Wharton (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), pp. 
90–101. 
335 A value distribution pie makes this insightful, as explained in: Brokerhof, Scholte, Ankersmit, Wijers and Vermaat, 
2011, p. 96. 
336 See Pip Laurenson, ‘Emerging institutional models and notions of expertise for the conservation of time-based 
media works of art’, Technè, 37 (2013), 36–42. The networked approach is explored in PERICLES: Promoting and 
Enhancing Reuse of Information throughout the Content Lifecycle, a EU-funded project that “aims to address the 
challenge of ensuring that digital content remains accessible in an environment that is subject to continual change.” 
<http://pericles-project.eu/page/about> [accessed 8 January 2016].  
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Installation Process as Conservation 

Since it has not yet been articulated clearly in the literature, I aim to propose the installation 
process of complex artworks as a form of conservation. This is particularly important when the 
work consists of installed or performed features, making it perhaps less obvious to involve a 
conservator, while precisely the intangible aspects are ‘conserved’ upon installation – when 
properly done. It is only then that these features engage in a form that can be perceived, or 
experienced.337 Moreover, the work’s display moments may form a basis for the work’s 
perpetuation. I therefore consider presentation and installation activities a part of the conservation 
profession, and of conservation as an activity. 
 The question then arises how different manifestations are judged or valued? In other words: 
when does an artwork proceed in time ‘correctly’ and may it be considered well conserved? In 
order to answer this question not only is extensive archival research necessary, but also a 
thorough understanding of the decisions made during previous practices. Therefore, the dynamics 
of preparing, installing, and presenting conceptual artworks are crucial to gather additional 
knowledge about their perpetuation. However, these processes are hardly ever recorded, unless in 
the form of installation instructions, or after the final display of works. To address this 
shortcoming, the Solomon Guggenheim Museum’s media art conservator Joanna Philips designed 
an Iteration Report, which includes an evaluation of each time the work is put on display.338 
However, in order to prevent initial loss of information it is crucial to start documenting before 
the whole process of installation begins.339  
 Assessing a work’s installation process from inside-out allows for thorough analyses of the 
relation between concept and material. Only then do the small in-between choices become 
apparent that can never be revealed at a later date. The process is loaded with information about 
negotiating the work’s final form and should be seized at this moment. Insight in these 
deliberations during the process is crucial to understand the work’s final appearance. In order to 
assess these dynamics, ethnographic research methods could help, as Van Saaze already proposed 
for the artist interview.340 This is especially useful for artworks that leave little or no traces 
behind, as is the case for some conceptual artworks. 
 To analyse the processes that affect artworks, qualitative research methods help to address 
the questions ‘why’ a certain form of expression is used and ‘how’ materials and technologies 
contribute, adding to ‘what’ and ‘when’ questions. They address the reasoning behind the use of 
media and materials, thus directed towards process-oriented research. In this way, not only oral 

                                                        
 
337 Others have also signalled the importance of the installation process for the conservation of complex contemporary 
artworks. See, for instance, Dirk Pültau, ‘Restauratie als uitvoering’, De Witte Raaf, mei/juni.85 (2000), 11; Saaze, 
2013. 
338 Joanna Philips, ‘Reporting Iterations: A Documentation Model for Time-Based Media Art’, ed. by Lúcia Almeida 
Matos, Rita Macedo, and Gunnar Heydenreich, Revista de História da Arte, Série W.4 (2015), 168–79 
<http://revistaharte.fcsh.unl.pt/rhaw4/RHAw4.pdf> [accessed 26 November 2015]. Blank Iteration Report: 
http://media.guggenheim.org/content/New_York/collections/Conservation/Iteration_Report.pdf, [accessed 26 
November 2015]. 
339 The multi-phase collaborative project Media Matters in Art: Collaborating towards the Care of Media Art (2003-
2015) resulted in various templates that foresee in crucial phases in an artworks live when entering the museum. Tate, 
‘Matters in Media Art’ <http://www.tate.org.uk/about/projects/matters-media-art> [accessed 22 January 2016]. 
340 Saaze, 2009, ‘From Intention to Interaction. Reframing the Artist’s Interview in Conservation Research.’ 
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history methods are enlisted, but also ethnographic research methods, such as participant 
observation and participant action research. 
 
 
Ethnographic Approach 

Traditional conservation theory and methodology does not fully comply with non-traditional art 
forms. Although the quest for objectivity still governs the traditional conservation framework, and 
with it laboratories full of analytical tools, it is widely recognized that decision-making in 
conservation largely depends on the political and social context in which a work of art functions. 
Conservation can never be carried out in a truly objective way, as conservator Caroline Villers has 
pointed out: “The assumption that a conservation treatment is neutral and does not alter meaning 
is untenable.”341 This becomes all the more obvious with variable and conceptual artworks that 
need to be materialised time and time again. Although materials science generally dominates 
conservation research, the notion of objective truth has taken a turn. Working with artworks 
means interpreting them. Moreover, an artwork’s meaning is also formed in the viewer’s 
conception, as explained in Chapter 2. This places certain values outside the work’s physical 
manifestation, and requires other types of research next to the object-based approach in 
conservation. To understand the broader spectrum that complex artworks evolve in, conservation 
theorists have begun to borrow theoretical framing from the social sciences to assess conservation 
issues that no longer fit the traditional conservation paradigm.  
 
 
Material Culture Studies 

Conservator Dinah Eastop, for instance, promoted a material culture approach since such an 
approach recognizes that the principles and practices of conservation are “cultural phenomena that 
are constrained historically and socially”.342 She states:  
 

A material culture approach fosters recognition that the principles or ideology of 
conservation may be debated or taken-for-granted in a particular context with its own 
political realities. More specifically, it shows that social context is likely to influence which 
principles are invoked and how they are deployed. It also questions the apparent neutrality 
of conservation principles. The core argument is that the principles and the practices of 
conservation are cultural phenomena that are constrained historically and socially.343 

 
Thus, while technical art history fits traditional conservation theory, the framework of material 
culture studies provides a critical window on the principles and practices of conservation.  

                                                        
 
341 Caroline Villers, ‘Post minimal intervention’, The Conservator, 28.1 (2004), 3–10 (p. 6). 
342 Dinah Eastop, ‘The Cultural Dynamics of Conservation Principles in Reported Practice’, in Conservation: 
Principles, Dilemmas and Uncomfortable Truths, ed. by Alison Richmond and Alison Bracker (Oxford and London: 
Elsevier Butterworth Heineman and the Victory and Albert Museum, 2009), pp. 150–62 (p. 162). 
343 Eastop, 2009, p. 161. 
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 Nancy Odegaard, head of Preventive Conservation at the Arizona State Museum at the 
University of Arizona, emphasized the broader intellectual framework for conservation of 
material culture studies, compared to art history. “Drawing from anthropology, archaeology, 
design, history, geography, and museology, these studies provide a flexible framework for 
research and discussion”, because “It is not assumed that a collection or the cultures are fixed” 
and, therefore, “perceptions from all periods of a collection’s history are valued.”344 This relates 
especially well to conceptual art that was never meant to have a fixed form or appearance.  
 In a number of studies the approach of a cultural biography is adopted in contemporary art 
conservation to analyse the processes by which artworks are being shaped, tracing their life 
stories rather than setting up a quest for the supposed original manifestation.345 The idea of a 
cultural biography of things is based on anthropologist Arjun Appadurai’s edited volume The 
Social Life of Things (1986) and social scientist Igor Kopytoff’s essay ‘The Cultural Biography of 
Things’.346 “In a biography everything is connected to each other,” as historian Hans Renders 
made clear, which explains the functionality of this model to study objects in their social context 
in material culture studies.347 Appadurai’s notion of “regime of values” signifies the social, 
cultural, and economic phases an object may move through.348 The museum, for instance, may be 
regarded as such a framework, determining processes that shape an artwork’s life. The various 
phases things move through could be captured in their life stories, as Kopytoff suggested.349 
 
 
A Cultural Biography 

A brief analysis of the way John Baldessari’s Virtues and Vices (for Giotto) (1981) moved 
through various stages is insightful to highlight what a process-based assessment brings in 
addition to an object-based approach.350 Paper conservator Monica Marchesi explained that the 
work’s history, development, and current condition are driven by a complex set of decisions.351 
The Van Abbemuseum, owner of the work, first asked the artist to reprint the 14 gelatin silver 
prints of the wall-mounted installation as a solution for the damaged edges of the prints, ending 
up not using them because of their optical difference. Instead, they chose to frame the original 
prints to protect them from further damage, affecting the work’s appearance considerably (see fig. 
3.10). Because of the dilemma replacing or framing, the museum proposed the work as a case 

                                                        
 
344 Odegaard, 2005, p. 18.  
345 The research group New Strategies in the Conservation for Contemporary Art introduced this approach in the 
context of conservation, as described in: Vall, Hölling, Scholte and Stigter, 2011. 
346 Arjun Appadurai, ‘Introduction: Commodities in Cultural Perspective’, in The Social Life of Things: Commodities in 
Cultural Perspective, ed. by Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1986), pp. 3–63. Igor 
Kopytoff, ‘The Cultural Biography of Things: Commoditization as Process’, in The Social Life of Things: Commodities 
in Cultural Perspective, ed. by Arjun Appadurai (Cambridge: Cambr idge University Press, 1986), pp. 64–91. 
347 Hans Renders, ‘The Biographical Method’, in Theoretical Discussions of Biography: Aapproaches from History, 
Microhistory and Life Writing, ed. by Hans Renders and Binne De Haan (Leiden: Brill, 2014), pp. 222–26. 226. 
348 Appadurai, 1986, p. 15. 
349 Idem, p. 17. 
350 Collection Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 1130. 
351 Monica Marchesi, ‘Conservation of photographic artwork by John Baldessari: Two strategies – reproduction and 
framing’, in ICOM-CC 17th Triennial Conference Preprints, Melbourne, 15–19 September 2014, ed. by Janet 
Bridgland (Paris: International Council of Museums, 2014), pp. 1–7. 
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study for a conservation research project, adding yet another context (see fig. 3.11).352 This 
illustrates how the artwork moves through different phases as part of its career, while material 
alterations go hand in hand with the new meanings that come with it.353 
 Analysing the work’s cultural biography provides a map of the landscape that construed past 
meanings and appearances, which could assist the conservator in showing possible ways forward. 
The question is which route to take. With the framed Virtues and Vices, one may wonder whether 
Baldessari’s work is conserved or has become a ‘symbol’ of itself, to paraphrase Muñoz-Viñas, 
merely suggesting its former presence as an artwork.354 This is comparable with Baldessari’s 
calendar book Ingres and Other Parables. However, while its presentation – well protected in a 
glass display case – subordinated the artwork’s initial function, it also gained an additional 
meaning as a collectable artefact precisely because of this form of presentation, stressing both old 
and new values.355 Is such a tipping-point allowed in conceptual art? Apart from noting in 
hindsight that these ontological shifts are taking place, having been imposed on them over time, 
they provide the answer to the sort of questions that a conservator is confronted with. The 
weighing-up of values is a recurring and endlessly variable aspect of conservation practice, there 
being no clearly defined conservation strategy for conceptual art, making a conscious approach 
vital.  
 When the material life of Baldessari’s Virtues and Vices (for Giotto) is examined in closer 
detail, the actual conservation dilemmas become clear. The torn pieces of photographic paper 
could be judged as disturbing, because the creased and pierced corners detract from the work’s 
content and stress material imperfection instead. However, it seems that the Van Abbemuseum 
chose to leave the holes visible when framing the prints, considering these ‘damages’ as traces of 
the past, indicative of the former informal mode of presentation, which was communicated by 
leaving them visible.  
 This is at least what could be concluded from analysing the object. However, when 
assessing the processes that took place around the work at the moment of decision-making in 
conservation, something else becomes apparent. Initially photograph conservator Clara von 
Waldthausen got the assignment to mend the holes.356 However, the prints turned out to be 
adhered to foam board and, in order to flatten the deformations and mend the holes, the backing 
would have had to be removed. Apart from ethical considerations, this proved to be “too risky.”357 
This illustrates that practical possibilities and impossibilities with regard to safeguarding material 
features ultimately determine the artwork’s current appearance, revealing the value of research 

                                                        
 
352 This project is part of the Science4Arts program funded by the Netherlands Organisation for Scientific Research 
(NWO): Photographs and Preservation. How to save photographic works of art for the future? See: 
<http://www.nwo.nl/onderzoek-en-resultaten/cases/foto’s-voor-de-toekomst.html> [accessed 28 December 2015].  
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354 Muñoz-Viñas, 2010. 
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into the processes of conservation, rather than solely the work’s material appearance as an art 
technological source. 
 
 
Process-Based Research 

Process-based research helps analysing the actions of the professionals involved, adding a 
qualitative point of view to the object-based approach that is common in conservation studies. In a 
combined approach decision-making may be better unravelled, especially when choices in the 
materialisation of conceptual artworks are left undocumented, as often is the case when an 
artwork’s idea is considered of prime importance.  
 Philosopher Sherri Irvin made it clear that museums can impose changes on contemporary 
artworks through their practices, even by discussing installation protocols: “the artist may express 
specifications for the display and conservation of the object, thereby fixing characteristics of the 
artwork that were previously left open.”358 Hence, the urge of museum professionals to set up 
installation guidelines with the aim to conserve the artwork may have an adverse effect: a well-
meant procedure to conserve the artwork can in fact damage initial immaterial characteristics of 
the artwork.  
 An ethnographic approach acknowledges that practices are invaluable for knowledge- 
building. This is why Hummelen, Van Saaze, and Versteegh proposed a “symmetrical approach to 
study the artwork in the context of conservation.”359 They reflect on the relations between all 
actors in this process: objects and subjects, things and people, acknowledging their mutual 
influence in knowledge production during the process of conservation.360 They make clear that 
decisions in conservation are based on a “richness of values created between the links in the 
entangled network of people, apparatus, text, data, materials etc.”361 Thus, in order to understand 
the final physical appearance of an artwork that may be mediated through these processes in the 
workplace, not only the outcome of scientific analysis is helpful, but more specifically the 
analysis of the process to retrieve, interpret, and use data in decision-making. Ultimately research 
methods from the social sciences contribute to provide better insight into the actual reasons for 
the way an artwork’s appearance is mediated through time.  
 Social scientist Albena Yaneva compiled meticulous accounts of museum dynamics during 
the installation of artworks. As a participant observer she observed that the material features of an 
artwork, the context of the museum architecture, and the public function of the museum all act as 
agents in processes of negotiation, comparable to how a conservator unconsciously uses tacit 
knowledge in carrying out conservation treatments. Yaneva pointed out that material and 
contextual features can direct decisions about a work’s finalised form, such as restricting the 
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powdery character of a chalk drawing on a museum floor to prevent contaminating other 
galleries.362 
 This focus on the immediate context and social interactions with the material art object 
clarifies the processes that are active when complex artworks are installed. Therefore, such an 
ethnographic approach could help conservators who are involved in these processes first hand, to 
gain a better view of their own input. Critical and clear analyses of these processes are vital to 
both understand the artwork’s constructed appearance and the conservator’s role as part of it. 
 The model of a cultural biography provides good insight into the relation of an artwork’s 
material characteristics and its social life, while ethnographic research provides useful methods to 
examine the process-driven practices that may cause a shift in the work’s appearance. However, 
the concept of biography should not be misused as a vehicle to simply accept the inevitability of 
change, as it is not a critical measure. The biographical approach is not a strategy in the sense that 
it provides solutions for conservation issues. A biographical approach recognizes that all objects 
change over time, as does their social context, but accepting change per se is not what 
conservation is about. It is about managing change.  
 When artworks are not meant to change, such as Van Elk’s C’est moi..., but did so as part of 
their ageing, museum policy, and interventions, a biographical approach incorporates these 
changes as something that happened along the way and shaped the work over time. The 
biographer may take a critical stance in analysing what happened and illuminate the course of 
action from a particular viewpoint, but this is often in hindsight, without having played a part in 
the decision-making process or taking-on responsibility. While the model of a cultural biography 
aims to identify which social, material, and contextual situations have given impetus to the 
artwork over time, the conservator who is responsible for a work is able to do this during the 
conservation process and influence this process while incorporating a reflexive stance as part of it.  
 The case examples in the following chapters are analysed from the perspective of the 
conservator involved through an auto-ethnographic approach. As illustrated at the beginning of 
this chapter, this approach allows for a close reading of the artwork as a living record, while at the 
same time providing insight into the processes surrounding it. This is possible because auto-
ethnography has a double function, as educational media specialist Margot Duncan explained: “it 
can be considered constructive and differs from the type of analysis conducted by researchers who 
remain outside the situation they are investigating and who have no opportunity to create change 
directly in the research setting.”363 This suggests that when conservators pursue an 
autoethnographic approach while performing their work, they maybe far more in control of 
judging their own actions while remaining open to new views and other strategies. 
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3.4 Conclusion 

The complex notions of authenticity and artist intent are fundamental to the conflict of interest 
between traditional ideas of conservation and the idea of conceptual art: conservation embraces an 
artwork’s material authenticity, while conceptual art precisely negates the value of the physical 
object in art. However, with a remake the adaptation of a work’s presentation is fully reversible 
and, therefore, in accordance with accepted standards in conservation. The original material is left 
untouched, while what is presented is created precisely for that purpose – as seen with Van Elk’s 
C’est moi qui fait la musique. For a better understanding and acceptance of such a strategy, this 
should be communicated to the audience, so that it can be considered as an enrichment to the 
artwork, rather than a secretive operation, risking misjudgement and depreciation. 
 Although conceptual art needs an approach that allows for change when required, this 
chapter demonstrates that the conservator’s general restrained attitude towards interference with 
the physical object is still valuable, also with conceptual artworks, in order to minimize unwanted 
changes and to maximize reporting on how these works evolve over time. While the traditional 
dictum that a work of art should not change can be at odds with the ideas of conceptual art and 
other progressive artworks, it does provide a critical framework for the contemporary art 
conservator. We need the fear of unwanted change to remain critical of our own actions and to 
keep on exploring different possibilities if a solution is not easily found. Furthermore, a restrained 
attitude feeds our ability to critically assess previous performed actions determining an artwork’s 
appearance in order to judge the work’s various manifestations in relation to future possibilities. 
 Since conceptual artworks often only exist when they are presented, the installation process 
is considered to be a form of conservation, since it makes another instant of the artwork manifest. 
The processes that underlie these moments, such as dealing with the stakeholders, artist 
interviews, solving material problems, and anticipating the exhibition context, are key to the 
artwork’s final or temporal form. When these practices are examined using an ethnographical 
approach, the in-between phases of decision-making can be illuminated, and allow for a better 
understanding of the material manifestations of artworks that are formulated as concepts. In 
addition, when artist interviews, conservation treatments, and installation processes are 
considered to be dynamic art technological sources, then qualitative ethnographic research 
methods also need to be incorporated in the field of technical art history. Thus, to better assess the 
processes surrounding conceptual artworks, different research methods are integrated. It means 
that the object-based decision-making model in conservation can be enriched using process-based 
analysis, to focus on the performed actions with relation to conceptual art’s manifestations in a 
‘reflection model’. Autoethnographic research is proposed to provide this model for conservation. 
 The following three case-study chapters follow an autoethnographic approach, each dealing 
with specific elements of dilemmas in the conservation of conceptual art. In the first example 
there is special emphasis on the artist interview, the second explores in depth comparative studies 
and practice-led research, while the third is a reflexive account of participatory practice, to finally 
demonstrate the value of an autoethnographic research as a new research tool in conservation. 
  



  

  

4 Conserving Work by Ger van Elk 

Amsterdam, 26 October 2010.  
 

GvE: My work can be about a cactus plant or a painting. How do I nail down 
the concept as clearly as possible? One technique suits one thing, another 
other. 

 
Ger van Elk explains his way of working while we are at the viewing table with 
Jeroen Visser, watching his film La Pièce: A piece for Sonsbeek (1971). We select 
various pieces of film on different reels for the highest quality to conserve the work. 
Previously Visser digitised Van Elk’s old 16 mm films so that Van Elk could use his 
old work for a new project. Conscious of the fact that he is talking to me, a 
conservator, having a responsibility towards the original works, Van Elk suddenly 
says teasingly:  
 

GvE: But I am a terrible person. I want everything technically better. I like 
that. I am pro mystification.  

 
I smile in answer about the way he contrasts his artistic freedom with my restrained 
attitude as a conservator. What could I say? By the end of the viewing session having 
selected the best parts, Van Elk concludes:  
 

GvE: In the end you end-up with pieces of ‘restoredness’. Very interesting.”364 
 
 
You almost hear him thinking a new work out loud, inspired by his observations that the practice 
of selecting the best quality film material has brought about. Through his involvement in various 
conservation projects Van Elk was clearly triggered by earlier discussions about the meaning of 
materials. He told me he was fascinated by the fact that it is apparently “not done” to sign a 
remake with only the date of conceptualization, leaving out the date of materialisation even when 
this happened at a much later date. Intrigued by the idea that age can be read from materials, Van 
Elk told me that he was thinking about combining concepts and materials from different eras, 
based on the idea that a new material appearance would make a work’s actuality so obvious, that 
the perceived disconnection from previous times adds to the work’s content, mystifying the idea 
of material authenticity.365 The interesting thing is that this idea is conceived of through the 

                                                        
 
364 In Dutch: Mijn werk kan gaan over een cactus of een schilderij. Hoe leg ik het concept zo helder mogelijk vast. Bij 
het ene ding hoort de ene techniek, bij het andere de andere; Ik ben ook een slechte man. Ik wil alles technisch beter. 
Dat vind ik leuk. Ik ben vóór mystificering; Op het laatst is het geen kunstwerk meer, maar stukjes ‘gerestaureerdheid’. 
Héél interessant.” Notes from personal communication, Amsterdam, 26 October 2010. 
365 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 25 February 2009. 
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materials used, providing them with meaning and while at the same time making them 
irreplaceable according to the principles of conservation.  
 The work of Ger van Elk, his use of materials, and his ideas about conservation are central 
to this first case study chapter, including the way the conservator deals with potential conflict. 
Van Elk’s fascination for material expression was always a substantial influence on his work, as 
the first section of this chapter demonstrates, both in relation to his artistic development and his 
involvement in conservation. His provocative stance in conservation has become clear from his 
role in the Newman affaire, his disapproval of the traditional conservation treatment of Concave-
Convex, and the liberty with which he produced the remake of C’est moi.... These are no ideal 
scenarios for a conservator who is trained to preserve the object’s material integrity according to 
the ethical codes of conservation, while I myself had to cope with similar conservation problems 
of discoloured photographs in his composite artworks: Roquebrune (1979) in the Frans Hals 
Museum and The Wider the Flatter (1972) in the Kröller-Müller Museum.  
 Aside from assessing the artworks and both designing and performing conservation 
treatments, the aim of this chapter is to address the challenge of involving the artist in 
conservation when a conflict of interest is expected. Building on the conclusion of the previous 
chapter, the cases are assessed in an autoethnographic approach for process-based analysis, in this 
chapter retrospectively, making it possible to expose the forces in the social network surrounding 
the artwork, including my own role as the conservator involved. This last aspect is continued 
throughout the other case chapters as well, receiving more emphasis towards the end, where it 
coincides with practice-led research. Here my own role as the conservator involved is put into 
perspective, following an autoethnographic approach and leaving a conservator’s testimony. 
 
 
4.1  Ger van Elk: Renewal as Style 

From a conservation point of view it has become clear that when involving the artist, various 
notions of my understanding of authenticity come into play. To better understand the value of the 
initial material manifestations of Van Elk’s work, this first section examines his working methods 
and his involvement in conservation in order to explore what could be at stake when designing a 
conservation strategy for Roquebrune and The Wider the Flatter, discussing the conservation 
history of some of Van Elk’s other works. 
 
  
Artist’s Working Methods 

Although it might seem arbitrary to a conceptual artist, there is a close relationship between the 
content of Van Elk’s work and his choice of materials. Analysis of his oeuvre reveals that this 
works two ways: Van Elk’s choice for a specific medium or form is concept driven, while in turn 
the experience of working with these materials inspires him with new ideas for following work. In 
many cases material and technique clearly determine the subject. For instance, shortly after C’est 
moi... Van Elk made the power of the manipulating airbrush technique the subject of his Missing 
Person-series (1975–1976) (see fig. 2.14, Chapter 2). Van Elk’s oeuvre is diverse, and some 
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works are more conceptual than others, his pioneering role as a conceptual artist is well 
recognised, as the following selection from the development of his oeuvre demonstrates.366 
 
 
Anti-Attitude 

Gerard Pieter van Elk (1941 Amsterdam – 2014 Amsterdam, Netherlands) shared an apartment 
with his friend Bas Jan Ader in Los Angeles in the early 1970s, and worked alongside other 
conceptual artists, such as John Baldessari, while becoming friends with William Leavitt and 
Allen Ruppersberg.367 By the end of the 1960s Van Elk was part of an international network of 
upcoming artists, including Gilbert & George, whom he had introduced to Stedelijk Museum’s 
curator and later director Wim Beeren.368 Together with Jan Dibbets and Richard Long, amongst 
others, Van Elk participated in the manifestation Arte Povera + Azioni Povere in Amalfi in 
October 1968.369 The next year he joined the ground-breaking exhibitions Op Losse Schroeven 
(1969) and When Attitudes Become Form (1969), making him an internationally recognised 
artist.370 Van Elk was represented by some of the world’s leading contemporary art galleries, such 
as Art & Project in Amsterdam, Yvon Lambert in Paris, Nigel Greenwood in London, and Marian 
Goodman in New York. He was awarded various prizes and his work is part of numerous 
collections around the world.    
 Van Elk’s first expressions as an artist, both in the gallery and the press, demonstrated a 
provocation of established art forms that Van Elk later characterized as expressions of his “anti-
attitude.”371 In his early sculptural work Van Elk used ordinary, cheap and ‘poor’ materials, such 
as self-expanding polyurethane foam, ropes and pieces of textile, in line with the emerging arte 
povera movement at that time in Europe. Van Elk explained these works as his categorical 

                                                        
 
366 Ger van Elk is considered a conceptual artist, see Anne Rorimer, ‘Ger van Elk in the Context of Conceptual Art, 
1968-1976’, in Ger van Elk, ed. by Marente Bloemheuvel and Zsa-Zsa Eyck (Deventer: Thieme Art, 2009), pp. 64–79; 
Kees Keijer, ‘Ger van Elk (1941–2014) wist het banale en verhevene perfect te combineren’, Het Parool, 19 August 
2014, pp. 12–15.  
367 Biographical details taken from Carel Blotkamp, Ron Kaal, Jacinto Lageira and Anne Rorimer, Ger van Elk, ed. by 
Marente Bloemenheuvel and Zsa-Zsa Eyck (Deventer: Thieme Art, 2009). 
368 Their Living sculpture (1969) performed on the Stedelijk Museum’s staircase was their entrance in Netherlands. 
369 Organised by Germano Celant, the spiritual father of the Arte povera movement in Italy. Van Elk wrote an 
exhibition review: Ger van Elk, ‘Amalfi. Arte povera en azione povere’, Museumjournaal, 14.1 (1969), 34–37. 
370 For a detailed account of these exhibitions, which were practically held simultaneously, see Christian Rattemeyer, 
Exhibiting the new art: ‘Op losse schroeven’ and ‘When attitudes become form’ 1969 (London: Afterall Books, 2010). 
371 Bert Jansen, ‘Ger van Elk: Een lijn tussen waarheid en werkelijkheid’, Metropolis M, 10.6 (1988), 23–35 (p. 32). 
See in this context his manifesto publication: Ger van Elk, ‘Het eerste (voorlopige) a-dynamische manifest’, Vrij 
Nederland, 30 December 1961. And the related exhibition: Van Elk and Wim T. Ger van Elk and Wim T. Schippers, 
Adynamische Werken [exhibition catalogue] Museum Fodor 07.12.1962 – 07.01.1963, Adynamische werken Wim T. 
Schippers en Ger van Elk (Amtsterdam: Museum Fodor; Augustin + Schoonman, 1962). Typical is also the brochure 
made with fellow artists Jan Dibbets and Reinier Lucassen under the name of the “Internationaal Instituut voor 
Herscholing van Kunstenaars” (“International Institute for the Retraining of Artists”), offering art courses to mock 
contemporary art practices, as described in detail by: Rogier Schumacher, Neo-avant-garde in Nederland: 
Museumjournaal als forum van een nieuw kunstbegrip (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2010). 130–131. The 
leaflet was distributed as a magazine insert with the March issue of the progressive Dutch art journal Museumjournaal 
in 1968. In collection of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, the leaflet is catalogued as ‘artist book’ under Jan Dibbets: 
http://www.stedelijk.nl/en/artwork/33967-internationaal-instituut-voor-herscholing-van-kunstenaars [accessed 13 
January 2015]. 
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rejection of everything that he considered aesthetical.372 What is striking in relation to the subject 
of this study is that Van Elk exploited the functional properties of materials by subverting them. 
His Rope sculptures (1966–67) consisted of curling or seemingly floating ropes, apparently freed 
from their function of holding and pulling (see fig. 4.1). His polyurethane foam casts (1967) 
optically interfered with architectural structures positioned on either side of a façade giving the 
impression that the blobbing substance passes through, discarding the façade’s separating function 
(see fig. 4.2).373 In Amalfi Van Elk invalidated the supporting function of sturdy pillars by 
applying fringes along the bottom, making them appear as if they were hanging in space rather 
than supporting the ceiling (1968) (see fig. 4.3). He described these interventions as a “situation-
intermediaire”, in French, and “deformation of the natural”.374  
 Soon after he started to exploit new mediums such as film and photography in a similarly 
subverting manner, photography becoming one of his main ingredients. Despite his provocative 
attitude towards the art world, Van Elk did relate his work to art historical concepts such as the 
visual construction of painting, as in The Adieu I (1974), which will be discussed in more detail 
later. He always continued investigating the concept of depiction in art, constantly exploiting the 
effects of new media and imaging techniques.  
 
 
Material Curiosity 

Van Elk started using photography both to record his ideas, as in The Co-Founder of the Word 
O.K.–Hollywood (1969) (see fig. 2.33, Chapter 2), and to exploit the material properties of the 
medium in order to explore its imaging power in such a way that its relation to reality is 
questioned, as with his Replacement Piece (1969), which represents a frequently recurring theme 
(see fig. 2.27, Chapter 2).375 Van Elk always did this using the latest imaging techniques offered 
by the photographic industry. For instance, as early as 1972 he had colour photographs printed 
more than five meters wide to take his exploration of photography’s ambiguous relation to reality 
to extremes. In his work with the telling title The Specific Gravity of the Artistic Imagination I 
(1972) Van Elk exposed the physical properties of the photograph by showing its thin and slack 
nature, juxtaposed next to its real subject: a beam, a bamboo stick, and a rope (see fig. 4.4).376 He 
came up with the idea just after Kodak launched rolls of chromogenic resin coated paper 

                                                        
 
372 In German: “[Ich] habe mich widersetzt, wirklich kategorisch gegen alles, was mir ästhetisch erschien.” Claudi 
Posca, ‘Gespräche mit Künstlern: Ger van Elk’, Kunstforum International, 140 (1998), 310–35 (p. 311).  
373 Entitled Colata (1967) in Italian (Cast) and depicted in an exhibition leaflet: Barilli, 1968. This particular work 
ended up in the collection of the Stedelijk Museum and is referred to as Baseboard Series. It is probably the only one of 
Van Elk’s self-expanding polyurethane cast sculptures left. Details on conservation research and treatment in: Evelyne 
Snijders, Sandra Weerdenburg and Rebecca Timmermans, ‘The Treatment of a Polyurethane Rigid Foam Floor Piece 
by Ger van Elk: A Study in the Conservation of Plastics’, in ICOM-CC 16th Triennial Conference Preprints, Lisbon 
19–23 September 2011, ed. by Janet Bridgland (Almada: Critério-Produção Grafica, Lda, 2011). See also 
http://www.stedelijk.nl/en/collection/conservation/sculpture [accessed 24 September 2012]. 
374 In Dutch: “deformatie van het natuurlijke”. Kapteyn-van Bruggen, 1969, p. 71. 
375 See, for instance, Ron Kaal, ‘Wat is het waarheidsgehalte van kunst?’, Elsevier, 27 May 1972, p. 101 (p. 101). 
Sanneke Stigter, ‘Reflections on the Artist Interview and the Conservator’s Point of View by Example of Ger van Elk’, 
p. 103. 
376 Title in Dutch: De zwaartekracht van de kunstzinnige verbeelding I, 150 x 510 x 30.5 cm. Collection Kröller-Müller 
Museum, KM 129.189. 
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measuring 1 meter wide and 10 meters long.377 He stressed the unusual length of the photographic 
product even more by using only a narrow strip of the material. His innovative use of materials 
becomes apparent when placed in the context of developments in the photographic industry. 
Although this historicising of materials may be less interesting to an artist who keeps on renewing 
his work, it is to art historians and conservators. Not only to enable dating or to judge authenticity 
from the materials used, but particularly because of the technical and material possibilities that 
must have triggered the artist’s imagination: the incentives for the artist’s ideas are encapsulated 
within the original material artwork. 
 In 1980 Van Elk acknowledged the importance of his choice of materials and techniques in 
relation to conceptual art:  
 

I used the possibilities of conceptual art. What it brought me is that prioritising the concept 
is actually the same as material research. An artwork consists of the components idea and 
material. One is not separate from the other. I choose the best possible concept and the best 
way to make it manifest. During the making process all sorts of things happen that you can 
use.378 

 
Thus, although Van Elk used cheap materials and often outsourced entire parts of the art-making 
process, he clearly recognized the influence of the possibilities of specific techniques and 
materials on his work. Moreover, he never stopped searching for the perfect form to suit his ideas, 
even for his older work, undoubtedly encouraged by the continuous and rapid developments in the 
photographic industry.  
 He later explained this to me as a new concept in his work: “renewal as style”, driven by his 
wish to “specify” his work, making it “more precise”, applying this to works from his own 
oeuvre.379 He already explained this in 2001:  
 

Seeing my own, if I may say so, rich oeuvre, I have touched upon so many ideas over the 
years, I can go on with them for many more. ... When I see my old films again, a new idea 
comes up, moving watercolours, films presented on a framed folded laptop hanging on the 
wall.380  

                                                        
 
377 The maximum enlargement depended on the largest possible distance from wall to wall enlarging sideways. René 
van den Bichelaer, personal communication, Otterlo, 2004. 
378 In Dutch: “Van de conceptuele kunst heb ik de mogelijkheden gebruikt. Daarvan heb ik overgehouden dat het 
centraal stellen van het thema eigenlijk hetzelfde is als materiaalonderzoek. Een kunstwerk bestaat uit de componenten 
idee en materiaal. Het ene staat niet los van het andere. Ik kies voor een zo goed mogelijk concept en voor de beste 
manier om daaraan vorm te geven. Tijdens het maakproces gebeuren er allerlei dingen die je kunt gebruiken.” Tuyl, 
Gijs van, ‘“Dat is wat mij zo stoort aan Nederland: dat het zo'n pedaggenvereniging is’’, Vrij Nederland, 41 (1980), 19–
21. 
379 In Dutch: he talked about: “vernieuwing als stijl” and ”preciseren”. Personal communication, Amsterdam, 31 
January 2003, in: Stigter, 2004, ‘Verkleurde kleurenfoto’s. Restauratieproblematiek in het werk van Ger van Elk’, p. 55. 
380 In Dutch: “Kijkend naar mijn, al zeg ik het zelf, rijke oeuvre heb ik in de loop der jaren zoveel ideeën aangestipt, 
daar kan ik nog jaren mee vooruit. ... Wanneer ik ... mijn oude filmpjes weer eens terugzie ontstaat er ook weer een 
nieuw idee: bewegende aquarellen. ... filmpjes die op een dubbel geklapte, ingelijste laptop tegen de muur hangen.” 
Angelique Spaninks and Esther Jansma, ‘Ger van Elk: Kunst als geestelijk wegwijzer’, in Unlocked No [1]. Collectie 
Rabobank Nederland, ed. by Marieke van Schijndel and Verily Klaassen (Utrecht: Rabobank Nederland, 2001), pp. 17–
39 (p. 23). 
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These were his first thoughts on what became his Flatscreen Project. This statement not only 
reveals his early exploration of the possibilities of digital film, but also that he conceptualises a 
work entirely in advance, which is characteristic of conceptual art.381 However, this does not 
mean that the act of materialisation is not important, as there is always the element of surprise in 
the materialisation process, eliciting further ideas. 
 For instance, digitising his old filmed works lent the images a more graphic character, which 
Van Elk exploited further when using his film La Pièce: A Piece for Sonsbeek (1971). The 
sensation of the reflection of the white block, La Pièce, becoming a pixel led Van Elk to 
accentuate this aspect by heightening the contrast in a new edited loop with added fading image 
transitions. As one of his Flatscreens the film has lost the documentary character of the artist 
painting his masterpiece on the most dust free part of the world on the Atlantic. While Van Elk is 
performing the same action, this has become an independent artwork with its own aesthetics, 
presented on a LCD screen, framed with a signed passe-partout (see figs. 4.5–4.6). Van Elk 
confirms the shift in meaning: “In these works I am more concerned with the aesthetic quality, the 
poetry of the work, the intensity, rather than the sketchy visualization of an idea.”382 Thus, by 
exploiting another medium, a new meaning is generated; the painted block becomes a blinking 
pixel.  
 This is not the first time Van Elk had used his own work as a starting material. The Well-
Shaven Cactus (1969) exists in as many as six variations. Once the outcome of a spontaneous 
action during a stay at Gilbert & George’s in London, he made the idea public in a performance at 
the occasion of the opening of the London venue of When Attitudes Become Form at ICA in 
1969.383 The only remaining evidence is a photograph with an exhibition review placed in The 
Observer Review the next day, showing Van Elk with a narrow cactus plant, lathered while being 
shaved with a hand razor.384  
 Van Elk used the idea again for Gerry Schum’s ‘television exhibition’ Identifications 
(1970).385 Tailored to this medium it was filmed in black and white, since television was still in 
black and white at that time. He used a small cactus plant that fitted the 3:4 ratio of the television 
set, and an electrical trimmer, exploiting the possibility of sound with the new medium. Van Elk 
later pointed to the sense of innovation: “Abandoning the old fashioned razorblade. Anew Anew!! 
                                                        
 
381 Van Elk’s Flatscreen project was first exhibited under the title 7 Pictorial Poems (2002–2003) at Galerie 
d’Expeditie, Amsterdam; Hedge House, Wijlre (Netherlands); and Galerie Durand-Dessert, Paris. 
382 Phillip van den Bossche and Ger van Elk, ‘Phillip van den Bossche talks to Ger van Elk: About old and new work, 
the flatscreens, and the way Van Elk uses his own oeuvre and art history as material’, A prior, 11 (2005), 72–78 (p. 72). 
383 Van Elk’s action at Gilbert and George’s is described in: E.D., ‘Tweemaal conceptuele kunst in het Stedelijk 
Museum’, De Waarheid, 14 December 1974. Van Elk remembered that his ICA performance was filmed, but he did not 
know by whom and he never saw it. Personal communication, Amsterdam, 21 February 2003, in: Stigter, 4 July 2003, 
p. 73, n. 221. 
384 Photograph by Tony McGrath with Nigel Gosling, ‘Chasing hares. Nigel Gosling at the ICA’s up-to-the-minute 
show’, The Observer, 31 August 1969. A copy is in the paper archive of the library of the Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam. 
385 Gerry Schum filmed the action for his compilation Identifications, which was broadcast at the Südwestfunk Baden-
Baden I on 30 November 1970. However, the film premiered 10 days before at Kunstverein Hannover, 20 November 
1970. For details Beatrice von Bismarck, Eric de Bruyn, Ulrike Groos, Charles Harrison, Babara Hess and Ursula 
Wevers, Ready to Shoot: Fernsehgalerie Gerry Schum - Videogalerie Schum, ed. by Ulrike Groos, Babara Hess, and 
Ursula Wevers (Cologne: Snoeck Verlagsgesellschaft, 2004), pp. 180–181. 
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And replacing it with strong conviction for the Philips electrical shaver.” 386 As part of Schum’s 
programme, the work first entered people’s living rooms as a television broadcast, an extravagant 
novelty. In later museum presentations the work seems to have turned into a video artwork 
presented on a pedestal (see fig. 4.7).387 Because of this shift from broadcast to video, later 
presentations may even be considered additional versions since the work is staged differently.388 
 Van Elk also made a photo diptych (1971) (see fig. 4.8) and a collaged sequence of 9 offset 
prints (1972), as more marketable manifestations of the idea.389 In 1996, more than 25 years later, 
Van Elk made another film of The Well-Shaven Cactus for practical reasons as Van Elk 
explained, because Schum’s widow never wanted to lend out the film for exhibitions.390 Van Elk 
solved the problem by making a new film, this time in colour. The artist is seen at his studio table 
shaving a cactus using a hand razor.391 By incorporating himself in the film, in his mid-fifties by 
then, he made the subject contemporary to the chosen medium. As one of the requirements to 
determine a material manifestation ‘vintage’ at a later date, the image has to be ‘materially true’ to 
the time when it was made, so that the idea of authenticity cannot be called into question when 
reusing the old concept. In 1999 the film was projected with a beamer in a rather large format, 
which was common at that time (see figs. 4.9–4.10).392 
 Lastly, in 2012, Van Elk made a sixth variation, filmed, and closely resembling Schum’s 
film of 1970.393 This resemblance was the main objective, judging from the fact that it was shot in 
black and white at a time when all films were in colour. The cactus is taller, similar to his 
London-performance in 1969, while only the artist’s hand is visible, holding an electrical trimmer 
similar to the first filmed version. What is completely new is the form of presentation, projected 
from a hard disk player from up close, resulting in an unusual small format projected onto a 
signed passe-partout, which was seen before in his Flatscreen Project (see fig. 4.11). Thus, Van 
Elk made a genuine new work in a Van Elk-mix of styles, almost as a pastiche. With the intimate 
character of a painting rather than film, this last version seems intended especially for the market. 
Indeed, the information on the passe-partout confirms that the work is issued as an edition of 10 
(see fig. 4.12). 

                                                        
 
386 From a text dated 4 November 2003: Ger van Elk, ‘[Untitled]’, in Ready to Shoot - Fernsehgalerie Gerry 
Schum/Videogalerie Schum, ed. by Ulrike Groos, Barbara Hess, and Ursula Wevers (Cologne: Snoeck 
Verlagsgesellschaft, 2004), p. 180. 
387 Although part of Gary Schum’s compilation Identifications and never sold as an independent work, The Well-Shaven 
Cactus became an independent work through collection registration when Schum’s filmed material was acquired, for 
example at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. 
388 See on this aspect also the work of Arianne Noël de Tilly, who traced the lives of the various versions of editioned 
media-artworks acquiring independent identities over time. Ariane Noël de Tilly, ‘Scripting Artworks: Studying the 
Socialization of Editioned Video and Film Installations’, PhD Thesis (University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, 6 
December 2011). 
389 The diptych is in the collection of artist Reinier Lucassen, Amsterdam and the off-set print used to be in the 
collection of the Cultural Heritage Agency, K 72035. 
390 Elk, Jonge and Stigter, 4 April 2003.  
391 Filmed in his former Blankenstraat studio in Amsterdam. 
392 The 16-mm footage is transferred to video for this presentation during Van Elk’s solo exhibition at the Van 
Abbemuseum, 4 September – 24 October 1999. 
393 Presented at Van Elk’s solo exhibition at Grimm Gallery in Amsterdam as exhibition, 8 September – 20 October 
2012. 
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 The label says: The Well-Shaven Cactus 2012. Thus, Van Elk finally used his idea of using 
just one date, purposely relating the idea of material expression to time. Before, he always 
included the original date of 1969. This time he let the material speak for itself, combining new 
options, exploiting his personal visual vocabulary and tackling the idea of updating itself. Van Elk 
incorporated a concept into his work that occurred to him through the practices of conservation: 
the traditional principles that he used to overrule, inspired him. Van Elk continuously investigated 
the function of materials and techniques in art in this manner, rendering them meaningful to the 
result, whether in a painting or with relation to the shaving of a cactus plant. He pursued this play 
with time, using his old work as material in his ideas about conservation, following from a 
continuous curiosity for the new. 
 
 
Artist’s View on Conservation 

 
Amsterdam, 21 February 2002.  
 Talking to Ger van Elk in the paintings studio of the Stedelijk Museum, I felt the 
need to defend the conservation ethics that he seemed to undermine by suggesting 
scanning as a solution for yet another of his painted photoworks: Bouquet Anvers 
(1982) (see fig. 4.13).394 I was carrying out a conservation treatment on the work 
because of a scratch in the thick alkyd paint layer on top of a large colour 
photograph of a bouquet of flowers.395 I invited Van Elk to explain my treatment 
proposal and took the opportunity to conduct an informal interview, asking him 
whether a shift in colour of the chromogenic print underneath the paint layer would 
be disturbing to the subject of the work.396 In my head I had already answered this 
question with a “no”. After all, the abstract paint layer is not causally related to 
what is seen in the photograph unlike C’est moi…. Moreover, the expressionistic 
splashed paint drippings, poured onto the work straight from the can, dominate the 
work’s overall appearance, subordinating the photograph (see fig. 4.14). However, 
Van Elk started talking about a new method of scanning different surface types and 
three-dimensional printing techniques. I remember he was very enthusiastic about 
the idea and eager to see it, whereas I was lost for words. Did he really want to scan 
this abstract expressionist Pollock-like painting to create a fancy reproduction? 

	
	
This painting is clearly a contained work, meaning that the physical object contains the expression 
of the work, rather than the instalment or performance. Perhaps Van Elk’s extreme proposal to 

                                                        
 
394 Collection Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, A38880. 
395 This was during my internship at the painting conservation studio, kindly supervised by Elisabeth Bracht and Louise 
Wijnberg September 2001 – February 2002. 
396 Details in: Sanneke Stigter, Onderzoeksrapport Bouquet Anvers (Amsterdam: Unpublished: Conservation Archive 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, February 2002). 
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use the latest imaging reproduction techniques for such an exuberantly painted artwork was meant 
to challenge the role of materiality in conservation. Van Elk pulls the conservator away from 
conservation’s firm roots in the original material object, throwing the conservator’s point of view 
into a different perspective. The urge Van Elk might have felt to make rather bold statements 
about conservation pinpoints the conservator’s obligation to take a stance in the quest to balance 
an artwork’s concept with its material manifestation.  
 When examining the meaning of Bouquet Anvers it becomes clear that the material 
construction is essential to the concept. Van Elk indicated the significance of the chosen materials 
for his Modern Flowers of 1982, of which Bouquet Anvers is part.397 
 

The artificiality of colour photography fascinates me. It gives the impression of reality, but 
in fact it is all a lie. For example, there is nothing in reality that has such a glossy surface as 
the photograph. This is why something strange appears, something that has got nothing to do 
with reality. This is what I like to emphasize and manipulate by introducing contrasts with 
paint-abstractions.398  

 
The type of enamel paint is carefully chosen too: “The glossy plastic paint that I use, doubles the 
artificiality.”399 Moreover, he especially bought cans from an old Amsterdam paint factory, 
Vettewinkel, to augment a 1950’s feeling through their colours.400 When asked about his paint 
applications Van Elk stated, “I find the side of the making process very important. Eventually it is 
about the expression of the moment. […]I have chosen for aesthetics and the side of 
craftsmanship very consciously, at least, in the concept.”401 Thus, the artist did choose his 
materials carefully to communicate the work’s concept, which is why I was unable to reconcile 
Van Elk’s proposal for a photographic reproduction with Bouquet Anvers.  
 While Van Elk carefully chose his materials to suit his ideas, he also expressed a desire for 
new possibilities. As soon as the excitement of the new had passed, Van Elk seemed to lose 
interest in the initial meaning of the materials he used. This pattern can be followed throughout 
his career and may be considered typical for a conceptual artist developing a visual vocabulary. In 
1996 he stated: 
 

The core of all the work that have made up to now [is about] the truth being no truth but a 
construction: the contradiction of content and form, the sublime and the banal, art and 
kitsch. This is how I have always tried to integrate various layers in my work, always in an 

                                                        
 
397 See Ger van Elk and Carel Blotkamp, David Röell-prijs: 11 maart 1983, Uitreiking van de David Röell-prijs aan 
Ger van Elk in het Rijksmuseum te Amsterdam (Amsterdam: Prins Bernhard Fonds, 1983).  
398 “Het artificiële van kleurenfotografie vind ik fascinerend. De indruk van echtheid wordt gewekt, maar in feite is alles 
een leugen. Er is bijvoorbeeld niets dat in werkelijkheid een zo glanzend oppervlak heeft als de foto laat zien. Daardoor 
ontstaat iets vreemds. Iets wat niets met de werkelijkheid te maken heeft. Dat wil ik benadrukken en manipuleren door 
contrasten in te voeren met verfabstracties.” Anna Tilroe, ‘Een realist tussen opgepoetste appeltjes. De “gekte” van het 
Amerikaanse leven is een bron van inspiratie voor Ger van Elk’, de Volkskrant, 16 January 1987. 
399 “De glimmende plastic verf die ik gebruik, voert andermaal een artificieel aspect in.” Tilroe, 16 January 1987. 
400 Personal communication, Amsterdam 6 November 2001. In: Stigter, February 2002, pp. 18–19. 
401 “Ook de kant van het maken vind ik heel belangrijk. Het is toch expressie van het moment. […] Heel bewust heb ik 
gekozen voor esthetiek en voor de ambachtelijke kant, althans in het concept.” Jansen, 1988, p. 35. 
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attempt to attack something that becomes obvious. Whenever I made something, I went on 
to do the opposite. Because nothing is true.402 

 
Van Elk also imposed his urge for renewal onto conservation, perhaps precisely to do the opposite 
of what is the norm. The conservation strategy for C’est moi... turned out to become a welcome 
challenge for Van Elk, and an opportunity to enhance the work in its reproduced form with digital 
imaging techniques. Aside from the previously discussed issues about authenticity, the work’s 
monetary value, and a responsibility towards the audience, the reproduction of artworks can also 
disturb the material unity of an oeuvre or a series a work belongs to, as the conservation strategy 
for The Adieu I (1974) reveals, also at the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam and undertaken 
simultaneously with C’est moi…. 
 
  
Remaking as Conservation? 

When the concept of the artwork is interwoven with its material expression, one might wonder 
whether remaking as a strategy conserves the work, or adds to it. The latter seems to be the case 
for Van Elk’s The Adieu I, for which the exact same reproduction strategy as for C’est moi… was 
followed. However, the work differs in concept and form. C’est moi... is about image 
manipulation and the power of the artist, for which he outsourced the art-making process, while 
The Adieu I is about parting and the tradition of painting, to which end Van Elk deliberately 
painted onto the photographic print himself.403 
 The Adieu I shows a small painting on an easel of the artist waving the spectator goodbye, 
before setting off to disappear into the vanishing point. The easel is staged between two curtains 
that could drop the moment the artist disappeared from the scene (see fig. 4.15). Van Elk 
enhanced the large chromogenic print with diluted acrylic dispersion paints, letting the 
photographic image shimmer through, accentuating details with a felt-tip pen and a black fineliner 
pen (see fig. 4.16). The theatrical setup underlines the idea of creating a spectacle, emphasized by 
the improvised manner in which the curtains are mounted, as in a homemade theatre, and the 
artist’s painting activity. Van Elk clearly plays with the subject of visual construction in the 
tradition of painting, creating a multi-layered work that is both staged and for real in his painting 
The Adieu I. 
 The letter that Van Elk wrote to the Stedelijk proposing to remake of C’est moi... also refers 
to The Adieu I.404 However, while in C’est moi... the colour shift dispelled the appearance of the 
image, in The Adieu I the idea of the artwork is still intact. Even Van Elk stated that, “the concept 

                                                        
 
402 In Dutch: “De kern van al het werk dat ik tot nu toe heb gemaakt" [gaat over] "De waarheid die geen waarheid is, 
maar een constructie. De tegenspraak tussen inhoud en vorm, het verhevene en het banale, kunst en kitsch. Zo heb ik 
altijd getracht mijn werk meerdere lagen te geven, altijd getracht iets dat herkend wordt onmiddellijk onderuit te halen. 
Zodra ik iets had gemaakt, ging ik met het tegendeel aan de slag. Want niets is waar.” Ger van Elk, ‘“Het is van God 
gegeven.” Ger van Elk over kunst’, Jong Holland, 12.4 (1996), 50–53 (p. 50). 
403 Collection Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, A35650. 
404 Ger van Elk, ‘Letter to Rudi Fuchs, 30 June 1998’ (Amsterdam: Unpublished: Conservation Archive Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam, 30 June 1998). 
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is still readable”.405 Moreover, chromogenic RC-prints of this time are notorious for their poor 
light-fastness, which is why we are now used to a serious shift in colour in photographs of this 
period. When it does not affect the content it may even be considered to be a form of patina. Yet, 
the Stedelijk agreed to Van Elk’s proposal together with the solution for C’est moi…. 
 Although with The Adieu I the negatives were not missing, as they were for C’est moi..., it 
was still decided to digitally scan the painted work in its entirety too, since “Van Elk does not 
think himself being capable of copying the painted part at a satisfactory level.”406 Apparently Van 
Elk realised that the past moment of artistic expression could never be repeated. He also chose a 
different photographic printing process, Cibachrome, and a glossy finish instead of a chromogenic 
print with the matte surface to better match the original silk screen surface. Van Elk did paint onto 
the new print, but he used undiluted acrylic emulsion paints resulting in a dull opaque paint layer. 
He left the curtains unpainted, making their once velvety appearance look saturated, merging into 
the glossy surface of the machine-mounted print.407 The initial impressionistic character, carefully 
constructed by the artist’s painterly touch, is no longer visible. To the audience, The Adieu I has 
become a clean and shiny representation of the sensitive painterly work it once was, resembling 
the new C’est moi… rather than its former self (see fig. 4.17). 
 Although physically the conservation strategy of a remake does not harm the original 
artwork, optically it unified two completely different photoworks from Van Elk’s oeuvre, the 
airbrushed collage C’est moi... and the painted photograph The Adieu I. The artist’s own 
disinterest in the original significance of the material fabric of these works may be partly 
explained by the idea that in conceptual art theory the execution is secondary. However, another 
aspect is that The Adieu I is part of a series. The other Adieu-paintings have also shifted in colour 
(see figs. 4.18–4.19). Van Elk possibly did not approach the other owners for a similar proposal, 
because they were out of his sight. The Adieu paintings can be found all over the world, providing 
each of them a different context and history, which is formative for their individual biographies.408 
 This biographical approach puts the new chapter in the life of The Adieu I into perspective. 
It illustrates Van Elk’s close relationship with the Stedelijk Museum, and the fact that André van 
Oort, his former assistant, worked there as paper conservator. This must have been of major 
influence in the decision-making process, since it provided an absolute guarantee for close 
cooperation with the artist. The artist’s proposal invoked an obligation for the museum to act and 
cooperate. On the other hand, this close involvement may have led to a less critical assessment of 
the problem. Regarding the difference in appearance, Van Oort told me: “I don’t think this is bad, 
because it is Ger’s interpretation. It was important that Ger was pleased with this version.”409 This 

                                                        
 
405 In Dutch: “[…] het concept nog blijft af te lezen”. Elk, 30 June 1998. 
406 In Dutch: “Van Elk acht zich niet in staat het geschilderde gedeelte bevredigend te kopiëren.” André van Oort, 
Restauratie- en conditierapport 21 June 2001, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. Ger van Elk himself confirmed this once 
more in an interview. Elk, Jonge and Stigter, 4 April 2003. 
407 Printed with a DURST Lambda printer on glossy Cibachrome paper, similar to C’est moi…. 
408 The Adieu I, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam; The Adieu II, private collection Max de Jong, Naarden; The Adieu III, 
Museum of Modern Art, New York; The Adieu IV, Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven; The Adieu (1975), Cultural Heritage 
Agency of the Netherlands. 
409 In Dutch: “Dat vind ik niet zo erg want dat is dan toch een interpretatie van Ger. En het ging erom dat Ger met deze 
uitvoering tevreden zou zijn.” André van Oort, personal interview, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, Amsterdam 15 
March 2002, ICN/SBMK, (audio-recorded). 



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 116 

not only illustrates that the bad condition of the artwork led to the course of action, but also that 
the relation between the artist and the museum should not to be underestimated as an influence on 
museum practices. 
 It may come as no surprise that the remakes of C’est moi... and The Adieu I reflect Van Elk’s 
working methods at that time in his Transparencies (since 1997). These works reveal his special 
interest in a clean impersonal character combined with the subjective nature of painting: “It is of 
course a strange way of working: first you have a photograph, where you paint onto, and then you 
are going to coldly reproduce it. … However, it still is a work of today” (see fig. 4.20).410 C’est 
moi... and The Adieu I are indeed withdrawn from their art historical context because of the new 
material form. This is a possible consequence of engaging the artist in conservation procedures: 
one will not only be confronted with the artist’s possible change in ideas, but also with new ways 
of working – and different standards.  
 Van Elk’s way of working always opposed what was generally accepted in the arts. “Oil 
paint? No question about it! Innovation. Rebel against everything. That is my character. I have 
always been interested in the question why things were what they were. If you formulate a 
counterpoint, the absolute opposite, you can find what you are looking for.”411 Van Elk expressed 
these counterpoints through his use of materials. Therefore, Van Elk’s use of materials and 
techniques is in no way insignificant or to be put aside when designing a conservation strategy. 
Perhaps the same is true for his remake strategies, because even in relation to conservation Van 
Elk formulates a counterpoint: renewal instead of conservation.  
 Being aware of an artist’s way of working and their line of thinking is important when 
involving the artist in conservation, since artists will continue to use their creative mind when 
problems need to be solved, possibly affecting aspects of their artworks that conservators aim to 
conserve. It is understandable that Van Elk proposed a new technique when using his work as part 
of his later art practices. In fact, valuing this is a crucial point, because what makes new artist’s 
techniques less ‘authentic’ when it is the artist, the author, who proposes them, albeit at a later 
date? Indeed, it is exactly this: it is later in time. It is the traditional modernist approach wanting 
to preserve the supposedly historical truth within the original object, while decisions are taken in 
the same time frame through which the work has also travelled. This is where the Brandian 
conservator comes in: confronted with dilemmas of time and material meaning, and with a 
responsibility towards both the work’s history and idea, time is allowed to be reflected through 
materials, while the idea may be still possible to deduce from these materials, because of our 
capacity to imagine the original concept. Although the chosen remake strategy may have 
‘conserved’ C’est moi… to a certain extent, I doubt that it did for The Adieu I (1974). Its worn 
material condition did not compromise the work’s concept. The fact that The Adieu I does not 
look fresh anymore is only natural and is what happens with matter over time.  

                                                        
 
410 In Dutch: “Het is natuurlijk een rare manier van werken: eerst heb je een foto, die beschilder je, en dan ga je die 
keihard reproduceren. […] Maar tegelijkertijd is het een werk van vandaag.” Depondt, 10 May 1996. 
411 In Dutch: “Olieverf? Geen denken aan! Vernieuwend. Je overal tegen afzetten. Dat zit ook wel in mijn karakter, ik 
ben altijd geïnteresseerd geweest in de vraag waarom dingen waren wát ze waren. Formuleer je dan een contrapunt, het 
absolute tegenovergestelde, dan kun je vinden wat je zoekt.” Leonoor Wagenaar, ‘Ger van Elk op zoek naar de schat’, 
Het Parool, 1992. 
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 An artist’s wish does not always have to be granted, as Van de Wetering stated. “Knowing 
the artist’s wishes and intention […] does not automatically mean that the restorer’s interventions 
should be in line with them. […] restoration has a certain autonomy independent, to some extent, 
from artist’s intentions.”.412 Moreover, an artist’s wish at a later date is not necessarily similar to 
what was intended, or possible at the time of origin, which is precisely why Van Elk picks up on 
his old ideas, curious about the effect of new techniques as demonstrated with La Pièce and The 
Well-Shaven Cactus. For Van Elk it did not matter when the original choice of materials and 
techniques anchored the idea of the work: airbrush for work about image manipulation, painterly 
brushstrokes for work about painting, and drippings for work about kitsch. His choice to ignore 
these aspects later is illustrative of the artist’s freedom, and contrasts with the conservator’s 
concern.  
 In brief, a difference of opinion in valuing the material side of the artwork can be expected 
when involving a conceptual artist in conservation. However, it will always provide insight into 
their way of thinking, enriching the background to their work, while at the same time possible 
conflict elicits critical thinking, also on the part of the conservator. While the artist may offer 
creative solutions, these can be slippery ground for a conservator. This is at least what I expected 
when I started my journeys conserving Roquebrune, and later The Wider the Flatter, 
demonstrating different ways of involving the artist, the latter through the artist interview, the 
former through careful politics, which is why the sculpture’s original but faded photographic 
material could be preserved as part of the designed conservation strategy.  
 
 
4.2 Preserving Material Integrity: Roquebrune 

 
Haarlem, 2 September 2002.  
 At the Frans Hals Museum I was assigned the task to develop a conservation 
treatment for Ger van Elk’s three-dimensional photowork Roquebrune (1979). 
Knowing that Van Elk had a habit of remaking his damaged photoworks, I was 
extremely hesitant in contacting the artist when confronted with a similar 
conservation problem myself. I suspected that he would tell me to replace the large 
chromogenic print in the sculpture, having no issues with replacing original 
materials in his work or making complete new versions. As a freshly-trained art 
conservator I did not want to hear this and for that reason I did not contact him — 
not right away, that is. First I wanted to know whether there could be an alternative 
for replacing the photograph. 

 
 

                                                        
 
412 Wetering, 1996, pp. 195–196. 
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Identity and Biography 

Roquebrune is a symmetrical wall sculpture consisting of a triangular colour photograph of a rock 
on the right side and an abstract painted version mimicking the structure of the rock on the left 
(see fig. 4.21).413 The photographic part of Roquebrune is not photo linen, as indicated in the 
museum’s inventory, but a chromogenic RC-print adhered onto unprepared canvas. This laminate 
is mounted on a triangular plywood frame (see fig. 4.22), stretched with canvas tacks onto the 
back, mimicking the appearance of traditional painting, as was also seen with the small painting 
depicted in The Adieu I (1974) (see fig. 4.23). The painted part is not oil paint as stated in the 
museum’s collection catalogue, but most likely acrylic emulsion paints.414 Microscopic analysis 
revealed several characteristics of this synthetic resin dispersion, such as typical craters in the 
paint layer from air bubbles appearing during application (see fig. 4.24).415 The rigid rims along 
the brush strokes, evidence of the use of masking tape during painting, indicate a fast drying 
paint. A similar effect cannot be achieved with oil paints because of the much longer drying time.  
 Van Elk matched the colours of the photograph in the painted counterpart. For example, the 
spot where a green bush is visible on the photograph, a green colour has been used in its mirrored 
image. Likewise a bluish tone of stone is seen in both far corners. Overall, light beige, salmon 
pink, and shades of brown dominate the colour of the sculpture, balancing abstraction and reality 
through distinct visual media. “In this way you can say something about the contrast between 
abstraction and reality. […] You can show that an abstract blur could function very realistically in 
relation to a concrete form.”416 The sculpture’s form also contributes to the idea of juxtaposition, 
as Van Elk explained: “Triangles appear often in my work. […] Things that show certain 
continuity, such as the circle, do not interest me much. I am more fascinated by things that relate 
to each other as extremes.”417 This has already become apparent from the way Van Elk combined 
materials in his early work, in which meaning is generated by contrast. In Roquebrune the 
supposed reality of the photograph and the alleged truth of the painting are facing each other. To 
guarantee fair play between different media of visual expression, a perfect colour balance is 
crucial.  
  
 

                                                        
 
413 Collection Frans Hals Museum, mf/msch 79-1304. 
414 Jan Torringa, ‘Ger van Elk. Roquebrune’, in >Verzameld< Collectie moderne kunst Frans Hals Museum Haarlem, 
ed. by Jan Torringa and Mabel Hoogendonk (Haarlem: Frans Hals Museum, 1999), pp. 238–41 (p. 239). 
415 See Carol Stringari and Ellen Pratt, ‘The Identification and Characterization of Acrylic Emulsion Paint Media’, in 
Saving the Twentieth Century: The Conservation of Modern Materials, ed. by David Grattan (Ottowa: Canadian 
Conservation Institute, 1993), pp. 411–40. 
416 “Ik werk graag met tegenstellingen. [...] Op zo’n manier kun je iets zeggen over de tegenstelling tussen abstractie en 
realiteit. Je kunt laten zien dat een abstracte vlek in samenhang met een concrete vorm zeer realistisch kan werken.” 
Rommert Boonstra, ‘Schilder Ger van Elk: “Contraprestatie doodt initiatief”’, Elseviers Magazine, 24 November 1979, 
p. 93. 
417 “In mijn werk komen heel vaak driehoeken voor. […] Dingen die een soort continuïteit vertonen, zoals de cirkel, 
interesseren me niet zo. Ik word meer geboeid door dingen die zich tot elkaar verhouden als uitersten.” Tilroe, August 
1980, p. 10. 
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Condition Analysis 

When I started examining Roquebrune, the colour balance had shifted severely. The pictorial 
layer build-up of the chromogenic print shows a complete discolouration of the yellow 
component.418 This leaves the light areas pink instead of ochre and the dark ones purple instead of 
black. With the magenta colour dominating the overall picture, the photograph is no longer a 
visual equal to its painted counterpart. The shift in colour is not only aesthetically disturbing, but 
it also harms the whole idea of the artwork. Furthermore, the surface of the photograph has 
scratches which are visible in raking light, as well as fatty fingerprints, insect excrement and tiny 
white paint spatters, probably from when a wall had been painted near the artwork. The paint 
layer is still in good condition, apart from some losses and abrasion at the corners.419 
 The discoloration of the chromogenic print must be largely due to light exposure, judging 
from the lower part of the work, which still shows a fairly good colour representation compared 
with the front (see fig. 4.25). Indeed, the work has acquired an extensive exhibition history at a 
time when restrictions in lux hours and UV-levels were not taken as seriously as they are today, 
with policies of restricted exhibition hours, low light levels and UV-filters. Although the museum 
has little to no documentation about Roquebrune, large parts of its museum life could be 
reconstructed with information from a catalogue, photographs, the photographer, the artist, 
assistants, museum professionals and the object itself. 
 Van Elk first exhibited Roquebrune at his gallery Art & Project in Amsterdam. A 
photograph of this moment shows the work’s initial colour balance (see fig. 4.26).420 This is when 
the Frans Hals Museum acquired the work.421 It was part of a travelling show soon after, starting 
at Dutch Pavilion at the Venice Biennial. Here, Roquebrune was installed next to an uncovered 
window, exposing the part with the colour photograph directly to the Mediterranean sun in a 
gallery without regulated climate conditions (see fig. 4.27). The complete Venice Biennial 
exhibition toured for an additional year.422 Such a travelling exhibition means a high risk of 
damage because of frequent handling and continuous light exposure. After this first period no 
further exhibitions are documented. The museum’s curators did indicate that Roquebrune was 
loaned frequently and regularly displayed at the museum.423 
 In between exhibitions the work was kept in a closed crate and stored in the attic of the 
Frans Hals Museum, a 17th century building with minimal climate regulation at that time. We 
now know that colour photography needs cold and relatively dry conditions to preserve it.424 In 

                                                        
 
418 The colour in chromogenic paper is formed by tiny dots of magenta, yellow and cyan developed in proportion to 
what was filtered out by the negative upon light exposure during printing. 
419 Full details on all aspects of the conservation treatment, see: Sanneke Stigter, Onderzoeksrapport Roquebrune 
(Haarlem: Unpublished: Conservation Archive Frans Hals Museum, June 2003). 
420 Reproduced in: Beijeren and Elk, 1980, p. 43.  
421 According to Mabel Hogendonk, then curator of modern art at the Frans Hals Museum. The catalogue indicates 
“acquired: from the artist.” Torringa, 1999, p. 239. 
422 Venice Biennial, 1 June–29 September 1980; Kunsthalle Basel (7 October – 9 November 1980); ARC / Musée d'Art 
Moderne de la Ville de Paris (21 November 1980 – 4 January 1981); Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam (10 
April – 31 May 1981). Beijeren and Elk, 1980, p. 1.  
423 Personal communication from Christilde Klein and Mabel Hogendonk, curators of the Frans Hals Museum. 
424 See Wilhelm and Brower; Lavédrine, Bertrand, A Guide to the Preventive Conservation of Photograph Collections 
(Los Angeles: The Getty Conservation Institute, 2003). 
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2000 Roquebrune was transferred to an external storage facility in Haarlem, where it was kept in 
a large sea container, again without regulated climate conditions.425		
	 This was the situation I encountered when I was offered the possibility to work with 
Roquebrune for the final project of my conservation training in September 2002.426	Roquebrune 
arrived at the conservation studio packed in its plywood crate. When opened it turned out that the 
crate was lined with polyurethane foam, which was in direct contact with the surface of the colour 
photograph and the paint layer. Moreover, the sheets of foam were reused, judging from 
footprints on the surface (see fig. 4.28). A PUR-foam lining is not recommended in an artwork’s 
crate because of its chemical composition which results in the off-gassing of acidic acid. In 
addition, the formaldehyde glue in the plywood box will cause off-gassing of formic acid, also a 
notorious oxidising agent for organic materials. A label on the crate indicated that it has been used 
since Roquebrune travelled to Venice, meaning that this crate had housed the work for over 20 
years. 
 The physical object turned out to be a rich source of information on its own life, adding to 
the information retrieved from old photographs, the catalogue, and the memory of the people 
involved. Two types of retouching can be distinguished and are indicative of two separate 
conservation treatments. One is located mainly along the bottom edge and around the corners of 
the work, with what seems to be a pigmented acrylic resin, but unlike the painted part.427 It is 
suspected that this intervention must have taken place during or directly after the work’s intensive 
first years of travelling. The other treatment was carried out in watercolours, mainly to cover up a 
large scratch on the photograph, at some time between 1987 and May 1999 judging from the only 
two inventory photographs in the museum.428 What these photographs also reveal in comparison 
with those in the catalogue is that the museum has lowered the work’s position over time so that it 
nearly touches the ground (see fig. 4.29). 
 
 
To Replace or Not? 

Van Elk indicated that the museum had installed Roquebrune too low.429 The first time the work 
was displayed in his gallery, he found it too high, but the situation at the Venice Biennial he 

                                                        
 
425 The crate was placed against the outer left side of the bottom metal container in a stack of three. Stigter, June 2003, 
p. 14. 
426 At Stichting Restauratie Atelier Limburg (SRAL), Maastricht, as part of the five-year Post Doctoral training 
programme Conservation of Paintings and Painted Objects with a Specialisation in Modern Art (1998–2003). Liesbeth 
Abraham and Mireille te Marvelde, conservators at the Frans Hals Museum kindly accepted my proposal and 
supervised a year internship in the conservation department. 
427 Under magnification with the microscope pigment particles can be distinguished, which is not the case in the paint 
that Van Elk used. I have informed with several employees and former free-lancers about Roquebrune, but no one 
remembers exactly. Paintings conservator Pauline Marchand indicated that befriended artists of the curators were 
sometimes asked to help out. Stigter, June 2003, p. 15. 
428 For the second photograph the work was especially installed for the museum’s modern art collection catalogue: 
Torringa, 1999, p. 238.. Telephone conversation with photographer Thijs Quispel, 5 February 2003. The photograph is 
used on the museum’s website in reverse, a common mistake with transparencies. 
http://www.franshalsmuseum.nl/en/collection/collection/search-collection/roquebrune-950/ [accessed 25 January 2015]. 
429 Personal communication, Haarlem, 18 December 2002, documented in: Stigter, June 2003, p. 23. 
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considered perfect, estimating its height to be around 40 cm above the floor.430 Once the museum 
took this indication as a new guideline, this part of the problem was solved. 
 The colour shift in the photograph on the sculpture posed a more complex problem. Van Elk 
did not mind replacing original photographs, or even scanning the current one as a basis for a 
reproduced and digitally manipulated image. Leaving aside ethical considerations, this sounded 
like an easy solution at first. Yet, hypothetically, when the strategy of replacement was followed, 
drafting different scenarios, mapping the work’s hypothetical future, it became clear that this 
would have more consequences for the sculpture’s original material components, which might be 
too drastic in terms of conservation. Thinking through this process in detail made it clear what 
may be lost and what could be gained should a new photograph be applied. 
 
 
Considering Practicalities 

Apart from choosing the printing process and suitable paper type, which have already changed 
over time, replacing the photograph with a new one has several implications. When the original 
photograph is detached and replaced, a first consequence would be that it disrupts the original art-
making process and discards traces that may include more clues about the artwork’s life. Even 
though it was probably Van Elk’s assistant who mounted the photograph in the first place, it is 
still a Van Elk-sculpture in its original state, sealed with his autograph.431 Van Elk’s choice of 
traditional canvas tacks is important as it has connotations of painting.432  
 A second option could be to keep the original construction intact and mount a new one over 
it, in line with what was carried out for C’est moi... and The Adieu I. However, when new nails 
are added, these will have to pierce through the original photograph and the plywood, damaging 
original material. If the choice is made to use the existing holes, the original canvas tacks would 
have to be removed first, which is difficult without damaging the photograph. Even when reusing 
these nails, the original stretching has first to be undone, which is usually avoided in order to 
prevent strain release and the related consequences of material failure, aside from the general 
wish to preserve the original material structure. A further consequence of covering the original 
photograph with a new print is that it would no longer be accessible. Once covered, one cannot 
uncover it by simply removing a frame as with C’est moi... and The Adieu I. Thus, mounting over 
the original print not only means damaging the original structure, but also a practical loss of 
visibility of the original material. 
 A third option would be replacing the whole right half of the artwork. In practice, however, 
this is more complicated than it seems. Assuming that it is possible to make a perfect fit to the 
other half, Roquebrune would have to be divided in two, the original being placed in cold storage. 
A complete new half would then be introduced to the old painted part, with the result that 

                                                        
 
430 Depicted in: Beijeren and Elk, 1980, p. 77. 
431 Art van Westerop made all wooden structures in Van Elk’s work, until shortly before he passed away in 2007. 
432 Ger van Elk, artist interview with Piet de Jonge and Sanneke Stigter, 4 April 2003. Available online, 
http://insideinstallations.org/OCMT/mydocs/Elk%20interview%2004042003.mov [accessed 26 January 2015]. Van 
Westerop explained that Van Elk liked to have real nails used for the stretching of canvas, never staples. Personal 
communication, Haarlem, 28 January 2003. 
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Roquebrune would then consist of two parts from different eras. This strategy could be seen as 
damaging the work’s historic authenticity because the unity of the original artwork is disturbed. 
The labels on the back of one half would then become foreign to the other part, representing an 
incomplete and distorted view of the work’s biography. On the other hand, this option seems 
relatively reversible, considering that both parts could be joined together again when desired. 
 However, a practical issue is that the negative of the photograph for Roquebrune was 
missing, introducing a fourth obstacle. Even if it still existed, the colours would probably have 
altered as well, since it was not kept in cold storage.433 Would a complete scan of the photograph 
on Roquebrune be possible? If the original photograph would have to be detached and 
straightened out in order to capture the complete chromogenic print, the original structure of the 
artwork would be undone. Moreover, the physical change in the photographic material that was 
under tension for so many years would certainly cause damage to the photograph. If damage did 
not happen when removing the nails, it is likely that the image layer would break along the folded 
edges because of a loss of flexibility of the thermoplastic polyethylene layer in the RC-print, 
which could crack on movement.434 
 Thus, to avoid damage and to safeguard the material integrity of the artwork, it would be 
best to leave the original photograph in place. A fifth solution, namely to make a larger print of a 
scan of the front so that the excess image of the rock could cover the borders, is not an option 
because it would disrupt the balance in the sculpture: the blue part at the far end and the green 
part at the top would be folded over to the back and disappear from sight, depriving their mirrored 
colours in the painted part of their function.  
 A sixth option would be to capture the image from all sides and stitch the images together. 
To do this, the piano hinge in the middle would have to be removed to take the two parts apart so 
that all sides of the print could be reached, including the back where canvas tacks run through the 
image.  
 
 
Conceptual Consequences 

This hypothetical analysis of the practical implications of replacing materials in Roquebrune 
illustrates the ethical dilemmas when confronted with a discoloured photograph in a contained 
mixed media artwork. Should the photograph be scanned, then the retouches, foreign elements, 
and damage on the photograph would also be included in the scanned image. The photograph in 
Roquebrune would then no longer represents a rock, but an old artwork. The deposits on the 
photograph of the rock would be included as an interlayer representing the rock and its image 
used in an artwork, distancing its initial relation to reality taken directly from nature.  
 Moreover, using a new photograph in the artwork would only be a temporal solution, 
compromising the work’s material integrity. Ultimately, replacement is not a long-term solution 
because a new photograph will discolour again over time, although possibly much more slowly, 
                                                        
 
433 The negatives are kept in at room temperature in cabinets in Van Elk’s studio / Adieu BV archive, Amsterdam. 
434 Both visible light and UV-radiation form peroxides from the titaniumdioxide component in polyethylene resin layer, 
inducing crosslinking and rendering the otherwise flexible polyethylene resin brittle. Clara von Waldthausen, personal 
communication, Amsterdam 24 April 2003, in: Stigter, June 2003, p. 29, n. 50. 
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depending on the use of stricter preventive conservation measures and the better quality of new 
photographic material.435 Moreover, paper with the original surface texture of the chromogenic 
print in Roquebrune is already no longer available.  
 On the other hand, conceptually it becomes fascinating if the old photograph is left in place 
and a manipulated version is placed over its own subject matter, generating a double construction 
of reality, which could be sealed with real canvas tacks running through the photographed ones, 
creating a nice stack of alleged realities. This idea would certainly have pleased Van Elk, 
precisely because of the layering of photographic and real elements. 
 However, is such a creative interpretation permitted in conservation under the pretext that it 
would be in the artist’s spirit, at the same time generating new meaning through the applied 
techniques and procedures? From a Viollet-le-Duc standpoint a conservator seems to be allowed 
to act on the artist’s behalf, but when this includes working in an irreversible way, the physical 
material object is left unprotected. The conservator’s personal responsibility towards the 
artwork’s physical integrity still applies for Roquebrune, as it is a contained work. Although 
traditional conservation ethics seem not to be fully equipped to guide the more complex 
contemporary artworks that consist of immaterial components and performed characteristics, they 
are still useful as a critical measure in the attempt to avoid unnecessary intervention and over-
interpretation. It stimulates conservators to pursue searching for alternatives until a solution is 
found.  
 Thinking through the consequences of ways to integrate a new print in Roquebrune 
demonstrates that replacement or addition of a photograph is a problematic strategy when the 
intention is to respect the artwork’s material integrity. Displaying the artwork in its discoloured 
condition as a bearer of time, as Ruskin would have advocated, would compromise the work’s 
meaning. Although the audience might understand the intended equilibrium between the painting 
and the photograph from its worn condition, the effect of an equal dialogue is completely lost. If 
the conceptual nature of the artwork is to be recovered, meeting Brandi’s dual goals of an historic 
and artistic unity, something has to be done about the discoloured nature of the photograph, but 
then without replacing its material fabric. Apart from removing the stains, consolidating the 
damaged corners and retouching the scratch, which I did, the main problem lay in the optical 
appearance of the colours. Theoretically, manipulating the principle of light itself affects colour 
appearance. The photograph in Roquebrune is relatively monochromatic, and positioned under an 
angle from the painted part, providing an ideal example to test a new technique: retouching with 
light. 
 
 
Retouching with Light 

The idea to explore retouching with light occurred to me because of the principle of colour 
photography itself, based on selective filtering of the visible light to produce coloured images. 
Adding all the primary colours in light (blue, green, and red) results in clear white light based on 

                                                        
 
435 Henry Wilhelm carried out extensive ageing tests on all photographic paper types. See www.wilhelm-research.com 
[accessed 9 November 2012], and for the more traditional papers: Wilhelm and Brower, 1993. 
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what is called the additional colour system. When this visible light hits a surface certain 
wavelengths are absorbed, or subtracted, and others bounce back depending on the colour of the 
surface. What is perceived on the surface is based on the relative portions of cyan, magenta, and 
yellow, based on the subtractive colour system.436 This means that when the additive colour 
system is manipulated this can influence the colours we perceive according to the subtractive 
colour system, colouring the surface of things.  
 For instance, illuminating magenta with its opposite colour, green, should prevent magenta 
from showing, because magenta only appears by virtue of absorbing green, while the blue and the 
red ends of the spectrum are reflected back from the surface to form magenta. However, when 
these colours are not present in the light beam because a green filter in front of the light source 
blocks them out, in theory magenta will not show.  
 

	
Haarlem, 17 December 2002.  
 In the photo studio unit of the conservation studio at the Frans Hals Museum I 
made a test setup with a slide projector and framed filters from a LEE-swap book for 
the theatre and film industry.437 As a comparison I first illuminated the photograph 
with the slide projector without a filter slide (see fig. 4.30). Then I tried a selection of 
greenish and brownish filters. LEE’s pale green filter, no. 138, turned out to 
neutralise the dominant magenta in the photograph. Moreover, it enhanced the 
contrast, because the dark colours no longer appeared purple but black (see fig. 
4.31). It did provide the photograph with a rather cool look, but combined with a 
straw-tinted filter, LEE no. 113, the photograph coloured brownish, compensating 
for the faded yellow (see fig. 4.32). This filter combination gave a surprisingly good 
result as a non-invasive way of retouching the discoloured photograph. 
 With these promising results and information on a profile spot, which has four 
blades that can be positioned in front of a lens to compose a geometrical form, I 
dared to invite Van Elk and show him my plan. I wrote him a letter and he came to 
the museum in the same week. I was a bit nervous because I was afraid that he would 
tell me that the idea of retouching with light was nonsense, and propose replacement 
of the photograph instead. However, when I explained my plan, Van Elk kindly took 
place in the photo studio and watched the effect of the filtered light. 
 In my report I wrote that Van Elk thought it was a good solution to use light, 
adding that he liked the effect of the green filter, and was also pleased with the straw 
tinted filter.438 Van Elk did present a counter argument stating that he also liked the 
way the work appeared illuminated without the filters in the slide projector. In my 
report I neutralised his remark with a scientific explanation for his observation, 

                                                        
 
436 See, for instance, Pénichon, 2013, pp. 13, 15. 
437 For the idea of framing filters from a swap-book as slides I would like to acknowledge René Hoppenbrouwers, 
current director of the SRAL, as he used to test his theatre lighting plans this way. 
438 Stigter, June 2003, p. 30. 
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stating that the halogen lamp in the projector already renders a warmer tone 
compared to daylight. 
 Outside the photo studio Van Elk made it clear that he sees the negative as a 
technical aid for his “poem” and that Roquebrune is not about the photograph. As if 
to illustrate this, he explained that C’est moi... was made anew according to the 
work’s concept. He also referred to the Newman-affaire, defending the idea that the 
artwork was restored faithfully to the concept. Not getting much acclaim and being 
overheard by the two other painting conservators in the studio, he added “but our 
opinions discolour as well.”439 He changed the subject and proposed to get lunch: 
“let’s have a glass of milk somewhere.” 
 I was relieved. Although Van Elk did make his standpoint clear, he did not try to 
talk me out of what I had in mind as a conservation strategy. Instead, he took me out 
for lunch, a sign that he was not at all displeased. That same afternoon I ordered a 
profile spot with shutter knives and the selected theatre filters, including a UV-filter 
to protect the light sensitive object from UV-radiation. Although I remember the 
museum’s electrician was not too keen to adjust his normal lighting plan, he did 
mount the lamp to the ceiling while I was away and wired it separately including a 
dimmer, exactly as I suggested. I prepared a filter set and placed it into the filter 
holder. 
 I had to leave the final adjustment of the profile spot to the electrician, not being 
able to be there myself the moment that the exhibition installation would be finalised. 
However, Liesbeth Abraham, my supervisor at the Frans Hals Museum, called me to 
express her concern about whether my plan to adjust the lighting of Roquebrune was 
being taken seriously. She sensed that the other museum professionals were sceptical 
about it and she advised me to return to the museum. Because of this, I could be 
present in the gallery to look after the illuminating procedure before the museum 
director would take his final round in the gallery.  
 I returned to Amsterdam and made sure that I arrived early at the gallery on the 
upper floor of De Hallen in Haarlem. I was up on a ladder adjusting the shutter 
blades of the profile spot when Karel Schampers, then director of the Frans Hals 
Museum, came in. He looked at me and said: “Oh, I thought you were away.” I 
explained him that I wanted to oversee the finalisation of my project. He nodded and 
went on with whatever else was going on in the gallery.  
 Meanwhile, I positioned the shutter blades to set a perfect triangular beam of light 
that exactly followed the shape of the photograph (see fig. 4.33). I secured the 
position of the blades in front of the lens with small strips of metal that I found 
nearby as wedges (see fig. 4.34). Behind a false wall that hid the electrical wiring, I 
could dim the light to make sure that the photograph in Roquebrune was illuminated 
at a similar level as the painted part. This turned out to be at 60 lux, close to the 

                                                        
 
439 In Dutch: “Maar ja, onze meningen verkleuren ook.” Personal conversation with Ger van Elk, 18 December 2002, 
recorded in Stigter, June 2003, p. 23. 
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prescribed light level of maximum 50 lux for the most light sensitive art objects. 
When the whole setup was finalised I informed Schampers. I first showed him the 
work without the filters and then slid them in front of the lens to reveal the function 
of the coloured light (see figs. 4.35–4.36). When he saw the difference I could see 
that he was surprised and pleased with the result. He expressed his approval without 
further ado.  
 
 

In Retrospect 

I was lucky that Abraham assessed the situation at the museum so well and took the initiative to 
get me back so that I could finish the project. Perhaps I was not really supposed to interfere with 
lighting plans and to meddle with the electrical system. However, once I was there, on the top of a 
ladder, I was not sent away and the other museum staff members allowed me to proceed with my 
work. Thus, the practice of ‘doing’ the installation made it work. Apparently my instructions 
alone did not suffice. Or, to put it differently, they were ignored. It was only on seeing the result 
that the other colleagues were convinced. Later, the electrician even marked the dial of the 
dimmer, so that the guards would know how to adjust the lamp correctly.440 
 With this achieved, I invited Van Elk to see the exhibition and noted in my report that he 
was pleased with the result. However, what I remember, but did not write down, is that he did not 
say much. When we entered the gallery together, I noticed that the position of the lamp was 
lowered slightly so that a small strip of light was visible underneath the photograph on the wall. I 
do not remember whether I drew his attention to this, but I climbed up a ladder to adjust it and to 
show Van Elk the difference of illuminating the work with and without the filters. While I was 
doing this, I remember Van Elk had already turned to the other artworks in the room so that I had 
to call for his attention. In retrospect I think he was being polite and not expressing what he really 
thought. 
 One could criticize the idea of using coloured light to install a sculpture considering it to be 
too theatrical, almost turning the work into an installation. However, a profile spot is not much 
different from the other spots in the gallery and hardly catches the visitor’s eye. This new way of 
presentation does not interfere with the perception of the artwork. On the contrary, the artwork’s 
concept is restored instantly when the light is turned on.  
 At that time, in 2002/2003, the idea of retouching with light was new in conservation.441 
Later other conservation treatments with light followed, often combined with digital computing. 
For the Henry VIII Tapestries an image taken from the less discoloured reverse that had been 
turned over was digitally manipulated and projected onto the front of the tapestries to enhance the 

                                                        
 
440 The electrician was Cees Visser. While the museum’s conservators always considered the treatment an elegant 
solution, it was also later that the museum director and other museum professionals considered it a great success, 
apparently needing some time for it to settle in, as conservator Liesbeth Abraham indicated in a personal e-mail, 4 
February 2016. 
441 Research results were presented at the Bilbao IIC conference Modern Art: Modern Museums? in 2004: Stigter, 2004, 
‘Living artist, living artwork? The problem of faded colour photographs in the work of Ger van Elk.’ 
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faded colours.442 Mark Rothko’s Harvard Murals have also been optically restored with light. 
After analysing the location of the fugitive red colours with spectral imaging techniques, a 
digitally recalculated image is projected onto the paintings using a digital projector to compensate 
the loss of colour in selective areas.443 The idea is developed further for three-dimensional objects 
in furniture conservation in a case to compensate faded stained wood using several beamers.444 
 To conclude, a cautious strategy in seeking to preserve the original material structure of the 
artwork has resulted in extra care to think out a satisfactory conservation strategy for Roquebrune 
before contacting the artist, to avoid being recommended to replace the original photograph. An 
actual trial setup with coloured light convinced Van Elk and prevented him from proposing to 
replace the photograph which he knew would interfere with the conservation ethics-based 
approach that I intended to follow. However, what I had not expected was that it would turn out to 
be far more difficult to convince the other museum professionals of this non-invasive 
conservation treatment. I had fully depended on their commitment. Without the support of my 
supervisor and the cooperation of the electrician, the innovative conservation strategy to retouch 
with coloured light would never have been carried through. This demonstrates the impact the 
professional network surrounding the artwork has on the way a work is managed, and eventually 
appears to the audience. This case furthermore reveals that a conservator’s task not only involves 
technical insight and intellectual comprehension, but also managing the engagement of those 
inhabiting the artwork’s social framework. 
 
 
4.3 Preserving Historical Integrity: The Wider the Flatter 

Amsterdam, 4 April 2003.  
 We sit at a large table in Ger van Elk’s former studio in the Blankenstraat, 
surrounded by some of the works we are going to talk about, as I asked Van Elk in 
preparation of the interview.445 The cameraman installs his camera. Piet de Jonge, 
then curator of the Kröller-Müller Museum, sits at the table next to Van Elk and I am 
facing them, a little closer to the camera so that I could easily show relevant 
documentary material prepared in advance. When De Jonge announces the first 
subject, The Wider the Flatter (1972), Van Elk immediately exclaims:  
 

                                                        
 
442 Ruth Perkins, Huw Owens, Chris Carr, Kathryn Hallett, Ian Gibb and Kate Frame, ‘Henry VIII’s Tapestries 
Revealed’, in ICOM-CC 16th Triennial Conference Preprints, Lisbon 19–23 September 2011, ed. by Janet Bridgeland 
(Almada: Critério-Produção Gráfica, Lda, September 2011). 
443 Jens Stenger, Santiago Cuellar, Rudolph Gschwind, Ankit Mohan, Yasuhiro Mukaigawa, Ramesh Raskar, and 
others, ‘Non-invasive Color Restoration of Faded Paintings Using Light from a Digital Projector’, in ICOM-CC 16th 
Triennial Conference Preprints, Lisbon 19–23 September 2011, ed. by Janet Bridgland (Almada: Critério-Produção 
Gráfica, Lda, 2011). 
444 Federica van Adrichem, ‘Licht op Kramer. Het retoucheren met licht van ontkleurde synthetische anilinebeits-
afwerkingen op monochrome Amsterdamse School meubels’ (MA Thesis, University of Amsterdam, Amsterdam, 13 
July 2015). 
445 Ger van Elk was one of the artists in the Dutch research project Artist Interviews/Artist Archives of the Foundation 
for the Conservation of Contemporary Art (SBMK) and the Netherlands Cultural Heritage Agency (ICN). See Stigter, 
2012, ‘Reflections on the Artist Interview and the Conservator’s Point of View by Example of Ger van Elk.’ 
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GvE: That's bad. It's damaged and should have been restored long ago. 
 
The tone is set. The work has been in storage for quite some time and Van Elk is not 
happy about it. With the Kröller-Müller Museum’s inventory photograph in his hand 
(see fig. 4.37) Van Elk starts to explain:  
 

GvE: The work is about straightening out the angle. I'd taken photographs of 
the corner and phased it from angular to straight. It's a photo of the wall behind 
it. The corner in the wall was made to disappear. 

 
We keep silent. Van Elk concludes:  
 

GvE: I'm very cross about this, because it's a lovely piece.446 
	
	
Although I did not know this at the time of the interview, The Wider the Flatter was going to be 
my next Van Elk-conservation project. After having developed a seemingly perfect conservation 
treatment for Roquebrune, meeting all requirements of modern conservation guidelines, 
comparable problems with photoworks that had shifted colour would become a challenge. 
Retouching with coloured light was not possible because of the complex structure of the sculpture 
and it would not solve the severe mechanical damage.  
 The Wider the Flatter poses an additional challenge because of its site-specificity, lending it 
an installed character too. Whether this site-specificity is conceived of as a passive feature, having 
the work remain related to its initial setting, or an active one, allowing for a more performative 
view when opting for a new context that implies remaking the work, turns out to be a matter of 
choice. What follows is a post factum analytical reflection on the conservation of The Wider the 
Flatter, illuminating the process of evaluating and negotiating information about the artwork’s 
curatorial history and past museum practices. While the case story of Roquebrune illustrates the 
value of traditional conservation ethics for contained works to discover new solutions, and the 
importance of eliciting positive engagement from the professional social network surrounding the 
artwork, this case demonstrates the influence of the stakeholders interpreting the artwork, its 
history, and context affecting its installed character.  

 
 

Identity and Biography 

The Wider the Flatter is a three-dimensional site-specific photowork in the corner of a wall, 
which is visible on ten life-size chromogenic prints mounted on a triangular aluminium frame of 

                                                        
 
446 Elk, Jonge and Stigter, 4 April 2003. Translation according to subtitles in: 
http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208165841/http://www.inside-
installations.org/OCMT/mydocs/Interview%20with%20Ger%20van%20Elk.mov [accessed 10 December 2015]. 
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ten alternating strips, each having a wider angle, until they become flat.447 The sculptural structure 
measures 6 x 270 x 134 cm and covers the real area it replaces with its depiction, suggesting a 
stretching out of the corner by its phased shape. 
 At the time of the interview the chromogenic prints on the artwork had shifted colour and 
were mechanically damaged due to people accidentally touching the object while passing. In 
places the white base showed through. Dust and grime were trapped in the gelatin topcoat, 
evidence of well-intended but dangerous aqueous cleaning attempts (see fig. 4.38). This 
furthermore contributed to the abrasion of the image layer, especially on the higher parts of silk 
screen structure, of which the bubbles got dented, most severely on the front photograph. Dirt 
gathered on the surface around the small bubbles and in the dents is causing an overall smudgy 
appearance (see fig. 4.39). Because of the bad condition of the photographs, The Wider the Flatter 
no longer optically blended into the wall, but stood out as a damaged artwork. 
 
 
Interview Analysis 

As expected, Van Elk suggested replacing the photographs on The Wider the Flatter (1972). In 
addition, during our interview he gave the liberty to adapt the work to any other site, as long as 
the photographs correspond to the wall in front of which the work was placed. This clear 
statement was made a good 30 years after the artwork’s inception. Research into the exhibition 
history gave reason to believe that the artist may have changed his ideas over time. This issue of 
site-specificity, combined with the necessity to do something about the damaged photographs, 
made it a good case for the European research project Inside Installations: Preservation and 
Presentation of Installation Art (2004–2007).448 The project provided both a scientific framework 
and a professional peer network for complex research questions in the conservation of 
contemporary art, allowing for reflection and critical thinking on the profession. 
 As a result I got involved in the life of The Wider the Flatter. Moreover, when I analyse our 
artist interview, I realise our influence had already started. We had triggered the artist to make 
suggestions about the artwork that could just as well be considered to belong to the past, or at 
least to have lain dormant for a long time. 

 
PdJ: Where did you originally make it for? In the Kröller-Müller, it is a later version.  
GvE: No, that's not right. This is the only existing version. It's in the room with the 
sculptures. Rudi Oxenaar left it hanging there.  
PdJ: When did you first make it? 
GvE: I never made another one.  

                                                        
 
447 Title in Dutch: Hoe hoeker hoe platter. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 107.781. 
448 Initiated and coordinated by the Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands, funded by the European Union as part 
of the Culture 2000 program. The meanwhile archived project website functions as a repository of research results: 
‘Inside-Intallations.org’ (Archivethe.net, 2012) 
<http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208162011/http://www.inside-installations.org/home/index.php> 
[accessed 27 December 2015]. Associated publications: Inside Installations: Preservation and Presentation of 
Installation Art, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Paulien ’t Hoen (Amsterdam: ICN and SBMK, 2007); Scholte and Wharton, 
2011. 
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SS: But you made it first for the Van Abbemuseum. 
GvE: [Looks surprised, pointing at Kröller-Müller’s inventory photograph:] Not this one? 
SS: [Presents him a photo of the previous situation at the Van Abbemuseum]. 
GvE: But it doesn't exist anymore. I made the concept for them. But this is the only one 
there is, as far as I know. [Then with great certainty:] This will go anywhere. [Pointing to a 
corner in his studio behind him:] Here, too. All you need is the central bit. You can realise 
the concept wherever you like.449 

 
Confronting Van Elk with The Wider the Flatter’s first appearance caused the artist to explain the 
work’s essence in an attempt to fill the gap in his memory: “I made the concept for them” he 
answers, emphasising the existing Kröller-Müller manifestation at the same time. But then he 
turned to the work’s principle in order to clarify the concept, and started to promote the possibility 
of redoing the work elsewhere. Thus, because the artist had forgotten about the work’s previous 
form, the interview forced him to convert the artwork into its basic principles, thereby discarding 
the significance of the materialised form in the Kröller-Müller Museum.  
 Van Elk continued to stress the conceptual nature of The Wider the Flatter during the 
interview. “The work is really only an illustration of the concept, the flattening out of 90-degree 
angle. That’s the whole idea.”450 By simplifying the work’s concept he provides us a reading 
between the lines: there is nothing difficult about it: just make a new one, wherever you like. This 
enlarges the work’s exhibition potential and facilitates changing the work’s dismantled life in 
storage: a new corner implies new photographs – problem solved.  
 This analysis made clear that the potential future life of The Wider the Flatter was 
constructed through the interview, since it became directed towards specific actions. This means 
that when this source is considered to provide a basis for designing a conservation strategy, the 
interview can already contribute significantly to the biography of the artwork itself. It is important 
to be aware of the way an artwork is mediated as part of the interview process, hence a critical 
reflection afterwards is invaluable to trace the factors that influence the way an artwork is being 
conceived of.451 
 The fact that knowledge about the artwork is being constructed, is further supported by 
triangulating the interview data with information from other sources, as is common practice in 
ethnography and conservation research. Analysis of the artwork’s museum life made it seem as if 
The Wider the Flatter had acquired a fixed status upon acquisition. Moreover, former Kröller-
Müller Museum director, the late Rudi Oxenaar, stated that The Wider the Flatter was made for 
one specific corner in the museum and that it was never meant to be a temporary installation.452 In 
other words, there was never a question of moving the artwork around. Oxenaar’s perception of 
the work’s placement, the fact that the work’s site was considered to be a given fact is 
                                                        
 
449 Elk, Jonge and Stigter, 4 April 2003. This part of the interview is available through: 
<http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208165841/http://www.inside-
installations.org/OCMT/mydocs/Interview%20with%20Ger%20van%20Elk.mov> [accessed 10 December 2015]. 
450 Ibidem.  
451 This point is also made in: Stigter, 2012, ‘The Artist Interview as a Conservation Tool for Process-Based Art by 
Sjoerd Buisman’, p. 77. 
452 Conversation between Kröller-Müller Museum’s curator Toos van Kooten and Rudi Oxenaar, August 2004. 
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understandable considering it is from a time when artworks did not travel as much as they do 
today. 
 On the other hand, The Wider the Flatter did have a different appearance when it was first 
made, for Ger van Elk’s show at the Van Abbemuseum (see fig. 4.40).453 The photographs for the 
sculpture were made in situ, against the white painted textile covered walls. Shortly after the 
Kröller-Müller Museum acquired the work and the metal structure was given a new appearance.  
 To this end, in accordance with Van Elk, the then director Oxenaar appointed a site in the 
Kröller-Müller Museum’s sculpture gallery, namely the corner of a beige painted brick wall. Not 
only did Oxenaar consider that this would become the work’s permanent situation, but Van Elk 
also did, as can be seen from the Stedelijk Museum’s installation of the work for his solo 
exhibition in 1974. During the loan preparations Van Elk never suggested exchanging the 
photographs on the aluminium structure to suit the new surroundings. Instead, he wanted a 
documentary photograph to accompany the work to explain its site-specific situation at the 
Kröller-Müller Museum (see fig. 4.41).454 
 Many years later, Andrée van de Kerckhove, then project conservator of the Kröller-Müller 
Museum, turned down a following loan request by the Stedelijk on the grounds that The Wider the 
Flatter “could only be displayed in the corner of the Kröller-Müller Museum for which it was 
made.”455 This clearly marks the conception of the work as having a permanent display site. It was 
also noted that the work was then in a very bad condition. This suggests that it was already in 
storage by then. Rather than considering the loan request to be an opportunity to do something 
about the work’s condition, the loan request was turned down. Both lack of knowledge on the 
work’s exhibition history and an on-staff sculpture conservator at that time must have hindered 
this line of thinking. When I became involved this situation had changed and the museum 
embraced the challenge of deepening the understanding of the work and improving the work’s 
condition.456 
 
 
To Displace or Not?  

During the interview with Van Elk, I was struggling with what I thought was ‘right’ for The 
Wider the Flatter, based on what I considered the truth judging from historical sources about the 
work’s museum life after acquisition. I found myself looking for ways to get the artist back on 
track with the data in order to match the picture in my head. Van Elk had borrowed The Wider the 
Flatter for his exhibition at the Stedelijk Museum without changing the photographs to match its 
temporary site. This conflicts with his later suggestion that the work could be situated anywhere 

                                                        
 
453 This photograph is reproduced in black and white in: Jean Leerling, Ger van Elk. Van Abbemuseum, 5.1.1973 – 
18.2.1973, ed. by Ger van Elk (Eindhoven: Van Abbemuseum, 1973), p. 25. 
454 Letter from Edy de Wilde, then director of Stedelijk Museum, to Ellen Joosten, then secretary of the Kröller-Müller 
Museum, 8 November 1974, Kröller-Müller Museum archive. 
455 Note by Andree van de Kerckhove, dd. 8 April 1998, on the loan request form for an exhibition at the Stedelijk 
Museum. Collection archive Kröller-Müller Museum. 
456 I proposed including The Wider the Flatter in the Inside Installations project, which provided financial support for 
research and a conservation treatment, which demonstrates the influence of human action on a work’s perpetuation. 
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so long as the photographs are changed. Although in line with the work’s concept, Van Elk’s 
suggestion to detach the work from its specific museum corner was new and required additional 
research.  
 The visual relation of The Wider the Flatter to its surroundings is referred to as ‘site-related’ 
in this study to specify its particular site-specific character.457 The triangular object is mounted in 
front of what is seen on the photographs. There is no meaning embedded in the particular location 
other than the requirement that it should visually match, so that the object disappears into the 
background, or rather the structure emerges from it. However, in this case the location is a 
museum wall and it could be argued that this provides the work with additional content. The artist 
seems to be entering a competition, attempting to straighten out the corner and taking over the 
museum structure that had been designed to house the artwork. However, the social or cultural 
function of the wall was never specified for the work.  
 There is no certificate for The Wider the Flatter. This might have been different if the work 
had been sold many years later. Acquisition is a typical moment when a work is redefined on 
paper, as with The Well-Polished Floor Sculpture (1969), which then became enriched with a 
potential trapezium shape (see Chapter 2). However, The Wider the Flatter was sold immediately 
after its inaugural exhibition and nothing was documented about its possible future. The work’s 
location was appointed and its new appearance was clear. 
 After the transfer, clearly more authority was placed with the museum, as the artwork’s 
museum life illustrates, one aspect being Van Elk’s own silence about renewal of the photographs 
when requesting it for loan himself for the Stedelijk exhibition. The Wider the Flatter was given a 
prominent role in the Kröller-Müller Museum collection, being placed on permanent display in 
the museum’s sculpture gallery until it was taken down because of its poor condition, awaiting the 
resources for conservation treatment which had finally arrived. 
 
 
From Site-Related to Site-Specific 

Because of the work’s visual relation to the museum site, the particular corner became part of The 
Wider the Flatter, marked by the two holes in the wall that are permanently left open for the work 
to be put in place. Thus, the museum corner became both visually and physically attached to the 
structure of the artwork. The visual unity between what is seen in the artwork and its real 
surroundings is crucial: ideally they blend into each other. It makes a fundamental difference in 
the conservation treatment approach whether this relation is considered from the object’s 
perspective or from that of the surroundings. The first interpretation stems from the assumption 
that the artwork is a static object, a contained artwork, which includes the specific site, while the 
second notion considers the artwork as a concept, an installed work whose appearance can be 
adapted to every other site.  
 This difference in approach, either towards the contained side of the installed character or 
implementing a more performed approach, determines the direction of the conservation strategy. 

                                                        
 
457 Kwon mentions this term, but does not appoint it to a particular type of site-specificity. Kwon, 2002. 1. See also 
Stigter, 2009. 
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In the interview Van Elk promoted this last viewpoint focusing on the conceptual nature of the 
work and its installed character, while the work’s museum life emphasizes the first point of view, 
that of a more contained work, a view that was actually supported by the artist when he included 
the Kröller-Müller form in his Stedelijk exhibition in 1974.  
 Hypothetically, to preserve the object’s material integrity, the wall behind the work could be 
repainted to match the faded colours of photographs as a way of enhancing the appearance of The 
Wider the Flatter. Although this may seem far-fetched, the idea does offer a way to prevent 
sacrificing the photographic material. However, the photographic material is too damaged to take 
this option seriously as, besides being discoloured, the top layer of the photographs is severely 
abraded and in places the image layer is completely missing.  
 By stressing the installed nature of The Wider the Flatter as a site-related artwork, it is 
provided independence from its locational context. It frees-up the work from the Kröller-Müller 
Museum-site and allows for installing wherever possible, provided that the photographs are 
remade in situ. This idea lends the installed work a character that is placed more towards the 
performed end of the spectrum of installed work.  
 However, the work’s Kröller-Müller setting has become specific to The Wider the Flatter for 
various reasons. One aspect is its architectural setting; the chosen corner enables the visitor to see 
the work from above and below while passing as it is approached by walking down steps, 
something that adds to the way the work can be perceived. Another aspect lies in the context of 
the collection presentation due to the fact it is located in the middle of the route to the Kröller-
Müller’s prime collection of Vincent van Gogh paintings. The Wider the Flatter physically 
narrows down the passage to these collection of masterpieces, which means that visitors aiming to 
see Van Gogh’s paintings, have to be confronted with Van Elk’s work first, whether they like it or 
not (see fig. 4.42). Evert van Straaten, former director of the Kröller-Müller Museum, was 
charmed by this idea, considering that this disturbing factor is a typical feature of Van Elk’s work. 
He preferred to have the conservation strategy designed for this site, which had been appointed by 
his predecessor in accordance with the artist.458 
 Time is a third factor that must have strengthened the work’s relation to the Kröller-Müller 
Museum’s sculpture gallery. It has been situated in the corner of the sculpture gallery for so many 
years that this situation has become an intrinsic feature of the artwork, to such an extent that other 
situations outside this configuration seem to have been forgotten about. Its first exhibition in the 
Van Abbemuseum was for such a short period of time that not only museum professionals had 
forgotten about it, refusing loan requests, but even the artist himself, as became clear in the 
interview. 
 Thus, architectural, contextual, and historical connotations of the current location of The 
Wider the Flatter illustrate that different values of a site can contribute to an artwork’s meaning, 
although the artist did not necessarily intend these to become part of the artwork. However, such 
values do contribute to the artwork’s meaning in the museum. When these values have become 
part of the work’s authenticity, then the site-related aspect, based on a mere visual relation to its 
surroundings, has become site-specific, securing The Wider the Flatter to its location. Since all 

                                                        
 
458 Personal communication, Otterlo, 2 November 2004. 
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the features of the Kröller-Müller-site are still there, it was agreed to design the conservation 
treatment of The Wider the Flatter based on the Kröller-Müller-site in accordance with the artist 
and the museum director. 
 
 
Use of Evidence 

When I began studying The Wider the Flatter I tended to emphasize the form it was given after its 
acquisition by the Kröller-Müller Museum, despite the fact that it had had a different appearance 
before. This institutionalised form was emphasized by so many sources and practices that it felt as 
if it was the work’s natural habitat. In particular, the artist’s own involvement in maintaining the 
Kröller-Müller-form, even outside the museum, provided this manifestation with a certain 
authority. This is underscored by the later loan refusal which argued that the work is inseparable 
from its Kröller-Müller sculpture gallery site. During the interview, Van Elk even thought that it 
was the only form in which the work had existed.  
 When faced with a choice of what to do with an artwork, it is usual to provide evidence to 
inform the decision-making process. Selecting what is useful depends on how both the work and 
the facts are interpreted. I tended to emphasize the Kröller-Müller manifestation because I situated 
a form of authenticity within the related aspects. When approaching The Wider the Flatter as a 
contained work based on its authoritative manifestation, this ideally includes keeping the 
photographic material. Instantly, the photographs’ typical bubbled surface pattern of the original 
chromogenic prints take us back to the 1970s and thereby reveal Van Elk’s innovative use of 
colour photography, in long narrow strips of over three meters. Its novelty is expressed precisely 
through this silk screen structure that has since become obsolete (see fig. 4.39).  
 However, the initial photographic paper had already been replaced once to resolve early 
damage after the loan to the Stedelijk which took place on the way to the following venue in 
Brussels. The photographs were renewed upon the work’s return and this is indicated by an 
additional date with Van Elk’s new signature (see fig. 4.38).459 The event could be considered to 
provide an unscrupulous license to renew the current photographs again. However, it would be 
too easy to use this as an argument to discard the current material of the artwork. A basic premise 
in conservation is that an artwork’s present material construction is always a given truth to be 
respected. Even if it is no longer ‘authentic’, it represents its own history and contextual values 
with it.  
 The fact that the site’s brick wall had been once repainted could also be considered to be a 
change in the material condition of the artwork. Did the photographs no longer match the wall or 
did the wall no longer match the photographs? Paint sample analysis could have contributed in 
determining whether the wall was repainted in the exact same colour, since a minute difference, 
even in surface structure, could be claimed as a reason to replace the photographs in order to 
match their ‘visual host’, even if the photographs were not damaged. It is easy to neglect the wall 

                                                        
 
459 See also Sanneke Stigter, ‘To replace or not to replace? Photographic material in site-specific conceptual art’, in 
ICOM-CC 14th Triennial Meeting The Hague: Preprints, ed. by Isabelle Sourbès-Verger (London: James & 
James/Earthscan, 2005), 365–70. 
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as part of the work in favour of safeguarding the photographic material, demonstrating that, 
apparently, an object-based approach is favoured in conservation – considering it to be a 
contained work rather than an installed piece.  
 By presenting the repainting of the wall and the previous replacement of materials as 
‘exhibits’, I aim to illustrate that these historical facts from the artwork’s biography could be used 
as evidence to inform decision-making, justifying renewal. However, it was the final judgement 
of a photograph conservator that was decisive for the decision to replace the material as the only 
and best option, at a time when analogue printing was still possible.460 
 It was decided to stay as close as possible to the original materials and techniques to 
generate a similar ‘look and feel’ as when the work was first installed in the Kröller-Müller 
Museum. The choice was made to use analogue photography and to print on chromogenic resin 
coated paper, showing the typical cyan, magenta, and yellow dye clouds (see fig. 4.43).461 A matte 
finish was selected, enabling the photographs to blend into the wall, a requirement Van Elk 
defined for the work (see fig. 4.44).462 Surface roughness measurements have revealed that the 
original prints have a much coarser surface structure compared to the new type (see figs. 4.45–
4.46).463 
 The idea of ‘look and feel’ is sometimes referred to in film and video conservation when 
migration is part of the conservation strategy and a new material form has to be chosen.464 This 
notion of look and feel has a rather subjective connotation, which is commonly avoided in 
conservation, following decision-making that is based on the, supposedly, objective truth about 
the object. However, this is not possible without colour measurements of the original 
photographs. Therefore, decisions about the new material expression of the work are based on an 
assumed authentic state making the description of look and feel rather suitable. Moreover, the 
description provides a certain transparency to the fact that choices must be made to achieve this 
appearance, and acknowledges that new materials are used that aim for an authentic experience, 
rather than presuming that it is authentic material.  
 
 
Research through Practice 

Through being involved with the actual practice of the conservation strategy for The Wider the 
Flatter – guiding the making of the photographs, running tests, and deciding about the best way to 

                                                        
 
460 Details of the conservation treatment see Clara von Waldthausen and Sanneke Stigter, Conservation Treatment 
Report Ger van Elk: The Wider the Flatter, 1972 (Otterlo: Unpublished: Conservation Archive Kröller-Müller 
Museum, 19 November 2008) <http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208164126/http://www.inside-
installations.org/OCMT/mydocs/The Wider the Flatter 19 11 08.pdf> [accessed 27 December 2015]. 
461 Unfortunately the photographic industry will stop producing this material. Extra prints from the same batch are kept 
in cold storage for future replacement. 
462 Elk, Jonge and Stigter, 4 April 2003. 
463 The surface roughness measurements were kindly carried out by Bill Wei of the Cultural Heritage Agency of the 
Netherlands at NanoFocus, Oberhausen, 11 November 2013. 
464 See, for instance, Laurenson, 2004, p. 4. Or in: Gaby Wijers, ‘To Emulate or Not’, in Inside Installations. Theory 
and Practice in the Care of Complex Artworks, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Glenn Wharton (Amsterdam University Press, 
2011), pp. 81–89; Gaby Wijers, ‘Obsolete Equipment: Ethics and Practices of Media Art Conservation’, in Preserving 
and Exhibiting Media Art: Challenges and Perspectives, ed. by Julia Noordegraaf, Cosetta G Saba, Barbara Le Mâitre, 
and Vinzenz Hediger (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2013), pp. 235–52 (p. 237).  



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 136 

adhere the new prints to the aluminium structure – something else became apparent: time and 
financial aspects must have had a major influence in directing the artwork towards a ‘frozen’ state 
regarding its site-specificity with relation to the loan in 1974. Conserving the original 
photographs, making new ones, and printing them until the right tone was achieved was time 
consuming and expensive. This must have been the reason why there was no question about 
changing the photographs for the first loan request by Van Elk only one year after acquisition. 
Van Elk’s choice to retain the Kröller-Müller photographs suddenly seemed logical as a way to 
avoid the painstaking process of re-doing the photographs for a two-month exhibition, after which 
the whole process would have had to be carried out again upon its return. Although this 
assumption is not found in any historical source, it became obvious from working with the 
artwork, facilitated by the EU-funded Inside Installations research project.  
 This finding illustrates how conservation practice is invaluable as a research tool for the 
understanding of a work’s biography, as was indicated with relation to technical art history in the 
previous chapter. No-one ever gets as close to the artwork as a conservator who analyses the logic 
of a work’s structure. Financial aspects and museum practices turn out to be of crucial importance 
for the life of The Wider the Flatter as we know it today. This also applies to the fact that it 
became an Inside Installations case study, allowing for in depth analysis and further reflection, 
and the possibility for communication to a wider audience during the Inside Installations 
exhibition at the Kröller-Müller Museum (see fig. 4.47).465 
 
 
Further Reflection 

When arguing for one line of thought stressing the intrinsic value of the work’s site in the 
museum that took up the work in its collection, it is insightful to also consider the opposite 
scenario. Van Elk’s statement about the possibility of liberating the work from its beige museum 
corner at Kröller-Müller’s sculpture gallery encouraged me to put the institutional perspective 
aside and consider the options for The Wider the Flatter from a more conceptual viewpoint. 
 The idea of the relatively static history of the artwork can be nuanced when other aspects of 
the artwork are emphasized. For instance, I could have stressed the importance of the different 
initial appearance of The Wider the Flatter at the Van Abbemuseum, albeit that it was only for 
two months. When the work’s inaugural exhibition is used as a reference point, it is not the 
work’s current physical character that would be emphasized, but the installed feature, making it a 
more dynamic work and allowing for adaptation. Think of what would have happened if the 
Kröller-Müller Museum had not purchased the work at such an early stage in its life? In that case 
The Wider the Flatter would probably have known many faces in different temporary exhibitions 
and become accustomed to an ever-changing appearance. If this had occurred on a regular basis 
then there would never have been any question about original materials, nor a preferred site. 
 While the Kröller-Müller situation has determined the appearance of The Wider the Flatter 
for nearly its entire life, its two-month existence in the Van Abbemuseum during its infancy is 

                                                        
 
465 Inside Installations, 25 October 2006 – 7 January 2007 and Inside Installations II, 25 October 2006 – 7 January 
2007.21 March – 3 June 2007, Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo. 
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crucial. This could be considered to be the work’s critical mass, to use Gordon’s notion to 
characterise authenticity in installed artworks, signifying the work’s potential flexibility.466 
However, the preliminary version had determined only 0,5% of the artwork’s 33 years of 
existence at the moment of decision-making. The artist had even forgotten about it, underlining 
the authority of the Kröller-Müller site by that time. However, what this critical mass does make 
clear is that the work’s appearance has to have a visual relation to its surroundings through the 
photographs as an essential work-defining property.  
 Perhaps the concept of the work is made more explicit when installing the object elsewhere 
so that the photographs have to be replaced to match the new surroundings. However, thoughtful 
presentation of the artwork is also based on respect for its history and social context. The 
architectural setting generated so much additional meaning to the work, that it would be a shame 
not include it in the work’s display. Thus, apart from the work-defining properties, other 
characteristics are also being weighed during decision-making. These may even lie outside the 
object, such as the positioning of the Van Gogh collection in the galleries just past the work, or 
the forced use of the steps on approaching it. These aspects are intrinsically related to the work at 
this location and caused by the work’s institutionalisation. In its Kröller-Müller form The Wider 
the Flatter is still expressing its work-defining properties, meaning that there is no need to stress 
the work’s site-related feature by purposely moving the work to a different setting, thereby 
imposing a new site-related appearance. This will only foreground the work’s site-related 
character to people who know the work from the Kröller-Müller setting, while relocation would 
discard significant aspects of the properties that have grown on the work as part of its history.  
 However, choices will again have to be made when the present photographs are worn out, 
since the prints on the work will not last forever. Spare prints have been made, but these will 
eventually run out. Perhaps this future moment will be a good opportunity to reconsider the 
location of The Wider the Flatter, so that the change from analogue to digital as well as a new site 
can be carried through as a whole. This is not imperative, but a suggestion for a new chapter in 
the life of the artwork based on conceptual and material unity, to use Brandi’s words.  
 However, choosing a new site would also introduce new concerns. Although Van Elk clearly 
indicated that any location for The Wider the Flatter would be appropriate so long as the 
photographs match the wall, in practice a new site will always create new questions that can never 
be fully anticipated beforehand and may need the artist’s authorisation, which is sadly no longer 
possible. However, the current version of The Wider the Flatter in its well-known location has 
been authorised with Van Elk’s signature (see fig. 4.48). Thus, what we do know for sure is that 
Van Elk was pleased with the result of renewed photographs for The Wider the Flatter at the site 
that he and Oxenaar had chosen in 1973 (see fig. 4.49). This can never be ascertained for a new 
location in the future.  
 This is not stated to prevent the work from being remade at a different location, but as a 
concern. When comparison with the Replacement Piece would be viable, the biography of this 
work could be used as a reference to pursue relocating The Wider the Flatter, considering that a 
third version of Van Elk’s Replacement Piece was realised after Van Elk passed away (see fig. 
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2.43). However, Van Elk had previously indicated the exact location which is crucial for an 
intervention in an urban environment. Van Elk’s dealer considered it no longer possible to 
complete the edition of five once that the input of the artist was no longer available.467 This 
illustrates the most important point of this chapter: apart from the material and technical 
possibilities, conservation and the presentation of conceptual artworks greatly depends on the 
opinions, interests, and care of the people involved.  
 
 
4.4 Conclusion 

It proved useful to think out a conservation strategy before engaging the artist, anticipating 
potential conflict when a clash of viewpoints is expected. Ger van Elk did not advise to replace 
the original chromogenic print in his sculpture Roquebrune, which had changed colour. The idea 
of retouching the work with coloured light worked for Roquebrune, but was impossible for the 
complex structure of The Wider the Flatter, for which an exact colour match with the site is 
fundamental. In both cases, the rationale behind the decision-making turned out to be the result of 
a combined weighing-up of ethical dilemmas, practical limitations, and technical possibilities. In 
addition, anticipating the social context surrounding the artwork was important, including the 
artist, the curator, the museum director, the dealer, the technician, fellow conservators, and 
myself. My activities at the museum ranged from technical explorations to navigating these social 
structures, particularly in the case of Roquebrune. The practice of installing the lighting myself 
and having the director actually see the result made it work. This meant that the success of 
retouching with light depended heavily on the positive engagement of the other museum 
professionals.  
 While for Roquebrune the work’s material integrity could be preserved, for The Wider the 
Flatter the damaged photographs were replaced. However, its historic authenticity has been 
served by leaving the work in the museum corner where has always been since 1973. Appointing 
a new location was left aside due to the added value of the work’s historical setting. This was 
decided upon without totally ignoring the potential for ‘activating’ the work’s site-related 
property when interpreting it as more performative feature. Such options are suggested for the 
future, while at the present time the work’s most authoritative form is considered to be directive, 
with its visual host still there, while remaining conscious of the fact that this anchors the Kröller-
Müller form within the artwork’s life even more. 
 This case study demonstrates that performing research geared towards conservation is not at 
all neutral or passive: the artist interview evoked a setting the parameters for The wider the 
Flatter. Informing Van Elk about previous manifestations awoke the work’s potential and 
triggered the option of a different setting to foreground its site-specific character. The work’s life 
story, on the other hand, revealed that its site-related character had become a passive feature over 
time, invoked by the artist’s own initiative to exhibit the work in the Stedelijk Museum with the 
Kröller-Müller photographs still on it, ignoring its site-related property. The reason for this was 
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never explained, and even forgotten, the action leading to the suggestion that the corner in the 
Kröller-Müller Museum was the work’s permanent site – at least that was my initial interpretation 
based on the documented facts. However, the practical experience of renewing the photographs 
during the present treatment, provided important information that was not documented: the fact 
that the photographs were never renewed for the two-month loan to the Stedelijk must have been 
for financial reasons, replacement being an expensive and elaborate process.  
 Acknowledging that the information that emerges from historical sources, performed 
practices, and technical possibilities, is all interrelated and consciously employed during decision-
making, demands critical assessment and a personal account to make the decision- making 
process more transparent. It is this kind of reasoning that underlines my conclusion that 
conservators, and also curators, should be aware of their capacity to direct an artwork’s 
presentation, depending on the way research findings are assessed and valued, within a specific 
context and based on whoever is consulted. Evidence is always staged to justify choices in 
conservation practice. The next chapter picks-up on this conclusion and further explores the 
installation process as a research tool, but in this case without the artist’s involvement. Instead, 
the artist’s theoretical statements are combined with comparative studies of the practices at 
different institutions for installing similar work.  





 

  

5 Installing Work by Joseph Kosuth 

Otterlo, 16 August 2011.  
 I am in the photo studio of the Kröller-Müller Museum facing the various 
photographs that are used for Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) (1965). They 
are standing on a cart together, once part of the artwork. When Glass (One and 
Three) is installed, it consists of a sheet of glass, a photograph of this sheet of glass, 
and a textual definition of glass (see fig. 5.1).468 After extensive case research I 
concluded that the photograph in this work should be taken anew at every exhibition 
site to generate a visual site-specific effect. As a result of this practice, there had 
been a misunderstanding about the photograph’s dimensions. To sort this problem 
out I wanted to compare all the photographs that were once used to record their 
distinctive features. 
 Seeing the photographs standing on the cart together immediately reveals that the 
latest one is notably smaller. I decide to examine the oldest one first and carefully 
place the photograph on an easel. It is an aluminium-mounted gelatin silver print on 
fibre-based paper. This is the photograph that was originally provided with the work 
when it entered the museum. I measure its width and then its height. To my surprise, 
the print is 3 cm shorter than expected. It is not square at all, whereas this is always 
indicated.469 Closer inspection of the print reveals irregularities along the top edge 
as if a strip has been sliced off. Why had I never noticed this before? Apparently, the 
more intangible aspects of this conceptual artwork, such as its claimed site-
specificity, had absorbed my attention to such an extent that this material 
imperfection had escaped my notice. Had the conceptual nature of this work affected 
my conservator’s eye? Feeling ashamed of myself I hoped that it had not.  
 Blaming myself for not having verified the photograph’s exact measurements 
before and having left the inventory data unquestioned, I realise that this could have 
been key evidence in the decision-making regarding the main conservation issue in 
this case: whether or not to replace the original photograph by one made in situ.  
	
	

This account demonstrates the significance of material specificities, even for conceptual artworks; 
it implies that there is a story about the art-making process, or the early history of the work, that 
had remained untold.  
 For the Kröller-Müller Museum, Glass (One and Three) became topical in 2001 when Rudi 
Fuchs, then director of the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, asked to have it on loan.470 He claimed 

                                                        
 
468 Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 122.078. 
469 See former museum inventory data and publications, such as: The Collection Visser at the Kröller-Müller Museum, 
ed. by Paula van den Bosch and Toos van Kooten (Otterlo: Kröller-Müller Museum, 2000), p. 218.  
470 Described in: Stigter, 2005, ‘To replace or not to replace? Photographic material in site-specific conceptual art’; 
Sanneke Stigter, ‘How Material is Conceptual Art? From Certificate to Materialisation: Installation Practices of Joseph 
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that it was the artist’s intention to replace the photograph in this type of work with one made at 
the exhibition site. This was never part of the installation procedure in the Kröller-Müller 
Museum, since it is not specified in the certificate. This makes one wonder, how ‘authentic’ this 
notion of the photograph’s replacement is as an imperative for this type of work? The 
fundamental difference in approach between both museums made the work an interesting case 
study for the European funded research project Inside Installations: Preservation and 
Presentation of Installation Art (2004–2007), providing a stepping stone for continued research. 

It seems a simple question: what are the ‘correct’ installation guidelines for Glass (One and 
Three)? Yet, there is no simple answer, judging from the curatorial management of Kosuth’s other 
‘Proto-Investigations’ as he called this type of work, each with a different object and additionally 
extended in various languages. The general aim of this chapter is twofold. One is to understand 
the history and reasoning behind the materialisation and installation history of this type of work in 
order to contextualise the claim of imperative site-specificity. The other is to determine how this 
knowledge applies to our particular case as a basis to develop best practice for the work’s 
installation and, therefore, at the same time conservation. In particular the role of materiality and 
performed practices are assessed in the search for ways to value each manifestation with respect 
to both the artist’s claimed intent and the work’s conception as a museum object.  

While the previous case studies are mainly ‘contained’ in behaviour, this one is mainly 
‘installed’: consisting of parts that are assembled, positioned, and possibly materialised according 
to certain parameters and relating to a certain space. This forces the conservator to look beyond 
conventions in conservation, especially when the artwork requires active changes. This also 
entails examining the value of conservation practice as a research tool, demonstrating that 
evidence is not only found in archives, the object itself, and oral testimonies, but also in museum 
dynamics: the making, installing, and documenting of the artwork. At the same time, examining 
these practices highlights the influence of the different stakeholders, including myself in my dual 
role as researcher and conservator with a responsibility towards the Kröller-Müller Museum 
collection.  

In contrast with the previous chapter, this case was assessed without the artist’s direct 
involvement, since it proved difficult to get in touch with him. Yet his own writing, published 
interviews, and archival documents provide ample information to enable analysis of the analyse 
the artist’s supposed intentions for the work, providing interesting comparison with examples that 
involve the artist or his representatives. Being close to a primary source in the case of a living 
artist is not necessarily easy, as was made clear in the pervious chapter, because of the additional 
factors that come into play, such as the professional relation that has to be upheld. Instead, the 
artwork is brought into focus through its own history, materiality, and context, while at the same 
time the role of the museum is exposed through my role in analysing these research data. 

The rationale of this chapter follows the practice of research in conservation. Findings are 
presented in order of discovery, making each of the conclusions functional to the next step. This 
provides insight into both the lines of reasoning and critical reflection at the same time.  

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three)’, in Inside Installations. Theory and Practice in the Care of Complex Artworks, ed. by 
Tatja Scholte and Glenn Wharton (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), pp. 69–80.  
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5.1 Joseph Kosuth: Propositions and Practices 

The story of Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) symbolizes a typical case of a conceptual 
artwork in a museum structure, challenging the focus of conservation. The previous case study 
chapter demonstrated that insight into the chronology of both the artwork’s trajectory and the 
artist’s own artistic development proved invaluable for decision-making. In conservation studies it 
is considered important to know when and how a work was first materialised, as this form is 
considered a valuable reference point and often used as a touchstone in time for decision-making. 
This is precisely the modernist approach conceptual art questioned. However, in order to establish 
a context that could serve as a basis to derive a desired approach for our case study, answering the 
question as to whether to include a site-related photograph, it is important to align the artist’s 
statements with the facts in time. The following section explores the artist’s role in his own 
positioning in the conceptual art movement and unravels the origin of his first Proto-Investigation 
to provide a basis for comparative case analysis.  
 
 
Artist’s Working Methods 

Joseph Kosuth (1945 Toledo, Ohio, USA) became involved in the New York conceptual art scene 
at a relatively young age. In 1967 he organised his first exhibition himself when he had just turned 
22.471 He is considered to be one of the pioneers and protagonists of conceptual art, having also 
taken on the role of art critic. Ursula Meyer even opened her early anthology of Conceptual Art 
quoting Kosuth claiming an upheaval of the divided roles between artist and critic: “Because of 
the implied duality of perception and conception in earlier art, a middle man (critic) appeared 
useful. This (Conceptual) art both annexes the functions of the critic and makes the middleman 
unnecessary.”472 Through such formulations Kosuth positioned himself in the middle of the art 
movement, which he partly cultivated through his writing.473 He even published a self-interview 
using a pseudonym.474  
 
 
Positioning and Polemics 

Kosuth cleverly exploited the art context, organising his own gallery space to exhibit his work and 
even managing to get multiple pages in Studio International to present his ideas about conceptual 

                                                        
 
471 Kosuth founded the Lannis Gallery for the occasion, using the apartment of his nephew in New York. 
472 Quoted from Kosuth, Joseph, “Introductory Note by the American Editor”, Art Language, Vol. 1, No. 2 (1970) in: 
Conceptual Art, ed. by Ursula Meyer (New York: Dutton, 1972), p. VIII.  
473 Alberro also points to the way Kosuth “cultivated” his work and his status as a conceptual artist. Alberro, 2003, p. 
27. 
474 Arthur [Joseph Kosuth] Rose, ‘Four Interviews with Barry, Huebler, Kosuth, Weiner’, in Idea Art: A Critical 
Anthology, ed. by Gregory Battcock (New York: Dutton, 1973), pp. 140–49.  
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art while he was still relatively unknown.475 He understood the function of writing well, and 
provided statements with his exhibitions early on, making sure that his work was seen and 
understood correctly. In his first public statement appearing with his first exhibition at Lannis 
Gallery in February 1967, he explained: “All I make are models. The actual art are ideas. […] the 
models are a visual approximation of a particular art object I have in mind.”476 By referring to his 
work as ‘models’, and later as ‘investigations’, Kosuth emphasized their critical and, perhaps, 
temporal nature in an attempt to prevent them being mistaken for art objects.477 
 Conscious about the value of making his ideas public in an exact manner, Kosuth once even 
read aloud part of his writing during an early interview with Patricia Norvell, making sure that his 
ideas would get across exactly the way he wanted.478 Through his writing Kosuth not only 
profiled himself as a theorist of conceptual art, but also carefully framed his own work and that of 
his fellow artists in an art historical discourse.479 The polemics that started when he had his article 
published in three subsequent issues of Studio International (1969), are telling.480 Artists and 
other art professionals accused Kosuth of setting false dates, profiling himself as being the first 
with everything.481 
 In the last of these articles Kosuth introduced his Proto-Investigations, as one of his “simple 
attempts to ‘de-objectify’ the object” in art.482 By presenting an object in three different ways: the 
thing itself, its image, and a description of the object in language, Kosuth wanted to expose the 
object’s minimal function in art’s ontology and emphasize art’s conceptual message instead. He 
used One and Three Chairs as an example, which became a canonical conceptual work. This in 
itself is interesting – and telling – especially for an artwork that should be only about the idea. 
 By claiming in the article that One and Three Chairs originated in “late 1965” Kosuth 
retroactively marked the starting point of his career.483 American art critic Benjamin Buchloh 
pointed out that he was not able to find any evidence of Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations before 
February 1967, referring to Kosuth’s self-organised exhibition as follows:  
                                                        
 
475 For a detailed account on how Kosuth managed this, see Joanna Melvin, ‘Studio International Magazine: Tales from 
Peter Townsend’s editorial papers, 1965–1975’, PhD Thesis (University College London, London, 2013), pp. 148–174. 
476 Kosuth, statement for Nonanthropomorphic Art by Four Young Artists: Joseph Kosuth, Christine Kozlov, Micheal 
Rinaldi, Ernest Rossi at the Lannis Gallery, opening 19 February 1967, listed in: Lippard, 1973, p. 25. 
477 Kosuth first used ‘Investigation’ in 1968, judging from an unpublished note in his own anthology: Joseph Kosuth, 
‘Unpublished notes written in 1968’, in Joseph Kosuth. Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990, 
ed. by Gabriele Guercio (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991), p. 11. 
478 This interview with Kosuth is left out of Patricia Norvell’s book at his request, which demonstrates that he is still 
aware of the impact of publicity. See Alexander Alberro, ‘At the Treshold of Art as Information’, in Recording 
Conceptual Art. Early Interviews with Barry, Huebler, Kaltenbach, LeWitt, Morris, Oppenheim, Siegelaub, Smithson, 
Weiner by Patricia Norvell, ed. by Alexander Alberro and Patricia Norvell (Berkeley, CA: University of California 
Press, 2001), pp. 1–15 (p. 6).  
479 See for his collected writings: Kosuth, 1991, Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990.  
480 Joseph Kosuth, ‘Art after philosophy’, Studio International, 178.915 (1969); Joseph Kosuth, ‘Art after philosophy 
part II. “Conceptual Art” and Recent Art’, Studio International, 178.916 (November 1969), 160–61; Joseph Kosuth, 
‘Art after philosophy: part 3’, Studio International, 178.917 (December 1969), 212–13. 
481 For example: “if we accept his own dates”, Michel Claura, ‘Conceptual Misconceptions’, Studio International, 
179.918 (1970), 5–6. 6; and “I am only concerned with adjusting the historical lapse of memory which seems to afflict 
Kosuth”, Dore Ashton, ‘Kosuth: the Facts’, Studio International, 179.919 (1970), 44. Kosuth reacted more than once: 
Joseph Kosuth, ‘Kosuth replies to Claura’, Studio International, 179.919 (1970), 44; Joseph Kosuth, ‘An answer to 
criticisms’, Studio International, 179.923 (1970), 245. 
482 Kosuth, December 1969, p. 212.  
483 Ibidem. 
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I have not been able to find a single source or document that would confirm with definite 
credibility Kosuth's claim that these works of the Proto-Investigations were actually 
produced and existed physically in 1965 or 1966, when he (at that time twenty years old) 
was still a student at the School of Visual Arts in New York. Nor was Kosuth able to 
provide any documents to make the claims verifiable. By contrast these claims were 
explicitly contested by all the artists I interviewed who knew Kosuth at that time, none of 
them remembering seeing any of the Proto-Investigations before February 1967, in the 
exhibition Non-Anthropomorphic Art by Four Young Artists, organized by Joseph Kosuth at 
the Lannis Gallery.484 

 
Buchloch’s assertion provoked outrage from Kosuth, resulting in a fierce written reaction stating:  
 

… these works existed only in notes or drawings and were fabricated after I had the 
financial resources. […] I simply had no funds at that age to fabricate works, and frankly, 
with no hope to exhibit them at the time – and with the nature of the work being what it was 
– there really was no point.485  

 
Theoretically this is a valid point, especially in the case of conceptual art. Kosuth continued to 
openly question Buchloh’s understanding of conceptual art, rhetorically asking: “Is the physically 
exhibited presence of a work the only criterion for its existence? It isn't, if you know anything 
about Conceptual Art.”486 While defending himself with the idea of conceptual art, Kosuth does 
not indicate when the first Proto-Investigation was actually materialised. At least it was not 
February 1967 at Lannis Gallery as Buchloh suggested. Kosuth indicated that he “never exhibited 
the Proto-Investigations at Lannis Gallery”, claiming he already worked on the ‘first-
investigation’ by then.487 
 Kosuth must have made an effort to keep the date of the first materialisation of a Proto-
Investigation a secret. The installation view of One and Three Chairs illustrated in the article has 
always remained undated (see fig. 1.5). It shows that the photograph in the work has large white 
borders, something that is never seen with other Proto-Investigations, giving reason to believe 
that this is the first Proto-Investigation. Kosuth’s letter to MoMA reveals that the photograph was 
taken at his studio, which means that the installation view is also at his studio.488 His studio at 44 
                                                        
 
484 Benjamin Buchloh, ‘Conceptual Art 1962–1969: From the Aesthetic of Administration to the Critique of 
Institutions’, October, 55 (1990), 105–43. The text was originally published in the exhibition catalogue L'art 
conceptuel: une perspective (Paris: Musée d'art moderne de la Ville de Paris, 1989). 
485 Joseph Kosuth and Seth Siegelaub, ‘Joseph Kosuth and Seth Siegelaub Reply to Benjamin Buchloh on Conceptual 
Art’, October, 57 (1991), 152–57 (p. 153).  
486 Kosuth and Siegelaub, 1991, p. 153. 
487 Ibidem. This can be confirmed with a letter of Kosuth to Paul Maenz of his former Cologne gallery writing about the 
Lannis show: “this whole body of work […] has never gotten out […] glass boxes with texts which were intended to put 
the object in informational contexts which altered one’s perception of them.” Kosuth, undated letter to Paul Maenz 
[around 1974]. Galerie Paul Maenz and Getty Research Institute. Box 16; File 5. These are not his First Investigations, 
since these have ‘gotten out’, as did his Proto-Investigations, his most marketed work. 
488 See quote on p. 158 from Kosuth’s Invoice of One and Three Chairs, 20 October 1970. Collection Archive MoMA, 
New York, consulted through the kind help of Roger Griffith, sculpture conservator at MoMA, 29 August 2005. 
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W 22nd Street did not appear to have a wooden floor, judging from a studio photograph in his 
Luzern catalogue, which is captioned 1968.489 The wooden folding chair from One and Three 
Chairs is at his desk. A dictionary cut out leaning against the wall has a similar text lay out as the 
chair’s definition, hence Kosuth must have been involved in the work’s materialisation by then 
(see fig. 5.2). However, the installation view of the work must have taken place in a different 
studio, possibly his next one in Grand Street. Perhaps Kosuth especially planned the setup to 
illustrate his Studio International article in 1969.490 While Kosuth proved eager to publish and 
talk about his work, to my knowledge he never mentioned the idea for One and Three Chairs 
before 1969.491 
 To conclude, One and Three Chairs was not materialised in 1965, as Kosuth admitted to 
Buchloh, nor exhibited in 1967, as Buchloh had suggested. Perhaps Kosuth worked on it in 1968, 
judging from an early studio photograph showing relevant items, but based on the literature, 
Kosuth first mentioned One and Three Chairs in 1969. This suggests a maximum gap of four 
years between the origin of the idea and the work’s materialisation. Kosuth only later started 
calling his work ‘Investigations’, numbering them back until they retroactively started with the 
Proto-Investigations, which suggests that the idea for this type of work could have matured 
during all that time. Considering these facts, the imperative of using a photograph relative to the 
site could have been specified later. To distinguish possible later additions a conservator always 
looks for sources that are as contemporary to the origin of the artwork as possible in order to 
determine its initial appearance and situate it in time. 
 
 
Art-making in Theory and Practice 

While galleries today are still offering Proto-Investigations, theoretically by the end of the 1960s 
Kosuth was moving away from work with “hardware” as he explained in a letter to Karl 
Heinemann.492 He eliminated the object and the photograph from his investigations, only using 
the photostatic blow-up of dictionary entries in what he later called his First Investigations, 
subtitling all of them Art as Idea as Idea, dated 1967. In 1969, in the same article in which he 
introduced One and Three Chairs, Kosuth explained: “I never wanted anyone to think that I was 
presenting a photostat as a work of art – that’s why I made that separation and subtitled them as I 
did.”493 However, Kosuth did exploit the traditional visual properties of the Photostat for this 
series, using the negative image instead of a positive one, as in the Proto-Investigations. The old 
process of the already obsolete photographic reproduction technique first rendered a negative 

                                                        
 
489 Kosuth, 1973. Vol. V. 
490 In July 1969 Kosuth asked Studio International’s assistant editor Charles Harrison in a letter if he could get two 
pages of images with his article. Melvin, 2013, p. 161. He had the installation view made by a professional 
photographer, Jay Cantor, New York. Depicted in: Kosuth, 1973, p. 186. 
491 The first evidence I found is of Kosuth discussing One and Three Chairs in October 1969 during an artist talk at the 
Nova Scotia College of Art and Design in Halifax, where he shows the audience a photograph of the work. David 
Askevold and Joseph Kosuth, ‘Joseph Kosuth, October 1969’, in Artist’s Talk: 1969-1977, ed. by Peggy Gale (Halifax: 
The Nova Scotia College of Art and Design, 2004), pp. 2–9 (p. 5). 
492 Undated letter in Box 16, File 5: Galerie Paul Maenz and Getty Research Institute. 
493 Kosuth, December 1969, p. 160. Later Kosuth started numbering his investigations and referring back to his Proto-
Investigations. 



Chapter 5 | Installing Work by Joseph Kosuth 

 
147 

image, resulting in white text on a black background (see fig. 5.3).494 This is noteworthy because 
by that time Kodak had already produced direct Photostat positive paper for a long time.495 This 
means that Kosuth purposely picked the reversed images as a defining characteristic of this 
machine-copied enlargement to stress its materialised form as a cheap throwaway product. 
Seeking to dematerialise the art object, he chose a form to underpin his ideas, making it at the 
same time a bearer of meaning. Kosuth’s way of exploiting the archaic reproduction technique is 
so striking that Alberro called the photostatic blow-up Kosuth’s ‘trademark’, and art historian Liz 
Kotz his ‘signature material’.496 
 The paradox embedded in the material manifestations of Kosuth’s conceptual artworks 
makes their preservation a critical act, especially when they are sold, collected and presented, 
passing on materialisation – or the material components – from hand to hand. Kosuth signalled 
this himself, declaring to have already abandoned his blow-ups by 1969 and stating in his Studio 
International essay: 

 
In the beginning the photostats were obviously photostats, but as time went on they became 
confused for paintings, so the ‘endless series’ stopped. The idea with the  
photostat was that they could be thrown away and then re-made – if need be – as part of an 
irrelevant procedure connected with the form of presentation, but not with the ‘art’.497 
 

This statement may be readily seen as a license to discard the prints. This system is easy and 
saves storage space. However, Kosuth’s proposed negation of the materialised form of his work is 
not wholly consistent with the way he safeguarded the original parts of One and Three Chairs, 
which he entrusted to the care of the Museum of Modern Art in New York (MoMA) in 1970. This 
shows that there is a thin line between the artist’s apparent intention and his concern about the 
status of the physical work.  
 To conclude, without providing a complete overview of Kosuth’s oeuvre, for instance 
omitting his magazine advertisements, billboard texts, and neon signs, it is clear that the artist’s 
working methods generally consist of thinking, writing, strategy, and art production, activities that 
are all interrelated, but result in different products.498 Moreover Kosuth’s theory superseded his 
art practices. When he announced that he had stopped using objects and photographs in his work, 
                                                        
 
494 Photostat is a brand name of a camera-based photographic copying machine from the graphic industry that was 
already obsolete when Kosuth first materialised his Proto-Investigations. It is a ‘wet’ photocopying technique directly 
on photosensitized paper, without a film negative, which was gradually abandoned and taken over by ‘dry’ copying 
machines, such as Xerox. Rudolf Kingslake, The Rochester Camera and Lens Companies (Rochester, NY: 
Photographic Historical Society, 1974). It is estimated that the technique of the photostat’s main period of use was 
1910–1970. Luis Nadeau, ‘Office Copying & Printing Processes’, Guide to the Identification of Prints and Photographs 
Featuring a Chronological History of Reproduction Technologies. A Companion Book to the Encyclopedia of Printing, 
Photographic and Photomechanical Processes, 2002, p. 2 <http://cool.conservation-
us.org/byauth/nadeau/copyingprocesses.pdf> [accessed 11 June 2015].  
495 Since 1953 Kodak produced Kodak Photostat Positive W Paper. Nadeau, 2002, pp. 7–8.  
496 Alberro, 2003, p. 41. Liz Kotz, ‘Language Between Performance and Photography’, October, 111.1 (2005), 3–21 (p. 
9, n. 8).  
497 Kosuth, December 1969, p. 212.  
498 Kosuth indeed claimed: “I always considered my writing on art a part of my role as an artist”. Joseph Kosuth, 
‘1975’, in Conceptual art: A Critcal Anthology, ed. by Alexander Alberro and Blake Stimson (Cambridge, MA: MIT 
Press, 1975), pp. 334–48. 
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he had only just started producing his Proto-Investigations. This reveals a functional split between 
Kosuth’s theory and his art practice as driven by the art market.499 Moreover, in the art historical 
discourse his writing seems to have overshadowed his art production, as Kotz rightly noted: 
“critical accounts of his work usually focus on the texts, and actual readings of individual pieces 
or projects are rare.”500 The present study aims to fill this gap with a close reading of the Proto-
Investigations, especially of Glass (One and Three). 
 
 
Glass (One and Three) 

The Kröller-Müller Museum acquired Glass (One and Three) from its first owner Geertjan 
Visser.501 The catalogue describes the work’s materialisation: 
 

At the end of 1976 a sheet of glass was delivered to Geertjan Visser’s Antwerp apartment; a 
little later a photographer appeared to take a picture of it standing on the white-tiled floor of 
the living-room, leaning against the wall. That life-size photograph was hung beside the 
sheet of glass, together with an enlarged photograph of the definition of the word ‘glas’ in a 
Dutch dictionary.502  

 
When comparing this text to the artwork, it becomes clear that it is compiled without examining 
its actual components. In reality, the text is from an English-Dutch dictionary, not a Dutch one. 
Moreover, the glass and the photograph are equal in size, hence no life-size depiction is possible. 
 Unfortunately, there is no photograph of the entire work in its initial setting at Visser’s 
house.503 The catalogue text explains the difference with its current situation: “Sadly, since 'One 
and three glass' was moved to the Kröller-Müller Museum, it no longer stands on the authentic 
white floor-tiles. Because of this, the pleasing effect of infinity (Droste effect) could not be 
preserved.”504 Although Kosuth’s work is not based on what is called ‘Droste-effect’ in Dutch, 
which is a repeating image within an image until infinity, it is the work’s site-related effect that is 
lost as long as one continues to use the initial photograph in the installation in different 
surroundings. 

                                                        
 
499 Correspondence between Kosuth and his German dealer Paul Maenz demonstrates a constant demand for money and 
sellable work vice versa, for instance: “We need about three object-definition propositions” (12 March 1972). Galerie 
Paul Maenz and Getty Research Institute. 
500 Kotz, 2005, p. 9, n. 8.Kotz, 2005. 
501 The museum used to refer to the work as One and Three Glass, in line with the other Proto-Investigations, but since 
certificate reads: “Glass (One and Three) [English-Flemish]” (KM 125.436), and Kosuth’s 1973 catalogue lists a work 
called “Glass–one and three” (Kosuth, 1973, p. 97), the museum corrected the title. Only they leave out the 
specification ‘[English-Flemish]’ in the title, perhaps because it is between brackets and thought of as only relevant for 
administrative reasons. The idea that ‘Flemish’ is used and not ‘Dutch’ might be confusing, since the audience in 
Netherlands speaks Dutch, which is in principle the official language in Flanders. 
502 Bosch and Kooten, 2000, p. 219. 
503 There is no other archive than the material provided with the museum objects. Geertjan Visser passed away in 2010 
and the Netherlands Institute for Art history (RKD) in The Hague does not hold Visser’s archive, as Ramses van Bragt 
confirmed in a personal e-mail 22 June 2011. 
504 Bosch and Kooten, 2000, p. 219. The word Droste-effect comes from a cacao tin design of the chocolate brand, 
showing a waitress holding a tray with the same cacao tin on which this scene is depicted again, and so on. 
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 Apparently, the museum did not consider the visual relation to the site a transferrable work-
defining property. Instead, this text identifies Visser’s floor as the authentic setting, suggesting 
that the work is site-specific rather than site-related. Then this indeed implies that removal causes 
a permanent loss. However, it is the question whether this is indeed the case. 
 The work’s site-related character is the immaterial feature around which this study revolves. 
Although not specified in the work’s certificate, the presumed site-related property is a significant 
feature. When the photograph is taken in situ, the real surroundings optically enter the photograph 
as if it has no borders: the background on the photograph blends with the real one surrounding the 
work. These spatial properties and intangible features are included when analysing the work’s 
work-defining properties. 
 
 
Physical Parts 

According to the inventory data Glass (One and Three) consists of three parts: a transparent sheet 
of glass; a black and white photograph of the object; and a dictionary entry explaining the 
object.505 The object consists of an ordinary 3 mm thick transparent sheet of glass.506 Kosuth used 
glass in this form in other work as well. “I liked glass because it had no colour to speak of, except 
for the colour it reflected from its environment.”507 Moreover, glass attempts to negate its own 
physicality because of its transparency. Uneven edges reveal that the sheet is hand-cut and minor 
chipping is probably the result of handling (see fig. 5.4). These material features suggest that it is 
still the original object. 
 The second object is a dictionary definition, which Kosuth described as his use of language: 
“Language began to be seen by me as a legitimate material to use. […] So then I used photostats 
of dictionary definitions in a whole series of pieces.”508 He consciously chose the Photostat to 
enlarge dictionary entries. Although he may have used a real Photostat copier in the beginning, a 
machine that was by then already obsolete, he might use the term only to refer to a reproduction 
technique for enlarging text that had entered common language, similar to the way Xerox became 
synonymous for the electrostatic photo copied print, after the brand name. If it is the idea of a 
machine rendered text that Kosuth wanted to evoke, this explains why he kept on calling the 
definitions Photostats. In reality, the text in Glass (One and Three) is a photographic gelatin silver 
print on fibre-based paper, hand mounted on aluminium (see fig. 5.5).509 

                                                        
 
505 The Kröller-Müller Museum uses The Museum System (TMS). On the basis of proposals of the Inside Installations 
Documentation Working Group, TMS expanded the conservation section with more entries for multi-component 
artworks, including immaterial features such as change and variability. 
506 Kate van Lookeren Campagne, conservator of glass and ceramics, identified the pane as soda lime float glass based 
on the fact that this was commonly used for window panes in Europe at that time. Personal communication, 15 June 
2011. 
507 Joseph Kosuth and Jeanne Siegel, ‘Art as Idea as Idea as Idea: An Interview with Jeanne Siegel’, in Joseph Kosuth. 
Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990, ed. by Gabriele Guerco (Cambrige and London: MIT 
Press, 1991), pp. 47–56 (p. 49). 
508 Kosuth and Siegel, 1991, p. 50. 
509 See also Clara von Waldthausen and Sanneke Stigter, Conservation Treatment Report of Dictionary Definition 
(Otterlo: Unpublished: Conservation Archive Kröller-Müller Museum, 12 January 2006) 
<http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208163959/http://www.inside-
installations.org/OCMT/mydocs/Conservation treatment report of dictionary definition.pdf> [accessed 3 January 2016]. 
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 The third element in the installation is the image: a photograph. He stressed its 
insignificance as a medium in relation to what was considered art. “My use of photography (in 
works from 1965 such as One and Three Chairs) came about through an attempt to make work 
which didn’t signify that it was art a priori, because of its form.”510 Later, when photography 
entered the art historic tradition, Kosuth stressed that he used it: “as a non-art device as an 
alternative to painting within the art context.511 The images’ clear aesthetics reflect a formula, 
which he defined as “clean, cool, factual, almost scientific – as un-composed as I could manage, 
and always taken by someone else, in order to make clear that they were art in their use (in 
relation) not through the aesthetic choice, composition or craftsmanship.”512 These statements not 
only explain what he intended with the chosen techniques, they also demonstrate Kosuth’s careful 
way of putting this in words, being perfectly consistent with the ideals of conceptual art.  
 However, although Kosuth attempted to de-objectify art, the photograph is also an object 
with physical, tactile, and optical qualities, regardless of whether this is important to the artist or 
not. For instance, the semi-gloss finish of the gelatin silver print on fibre-based paper is typical of 
large-scale photographs of the time, as is their aluminium mounting (see fig. 5.6).513 The 
irregularity at the top edge indicates this side is hand cut, which could have been to adjust 
something during the art-making process, for instance when the image was stuck too low onto the 
pre-cut sheet of aluminium, making slicing off the excess at the top the cheapest remedy (see fig. 
5.7). While this may seem of minor importance to the artwork, it can inform decision-making 
about its future appearance, since this depends on how such features are interpreted. 
 The last registered component that is not part of the artwork, but related to it, is the 
certificate. It consists of a schematic pencil drawing that is stamped “documentation” to make 
sure that it would not be regarded an artwork itself (see fig. 5.8).514 As a guideline on how to 
install the work this document is rather minimal. The explanatory text next to the drawn 
components is limited to “glass leaning”, “photograph of glass leaning” and “dictionary 
definition/translation of 'glass' [Eng-Flemish].” The latter is written next to a rectangle filled with 
a brown substance, which must be the remnants of glue, judging from comparison with other 
diagrams for Proto-Investigations, which have a scrap of paper with printed text adhered at this 
place.515 Unfortunately, this collage element is lost on this certificate. The diagram indicates that 
the top of the prints were aligned and mounted a little above the object, while the composition in 
the photograph is such that the borders of the glass run parallel to the picture plane.  

                                                        
 
510 Kosuth, 1991, Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990, p. 187. Originally published in 
Symposium über Fotografie (Graz 1979). 
511 Kosuth, 1991, Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990, p. 217. First published as a flyer, 
“Statement (text for wall panel)” (New York: Leo Castelli Gallery, 1985). 
512 Kosuth, 1991, Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990, p. 187. Originally published in 
Symposium über Fotografie (Graz 1979). 
513 Clara von Waldthausen and Sanneke Stigter, Conservation Treatment Report of the 1977 Image (Otterlo: 
Unpublished: Conservation Archive Kröller-Müller Museum, 12 January 2006) 
<http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208163959/http://www.inside-
installations.org/OCMT/mydocs/Conservation treatment report of the 1977 image.pdf> [accessed 3 January 2016]. 
514 Normally Kosuth’s certificates are marked ‘diagram’ in pencil next to the stamp that marks the paper as 
‘documentation’, while this one has ‘documentation’ written in pencil doubling the stamped word. 
515 Random text used with the sentences directed in upright position, cut halfway through. See depictions in Kosuth, 
1973.  



Chapter 5 | Installing Work by Joseph Kosuth 

 
151 

 However, the materialised components of Glass (One and Three) reveal that not all the 
indications had been followed: the text is not rectangular but square and the photograph at 
Visser’s is taken slightly from above. The photographer may have decided to take the photograph 
from an angle in order to introduce some dynamic, but it could also have been due to practical 
reasons if had not been possible to take the photograph from sufficient distance. This 
demonstrates that the practice of materialisation can be influenced by aspects that are normally 
not considered, such as the interpretation of the diagram and the possible influence of 
circumstances at the site. 
 The certificate does not specify the type of glass, the print form, or the dimensions. What the 
certificate does state from a ready-made stamp is (see fig. 5.9):  

 
It is the intention of Joseph Kosuth that this work be owned or exhibited exclusively in a 
FLEMISH [filled out by hand-SS] speaking cultural/linguistic context. Fulfilment of this 
requirement is absolutely essential to the existence of the work (as art).516  

 
This statement is quite specific. It makes clear that one cannot exhibit the work outside the area 
where one speaks Flemish. The installation is not restricted to the site where the photograph is 
taken, because to prescribe a context that is determined by language implies that there are more 
options within this set region. However, nothing points to changing the photograph according to 
the location. Thus, concluding from the certificate, the work requires a cultural/linguistic context 
which makes it language-specific rather than visually site-specific.  
 Kosuth sent the certificate in the post directly from New York, addressed to Fernand 
Spillemaeckers, Ostend, Belgium, owner of MTL in Brussels and the partner gallery of the 
Amsterdam-based gallery Art & Project, who must have arranged the sale. The post stamp is 
dated December 27, 1976 and also December 31, 1976.517 This is the earliest physical record 
referring to the Flemish Glass (One and Three). Although the certificate has the date 1965, it is 
clear that this relates to the idea and not to the date of materialisation or the diagram. An 
interested buyer must have been the incentive for the Flemish Proto-Investigation coming to life, 
because the client lived in Antwerp, the capital of Flanders in Belgium, hence the English-
Flemish specification. If Kosuth had planned a work in this language beforehand, he would have 
certified the work English-Dutch, the official language of both the Dutch and the Flemish.  
 This reveals the significant role of the market on the Proto-Investigations produced around 
the world. The idea of using translated definitions may even have resulted from working with 
European galleries. In 1971 Kosuth’s German dealer Paul Maenz inquired in a letter to Kosuth 
about the possibility of having works in a different language, to which Kosuth responds 
positively: “There are German language ones for each of these: 1. the works with an object, a 
definition and a photo (like the saw and the clock) 2. the neon 3. and also, I believe the leaning 

                                                        
 
516 Joseph Kosuth, Certificate of Glass (One and Three) (1976), pencil and ink on paper, 30.3 x 45.5 cm. 
517 KM 125.436-4, registered as documentation. 
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glass […]. So you should show these photos that I have sent you to collectors.”518 Maenz’ 
question suggests that the photographs Kosuth sent included English definitions. 
 
 
Immaterial Features 

As with most conceptual artists, Kosuth cleverly used the same infrastructure he was reacting 
against to get his message across, presenting his work in galleries and publishing in art journals. 
Therefore, the art context itself contributed importantly to the content of the work. “If your work 
is the process of signification itself – what I saw as a concept of a practice of art, retrievable from 
a tradition-heavy history of painting and sculpture – then obviously the context of a gallery itself 
became part of the work.”519 Thus, conceptually Glass (One and Three) needs an art context such 
as a gallery, an exhibition, or an art collection. One could even question if the work would 
function at all when taken out of the ‘white cube’ designed to show precious unique objects, the 
form of art that conceptual artists claimed to undermine.520 To get their point across, conceptual 
artists needed gallery space in order to deconstruct it, which paradoxically confirms its function at 
the same time. 
 Apart from the contextual background, the work’s literal background is also an important 
element in the installation, especially if the photograph is in situ. Visser’s photograph reveals the 
dominance of a tiled floor from the grid of squares, a geometrical shape that is repeated in various 
layers in the artwork: the square sheet of glass in the photograph, the shape of the photograph, and 
that of the real glass. A neutral background enhances the factual appearance. The classic white 
museum wall was so common that it would have needed no specification if this were favoured, 
because it was the normal context. 
 Another immaterial feature is the work’s lighting. Based on Kosuth’s idea to have the object 
represented as factually as possible, one may deduce that an even lighting works best. Spotlights, 
shadows, and big contrasts suggest a spectacular and precious object, which would contravene the 
work’s conceptual message. While one might assume that reflections emphasize the object’s 
materiality rather than its transparency, Kosuth never indicated that they should be avoided.  
 In addition to the contextual specificity and the cultural-linguistic specificity, the most 
crucial yet undocumented aspect of Glass (One and Three) is its claimed visual site-specificity. 
When renewal of the photograph becomes imperative to generate a visual unity with the site, a 
following issue would be whether keeping the photograph after the installation is not mystifying 
the work’s concept, when one considers what happened when Glass (One and Three) entered the 
museum. However, the used photograph does form an invaluable rich source of information about 
the artwork in relation to the art-making process and the work’s dimensions.521 A close reading of 

                                                        
 
518 Kosuth, letter to Maenz, 9 March 1971, responding to Maenz’ letter to Kosuth, 16 February 1971: Galerie Paul 
Maenz and Getty Research Institute. 
519 Joseph Kosuth, ‘Qua-Qua-Qua’, in Joseph Kosuth. Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 1966–1990, 
ed. by Gabriele Guerco (Cambrige and London: MIT Press, 1991), pp. 223–26 (p. 224). First published as "Qua-qua-
qua", in the exhibition catalogue: Implosion: Ett Postmodern Perspektiv, Stockholm: Moderna Museet, 1987: 70–73. 
520 O’Doherty and MacEvilley, 1999. 
521 In addition to the off-square format, the photograph reveals the total installation depth of the first installation 
moment, based on the tiled floor in the photograph. Taking the dimensions of the real sheet of glass compared to its 
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the work’s components and analysis of the literature did not provide any clues as to whether a 
visual site-specificity is a work-defining property, making further research necessary. 
 
 
5.2  Investigating Glass (One and Three) 

In order to find out where the idea of replacement comes from, and whether it is valid for our 
case, this section pursues a broader study of installation practices from different occasions and in 
different institutions. Attempting to compare Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations as if they are 
independent artworks is debatable, since the work is based on a single concept. Curator and critic 
Eugene Tan, for instance, suggested that all versions of One and Three Chairs are in principle the 
same work: “If we agree with Kosuth, it is the concept that he conceived of in 1965 that is the 
‘canonical’, or ‘prime’ version, not any physical manifestation: it is, of course, the concept that 
matters and the speculation it initiates.”522 Tan suggests that the work could exist just as well in 
the mind, if only considering the threefold representation of an object. However Tan mixes up the 
various types in his analysis, not distinguishing between translated versions and the English or 
etymological ones. He considers all of his illustrations to be MoMA’s work, notably falsely 
captioned as the etymological version, whereas in fact MoMA has one in plain English. To 
complete the mix-up Tan takes the etymological version to be the French one.523 This 
misunderstanding demonstrates that the split between Kosuth’s art-theoretical starting point and 
the practical results is not only an issue when producing and managing his work, but even gets 
blurred in critical analyses. This section takes a closer look at the biography of Glass (One and 
Three) and compares it to the lives of other Proto-Investigations.  
 
 
Tracing and Steering Glass (One and Three) 

Since we know that none of the Proto-Investigations were materialised in 1965, then neither was 
Glass (One and Three). The earliest evidence of the work is from 1973. The work is depicted in 
Kosuth’s Luzern catalogue, apparently in the English version (see fig. 5.10).524 It is referred to 
with the same name, although a dash separates ‘glass’ from ‘one and three’ instead of brackets. 
Other than that, the work appears identical, and includes a site-related photograph. Using this as a 
touchstone in time for our installation strategy, a site-related form seems imperative. The answer 
to the question as to whether to replace the photograph with one relative to the site seems to have 
been found. However, the English and Flemish versions can also be considered individual works 
once they are materialised, displayed, and traded, each of them following an independent path.525 
The exhibition history of Glass (One and Three) has been analyzed in various steps: first mainly 

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
depiction, reveals that the tiles on Visser’s floor measured 10 x 10 cm. On the photograph the glass is 1,25 tile away 
from the plinth, which makes a total installation depth of approximately 12,5 cm. 
522 Tan, 2009, p. 50. 
523 Idem, pp. 53, 58, 60.  
524 Photo: Eric Pollitzer, in: Kosuth, 1973, p. 31, Vol 1. 
525 Ariane Noël de Tilly made this point for editioned artworks in her dissertation: Noël de Tilly, 6 December 2011. 
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from documents, entering the first phase of a new installation strategy which is furthermore 
assessed from practice, leading to additional research questions that are explored towards the end 
of this section. This leads to a third phase of the work’s exhibition history in the following 
section, including additional research triggered through findings from practice-led research. 
 
 
Phase I: Old Parts, New Sites 

Shortly after Glass (One and Three) [English-Flemish] first materialised in 1977, the work 
entered the collection of the Kröller-Müller Museum as a long-term loan, already in May 1979.526 
The museum first installed the work in 1982, using the components that were stored in the depot 
and omitting the initial site-related character. The image and the text were positioned rather high 
on the wall in relation to the glass, when compared to the diagram on the certificate.527 Perhaps 
this suited the large white walled gallery and the surrounding artworks better (see fig. 5.11). 
 Ten years later Glass (One and Three) was installed again, also with the parts originally 
made for Visser's Antwerp apartment.528 Visser officially still owned the work. The work was 
shown in a smaller gallery, this time with the text and the image arranged according to the 
diagram. The graphics of the text were this time aligned with the top of the sheet of glass. Close 
examination of the exhibition photographs reveals that the image and the text were attached 
without any device from the front (see fig. 5.12). Inspection of the parts themselves revealed the 
use of hinges on the back.  
 In 1995 Glass (One and Three) officially became part of the museum collection after a 17-
year long-term loan. Still, this did not change the museum’s installation strategy judging from the 
installation image that became the work’s inventory photograph (see fig. 5.13).529 There is a 
difference between the way the two photographs are mounted: while the text was held up by six 
L-screws, positioned along the top and the bottom, the photograph was still held up by hinges on 
the back, the top being slightly tilted and the bottom hanging freely, causing a cast-shadow along 
the edges.  
 Five years later Glass (One and Three) was installed as part of an exhibition organised in 
celebration of the publication The Collection Visser at the Kröller-Müller Museum in the year 
2000.530 This collection, of late designer Martin Visser, his late wife Mia – and his late brother 

                                                        
 
526 The work was given on loan when Visser was moving to a smaller apartment. 
527 Recent Acquisitions, Kröller-Müller Museum, 13 November – 12 December 1982. A photograph shows the work in 
background with a large photowork, Angry, by Gilbert & George and a floor piece, A copper ribbon, by Carl Andre, 
both also part of the Visser collection. 
528 Una Giornata al Mare–A Choice form the Collection of Geertjan Visser, Kröller-Müller Museum, 26 June – 1 
November 1992. Early sculptures by Bruce Nauman and a small watercolour by Francis Picabia accompanied the work 
in the gallery. 
529 Exhibited during Raw Material: A Choice from Acquisitions 1991–1995, Kröller-Müller Museum, 4 November 1995 
– 4 February 1996. Installation view published in: Bosch and Kooten, 2000, pp. 218–219; Carel Blotkamp, Rudi Fuchs 
and Camiel van Winkel, Conceptual Art in the Netherlands and Belgium 1965–1975: Artists, Collectors, Galleries, 
Documents, Exhibitions, Events, ed. by Suzanna Héman, Jurrie Poot, and Hripsimé Visser (Amsterdam and Rotterdam: 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam and NAi Publishers, 2002), pp. 158–159. The museum purchased the work with support 
from the Mondrian Foundation. 
530 Bosch and Kooten, 2000. Exhibition: A choice from the collection Visser, Kröller-Müller Museum, 1 July – 17 
September 2000. 
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Geertjan – forms an important part of the contemporary art collection of the Kröller-Müller 
Museum.531 Glass (One and Three) was installed with its original parts once more, the glass 
positioned at a slightly greater angle and the text secured with four L-screws, while the 
photograph was still hung from hinges on the back (see fig. 5.14). 
 Apart from small differences in the way the parts are mounted and distributed over the wall, 
this first phase of the work’s exhibition history illustrates that the initial visual site-specificity 
existed at Visser’s place, disappeared the moment the work entered the museum. The use of 
Visser’s photograph did reflect the work’s history, which may be relevant to the Kröller-Müller 
Museum housing most of the Visser collection. However, when a site-related character is part of 
the work-defining properties, the traditional installation procedure of using all components that 
were handed to the museum suppresses the work’s true identity. Changing this procedure could 
solve the problem by starting to incorporate a new photograph.  
 
 
Phase II: New Sites, New Parts 

The solution given above is what Fuchs suggested when he requested Glass (One and Three) on 
loan for their exhibition in the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam in 2002.532 They made a new 
photograph for the work showing the glass situated on their parquet floor (see fig. 5.15). Hence, 
Glass (One and Three) regained its visual site-specific character. The Stedelijk made the artwork 
contemporary to the actual time and place, but so doing put a historical feature to one side. If it 
were considered at all suitable to show this conceptual artwork deprived of its site-related 
character with its original historical components, I would say it was in the context of a 
retrospective show on conceptual art in the Netherlands and Belgium. This exhibition was not 
only based on a gone era, but used a geographical framework that suited Visser’s photograph 
particularly well because of its connection to Belgium. To my knowledge, this is the only existing 
Flemish Proto-Investigation, and this being true so long as in so far that it includes Visser’s 
photograph as the only element referring to Belgium. The dictionary definition is officially 
Dutch.533 
 In 2006, the Kröller-Müller Museum organised an exhibition around Glass (One and Three) 
and other case studies as part of the Inside Installations research project.534 During the first phase 
of the exhibition, Glass (One and Three) included the old photograph from Visser’s apartment, 
following the museum’s traditional installation strategy (see fig. 5.16). The Stedelijk-photograph 
was high on an adjacent wall to indicate its status as a document and symbolise its role as a 
trigger for the project (see fig. 5.17). In addition, archival documents explained aspects of the case 
study, included installation photographs of similar work with short explanations. The certificate of 

                                                        
 
531 The museum is founded from a private collection and knows a tradition of incorporating collections as a whole when 
they suit the museum’s focus on minimal art and conceptual art. 
532 Conceptual Art in Netherlands en Belgium 1965-1975: Artists, Collectors, Galleries, Documents, Exhibitions, 
Events, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 20 April – 12 June 2002. 
533 Interestingly, the exhibition catalogue illustrates Glass (One and Three) with the Visser-photograph installed in the 
Kröller-Müller Museum, thus non-site-related. Blotkamp, Fuchs and Winkel, 2002, p. 156. 
534 Inside Installations Kröller-Müller Museum, 25 October 2006 – 7 January 2007. The other case studies were Ger 
van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972) and Franz West, Clamp (1995). 
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Glass (One and Three) was also on display, in an informal way to stress its status as 
documentation, the edges of the piece of paper were slightly tilted, and placed next to the tube in 
which it was sent after acquisition (see fig. 5.18). A monitor showed an interview with the 
conservator about the research questions, while on an adjacent monitor relevant artist’s statements 
were alternated.535  
 None of the statements about the Proto-Investigations date from the time of the work’s 
claimed origin. If 1965 is indeed the date of the artwork’s conception, then all of the artist’s 
statements are questionable as ‘objective’ truth, because Kosuth could have changed or developed 
his ideas about the work over time. However, when one takes the work’s materialisation as a basis 
for origination, since the question concerns choices in materialisation, then most of Kosuth’s 
statements for Glass (One and Three) are historically valid, because the earliest evidence found is 
from 1973. Taking the site-related installation view of the English version as an example, a new 
photograph was made against the display surroundings, a process the audience could witness in 
the gallery during the exhibition (see fig. 5.19). 
 The next part of the Inside Installations exhibition started in 2007 with the installation of 
Glass (One and Three) with its new photograph.536 The gallery’s grey brick walls were visible in 
the photograph and through the transparent object, affecting the artwork’s appearance 
significantly (see fig. 5.20). Although this was considered to be the answer to the conservation 
problem, materialising the work triggered more research questions, such as: should the initial 
photograph be used as a reference for the composition of the image, or the sketch on the 
certificate? What about reflections? What kind of photographic paper should be chosen? The 
natural look of fibre based paper of the Visser-photograph (see fig. 5.21) is no comparison to the 
plastic look of the machine-mounted Stedelijk version on polyethylene resin coated paper with a 
pearl matte finish (see fig. 5.22). This type of print did not exist in 1977, let alone in 1965. Should 
the photograph in the work be allowed to look like this?  
 These questions concerning the work’s appearance stress the physicality of the prints 
determining the aesthetics of the Proto-Investigations. These aspects are not what the artwork is 
about and probably the reason why they are never specified. Putting too much emphasis on 
materialisation makes the work too precise for a piece that is meant as an idea. This is why 
Kosuth claims that “the form of presentation itself should have no value, formally or otherwise, 
independent of its role as a vehicle for the idea of the work, even if we must consider that 
‘vehicle’ as part of the idea of the work.”537 However, it is precisely because of what this ‘vehicle’ 
expresses, that its material characteristics are relevant. Moreover, they remain topical when the 
photograph’s renewal is a work-defining property.  

                                                        
 
535 ‘Introduction to the case study’, interview with Sanneke Stigter. Some preliminary research findings are later 
adjusted. See http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208171257/http://www.inside-
installations.org/OCMT/mydocs/Introduction%20of%20Joseph%20Kosuth's%20Glass%20(one%20and%20three).mov 
[accessed 15 December 2015]. 
536 Inside Installations II, Kröller-Müller Museum, 21 March – 3 June 2007. The exhibition was divided in two for 
practical reasons because part of the gallery had to be refurbished. 
537 Joseph Kosuth, ‘Lecture given during the symposium Existence held at Setagaya Art Museum in Tokyo, Japan, 3 
April 2008’, in Personal Structures Time-Space-Existence, ed. by Peter Lodermeyer, Karlyn de Jongh, and Sarah Gold 
(Cologne: DuMont Buchverlag, 2009), pp. 150–58 (p. 156). 
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Time and Evidence: Materialising Proto-Investigations 

In search of certainties to secure the new strategy for Glass (One and Three), comparative studies 
continued with a special focus on material characteristics and their relation to time. Although the 
relevance of a chronological approach may be debated for conceptual artworks, even 
contradicting their ideas, I have chosen to use chronology as a reference for my analysis without 
losing sight of the relative meaning of the various manifestations to a changing audience over 
time. Since different galleries and institutions have kept producing Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations, 
their form continuously varies, while the concept of renewal also allows for variation. Therefore, 
it is difficult to define a preferred manner of presentation for Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations on the 
basis of practices and traditions, while comparative analysis does reveal a wealth of details. 
Acquisition procedures, curatorial management, and the artist’s own practices turn out to be 
especially informative. 
 
 
Prototype and Translations: One and Three Chairs  

The installation view of One and Three Chairs in Studio International is used the most to 
illustrate the Proto-Investigation and presented as if it were the work’s prototype. It seems to be 
the work’s most ‘authentic’ representation. This shows the paradox of conceptual art, which 
ideally has no single or unique form and is meant to be aura-free and endlessly reproducible. 
However, Kosuth’s choice to keep on illustrating One and Three Chairs with this installation 
view in its initial setting lures the work into the modernist art-historical context that he set out to 
undermine, cherishing its initial form. For the same reason, it is even more significant that Kosuth 
saved the original components, and handed these over to MoMA in October 1970. 
 In April 1970, half a year before, Kosuth had explained the work as a principle: 
“Everything you saw when you looked at the object had to be the same that you saw in the 
photograph, so each time the work was exhibited the new installation necessitated a new 
photograph.”538 However, he prescribed a less strict way of exhibiting One and Three Chairs on 
MoMA’s invoice, apparently not using certificates yet.539 It reads:  

 

                                                        
 
538 Kosuth and Siegel, 1991, p. 50. 
539 Regarding another early sale Kosuth explained that no certificate existed yet when he sold Grass, Vegetation, Green, 
Lawn (1966) to collector Topol. Kosuth does not specify the sale’s date, but stated that the work was show at Seth 
Siegelaub’s exhibition January 5 – 31, 1969. Kosuth explained that Gian Enzo Sperone, representing Kosuth in Italy at 
that time, suggested that it would be a good idea to provide documentation in the form of a drawing as a certificate of 
ownership after he sold his first works. Letter to Gerhard Sohst, 11 July 1978. Galerie Paul Meanz records, Archive 
Getty Research Institute, Box 12, Folder 1. In November 1969 Sperone first showed Kosuth in his Turin gallery with 
his Second Investigations, made manifest in public adds. In July 1970 Kosuth showed ‘11 works from 1965’, which 
must have included several Proto-Investigations, which was thus a logical moment for Sperone to propose providing a 
certificate as part of the sale. Information on these exhibitions is derived from the databases complied by Sophie 
Richard, in: Sophie Richard, Unconcealed: The International Network of Conceptual Artists 1967-77: Dealers, 
Exhibitions and Public Collections, ed. by Lynda Morris (London: Ridinghouse in collaboration with Norwich 
University College of the Arts, 2009), pp. 269, 387–388. 
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The chair should be placed directly on the floor, with no special devices included in order 
to prevent its use. The back of the chair should be touching the wall. The photo and 
Photostat should be fastened directly to the wall with “L” screws or some similar device 
not including framing, covering with plexiglass [sic]. etc.540 
 

This reveals that the prints were already mounted, otherwise it would not be possible to hold them 
up with L-screws. Possibly Kosuth was not thinking about a standardized form yet when he 
mounted the prints, probably as a protective measure or to eliminate the white – pierced – borders.  
 Only later Kosuth displayed Proto-Investigations with pinned photographs, judging from an 
installation view at Leo Castelli Gallery in December 1972 (see fig. 5.23). Pushpins puncture the 
prints, contravening their preservation and stressing temporality, while mounted prints answer the 
needs for the durability of a collectable artefact. These aspects are never addressed in the 
literature on Kosuth’s work, while they are crucial for the work’s visual impact, meant to support 
the concept. 
 On the invoice of One and Three Chairs Kosuth explained:  

 
While the photo of the chair which is included with the work can be kept as part of the 
piece, its correct installation at the museum (or elsewhere where the floor and/or wall appear 
different than what can be seen in the photo) should include the replacement of the photo of 
the chair on location in my studio (wooden floors, etc.) with a photograph of the same size 
and proportion of the chair against the wall and on the floor on location at the museum (or 
elsewhere) or an area which appears to be the same.541  

 
Clearly expressing the need for a visual resemblance, he also indicated that replacement of the 
photograph is not necessary when installed in a similar setting. However, MoMA always put One 
and Three Chairs on display with the original material elements outside a site-related setting, and 
it is in this form that the work has become a canonical work of conceptual art. (see figs. 5.24–
5.27).542 As a New York based artist, Kosuth must have known this.543  
 The museum could justify this because of the way the work was on display during 
Information at MoMA, prior to acquisition.544 Kosuth provided the old photograph while the floor 
was completely different (see fig. 5.28). This is peculiar because Kosuth had already expressed 
the principle of renewing the photograph. It might have been a question of lack of money or time. 
It was the only Proto-Investigation present, perhaps even the only one ever made up until then, 
and the first one he sold. The white plinth underneath the chair to prevent people from sitting on it 

                                                        
 
540 Kosuth: Invoice of One and Three Chairs, 20 October 1970. Collection Archive MoMA, New York, consulted 
through the kind help of Roger Griffith, sculpture conservator at MoMA, 29 August 2005. 
541 Ibidem. 
542 A search on the web for images of this work reveals this. 
543 In 1987 he said, for instance: “I had seen earlier works of mine, such as the work in the ‘One and Three 
Objects/Subjects’ series […] become quickly conventionalized into the generally conflated history of painting–even 
though I saw these works as a rupture of that history.” Kosuth, 1991, ‘Qua-Qua-Qua’, p. 224. 
544 Information, MoMA, 2 July – 20 September 1970. 
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during Information must have inspired Kosuth to specify the exclusion of such a device on his 
invoice (see fig. 5.29).545 
 While Kosuth never objected openly to MoMA’s way of installing One and Three Chairs, 
this changed after the re-opening of the show following the big renovation in 2004. One and 
Three Chairs was installed on a white plinth, while the text and the photograph were positioned 
high on the wall, and switched around (see fig. 5.30). It gave the work the look of an altar, 
presenting the chair almost like a relic, remote from the informal character it once had. It may be 
clear that placement of the plinth underneath the chair is not based on a consideration of Kosuth’s 
guidelines. In reaction the Sean Kelly Gallery, representing Kosuth in New York, sent MoMA 
detailed instructions.546 The museum did rearrange the composition, but still used the original 
prints and the plinth for the remainder of the show (see fig. 5.31). A site-related photograph of the 
object on a plinth would have been awkward, implying approval of the inclusion of a plinth in the 
work.  
 Kosuth’s gallery provided detailed instructions on the production of the image: it should be 
mounted on Sintra, wrapped around the back, and laminated with a matte foil.547 These techniques 
are foreign to the time of the artwork’s origin. Sintra is the brand name of expanded PVC rigid 
foam board and became the alternative to aluminium since the late 1970’s, being lighter and less 
prone to dents, while laminated photographs first appeared in the late 1980’s. These finishing 
techniques are machine-driven with large heated roller presses resulting in extremely smooth 
prints. Paradoxically, using all sides of a flat image is something that modern painters have 
explored to emphasize the image as artistic object. Thus, apart from conveying the relation to the 
site, these prescriptions convey Kosuth’s Proto-Investigation as an installation of pristine objects. 
This is, once more, telling for conceptual art’s dual face and the result of a functional split 
between ideas and commercial practice.  
 MoMA’s original photograph is mounted on highly acidic multi-layer board reinforced with 
wood pulp board resulting in a total thickness of 0,5 cm.548 The original gelatin silver print on 
fibre-based paper shows cockling and severe yellowing. However, theoretically One and Three 
Chairs could still function when installed on a wooden plank floor such as that in the photograph. 
In fact, and this is the big paradox, One and Three Chairs has become an icon of conceptual art. A 
presentation with its original materials could be justified from this perspective. Moreover, it 
supports Kosuth’s own care for the initial material parts. But could an installation without a visual 
relation to the site represent the artwork as well?  
 With regard to the early exhibition history of Glass (One and Three) art historian Marga van 
Mechelen stated that installing Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations with the original materials could 
work independent of the site, considering the concept of the Proto-Investigation a ‘type’, in 
semiotic terms, and its executions ‘tokens’.549 The message of the artwork would be 
                                                        
 
545 See quote with note 541. 
546 Sean Kelly in letter to John Elderfield / MoMA, 17 December 2004, MoMA Archives, New York, consulted with 
kind help of Roger Griffith, 29 August 2005. 
547 Ibidem. 
548 Gaël Quintric, Museum of Modern Art Record of Conservation of Photographs, 05/19-24/2004. 
549 Marga van Mechelen, ‘Experience and Conceptualisation of Installation Art’, inside-installations.org, 2006 
<http://collections.europarchive.org/rce/20120208171318/http://www.insideinstallations.org/OCMT/mydocs/VAN 
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communicated all the same. She states that one should not focus on the authenticity of the 
material objects nor make it a site-specific artwork, because it is about conceptualizing and 
imagining as an intellectual effort.  
 Indeed, about the Proto-Investigations Kosuth explained that:  

 
It meant you could have an art work which was that idea of an art work, and it’s formal 
components weren’t important. I felt I had found a way to make art without formal 
components being confused for an expressionist composition. […] The expression was in 
the idea, not the form – the forms were only a device in the service of the idea.550 

 
If the formal components are not that important, one could think of using the initial parts just as 
well. On the other hand, Kosuth identified the changing out of elements without it becoming a 
different artwork as the actual ‘form’.  
 Still, 40-years of exhibiting One and Three Chairs with its original material components and 
omitting a visual relation to the site appears to have been possible without causing important 
polemics, whereas Kosuth’s ante-dating had. Apparently the way the museum presents an artwork 
is less critically assessed compared to the way Kosuth has brought his work under the attention in 
the art world, demonstrating Kosuth’s authoritative stance to the annoyance of others judging 
from the many letters to the editor and many more in archives.551 The museum’s way of installing 
the work was accepted passively, demonstrating an imposed authority. No one was publicly 
alarmed by the fact that the MoMA never used a photograph relative to the site. This 
demonstrates the relative vulnerability of the immaterial characteristics of conceptual artworks: 
retaining a visual site-related effect that is readily overlooked.  
 Remarkably, MoMA abandoned this tradition in 2010 when a newly made photograph was 
used together with a new definition, both smoothly machine mounted on foam board as 
prescribed. The image of the chair was cut away at equal distances around the object, as Sean 
Kelly Gallery defined, resulting in narrower image cropping. A cast shadow is now included in 
the photograph because of the gallery lighting. The text is no longer square but in landscape 
format, according to the specified white border around the text (see fig. 5.32).  
 When old and new installation photographs of MoMA’s One and Three Chairs are 
compared, the yellowed appearance of the original components immediately catches the eye. A 
new image could never have been paired with the old text for aesthetic reasons. This is different 
for Glass (One and Three) because the text is not markedly yellowed.552 If a difference is noticed 
at all, it is not matter of aesthetic imbalance and may be understood as a logical consequence of 
the principle of the inclusion of a site-related photograph.  

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
MECHELEN Experience & conceptualisaton of Installation Art.pdf> [accessed 15 December 2015]. Accessible 
through: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/237385804_Experience_and_conceptualisation_of_Installation_Art 
[accessed 9 December 2015]. 
550 Kosuth and Siegel, 1991, p. 50. 
551 For a detailed account on the reception of Kosuth’s article in Studio International see: Melvin, 2013, pp. 166–174. 
552 Aluminium is chemically much more stable, while MoMA’s prints are mounted on acidic backing board material, 
which must have induced the yellowing, apart from the possibly less stable photographic paper used. 
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 Renewal is not the only solution to the discolouration as the previous chapter has 
demonstrated. The yellowed appearance could be neutralised if desired with colour filtered light. 
In addition, having the wall painted in a darker colour is also a way to optically retouch the 
yellowed prints. On the other hand, using exhibition copies has the added advantage that it 
protects the original parts from further damage. Moreover, a spacer to keep the audience at a 
distance is no longer necessary, unless the original chair is used with all its wear and tear, which 
even comes from the artist’s own hand as he used the chair in his studio. This property is of 
course not the reason why Kosuth chose this object, but the truth remains that this is possibly the 
only Proto-Investigation that he must have compiled himself, using the chair as it was an object at 
hand.553 With MoMA’s new strategy, the chair is the only original object left in their presentation 
of One and Three Chairs, which is interesting considering that it is primarily intended to de-
objectify the object in art. 
 This is different for One and Three Chairs [English-German] from the collection of Paul 
Maenz, Kosuth’s former dealer in Germany. Although a simple Google-search shows a variety of 
chairs for One and Three Chairs, closer inspection reveals that each type is accompanied by a 
different language definition. All except for the German work, which is seen several times with a 
different chair (see figs. 5.33–5.37). Apparently, the idea of changing parts is also applied to the 
object in the German version. Indeed, Paul Maenz’ collection catalogue describes: “Next to a 
random chair that is customary for the place of installation, a full-scale photograph of the chair is 
mounted at the left, while at the right a photographic blow-up of the dictionary definition of the 
word ‘chair’.”554According to this view, the object also has to relate to the site, demonstrating a 
different conception of Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations, making the work even more conceptual: 
totally liberated from all fixed elements.555 
 The fact that the artwork has been understood in a different way demonstrates the delicate 
nature of interpreting a concept and using the leeway that exists in translating the idea into a 
materialised work. The first practice that is followed often becomes customary, as the early 
installation histories of Glass (One and Three) and of MoMA’s Chair illustrates. The difference 
with the German Chair makes clear that the object’s presence in the Proto-Investigations still 
provides the work with a contained feature. If all parts change at every installation, then a 
different practice prevails, as the tradition with the German Chair illustrates. 
 

                                                        
 
553 Kosuth’s 1968 studio portrait shows the exact same hammer laying around, which appears in One and Three 
Hammer (see fig. 5.2). 
554 “Neben einem beliebigen, ortsüblichen Stuhl hängt links eine Fotografie mit einer maßstabsgerechten Abbildung des 
Stuhls am jeweiligen Standort sowie rechts die fotografische Vergrößerung einer Wörterbuch-Definition des Begriffs 
>Chair< (Stuhl).” Die Sammlung Paul Maenz: Neues Museum Weimar, ed. by Hans Dickel, Paul Maenz, and Gerd de 
Vries (Ostfildern-Ruit: Cantz, 1998), p. 83. German art historian Angela Matyssek kindly provided me with the exact 
translation. Personal email, 16 June 2015 
555 This description is translated rather freely on One and Three Chairs’ own Wikipedia page as: “the installer is to 
choose a chair, place it before a wall, and take a photograph of the chair,” which is copied in various blogs on the 
artwork, revealing how easily information gets distorted. <https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/One_and_Three_Chairs> 
[accessed 17 December 2015]. This translation must be used for a student project in which different chairs are ‘tested’ 
for the work, with the French definition. However, Centre George Pompidou never adopted a practice of using 
‘customary’ chairs. See < http://dip9.aaschool.ac.uk/kosuths-chairs-in-the-front-members-room-text-coming-up-soon/> 
[accessed 17 December 2015]. 
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Chronology and Variety 

Kosuth’s decision to bring his Proto-Investigations onto the market in variations, each with a 
different object, underlined the irrelevance of the object in relation to the content of the artwork. 
However, he did choose the objects. The order in which all versions appeared is never discussed. 
After all, Kosuth disseminated the work as one concept, dating all versions to 1965. However, by 
studying the choice of objects is possible to distil a certain chronology. Assessing Kosuth’s work 
in a chronological order through their material manifestations, provides a way to judge the way 
his Proto-Investigations are installed and have developed, being informative for our specific case.  
 If Kosuth started the Proto-Investigation with the chair from his studio, another simple piece 
of furniture must have followed, as in One and Three Tables. A cactus plant in One and Three 
Plants again brings along different dynamics: the idea of replacing the photograph suddenly 
becomes apparent because of the object’s changing nature. Indeed the accompanying diagram 
mentions: “photo of plant should change relative to plant” (see fig. 5.38). However this is not 
necessarily in response to its growth, judging from the photograph in Kosuth’s own catalogue 
revealing its third show (see fig. 5.39).556  
 To continue this line of reasoning, it is plausible that more abstract notions were then 
chosen, such as time, represented by a ticking clock in Clock (One and Five) (see fig. 5.40).557 In 
Wall (One and Five) the object seems to have disappeared altogether, showing part of the wall 
flanked by its photograph and definitions, leaving a void in the Proto-Investigation (see fig. 5.41). 
In a logical development towards immateriality, one could position Glass (One and Three) after 
the chair, table, and plant, but before the clock and wall, since glass serves both as an object and 
as a form of transparency, while the idea of disappearance is carried all the way through in Wall 
(One and Five). Moreover, Glass (One and Three)’s title resembles that of Clock (One and Five), 
suggesting a closer proximity to these five-part investigations than the three-part ones. In the five-
part pieces three definitions are included instead of one, each describing the object from a 
different perspective, taking the investigation one step further. It is not the word ‘clock’ that is 
included, identifying the object, but the words ‘time’, ‘machination’ and ‘object’, making the 
work’s ‘subject’ more abstract. As Kosuth explained: “The dictionary works went from 
abstractions of particulars (like Water) to abstractions of abstractions (like Meaning).”558 
Although referring to the First Investigations, Kosuth indeed suggested a development. 
 This development is used as a frame to analyse their respective specifications. Kosuth’s 
letters to the major museums are very informative in addition to the certificates and the 
photographs in his own publications, as art historian Jean-Marc Poinsot also pointed out.559 With 
reference to the French One and Three Chairs Poinsot argues that the Proto-Investigation has 
become specified over time on the basis of what he calls “authorised notes” (“récits autorisés”):  

 

                                                        
 
556 Diagram depicted on sixth page in Kosuth. 
557 Installed at Castelli Gallery, New York, in December 1972. 
558 Kosuth, December 1969, p. 212. 
559 Jean-Marc Poinsot, Quand l’œuvre a lieu. L'Art exposé et ses récits autorisés (Genève; Villeurbanne: Mamco; 
Institut d’art contemporarin, 1999), p. 40. 
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These authorised notes are the remarks, clarifications, the notes that accompany the 
illustrations (reproductions) and sometimes illustrations themselves in catalogues, projects, 
certificates, installation guidelines, critiques and retrospective descriptions about the way of 
instalment, but also all the ‘news’, leaflets and other documents that the artist has distributed 
at the time of its presentation.560 

 
 An important example of such an ‘authorised note’ is Kosuth’s letter to Tate when they 
acquired the Latin version of Clock (One and Five) in 1974: 

 
This work, which is from 1965, is limited explicitly to what was done at that time. An 
important aspect of my work which uses other languages is that it can only be exhibited 
(exist as art) in a location where that language is spoken. Work which is English/German 
can only be exhibited in Germany, Switzerland, or Austria, for instance.561 

 
While Kosuth’s ready-made stamp on the certificates indicates the requirement of a 
“cultural/linguistic context” for the translated versions, apparently language prevails over the 
cultural differences between countries, judging from Kosuth’s equation of Germany, Switzerland, 
or Austria.562 This is important evidence for the Flemish Glass (One and Three), because it 
authorises the work to function in the Netherlands being part of the same linguistic context.  
 Although the idea of making several versions of the same motif expanded the selling 
potential tremendously, the translated versions are restricted to one linguistic area. A universal 
language assures a bigger market: “The works in English, and English/Latin are the only works 
which can be exhibited anywhere”. Kosuth specifies: “This English/Latin version is the only one 
from this series which is not in my possession. I've made an effort to keep all of the English/Latin 
works.”563 Selling one of a new series thus secures this particular variation for all of the other 
objects once used in a Proto-Investigation. By pointing to the existence of a Latin series in this 
letter, Kosuth cleverly assures stock of them, demonstrating a fine marketing technique. He does 
not mention the etymological version yet, which he must have thought of later. 
 The Tate Gallery also received the actual objects upon acquisition; the clock and the 
photographs. Meanwhile a certificate was customary to Kosuth’s practices and was also 
included.564 Furthermore, he provided the source of the Photostats which were described as: 
“paste-ups of the dictionary sources, from which further photographs can be taken if replacements 

                                                        
 
560 “Ces récits autorisés sont les commentaires, les déclarations, les notes qui flanquent les illustrations (reproductions) 
et éventuellement ces illustrations elles-mêmes dans les catalogues, les projets, certificats, notices de montage, 
recensions et descriptions a posteriori propres à l’art d’installation, mais aussi toutes les ‘informations’, tracts et autres 
document que l’artiste diffuse dans le temps de sa prestation.” Poinsot, 1999, p. 42. 
561 Ronald Alley, Catalogue of The Tate Gallery’s Collection of Modern Art other than works by British Artists 
(London: Tate Gallery / Sotheby Parke-Bernet, 1981), pp. 400. Made available at: 
http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/kosuth-clock-one-and-five-englishlatin-version-t01909/text-catalogue-entry 
[accessed 7 August 2015]. 
562 For the stamp Kosuth used on his certificates, see fig. 5.9. 
563 Alley, 1981, p. 400. 
564 Similar diagrams and translated versions are published in: Kosuth, 1973.  
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are needed.”565 Kosuth never provided MoMA with such a paste-up, apparently because he did 
not think of renewing yet, nor were they provided with Glass (One and Three) [English-Flemish], 
probably out of practical reasons, not having a Dutch dictionary to hand.  
 The moment Kosuth starts providing paste-ups, replacement of the prints is an implied 
practice. Deviating from MoMA’s prescription of mounting the prints of One and Three Chairs to 
the wall with L-screws, for Clock (One and Five) Kosuth prescribes: “The photographs should be 
apparently casually push-pinned to the wall,” which is only possible with prints that are not 
mounted.566  
 What does correspond is the prescription of a similar background to that in the photograph: 
 

Important: if your wall is noticeably different than the wall in the photograph of the clock, 
which you received then it must be rephotographed. The photo of the clock must be identical 
to the clock and its surrounding wall. The lighting and reflections on the clock and in the 
photo of the clock should also be as close as possible.567 

 
Kosuth leaves room to judge whether it is necessary to change the photograph, in the way he 
described to MoMA. Furthermore, this statement indicates that reflections are allowed as long as 
they mirror the actual situation, which is also an important indication for Glass (One and Three).  
 The detailed specifications in Kosuth’s letters to MoMA in 1970 and to the Tate in 1974 
illustrate the artist’s wish to define his work thoroughly for these big institutions. However, in 
1974 the French version of One and Three Chairs entered the collection of Musée National d’Art 
Moderne without a letter or certificate.568 It appears that this certificate was at Kosuth’s Cologne 
gallery Paul Maenz until at least 1988.569 However, in 1991 Kosuth provided them with a 
guideline stipulating that a photograph should be made in situ. In 2002 consultation with the 
artist’s assistant also added specifications for the use of drawing pins to mount the photographs.570 

The Centre George Pompidou always used to install the work in a non-site-related manner, 
similar to how the MoMA and the Kröller-Müller Museum had done (see figs. 5.42–5.43). All 
three institutions received the original components and mounted prints. Should they never have 
been entrusted with these materials, then the procedure of producing the work and replacing the 
photograph would have been be clear from the start as a work-defining property. Continuation of 
such an initial practice would be a logical result. However, this was never the case for many 
Proto-Investigations, as their independent trajectories illustrate. Thus, practices surrounding the 
acquisition may act as an incentive for further practices in a museum – an institution that is 
traditionally designed to preserve and present the art objects that they acquire, rather than making 
them anew, unless this is clearly understood as part of the work’s concept from the start.  

                                                        
 
565 Alley, 1981, p. 401.  
566 Idem, p. 400.  
567 Idem, pp. 400–401. 
568 The archives of Musée National d’Art Moderne hold no evidence of such a document at the time of acquisition. 
569 Judging from a stock list enclosed with a letter to Kosuth, 15 December 1988. Galerie Paul Maenz and Getty 
Research Institute. 
570 Archive Centre George Pompidou, consulted with the kind help of Evelyne Pomey, 30 June 2009. 
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 Interestingly, MoMA’s completely new strategy was also adopted with the French One and 
Three Chairs, judging from Chefs-d'œuvre, the inaugural exhibition of the Centre Pompidou-
Metz, in 2010 (see fig. 5.44). In both institutions the prints were brand new, mounted, and matte, 
the image cropped according to the gallery prescriptions, as was the text, resulting in a rectangular 
format. No more push pins. Centre Pompidou-Metz provided the audience with documentation on 
previous installation practices with One and Three Chairs, echoing the way the Kröller-Müller 
Museum presented Glass (One and Three) during Inside Installations in 2006-2007. The 
Pompidou explained the different ways One and Three Chairs was installed over time as a 
curatorial whim:  

 
In the presentation of this piece, museums and galleries have sometimes taken liberties that 
tended to encourage an aesthetic approach to the installation and make its various elements 
independent. This lead Kosuth to produce certificates which strictly stipulated the conditions 
of its presentation.571 

 
Omitting a more critical reading of their own practices, the issue of site-specificity, their lack of a 
certificate, while having received instructions to use pushpins previously, the Pompidou clearly 
were provided with new guidelines, and followed them, as MoMA did.572 
 
 
Materiality and Time 

The new manifestations of One and Three Chairs at MoMA and the French one at the Pompidou 
do not relate to 1965 at all. Perhaps the idea does, but only to people who are familiar with 
Kosuth’s work. Their new form risks to being taken for a reproduction, especially with the date of 
origin given as 1965. However, the idea of cheaply produced insignificant objects is exactly what 
the artist had in mind when he chose for the Photostat at the time. The more sketch-like character 
of an ‘investigation’ informally pinned to the wall has made way for a more definitive form, 
suiting the work’s acquired status as a museum object. Since printing possibilities have changed 
enormously over the past decades, sealed and mounted blow-ups are nowadays not necessarily 
more special than large prints without a support as used back then. 
 Moreover, an artwork that bears no traces of time while dated 1965 challenges our notion of 
authenticity, which is exactly what Kosuth aimed for. He wanted to address our presupposed 
assumptions of what art really is. Perhaps, therefore, the Proto-Investigations need a form that is 
adapted to our time to communicate the concept. This line of reasoning demonstrates that matter 
and form are important to conceptual art because they carry important connotations.  
 There is a difference between replacement using similar materials and techniques, assuming 
that they suits the initial thought and time, and new materials, assuming that this expresses the 
actual idea in a way that is better adapted to the new context. While the first option may work 

                                                        
 
571 Vivian van Saaze kindly provided me with a photograph of the explanatory text panel, taken in August 2010.  
572 I attempted contacting the curators at MoMA and Centre George Pompidou to enquire about their decision-making, 
but did not succeed within the time frame of the present study. 
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when the replacement does not catch the eye too readily, the second option severs the artwork 
from its historical context, assuming that the idea remains the same but with the possibility that its 
conceptual message could in fact be adversely affected by poorly chosen materialisation or 
misinterpretation. Therefore, the conservation dilemma remains focused on finding a balance 
between honouring the work’s historical materials, at the risk of turning a conceptual artwork into 
a historical object, and following the supposed idea to present the actual artwork by renewing its 
appearance at the risk of confusing the audience as to the work’s ‘real’ age. 
 This risk of misinterpretation must have been the reason why Kosuth provided an 
explanation with his Proto-Investigations on the wall labels, in a retrospective at the Irish 
Museum of Modern Art in 1997: 

 
It is the intention of the artist that the photographs be made and remade, so that the object 
itself takes on no importance other than as the conveyor of an idea. That is, as a ‘form of 
presentation’. Thus, the perceptual change permits the viewer to continually see the ‘same’ 
work.573 
 

Kosuth has become stricter in the idea of renewing the prints than he was in previous instructions, 
possibly to prevent showing aging, as is seen with some of the oldest Proto-Investigations. The 
above statement explains not only the idea of the work, but also its modern appearance. Kosuth 
had all Proto-Investigations made anew for this exhibition, including the Tate’s Clock (One and 
Five).  
 The Tate included the new version in their collection as their “Exhibition Version”.574 While 
originally having the prints pinned to the wall, lending out the work implied that it was entering a 
new phase of engaging in an authorized change of presentation. The Tate’s website shows both 
samples of the work, the first one with the prints pinned and the exhibition version with the prints 
mounted. By communicating this practice to the audience, The Tate demonstrates commitment to 
both the artist’s involvement and the work’s historic form, reconciling the two aspects that can 
form opposite poles in conservation. This is possible in this case because it is not at the cost of 
anything, neither of the work’s original material form, nor the artist’s wish.  
 It is remarkable that initially both the English One and Three Chairs and the French 
translation show a similar history of using the original components independent of the site, while 
after decades, both their strategies changed due to the artist’s involvement. The Kröller-Müller 
Museum had pursued a similar change for Glass (One and Three) English-Flemish some years 
before, based on independent research without the artist’s involvement, and omitting the new 
fabrication techniques, change of dimensions, and image cropping. The artist’s gallery, or artist’s 
studio, never imposed such prescriptions, since contact with the artist was never established, 
despite attempts from the museum’s side. This allowed for a more independent stance in decision-
making. The context of the research project provided the time and the tools to reflect upon what 

                                                        
 
573 Kotz, 2005, p. 14, n. 23. 
574 See <http://www.tate.org.uk/art/artworks/kosuth-clock-one-and-five-englishlatin-version-exhibition-version-
t07319/text-summary> [accessed 17 December 2015]. 
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the experience of producing the work had disclosed enforcing a more a critical approach 
regarding the choices that had been made. 
 
 
5.3 Staging and Shaping: Reflecting on Practice 

Although different approaches are found in installing Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations, most sources 
suggested that it would be good practice to use a photograph that matches the location. On the one 
hand this decision is easy to make for a conservator since it does not harm the original materials 
kept in storage and allows for ‘perfect’ reversibility. On the other hand it is difficult because 
changing an installation strategy has a big impact on the work’s appearance. The question is if 
and how the differences between versions influence the work’s perception and what this teaches 
us in defining our installation practice. The practice of working with the physical materials of the 
artwork reveals additional insights, for instance into the function of the site-related aspect to the 
concept of Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations. 
 
 
Performing Installation as Research Tool 

The investigation of Glass (One and Three) continues with both real and hypothetical exercises of 
staging and shaping the work, bringing the directive role of museum professionals to the 
foreground, in order to illuminate decision-making, analyse motives, and rethink choices. This 
began with an installation moment where I was not involved, followed by one that I did oversee. 
In the same way that the previous installation moment triggered new research questions, the 
installation process has proved to be an interesting research tool for both the artwork and the 
assessment of conservation itself.  
 
 
Transparency and Site-Relatedness 

Although Kosuth claims that his work is purely about ideas, once materialised, each of the chosen 
objects provide a different angle from which Kosuth assessed his investigations. Glass serves as 
an object that is as transparent as possible, negating itself through its own material characteristics, 
adding to the idea of dematerialization of the object in art, which is exactly what Kosuth aimed 
for. This makes Glass (One and Three) a more refined Proto-Investigation than One and Three 
Chairs; it gets the concept more to the point.  
 Installing Glass (One and Three) in a site-related form for the first time, made me realise the 
function of the site-related photograph in the Proto-Investigation: it is about making the image as 
transparent as possible. It is only when presenting a photograph in the same surroundings as 
where it is taken that the object’s representation stands out, while the background optically 
disappears into the real surroundings, making the photograph less visible as an object. Thus, in a 
site-related situation the photograph de-objectifies itself, in the same way the sheet of glass does.  
 It was only after seeing the work function in its materialised site-related form, that I 
understood that a transparent image underpinned the work’s content. This could have been similar 



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 168 

for Kosuth, when he saw the materialised work for the first time. Often complex artworks 
continue to develop after their first materialisation, inspired by the visual impact they bring. In 
order to support this idea, the making-process of the first Proto-Investigation, One and Three 
Chairs, is considered again.  
 The chair is photographed in the artist’s studio and the resulting print is pinned next to it in 
the same setting, since this was the place where the artist worked. The visual unity with the site 
could therefore be a quality that was not thought of consciously beforehand, but might only have 
become apparent when the work was reassembled elsewhere and the visual site-specificity 
suddenly lacked. It might not even have even become apparent right away, since white studio 
walls and a wooden plank floor were all too common in most of the gallery interiors at the time. 
Moreover, for producing additional Proto-Investigations it was easiest to directly use the gallery 
space as a studio, saving the trouble of transport and unnecessary risks of damage. Such 
practicalities may have contributed to the idea of visual site-specificity. Lack of the site-related 
feature must at least have become apparent during Information at MoMA, where Kosuth 
presented the work in 1970. Therefore, the principle could have grown on the work as a result of 
practicalities even before it became consciously applied.  
 Thus, not only chronological evidence suggests that including a site-specific photograph is 
imperative, but also, conceptually, it particularly suits Glass (One and Three) to use a photograph 
that blends into the background, as does the glass object. When the aim of renewing the 
photograph according to the site is understood as the creation of an image that is as transparent to 
its surroundings as possible, then the visual site-specific character could be regarded as a 
meaningful ‘by-product’ of the artwork, not an objective in itself. This means that replacement of 
the photograph is not always necessary when installed at a visually similar site, so long as visual 
unity is guaranteed, as Kosuth indeed suggested for One and Three Chairs in 1970 and for Clock 
(One and Five) in 1974. 
 
 
Phase III: Angle, Site, Size 

In 2009 Glass (One and Three) was part of an in-house exhibition and installed with a new 
photograph following the previously adopted installation strategy resulting from the Inside 
Installations research project.575 Whereas I had taken the certificate as a reference, this time the 
Visser photograph was taken as an example for the composition of the new photograph, as had 
been the case at the Stedelijk, resulting in an image of the glass under a slight angle, showing a 
relatively large part of the floor (see fig. 5.45). The curator recalled that there it had been difficult 
to take the photograph because of the uneven light distribution in the gallery, which was 
considered disturbing.576 This must have been partly solved by the angle from which the 
photograph was taken. Thus, choosing the Visser perspective for the photograph, with the glass 
being taken at an angle, had a positive side-effect, which demonstrates once more that 
practicalities during materialisation can be decisive for the visual result of a conceptual artwork. 

                                                        
 
575Young Classics, Kröller-Müller Museum, 20 June – 23 August 2009. 
576 Toos van Kooten, then research curator Kröller-Müller Museum, Personal communication, Otterlo, September 2010. 
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 A year later Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) was included in an exhibition to celebrate the 
acquisition of Ad Reinhardt’s Ultimate Painting No. 39 (1960) in 2010.577 Since this took place in 
the same gallery as the year before, it was decided to reuse the previous photograph, based on 
Kosuth’s instructions for MoMA and the Tate on the premise that if the real surroundings look 
similar, they do not necessarily have to be the same in order for the artwork to function.578 As the 
conservator involved, my attention shifted away from the work’s physical components to the 
work’s site, confirming its status as part of the work. I started cleaning the plinths of the gallery, 
removing remnants of self adhesive tape to make sure that the real background appeared as close 
as possible to what can be seen on the previous photograph, in order to meet the desired 
transparent effect. I decided to leave part of the black smudges in place since the 2009 Young 
Classics-photograph shows similar marks. I found myself manipulating the site in order to to fit 
elements of the photograph used in a previous execution of the work. 
 Positioning the L-screws to hold up the photographs was another practicality that needed 
attention. It had caught my eye when reassessing all the photographs that form the work’s 
biography. I realised that my decision to place two L-screws at the bottom and one along either 
side of the prints near the top was made purely for safety reasons, as it would prevent the 
photographs from bulging. My main concern was preventing damage, clearly the focus of a 
conservator and related to my role in the museum, as was the act of adhering tiny pieces of self-
adhesive polyethylene foam on the inner side of the L-screws to protect the photographs from 
damage. However, on purely aesthetic grounds I would have opted for L-screws near each corner 
along the top and bottom of the prints. I later discovered an explanatory sketch in a letter from 
Kosuth to collector Guiseppe Panza that confirms this way of mounting: flat on the wall with L-
screws along the bottom and the top, about 15 cm way from each corner.579 However, without this 
information and with safety at the top of my agenda, I then chose otherwise. Only after the 
experience of installing the work again did I become more aware of the impact of all the choices I 
had made during the process.  
 When attaching the Young Classics-photograph to the wall it turned out that it was smaller 
in format, measuring only 110 x 110 cm instead of the supposed 120 x 120 cm. The reason for 
this smaller size was unclear, but it was not intentional and apparently never noticed.580 In 
accordance with the museum director we decided to make a new photograph true to the initial 
material dimensions. Interestingly, from these new measures additional research questions 
emerged supported by continued research.  
 
 
Life-Size Representation? 

From comparing other certificates it appears that the idea of renewing the photograph is only 
specified for One and Three Plants, aiming at a similar appearance of the object in the photograph 

                                                        
 
577 Welcome Ad Reinhardt, Kröller-Müller Museum, 11 September 2010 – 6 March 2011. 
578 This was decided on in accordance with former museum director Evert van Straaten, who curated the exhibition. 
579 Letter Joseph Kosuth to Giuseppe Panza, 26 August 1971, Getty Research Centre, Special Collections, Panza Papers 
1956-1990 series II Works in the collection, kindly brought to my attention by conservator Simone Miller. 
580 Toos van Kooten, curator of the last exhibition, personal communication, Otterlo, September 2010. 
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rather than the background. What did come to light is an instruction for a life-size representation. 
This is clearly indicated for One and Three Tables: “Image of photo and ‘real’ table should be the 
same size”.581 The accompanying text in the Visser catalogue suggests this is also the case for 
Glass (One and Three) [English-Flemish], but the object and the photograph are equal in 
dimension and do not allow for a life-size representation. The authors must have based their text 
on written sources rather than the artwork’s specificities. Already in 1970 Kosuth had specified 
for his Proto-Investigations that: “to the left of the object would be a full-scale photograph of 
it.”582 This makes sense considering the idea of doubling the object, as the text does in words, 
since it provides a more accurate visual representation. 
 With these notions in mind, I took another look at the certificate. The pencil lines in the 
diagram run a little too far at each corner, suggesting the use of a ruler, which not only guarantees 
straight lines, but also allows for exact dimensions. When measured to compare the size of the 
object and that of the photograph, this reveals a life-size representation. It is only a three 
millimetre difference on the diagram, hardly distinguishable, which explains why this crucial 
feature was never noticed before (see fig. 5.46). The exactness of the proportions only becomes 
clear from assessing the drawing technique, which demonstrates the value of a conservator’s 
approach; reading documents as material objects through their making process and physical 
features and searching keenly for clues on hidden information. 
 These discoveries led to a new research question: should the glass be represented life-size in 
our case too? This was never the focus of this case study. However, during the Inside 
Installations-research project it started becoming an issue. When the photograph that was made in 
situ was mounted onto the brick wall, the bricks in the photograph appeared slightly smaller than 
the real ones. It was interesting to observe that most visitors immediately noticed this, wondering 
if this was intentional. The disruption of the pattern on the wall was perhaps even more irritating 
when one expects it to be continuous. This visual effect also explained why the smaller 
representation of the glass was never a problem against a white wall. 
 Thus, a white wall, or at least one with an even background, suits a Proto-Investigation best 
when the object is represented slightly smaller. But when renewal of the photograph is considered 
good practice, why not enlarge its dimensions at the same time to allow for a full-scale 
representation? To a conservator it feels wrong to ‘correct’ material characteristics that are part of 
the artwork’s initial manifestation. It brings Viollet-le-Duc’s interpretative restoration to mind, in 
the way that painters ‘restored’ paintings in the past by painting over parts that they thought they 
could do better. Improving on an artwork using personal insight opposes the principles of 
conservation. Although it is not really a question of tampering with original material when it 
concerns a new photograph, it does affect the artwork’s appearance.  
 However, for the sake of argument the possibilities of a larger photograph were explored 
further. This exercise proved insightful, because it revealed a possible reason for the initial 
dimensions of the components in the Flemish Glass one and three, since it turned out to be 

                                                        
 
581 Diagram depicted on the fourth page in Kosuth, Joseph Kosuth 1965 & 1967: Protoinvestigations 1965 & The First 
Investigations, n.d., n.p. 
582 Kosuth and Siegel, 1991. 



Chapter 5 | Installing Work by Joseph Kosuth 

 
171 

impossible to generate a gelatin silver print larger than 120 x 120 centimetres.583 These material 
limitations might be the reason why the work was materialised in this form. The glass was 
delivered first and the photograph taken later. 
 Opportunities and impossibilities in materialisation always set the stage for conceptualising 
artworks and their appearance. Photographs of these dimensions only existed in black and white 
at the time; colour came much later. Interestingly, the black and white form stayed in Kosuth’s 
Proto-Investigations, meanwhile colour has become the norm. While new photographic finishes 
and mounting techniques entered the Proto-Investigation, colour never has. Why not, if the work 
is only an idea? Apparently, colour has a deeper impact on the work than texture and surface 
quality. The use of black and white relates the artwork to the time when conceptual art arose as an 
art movement, encouraged by people such as Kosuth. Black and white suited Kosuth’s ‘objective 
vocabulary’. He was “interested in getting away from colour” because “one’s reading of it is very, 
very subjective”.584 Remarkably, the lack of colour images is the only constant factor in the 
Proto-Investigation.  
 One could turn to inkjet printing to represent the object life-size. This immediately makes 
one aware of the non-coloured nature of the image, knowing that inkjet is a colour-based digital 
printing technique, jetting ink on paper, and being completely different from sensitising photo-
sensitive silver halides to be chemically developed in a gelatin silver print. Another option to 
achieve a life-size representation could be replacing the original object by a smaller one. Leaving 
ethical considerations aside, this option was tested in order to experience the visual impact of a 
smaller sheet of glass in the work. It became immediately clear that the object and the textual 
definition then moved closer in dimension, bringing the initial composition of the installation 
totally out of balance. That is, unless the text is also changed for a smaller one. This was never 
part of the dilemma before, neither was renewal of the text: a paste-up or a negative was never 
provided. If pursued, the following question would be whether to consider changing its square 
format, as MoMA and Pompidou had done following the complete new guideline.  
 Knowing what has been done elsewhere under the artist’s auspices, and with the knowledge 
that commitment to a life-size representation on photographic paper is not possible without 
putting all the original elements of Glass (One and Three) at stake, I decided to abandon 
following the option for a life-size representation. Putting all the initial components aside seemed 
to move too far away from the artwork that the museum had acquired from first owner Geertjan 
Visser. But why is this? Is it not a conceptual artwork?  
 Reproducing the entire work anew does not harm the physical components which are kept in 
storage as a reference. However, although changing parts can be considered integral to the work’s 

                                                        
 
583 It is a common printing size for photographs taken with a professional field camera, producing square negatives. For 
120 x 120 cm gelatin silver prints on fibre-based paper, the actual used paper size is 127 x 127 cm. Thus, in theory a 
125 x 125 cm print would be possible. However, De Verbeelding, the only surviving photographic laboratory for 
analogue printing in the Netherlands, does not guarantee perfect mounting in this case. In the 1970’s it was possible to 
print larger, with standard sizes of 180 x 180 and 200 x 200 cm, for which the paper measured 183 x 183 and 202 x 202 
cm respectively, but this was not at all common and this type of paper ceased to exist around the early 1980’s. Personal 
communication from Hans Meesters, owner of former photograph laboratory ‘Hollands Meesters’, Amsterdam, 29 
November 2010.  
584 Askevold and Kosuth, 2004, p. 3.  
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concept, this is only relevant for the photograph, and then only if its site-related quality is at stake. 
Both prints are mounted, hence replacement of the text is not necessary. In addition, Glass (One 
and Three) [English-Flemish] never existed with a photograph larger than the sheet of glass, and 
began its life with the object and the photograph in equal dimensions. Why change that? It is this 
historicising of a conceptual work where the problem arises, distorting the balance between 
concept and material, translated in theory and practice. 
 Indeed, was it not the artist himself who brought the original constituents of One and Three 
Chairs to the museum? This manifestation includes a photograph with the chair depicted slightly 
smaller, something that Kosuth even specified when first describing the work: “a piece which 
consisted of a chair, a slightly smaller photographic blow-up of the chair – which I mounted to the 
wall next to the chair, and a definition of the word chair – which I mounted to the wall next to 
that.”585 Apart from the fact that this seems to suggest a different order in placement of the 
components, there was clearly no life-size photograph. Yet, it is this version of the Proto-
Investigations that is still referred to most, including by Kosuth himself (see fig. 5.47).586 As it 
turns out, there are in reality many variations in dimensions and ways of representation. For 
additional evidence, it is particularly interesting to analyse a Proto-Investigation that relates 
closely to our case. 

 
 

Additional Evidence 

With the research focus shifting from a claimed site-specificity to a presumptive life-size 
representation, additional comparative analyses was needed for a final choice in designing a 
presentation strategy. Additional evidence is sought for in most similar Proto-Investigations: One 
and Three Mirrors and the English version of Glass (One and Three). 
 
 
Comparing Mirror Proto-Investigations 

One and Three Mirrors closely resembles Glass (One and Three) in form, materials, and effect, in 
addition to the concept. Both works contain an object that inherently negates itself through 
precisely its chosen material: glass, because of transparency, and the mirror, because of reflection. 
Three versions of One and Three Mirrors each show a different materialised form.  
 One and Three Mirrors in the National Gallery of Australia was acquired in 1977, the same 
year as the Flemish Glass (One and Three) was first materialised. This work has the photographs 
pinned to the wall. The different way of mounting could be attributed to the fact that an institution 
has totally different dynamics, with changing exhibitions, requiring regular renewal of the 
photograph, while a private collector generally permanently installs the work at home, often at a 
fixed site, making a more durable materialisation logical. Although these elaborations may seem 
too banal to be true, there is a difference between them, whether it differs or not. Kosuth’s many 

                                                        
 
585 Kosuth, December 1969, p. 213.  
586 In all publications Kosuth issued himself: Kosuth, 1973; Kosuth, 1991, Art after Philosophy and After. Collected 
Writings, 1966–1990. 
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‘récits autorisés’ suggest it does. The truth is that Kosuth’s instructions have changed over time, 
and practices vary with each case. 
 The Australian mirror-work has all three parts equal in size, all measuring 122 x 122 cm, 
which is the maximum size for gelatin silver prints. This means that there was no life-size 
representation, as for our case. However, the museum does present the work with a site-related 
photograph, judging by the way the work is published on the museum’s website. Oddly enough, 
the work is published in three separate images, one for each object, and in reverse order: the text 
on the left and the image on the right (see fig. 5.48).587  
 In 1989 a German One and Three Mirrors entered the collection of the Rupf Stiftung, Bern, 
which also includes equally-sized components, except for the text, which is rectangular (see fig. 
5.49).588 Overall, the components are a little smaller, and yet again, there is no life-size 
representation. Although the website shows an image of a non-site related installation, they 
normally follow a strategy of renewing the photograph according to the site.589  
 A third version of One and Three Mirrors, at Galleria Lia Rumma in Milan, is materialised 
with a site-related photograph and does include a life-size representation (see fig. 5.50).590 The 
photograph here is largest of all, 132 x 132 cm, suggesting it is a digital print.591 The way the print 
is wrapped around the foam-board backing confirms this, since this is only possible with inkjet 
prints (see fig. 5.51). This indicates a relatively recent materialisation.592 Thus, only the example 
that is materialised most recently includes both the site-related feature and a life-size 
representation, while the older ones have a similarly sized and shaped object and photograph.593 
The text panel has changed from square to rectangular, as also seen at MoMA and The Pompidou.  

 
 

English Version 

The English version of Glass (One and Three) turns out to be part of a private collection in Paris, 
Collection MJS.594 The collector kindly provided insight into their involvement with the work. 

                                                        
 
587 Inventory number NGA 78.389.A-B, through Ziegler Gallery. http://artsearch.nga.gov.au/Detail.cfm?IRN=111383 
[accessed 8 June 2015]. 
588 Inventory number G 89.008. The mirror and the photograph measure 115 x 115 cm, the text 83 x 115 cm. “[English–
German]” is not added to the title.  
589 See http://www.rupf-stiftung.ch/?m=4&lang=e&dirid=65 [accessed 4 August 2011]. Personal e-mail from Susanne 
Friedli, Geschäftsführerin Rupf-Stiftung, 4 August 2011. 
590 The certificate does not specify whether this is an etymological definition. Details kindly provided by Sara Ceroni 
from Lia Rumma, personal email, 10 June 2015. 
591 Dimensions of the separate components reveal a difference in photograph and object, allowing it to be represented 
life-size: mirror 125 x 125 cm, photograph 132 x 132 cm, text 61 x 76 cm. Details kindly provided by Sara Ceroni from 
Lia Rumma, personal email, 4 June 2015. 
592 There is no record of when One and Three Mirrors entered Lia Rumma’s collection, but it comes directly from the 
artist. Information kindly provided by Sara Ceroni from Lia Rumma, personal email, 10 June 2015. 
593 Remarkably the photograph of the mirror is always depicted without the reflection from the photographer, as if 
leaving room for the role of the audience. The same holds for the registration photographs. The German version is 
photographed with the camera on a tripod reflected in the mirror, while the Australian one shows no photographing 
device at all, reflecting other artworks present in the gallery. The registration photograph of the Milan version shows 
nothing reflected in the mirror, almost negating the object’s character as a mirror. 
594 MJS stands for Miriam and Jacques Salomon. 
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They have no diagram, which was also absent with the first owner Randolph Hansen.595 In a letter 
Kosuth assured him that the paste-up could be considered the proof of ownership.596 Additionally 
he provided the 1973 installation photograph stating on the reverse:  
 

I know personally that the certificate was, by error, never issued for this work. I hereby put 
my seal on this photograph of the work ‘Glass-one and three’ (English) 1965. This now 
constitutes the certificate for this work.597  

 
As has already become clear, the lack of a diagram-certificate is not uncommon. According to 
Hansen, Kosuth stopped making diagrams: 

 
His experience was that those early diagrams were so similar that sometimes it was 
confusing as to which works they actually represented (remember that on some of the later 
three- and five-object works he did English, German, and Latin versions). He discovered 
that certifying a photograph of the work, in situ, was the surest visual representation of the 
work and, therefore, the very best evidence of ownership.598  

 
With this statement Hansen justifies the lack of a certificate with his work, keeping it sellable. 
Moreover, he typifies the work as “special to Kosuth”, and positions it in his oeuvre, calling it “a 
transition to his later pieces”, which supports my idea that the notion of transparency could be 
considered functional in relation to the development of the Proto-Investigation.599 
 The new owners Miriam and Jacques Salomon received a transparency for the text, which 
left the production entirely up to them (see fig. 5.52). They have chosen a sheet of glass of 100 x 
100 cm in order to produce a perfect full-scale image of the object measuring 120 x 120 cm. Both 
the text and the photograph are mounted, printed with a high gloss finish, which brings the work 
into a more recent time, but different from the prescription of Kosuth’s gallery (see fig. 5.53). 
 Thus, whereas the English version – in Paris – meets all the formal requirements of a Proto-
Investigation including a pristine condition, the prints deviate in gloss. Should the Flemish 
version become the same, as is happening with MoMA’s and the Pompidou’s versions of One and 
Three Chairs? This would mean discarding all original materials, and wiping out all the visible 
ties with the work’s history in favour of an alleged perfect execution of the concept and a unified 
practice. 
 It is clear that practicalities and practices ‘make’ Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations and that they 
all vary because of it. The photograph in the artwork may be site-related or not; show a life-size 
representation or not; may consist of gelatin silver prints either on fibre-based paper or 

                                                        
 
595 Hansen acquired the work from Max Protech Gallery in 1989. Protech bought it as first buyer in 1975 from Leo 
Castelli, Kosuth’s New York representative at that time. 
596 Joseph Kosuth in letter to Randy Hansen, 10 January 1989. Archive Collection MJS, Paris, consulted with the kind 
help of Miriam and Jacques Salomon 29 June 2009. 
597 Archive Collection MJS, Paris. 
598 Letter by Randolph Hansen to Nancy (no last name specified), 31 January 1989. Archive Collection MJS, Paris. 
599 Hansen in the letter above: “Glass: one and three, 1965, is special to Joseph (it was perhaps the first of the multiple-
object works and a transition to his later pieces).” 
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polyethylene resin-coated paper; they may be push-pinned to the wall or mounted with L-screws 
if mounted on a rigid support of either aluminium or foam board. Although in theory the concept 
of the Proto-Investigation seems a simple procedure, in reality it turns out to be different with 
each type and changes through time. Sometimes actual parts are included upon acquisition, 
sometimes only a certificate, sometimes a paste-up or a transparency for the text and an 
explanatory letter. Thus, the way a Proto-Investigation is managed, depends on the items 
provided upon acquisition, the artist’s involvement, and further choices made by the professionals 
involved.  
 
 
Shaping Glass (One and Three) 

It was decided to continue using a site-related image but to keep the initial image proportions, 
material, and dimensions. This decision was based on a combination of values deriving from the 
work’s history, the context of the collection, the concept, and the significance of material 
expression. The original object was used, analogue film, and a traditional gelatin silver print on 
fibre-based paper mounted on aluminium, in order to give the look and feel of the initial 
materialization, and make it similar to the material characteristics of the definition.  

 
 

Phase IV: Composing the Image 

Whereas the diagram on the certificate indicates that the object is to be photographed straight 
from the front with the edges running perfectly parallel to the picture pane, this was not the case 
in the initial Visser-photograph. This deviation from the sketch has never been raised as an issue 
before. The photograph was simply ‘there’. However, the moment a new photograph has to be 
taken, one is confronted with choices in composing the image: should the diagram be followed or 
the composition on the initial photograph? 
 The work’s recent installation history demonstrated that, also in this case, different lines 
have been set out. The curator took the first photograph as a reference in order to make a new 
print, while I chose the certificate and the oldest installation view of the English version as a 
guideline. Thus, our individual involvement with the work as museum professionals, as curator 
and as conservator, resulted in two differently composed images of the glass, illustrating how 
easily a work can be shaped. This demonstrates that part of the work’s biography depends on 
personal choices, which are perhaps even unconsciously made.  
 The English version was always materialised according to the certificate’s diagram, judging 
from the 1973 Luzern photograph and information from Collection MJS. I chose to follow their 
example and use the diagram as a guideline for the composition. This allowed for what Kosuth 
called “deadpan ‘scientific-style’ photograph[s]”.600 In line with previous versions the contours of 
the photographer and a tripod are reflected in the glass. In both the Visser-photograph and the 
Stedelijk-version, reflections from a facing window are included. These reflections from the 

                                                        
 
600 Joseph Kosuth, ‘Intention(s)’, The Art Bulletin, 78.3 (1 September 1996), 407–12 (p. 407, n. 2). 
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surrounding architecture are not at all neutral. They allow for identification of the exact location 
of the work’s display, providing the work with a narrative, adding to its biography, which is 
another by-product that Kosuth never aimed for conceptually. However, he never prescribed 
avoiding reflections. On the contrary, he wanted the reflections on the object included to match 
the actual situation, judging from his prescriptions for Tate’s Clock (One and Five).601 
 These deliberations that emerged from practices, demonstrate that the making of each 
photograph for this conceptual artwork is based on the circumstances and choices made. You 
could even strike a pose when making the photograph to have it reflected in the glass. Is it an idea 
to have more people reflected in the glass to mimic a situation with more visitors in the gallery? 
Perhaps this reflects a more accurate situation in the case that more visitors are expected to be 
present in the gallery. These considerations might be far-fetched, but the truth is that such aspects 
can be considered, judging from the various ways in which the object is photographed for One 
and Three Mirrors. 
 
 
Phase V [Hypothetical]: Staging the Site 

One could turn the idea of renewal of the photograph around, and try to find a site that matches 
the image to honour the initial parts of the artwork, as is suggested for One and Three Chairs with 
relation to the wooden plank floor. However, the problem with Glass (One and Three) [English-
Flemish] is that the grid of a tiled floor is not common in an art gallery. One would have to find a 
floor with 10 x 10 cm light coloured tiles embedded in contrasting grey cement. To construct such 
a floor would probably be too artificial, but this remains to be seen. Choosing a small gallery, for 
instance, in which the whole floor could be tiled, would minimize the artificial effect, especially if 
more artworks are displayed on this type of floor or when the exhibition lay-out combines many 
different kinds of floors in the surrounding galleries to suit the artworks on display. It would be 
interesting to test such a staged site for Glass (One and Three) in order to learn more about the 
functioning of the artwork when installed with all its original components, both tangible and 
intangible. 
 In the previous section I concluded that a photograph made in situ lends the image 
transparency, identifying this as an essential ingredient for Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations, this 
section suggests that the object’s life-size representation seems to be less of an issue, unless it 
catches the eye through a patterned background. Choosing for a white or evenly coloured 
background allows for a combined strategy of using the original object, definition, and materials, 
together with a new site-related image that fits the work’s initial dimensions. The Flemish version 
of Glass (One and Three) was always different from the English version and if these artworks are 
to be considered independent, different strategies could be accepted.602 

 
 

                                                        
 
601 See note 567. 
602 This is also what Ariane Noell de Tilly concluded for editioned artworks. Noël de Tilly, 6 December 2011. 
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Otterlo, 29 October 2010.  
 Before taking the new photograph, I inspected the site. After all, it would appear 
in the photograph that would be included in the artwork. I was about to clean away 
the dirt on the plinth that I had purposely left there before to mimic the previous 
photograph, since I anticipated that a clean background would match possible future 
presentations in the same gallery at a different spot. When I told the photographer he 
suggested I leave it, arguing that the dirt would give the photograph some character, 
and a better reference to the site. It would always be possible to apply a little dirt to 
mimic the photograph in the future. It suddenly dawned to me that we were shaping 
and staging the work. This is of course always the case, however, the process of 
taking the photograph made me more conscious of the input. I agreed and we left the 
dirt in place (see fig. 5.55).603   
 
 

This shows how decisions during the installation process are shaping all kinds of minimal aspects 
that do become part of the artwork.  

There was even a positive side-effect of making the photo after the exhibition opened, 
because all of the other works were already in place in the gallery, hence reflected in the 
photograph. This results in a more accurate relation to the site, demonstrating that the property of 
reflection expands the work’s site. This demonstrates that the installation process not only 
includes planning to make the photograph in advance, but it also affects the logistics of setting up 
the whole exhibition in the appointed gallery, as this is preferably completed before the 
photograph for Glass (One and Three) can be taken.  

The slightly smaller representation of the object in the photograph was not directly visible 
against the white background. The surface character of the new gelatin silver print paired well 
with the text (see fig. 5.56). In 2014, the Reinhardt-photograph was used again in the same gallery 
setting, demonstrating that reusing the photograph works well with a similar background (see fig. 
5.1).  
 
 
5.4 Conclusion 

Conceptually conceived as one idea, comparative studies of Joseph Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations 
reveal major differences between them, especially over time. This chapter demonstrates that 
conservation and presentation are intertwined and can no longer be seen as separate activities. 
Furthermore, the installation process itself has proved to be invaluable as a research tool, bringing 
unspecified particularities to light which even clarify previous decisions in the work’s history, 
while also triggering new research questions. This type of research brought the artwork better into 
focus with every installation experience. Therefore, materiality and technical details that partially 
influence these practices can no longer be regarded as being irrelevant to conceptual artworks. It 

                                                        
 
603 I would like to acknowledge Hans Meesters for his kind cooperation installing Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three). 
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has become clear that material possibilities and limitations affect the work’s appearance, 
revealing the impact of practicalities. Kosuth’s own actions and authorised instructions have 
evolved over time. Major institutions have adopted new guidelines for their nearly 50 year-old 
Proto-Investigations, making them look more like the ones that are on the market, as opposed to 
what they had originally acquired.  
 For this case a more independent approach was taken in setting the parameters for the 
work’s installation. By hypothetically plotting the different Proto-Investigations on a time-line 
and considering them independent works with individual histories, I could identify the site-related 
requirement as a work-defining property for Glass (One and Three) to justify renewal of the 
photograph. A gelatin silver print on fibre-based paper was chosen, similar to the material used 
for the first photograph and the text. At the same time the original object and text were used, 
reflecting a combined strategy for both contained and installed work. Comparative studies have 
revealed that a life-size representation also seemed imperative, which was supported by a close 
reading of the work’s diagram and the first installation view of the English version. However, 
changing the work’s initial dimensions, its photographic materials, or replacing the original object 
for a smaller one, were at this point not considered appropriate in terms of conservation. Instead, a 
white background was chosen to disguise the non life-size representation as another inventive 
way of ‘retouching’.  
 However, I still ask myself what purpose it serves to choose ‘authentic’ looking gelatin 
silver prints on fibre-based paper over an inkjet print when one knows that in order to visually 
match the surroundings the photograph has to be made anew. Why, then, is favouring the original 
object and printing technique in a Proto-Investigation the right choice if the artwork is only a 
concept? These type of questions mark the boundaries of the conservator’s ethical framework. 
Beyond it lingers a territory of creativity and freedom, an area in which traditionally the 
conservator is not allowed to tread. Therefore, it felt almost comforting to find that One and Three 
Chairs, the ‘mother’ of all Proto-Investigations, did not come with a life-size representation in the 
first place.  
 Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations function best when presented for the first time, made in situ 
and including materials that are contemporary to their time. It becomes interesting when a 
physical artwork that is meant to negate itself as an object enters a collection as a collectable 
artefact. At this point the functional split between theory and practice becomes apparent. This can 
only be avoided when there were no physical parts to begin with, which was rarely the case for 
Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations. Not even Kosuth himself was consistent with his theory, providing 
MoMA with the original parts of One and Three Chairs. This sale transaction in 1970 marked a 
pivotal moment for the Proto-Investigations which were on the verge of becoming a network of 
materialised versions in the following decades, demonstrating Kosuth’s marketing strategy and 
the necessity of giving them a more standardised form. This analysis is not at all in line with the 
conceptual idea of the work, but is what happened in reality. 
 This case study has demonstrated that a biographical framework allows one to assess these 
histories, facilitating the interpretation of a work’s appearance through practices over time. A 
careful and precise reading of materials has importantly added to the existing knowledge. Seeing 
the work function when working with the material parts, made it clear that the function of a site-
related photograph in Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations is its transparency as an object. Combined 
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with comparative studies, this practice-led research method using the installation process as a 
research tool, proved to be a successful approach for continuous learning about the work, 
informing decision-making about best practices for its presentation.  
 Although future installation strategies can never be determined fully beforehand, since they 
depend on a new set of circumstances, elaborating on them also advances insight, particularly into 
the conservator’s role in this process. If, for example, the original object is damaged at any point, 
a completely different path may be chosen. This brings us back to the question of how a 
biographical approach can become normative with relation to decision-making. This question is 
explored further in the last case study. While assessing documentation has been crucial for 
providing evidence to inform decision-making in this case, the next case is concerned with 
compiling documentation itself in such a way that it will be useful for the next conservator, 
especially when the artist is not available, as was the case with Kosuth. In next case study, the 
artist is involved, not only as an interviewee, or to authorise a conservation treatment result, as in 
the first case study, but actually engaged in materialising a conceptual work. In addition to 
judging evidence and exploiting practice-led research by ‘testing’ ways of installation with 
Kosuth’s work, the performed work in the next chapter provides another viewpoint on the role of 
the conservator.  





 

  

6 Co-Producing Work by Jan Dibbets 

Amsterdam, 22 August 2015.  
 Jan Dibbets tells me: 
 

JD: That’s the problem I have with conservation. I understand the precision 
that is needed and that you have to stick to conservation ethics, because you 
have these amateur bunglers that put their hands on everything. But I think it is 
completely incomprehensible that they don’t understand that as long as an 
artist lives he knows better than the conservator. I never touch something to 
restore it, I let André van Oort do that, but he is not allowed to conserve 
according to conservation ethics. He does as I say and that works perfectly 
well. That is because all kinds of rules are violated. But the final result is 
exactly the same as it was originally. 

 
Although there are lots of things that I could say in reaction, I do not dare to make a 
stand at this moment and I keep silent. Dibbets continues: 
 

JD: A conservator would say: ‘Gee, I am not going to replace that photograph! 
I can’t do that, who says that this is the right thing to do?’ Well, I say: ‘I do!’ 
You see? So I do get myself involved in conservation that way.  

 
At that moment I decide to mention Dibbets’ Four Windows (1991) for which he had 
the photographs replaced.604 This is an ensemble of four paintings, each pasted with 
a colour photograph cut out of a window seen from an angle. Freed from its 
architectural setting, the windows are visually flipping and tilting in a pictorial 
space. To achieve this optical effect, Dibbets applied numerous thin paint layers over 
one another. A tiny ribbon of paint physically connects the photograph and the 
painted part, sitting against the edges of the photograph, perhaps smeared over it at 
places. This makes it a delicate matter to undertake the replacement of the 
photograph when it has shifted in colour. While the equilibrium in tone and depth is 
essential to the artwork, the physical connection between the photograph and the 
paint layer will be disturbed when the photograph is replaced. This is why I am 
curious about what happened. 
 

SS: I know about the Windows at De Pont. In these works the interface 
between the paint and the photograph is of course fundamental. 
JD: Yes. There you have a problem. 
SS: Because of the paint, eh? 

                                                        
 
604 Collection De Pont, Tilburg, 1993.JD.01. 
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JD: Yes. Except when this is very minimal, then I remove it. There are but a 
few of them in which, ehm…, the paint is fundamental for the piece. In most 
cases I was just too sloppy in removing the paint. 

 
I believe that this was the case with Four Windows. Accidental spatters on the 
photographs must not have contributed to the intended visual effect, otherwise the 
photographs would not have been replaced. Sensing the critical line here, Dibbets 
continues: 
 

JD: But there you have it again! […] I mean, also in this case you need to have 
certain carelessness, I mean liberty – let me put it this way – to position the 
photograph there, although this needs to be exactly where it was, there’s no 
discussion about it, that’s fundamental. But the way you paste it and how you 
treat it can just give it that touch that it needs. It has to have a certain obvious, 
ehm… touch. It does not need to be too precise. If it is going to be neat, then 
that is impossible. It was never meant to be neat.605 

 
 

This statement is also valid for Dibbets’ All shadows that occurred to me in…………are marked 
with tape (1969), hereafter referred to as All shadows…, the subject of our interview and the case 
study of this last chapter.606 The title is completed according to time and place, an aspect that led 
to rather liberal use of it, which is a recurring issue.  
 The more than 40-year old artwork, consisting of lines of masking tape marking sunlit areas 
on the walls and the floor in successive stages, still challenges the foundations of conservation 
practice, because the installation varies each time and is physically destroyed after each 

                                                        
 
605 Personal interview, Amsterdam, 22 August 2015. In Dutch:  
JD: Dat is ook het probleem dat ik heb met restaureren. Ik begrijp dat die precisie nodig is en dat je nergens van af kan 
wijken en dat die ethiek gehandhaafd moet worden, en ik begrijp het ook, want je krijg allerlei knoeiers die overal aan 
gaan zitten. Maar ik vind het volstrekt onbegrijpelijk zolang een kunstenaar nog leeft, dat ze niet begrijpen dat die beter 
weet dan een restaurateur... […] Ik raak zelf nooit iets aan om te restaureren, nooit, dat laat ik André van Oort doen, 
maar die mag van mijn niet restaureren volgens de ethiek van de restaurateur, die doet het zoals ik zeg dat je het moet 
doen. En dat doet ie, gaat perfect. Maar dat komt, omdat er allemaal regels met voeten getreden worden. Maar het 
uiteindelijke ding wat er is, is precies hetzelfde als het ding wat er oorspronkelijk was.  
JD: En een restaurateur, die, ‘ja Jezus, ik ga die foto niet vervangen hoor, ja, pff, nee, daar kan ik niet aan beginnen’. 
Wie zegt dat dat goed is? Ja, dat zeg ik! Begrijp je, dus ik bemoei me er in die zin wel mee. 
SS: Ik weet van de Windows van De Pont. Daar is natuurlijk dat schilderen en de fotografie, die balans is fundamenteel. 
JD: Ja. Daar heb je een probleem. 
SS: Vanwege de verf, hè? 
JD: Ja. Tenzij dat heel weinig is, dan haal ik het eraf. […] Er zijn er maar heel weinig waar de verf, eh…, essentieel is 
voor het ding. De meeste is waar ik het te slordig heb weggehaald. De verf. 
JD: Maar daar hebben we het ook weer. […] Maar, ook daar moet je een zekere slordigheid hebben […] ik bedoel, eh.. 
een vrijheid, laat ik het zo zeggen, om die foto zo te doen dat er het precies, die moet op dezelfde plek zitten, daar is 
sowieso geen twijfel over, dat is heel essentieel, maar de manier waarop je ze er op plakt en dan wat je er dan mee doet, 
dat kan dan net die veeg geven dat het precies hetzelfde wordt. Het moet een soort vanzelfsprekende eh, ehm, touch 
hebben. Dat het niet zoiets, van ehm, het wordt te netjes. Als het netjes wordt, dat kan nooit. Het is nooit netjes bedoeld. 
606 Dibbets provided the museum the title in Dutch upon acquisition: Alle schaduwen die mij zijn opgevallen in ............ 
zijn afgeplakt met tape. The title varied over time, as will become clear elsewhere in this chapter. 
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exhibition, waiting to be materialised again for the next show (see fig. 6.1). In contrast with more 
conventional artworks that preferably do not change, All shadows… is in flux. It has no definitive 
form, which means that the work is not just installed, but also incorporates performed behaviour 
since its final form depends largely on the surrounding architecture and the installers’ decisions. 
 The above conversation illustrates that for contained work the artist can be a complicating 
factor in the face of traditional conservation ethics, while contact with artists is fundamental to 
understand their way of thinking, in relation to their working methods and use of materials. With 
traditional conservation ethics being based on minimal intervention and a supposedly objective 
approach, conceptual artworks magnify the role of decision-making because the impact is more 
visible, as the previous chapter demonstrates. With variable ‘performed’ artworks, such as All 
shadows…, the conservator’s role becomes particularly challenged, especially in that it requires 
conservators to becoming co-producers of the work.  
 While the previous chapter demonstrated the value of comparative studies for installed work 
with relatively fixed parameters, this is only partly of use for deducing guidelines with regard to 
variable artworks with a high degree of liberty in their execution. The challenge seems to parallel 
the artist’s way of thinking and to act along the same lines when installing the work, echoing 
Viollet-le-Duc’s interpretative restoration. However, this clashes with the current obligation to be 
as minimally intrusive as possible as a conservator, it being unfeasible to install a complex 
artwork in a neutral way, given the fact you are making choices. This chapter aims to address this 
personal involvement in such practices, and attempts to find a way to better integrate this aspect 
in the conservation profession.  
 The previous chapter included the curator and the photographer as additional stakeholders 
influencing the work’s appearance, in this case the curator is absent. Instead, the museum director 
plays a part, together with the artist, conservation interns and the conservator, both myself and my 
successor at the museum, which also makes the researcher change in function. This case 
illustrates that the responsibility for the work’s appearance is placed mainly with the conservator, 
resulting also from the conservator’s initial involvement in the acquisition process.607  
 Both previous chapters have demonstrated that conceptual art’s possible future appearance is 
often co-constructed, either in an interview, as illustrated with Van Elk, or by making choices for 
installing the work, as illustrated with Kosuth. This makes the artwork a living record of joint 
input. However, in this case, a performed work, the role of the art conservator is even greater, 
putting the function of conservation to the ultimate test. It is this case study that made me see the 
value of autoethnography for conservation; the research approach that I am proposing as a new 
tool for conservation. 
 Leading up to the discovery of the value of autoethnography, this chapter discusses 
conservation dynamics: documenting, interviewing, and participating. It looks at the idea of a 
subjective truth rather than an objective one, which is explored by qualitative research methods 
from oral history and ethnography, cross-referenced with archival material and visual documents. 

                                                        
 
607 It should be noted that there is a very small staff at the Kröller-Müller Museum, which at the time included a 
research curator, but no exhibitions curator. In practice, different professionals performed this role, apart from the 
research curator and assistant research curator, including the museum director, head of collections, the educator, free-
lance curators, and also the conservator, as this case illustrates. 
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As with the other case study chapters, the installation history of All shadows… is first 
reconstructed to contextualize the various negotiations during the acquisition, production, and 
installation procedures. Apart from the quest for the work’s essence and an exploration of its 
preferred appearance, the focus is also on the responsibility of the conservator as part of the 
activities that co-produce the artwork. By providing insight into these processes, a reflexive 
stance is explored to reveal the conservator’s concerns. In order to understand these concerns it is 
insightful to introduce the artist and his working methods, including his view on conservation. 

 
 

6.1 Jan Dibbets: From the Camera’s Perspective 

Jan Dibbets’ working methods, and his ideas about conservation, are based on the photo camera’s 
perspective. He sees the camera as a technical aid for his work, and when involved in the 
conservation of his work he uses the negatives to reprint early colour prints when they changed 
colour. This is never without loss, although this depends on how loss is valued as the similar cases 
of Van Elk demonstrated. Analysis of the artist’s working methods reveals a relatively 
unconstrained attitude in the art-making process with artworks that are co-produced with the 
museum, while he is engaged in a similar way with the conservation of his work.  
 
 
Artist’s Working Methods 

Gerardus Johannes Maria Dibbets (1941 Weert, Netherlands) is considered to be the most well 
known conceptual artist of the Netherlands, especially in relation to the international conceptual 
art movement, having joined several important early group shows in both Europe and the United 
States, mainly in New York.608 Dibbets investigates the natural phenomena of light and space by 
exploiting time and perspective through photography and film, technical media that are based on a 
combination of these elements, and later also abstract painting to further investigate our 
perception through effects of tone and colour as in Four Windows.  
 After completing his studies at the Art Academy of Tilburg, the Netherlands, Dibbets 
received a grant to attend St. Martin’s School of Art in London in 1967, where he met like-
minded artists, such as Richard Long.609 Upon his return, he began working in a more conceptual 
way and his international career started to develop. Piling-up a final set of monochrome paintings 
in a sculptural statement, Dibbets abandoned traditional painting with his Stacked Paintings 
(1967). From that moment he started working in a more conceptual way, first combining poor 
materials and natural elements, similar to Van Elk, for which he was briefly associated with Land 
Art and Arte Povera, see for example his 13 Faggots with neon branch (1968) (see fig. 6.2). In his 
more conceptual work he exploited spatial relations in networks, as with his mail art work Project 
for Art & Project Bulletin 15 (1969), and interventions, such as his Museum Pedestal with Four 

                                                        
 
608 See Chapter 2, note 64. 
609 Biographical details in: Jan Dibbets, Jan Dibbets, ed. by Erik Verhagen, Nelleke van Maaren, and Dorine Duyster 
(Tilburg: De Pont, 2001); Cherix, 2009. 
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Angles of 90º (1969), laying bare the museum’s fundaments through his contributions to Op Losse 
Schroeven in Amsterdam and When Attitudes Become Form in Bern. Dibbets’ very short 
performance on his Amsterdam balcony sticking up his thumb, topped by a wink of the eye, is 
illustrative of the humour that also played a part in his work from that period (see fig. 6.3).610 
 
 
Photography 

While Dibbets first used the camera to record his land art projects and to visualise his statements, 
he soon started to exploit the machine’s technical possibilities on a more structural level. He 
played with the mechanisms of image constructions based on optics and managed to render 
photographic images with a high level of abstraction, such as his famous Perspective corrections 
(1967-1969) for which he ingeniously manipulated the principle of perspective in front of the 
camera, distorting the viewers’ expectations (see fig. 6.4).611 The final image is teasing our eyes 
because the lines that are normally drawn together into a vanishing point are in fact directed in 
opposite directions. Dibbets had the resulting photograph printed on canvas and mounted on a 
stretcher in order to present his work in the context of painting, not photography, doubling the 
effect of the visual play between reality and imagination and emphasising the work’s artistic 
construction.612 
“I really developed an idea about thinking about photography,” Dibbets later said about his 
Perspective Corrections, claiming this as an essential quality for using photography as an artist.613 
This is also true for The Shortest Day-series (1970) and A White Wall (1971) based on the 
principle of shutter speed. When discussing the history of The Shortest Day, Dibbets stressed the 
informal nature in which the final form of the installation took shape. For instance, while he 
preferred a small slide-projection, the late Jean Leering, then director of the Van Abbemuseum, 
convinced him that a life-size projection of the window would work better. Dibbets: “I said it was 
much more interesting to have a small projection. ‘No, no, no’, he said, ‘it should be the same as 
the window’. So I said: ‘You think it should be like that? Go ahead, I don’t care.’ […] There was 

                                                        
 
610 Only a hand full of people witnessed this super short performance at the Hasebroekstraat at exactly 15.00 hrs on one 
of the three days announced on the photolithographed postcard that was send around in advance, published by Seth 
Siegelaub, New York, approx. 1.200 copies, now referred to as Untitled (1969). No photographs of the happening exist, 
but Dibbets remembers that artist Michel Cardena and Dolly Melchers of Galerie 845 were there, above all to 
congratulate him with his birthday. Personal communication, Amsterdam, 6 April 2007. 
611 For his first perspective correction Perspective correction–rectangle with 1 diagonal (1967), Dibbets used his 
sister’s garden as his studio, arranging a thick white rope on the lawn in such a way that a perfect rectangle appeared in 
front of the camera lens as if the rope tilts upward by itself forming a standing rectangle with its sides running parallel 
to the picture pane, because of a gradual decrease in sharpness of the grass lawn (collection Kröller-Müller Museum). 
At the same time and place Dibbets also made Perspective correction–5 piles (1967), collection Bonnefantenmuseum, 
Maastricht.). In reality he shaped a parallelogram, winding the rope around small poles to fix the corners. The diagonal 
came about because the rope was slightly too long and Dibbets did not want to cut the rope. Personal communication, 
Amsterdam, 6 April 2007.  
612 Dibbets enlarged the photographic image to an unconventional large format of 108,5 x 108,5 cm and printed it 
directly on so-called ‘photo-linen’, which is actually cotton and was prepared for him with a light sensitive emulsion by 
Dutch photographer Carel Blazer (1911–1980). Personal communication, Amsterdam, 6 April 2007.  
613 Sharon Boothroyd, ‘An interview with Jan Dibbets. Jan Dibbets in conversation with Sharon Boothroyd conducted 
by phone 19 April 2013’, This is Tomorrow Contemporary Art Magazine, April 2013 
<http://thisistomorrow.info/articles/an-interview-with-jan-dibbets> [accessed 4 August 2015]. 
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always a possibility for a discussion and mostly the artist didn’t care.” 614 Dibbets clearly stresses 
that this is what typically happened at that time.  
 This informal way of working and laissez-faire attitude sheds new light on the museum’s 
initiative to transform the installation into a two-dimensional photo-collage, apparently 
considering the work a co-production, perhaps even an experiment rather than a final product. The 
apparent loose fit of the material manifestation reflects Dibbets’ ideas of the time, judging from 
his statement from 1968: “I am not making eternal art, but am providing visual information.”615 
This reveals a remarkable resemblance to Kosuth’s statements from around the same period, 
perfectly following the ideas prevailing in conceptual art. However, only four years later Dibbets 
claimed: “Conceptual art, I have always strongly resisted it. The concept is not finished, it is 
nothing, not when it does not have its own visual body.”616 This suggests that Dibbets does regard 
the material execution an essential feature, but does not necessarily see this as fixed in its initial 
physical form, judging from his approval of the proposed changes for The Shortest Day at the Van 
Abbemuseum. 
 
 
Painting 

While in his early work Dibbets’ mainly intervenes in nature in front of the camera to manipulate 
reality, his later work shows more of the artist’s hand in the artistic product itself. “I drew around 
the photographs as if to make the white background part of the space”, Dibbets explained, turning 
it into “a very complex drawn construction that emerges from the photograph and continues the 
spatial structure of the photograph onto the paper.”617 These works, such as Round Lutheran 
Church (1985), are less conceptual in the sense that the artistic quality of the graphic drawing 
became an inseparable component of the work (see fig. 6.5). As Dibbets himself noted: 
“Remarkably enough I was one of the people at the foundations of conceptual art, but I have 
always reacted against the notion that the idea, the concept, would be more important than its 
execution.”618 Indeed, most of his work is contained in character, being less reproducible than 
conceptual art proposed.  
 This becomes all the more apparent in his later work with painted backgrounds illustrating a 
shift from suggesting space by graphical perspective to depth of colour. “I discovered that you can 
charge the background with very thin layers of paint so that a transparent, scintillating color field 
results in which the photo construction manifests itself in an optimal way.”619 In his Window-
paintings (1988-1991) Dibbets abandoned the collage-element in his photoworks, using only a 
                                                        
 
614 Original quote in English. Dibbets, personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
615 Jan Dibbets and Robert H.F. Hartzema, ‘dibbets (27): voor beeldende kunst moet je kunnen kijken’, 
Museumjournaal, 13.4 (1968), 203–7 (p. 203). 
616 In Dutch: “Maar de conceptual art, daar heb ik me altijd fel tegen verzet. Het concept is onaf, het is niets, als het niet 
zijn eigen visuele body heeft.” Toon van Severen, ‘Eerst Parijs, London, New York, Jeruzalem, Milaan, Kassel en dan 
de Biënnale. Dibbets maakt ‘een zeer Hollands paviljoentje’, Het Parool, 16 February 1972. 
617 Rudi Fuchs, ‘Jan Dibbets: Seeing is Believing’, Art News, 86.7 (1987), 67–68 (p. 68). 
618 In Dutch: “Vreemd genoeg was ik een van de mensen die aan de wieg van de conceptuele kunst stond, maar ik heb 
me er altijd tegen afgezet, dat het idee, het concept, belangrijker zou zijn dan de uitvoering.” Lien Heyting, ‘Jan 
Dibbets: De liefde voor de natuur is de motor achter alle grote kunst’, NRC Handelsblad, 15 February 1980. 
619 Fuchs, 1987, p. 68. 
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single photograph combined with abstract colour field painting to distort our perception. To 
achieve the desired effect, a high level of fine-tuning is involved, as Dibbets explained: 
 

The texture of the painted surface I achieve by applying many thin layers of watercolours 
over one another. As much as a hundred layers. Really! You keep on ‘washing’, you let it 
dry, you apply a wash again. You temper the colours, you let them appear again – until you 
get the feeling that it’s there, that it falls into place. My work is, amongst other things, about 
the relation between the foreground and the background (of photograph and painting–JW), 
and about the reality of photography, about the degree to which a photograph is ‘real’.620  

 
Dibbets sometimes kept on painting for years, which illustrates how the final expressive power is 
on a fine line in these painted works.  
 
 
Artist’s View on Conservation 

The ease with which Dibbets agreed to change the site-specific real-time installation The Shortest 
Day at the Van Abbemuseum (1970) into a two-dimensional photo-collage, not only illustrates 
how artworks can be actively changed in museums, but also the artist’s seemingly open attitude to 
this work’s physical form. While discussing the work at the Van Abbemuseum in front of a partly 
re-done version of The Shortest Day in its initial installation form, but which included the framed 
collage (see figs. 2.44, 6.6), Dibbets said: “You have two versions. And I think that’s far more 
interesting than which is actually the better solution. Better solutions don’t exist. They are ideas 
that have different possibilities.”621 While this demonstrates a rather free conception of the 
physical form of his work, Dibbets is keen on having it in perfect condition. 
 
 
Remaking as Conservation? 

Film-Painting: White Table (1972) demonstrates a comparable entwinement of roles between the 
artist and the museum regarding the art-making process and later conservation treatment inducing 
a shift in the work’s appearance. The photowork first came to life in a rather informal setting at 
the Stedelijk Museum, shortly before the exhibition opened. Dibbets asked the museum’s paper 
conservator André van Oort whether he could paste a series of 80 chromogenic film prints onto a 
rectangular block for him and so Van Oort did just that. After that, Van Oort became Dibbets’ 
life-long assistant.622 

                                                        
 
620 In Dutch: “De textuur van het geschilderde vlak bereik ik door heel veel dunne lagen waterverf over elkaar heen op 
te brengen. Wel honderden lagen. Echt, letterlijk! Je blijft wassen, je laat drogen, je wast weer opnieuw. Je tempert de 
kleuren, je laat ze weer opkomen–totdat je het gevoel hebt van: het is af, het valt in het slot. […] Mijn werk gaat onder 
andere over de verbinding van voor- en achtergrond (van foto en schildering, JW), en over de realiteit van de fotografie, 
over de mate waarin een foto 'echt' is.” Janneke Wesseling, ‘Expositie van Jan Dibbets. Glanzende 
carrosseriefragmenten’, NRC Handelsblad, 25 November 1988, p. 9. 
621 Original quote in English. Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
622 Detailed information about their collaboration is recorded in a personal interview with André van Oort, Amsterdam, 
30 November 2001. 
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 Film-Painting: White Table shows a series of frames in which a white tablecloth covered 
table slowly appears in successive stages and then disappears from sight by the end of the series 
(see fig. 6.7). It is nearly completely white, described at the time as “greyish white with hints of a 
very pale blue”.623 After four years, the chromogenic prints had shifted in colour, which led to a 
remake in 1976. Remaking a photowork at such an early stage of its career may not have been 
considered a big issue, considering the informal initial art-making process that Van Oort had 
taken care of in the first place. However, significant changes have been carried out: the 
chromogenic prints show a greater enlargement, placing the rounded corners from the film frame 
out of sight; the new version lacked the small black diamond shaped intersections between the 
single images – the leftover areas that were distributed at regular intervals over the total image. 
This initial feature contributed importantly to the work’s dynamic geometrical rhythm, 
comparable to that of the transport holes of roll film, emphasizing its sequence. Moreover, the 
table enters the scene at a different pace, appearing sooner, in the second frame instead of the 
third, and disappearing three frames earlier, in the seventy-seventh frame rather than the last (see 
fig. 6.8).624 In addition, the overall support changed. Originally it consisted of four sheets of 
aluminium joined together, visible from crossing lines dividing the overall image into four 
sections, while it then became an acrylic sheet out of one piece.625 This changed the work’s 
dimensions, eliminated the cross division, and lent the artwork a more even appearance.626 All-in-
all, Dibbets’ ‘film-painting’ in the Stedelijk collection resulted in the loss of many initial 
characteristics, including a direct formal reference to the film frame. However, Film Painting: 
Flowers in vase–vertical (1972) in the collection S.M.A.K. in Ghent, Belgium, still contains the 
original chromogenic prints with rounded edges (see figs. 6.9–6.10). While the shift in colour is 
less of a problem with this work, as it has more colour in the first place, if they had consulted 
Dibbets this would probably have resulted in a similar renewal of the prints.627 
 None of the other museums have the unique relation that Dibbets has with the Stedelijk in 
the time that his own artist assistant was working there.628 Apart from the idea that photography is 
a reproducible medium, the museum’s liberal attitude towards Dibbets’ early works is also 
explained by the fact that the museum served as the artist’s studio prior to exhibitions, which was 
typical for conceptual artists at that time. Dibbets made both Film Painting and The Shortest Day 
at the museum, and, therefore, these works never really left the artist’s studio. They both directly 
entered the museum collection, which means that the exhibition opening was the decisive moment 
when the artwork was finished rather than the artist’s consent. The work may still have been in an 

                                                        
 
623 Rudi Fuchs, ‘Modes of visual experience: new works by Jan Dibbets’, Studio International, 185.951 (1973), 37. 
624 See André van Oort, Behandelingsverslag Film Painting–White Table (Amsterdam: Unpublished: Conservation 
Archive Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 September 1976). 
625 André van Oort called it a sheet of Perspex. Personal interview, Amsterdam 30 November 2001. 
626 Current version:179,1 x 194,3 cm; former: 180 x 194,5 cm, according to the former Stedelijk Museum’s inventory 
card, filled out by ‘JdK’ May 3rd 1985. Stedelijk Museum Archive, Amsterdam. The first version of the work is 
destroyed as planned: Dibbets slashed each of the individual photographs with a knife. In 2001 Van Oort confided to 
me that he kept the slashed original in his studio, aware of the historical value of the work’s initial appearance. Personal 
interview, Amsterdam 30 November 2001. 
627 In comparison, Dibbets explained that more works from the time of the Comet-series are made anew. In: Dibbets, 
Adrichem and Herder, 10 February 2003. 
628 André van Oort retired from the museum in 2010, but still works as Dibbets assistant. 
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experimental phase, which explains the museum’s rather liberal attitude towards altering or 
perfecting these works later on, especially when having the artist’s assistant employed as a 
conservator.629 
 While the research project at the Variable Media Initiative concluded that Dibbets’ A White 
Table was too much of a contained work to renew the discoloured photographs, the Stedelijk 
Museum pursued replacement for the chromogenic prints in Comet-Sea 3°-60° (1973), as 
explained in Chapter 2. This means that the current version of Comet-Sea 3°-60° stands out 
against comparable work, such as Kröller-Müller Museum’s Horizon-Sea 1º-10º (1973), which 
still includes the original chromogenic prints with silk screen surface and the original dry transfer 
lettering, while still including a shift in colour that reveals the time of origin (see fig. 2.9).630 
Whereas in this case the shift in colour does not seem to have affected the work's concept, in 
general Dibbets considers it “a disaster” for these works.631 When the issue of patina is raised, he 
reacts: “I do not see this with photography. I do understand it, even with black and white 
photography. It can be really beautiful when it ages, just as with a drawing. But with these 
rational works, any form of patina is out of the question.”632 Dibbets stresses the rationality of this 
work, which reflects his working methods with optical technical devices and machine rendered 
prints, while at the same time he juxtaposes this with the material quality of a single black and 
white photograph or a drawing.  
 Graphic works have been around longer than colour photography. Yet, despite being in a 
position to age more, they seldom loose their graphical quality over time. When colour is the main 
graphical component, then discolouration causes a significant imbalance. Colour is a substantial 
element in Dibbets’ work and fundamental in, for instance, his various Colour Studies (1973-
1976). The Perspex-framed multi-part works such as Comet-Sea 3°-60° and Horizon-Sea 1º-10º 
(both 1973) are early examples of Dibbets’ innovative use of colour photography and stunningly 
monumental through their installation, covering an entire museum wall. Seen from a historical 
perspective, Dibbets’ pioneering role is communicated through the work’s initial material fabric. 
A shift in colour as a result of time can only confirm this.  
 The Stedelijk Museum’s curator of photography Hripsimé Visser expressed her concern 
about the replacement of the original photographs in Comet-Sea 3°-60° by digitally restored ones. 
Although she respects the fact that the inherent poor quality of early chromogenic prints may no 
longer represent the artist’s idea for the work, the clear blue colour of the current prints 
compromises the work’s historicity.633 This illustrates the fundamental opposing principles that 
conservation has to deal with, the artist defending his opinion about the best way to communicate 

                                                        
 
629 Van Oort made the new version of The Shortest Day at the Van Abbemuseum in 1976. Jonge, Diepraam and 
Gineken, 1986. 
630 Dibbets explained that these works were sprayed with a Kodak spray for a matte appearance and which is said to 
have caused yellowing. Dibbets, Adrichem and Herder, 10 February 2003.  
631 Dibbets, Adrichem and Herder, 10 February 2003. 
632 In Dutch: “Daar kan ik me bij fotografie ook niks bij voorstellen. Ik begrijp het wel, zelfs bij zwart-wit fotografie 
kan het heel mooi zijn als dat veroudert, dat is net als bij een tekening, precies hetzelfde. Maar bij dit soort rationele 
dingen is ieder patine is uit den boze natuurlijk.” Dibbets, Adrichem and Herder, 10 February 2003. 
633 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 28 January 2013 and 14 March 2016. 
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the work’s concept, albeit at a later date, and the curator representing the museum collection with 
a responsibility towards the work’s historical value. 
 The artist has another interest, longing to see his work function in the way it used to – or 
was supposed to, which is a significant distinction. Suggesting the way the work appeared, or 
should appear at a later date, can never be established as the work’s ‘original appearance’. 
Following a strategy of remake after so many years, always compromises the original material 
fabric or appearance. Therefore, a work’s initial material manifestation is always closer to the 
original, even when it has shifted in colour. However, the question can be posed whether we have 
to rethink our ethical standards for the conservation of contained artworks, if they include 
materials that turned out to be unstable, especially when it is colour that determines the essence of 
the artwork. In such situations the artist’s authorisation becomes crucial. 
 Replacing the photographs in Four Windows (1991), as discussed at the opening of this 
chapter, was not without loss. To restore the colour balance, Dibbets proposed getting André van 
Oort to replace the original photographs. This not only damaged the original prints, which had 
already shifted in colour, but the paint covering the edges of the photographs that secured them to 
the painted surface was also lost.634 Although this paint loss was minimal in quantity, the small 
ribbon of paint crucially embodied the elaborate art-making process. In accordance with the artist, 
Van Oort made the rims of the new prints black to get the photographs to blend into the painted 
surface.635 While this can never suggest the original art-making process, it is the sacrifice that has 
to be made to get an improved colour balance. Although the new photographic print can never 
exactly recover the original colour balance, as this was never scientifically measured, it was at the 
artist’s authorisation that Four Windows functioned again, despite the paint loss at the most 
delicate section of the artwork. 
 
 
Minimal Intervention 

Dibbets’ Rubens Diptych III, discussed at the beginning of Chapter 3, was made according to the 
same technique, and also had an issue with the photograph as it showed severe cockling on one of 
the panels (see fig. 6.11). Similar to Four Windows, the work is based on a visual play between 
the foreground and the background, and is in this case based on painterly conventions: the visual 
construction of reality in painting and the ambiguous representation of reality in photography. 
Dibbets made the background into the subject, using one part of a Rubens painting, a vista on the 
open sky. The protective paper tape along the painting’s outer edge was left visible, stressing the 
painting’s flatness, thus doubling the function as a painterly construction in his own work (see fig. 
3.1). However, the photograph’s undulation affected the visual play in depth. 
 When I called Dibbets to discuss the work’s problem, being the conservator involved, he 
confirmed the close relationship between the painted part and the photograph, stating that the 
visual unity comes about partly because of the minute physical material overlap around the edges 
of the chromogenic print. His strong reaction to my question about the order of painting and the 

                                                        
 
634 André van Oort, Behandelingsverslag Four Windows (Tilburg: Unpublished: Archive De Pont, 25 February 2001). 
635 Dibbets, personal interview, Amsterdam, 22 August 2015. 
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pasting of the photograph confirms this: “It is not as if you have some background with a 
photograph on top.”636 A continuous process of painting and evaluation leads to the right tone and 
depth of colour. Spatters and brushstrokes that end up on the photograph are sometimes wiped 
away, but in principle these traces are essential for the relation of the photograph to the painted 
part. It makes every photograph unique and irreplaceable for each panel. When I enquired about 
the conservation treatment of Four Windows, Dibbets explained that these are different, and he 
clearly stated that replacement would never be possible for the Rubens-series.637 This confirmed 
the absolute necessity of keeping the original chromogenic print, and the search for a way to 
flatten it, and adhere it back onto the panel in order to restore the balance between both 
backgrounds; the painted part and the photographed painting. 
 When I later explained my treatment to Dibbets, he said that he would have given 
permission to pierce the print in order to inject some glue: “Bam! Hole in it.”638 However, 
conservation ethics do not allow for this kind of intervention since it would mean damaging 
original material that is otherwise still intact. It was this imposed fear to interfere with the work 
that stimulated the investigation of more options. After elaborate research and careful testing it 
emerged that the distorted photograph could be successfully re-adhered by heat reactivating the 
original thermoplastic glue layer, which was sensitive to both heat and pressure.639 This proved 
that extensive research into the art-making process, scientific analysis, and elaborate testing is 
invaluable when searching for a solution for treating contained work in a way that is in line with 
conservation ethics: preserving both the work’s original materials and the conceptual message by 
minimal intervention, as also the case of Van Elk’s Roquebrune demonstrated.  
 However, Dibbets’ performed work All shadows… is completely different because it lacks a 
permanent form. This work needs to be made anew every time it is presented. However, this does 
not make things any simpler. It means that the artwork’s idea has to be interpreted correctly, time 
and time again. For the artist this is not a problem, since he knows the work and is allowed to be 
creative, but how does this influence the conservator’s approach? 
 
 
6.2 Discovering All shadows… 

All shadows… is a monumental minimal work that consists of taped lines marking sunlit areas in 
the room following the passage of time in various stages. When All shadows… is not exhibited, 
nothing tangible is left but documentation, leaving storage facilities useless in their function of 
keeping the artwork safe. This means that the documentation is vital for this type of work. 
Sometimes descriptions in catalogues and exhibition reviews are the only sources remaining, 
demonstrating the influence of art historians and art critics on the work’s conservation. The 

                                                        
 
636 In Dutch: “Dan zou het een achtergrondje zijn met een foto erop!” Recorded in: Stigter, January 1999, p. 16. 
637 Stigter, January 1999. 
638 In Dutch: “Pats! Gat er in.” Personal interview, Amsterdam, 22 August 2015. 
639 I would like to acknowledge Hélène Dubois, one of the supervising conservators at SRAL, for the suggestion to look 
into this possibility and thank Thea van Oosten of the Dutch Cultural Heritage Agency for scientific analyses. Details 
on preliminary research and conservation treatment procedure in: Stigter, January 1999. 
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memory of ephemeral artworks survives through their accounts and is filtered through their 
experience, while visual documentation adds to that. With all the sources available, including the 
artist, the artwork’s installation history could be reconstructed to prepare to get involved in the 
life of All shadows… having to install the work myself.640 
 
 
Previous Life: Installation History 

Dibbets installed All shadows… for the first time in 1969. This was at a pivotal moment in his 
career when he had just started working with photography. Even though All shadows… is created 
in a completely different medium, it clearly illustrates Dibbets’ fascination for light and the 
passing of time. Through my engagement with the work, I noted that there was always a 
difference between the real shadows in the room and the taped ones (see fig. 6.12). In fact, All 
shadows… is a pattern of ‘after-images’; new shadows will never fall on the exact same spot 
again. This makes the viewer aware of their own presence in time and space, which was exactly 
Dibbets’ intention at the time: “As a visual artist I am trying to change our spatial experience,” he 
stated, stressing the impact of the work as a spatial intervention.641 This can also be deduced from 
the different titles the work has known, depending on the time, the language, and the process 
followed, as the work’s installation history demonstrates.  
 Prior to acquisition by the Kröller-Müller Museum in 2007, All shadows… had been 
materialised six times since its first installation in 1969. This was as part of Dibbets’ exhibition in 
Haus Lange, Krefeld, Germany. The title in the catalogue reads: “Markierung von Lichteinfällen 
und Schattenbetrachtungen durch Klebeband an den Wänden und auf dem Fußboden eines 
Raumes im Museum Haus Lange. Ausgeführt von 8. bis 12. Dezember 1969” (“Markings of 
incoming light and shadow observations by tape on the walls and on the floor of a room in 
Museum Haus Lange. Executed 8 to 12 December 1969”).642 This exactly describes the idea, 
material, location, and date of execution. It mentions both ‘incoming light’ as well as ‘shadow 
observations’ and describes their location, ‘on the walls and on the floor of a room’ as if it were a 
guideline, or ‘statement’ as Dibbets refers to the work.643 To emphasise this, he made a label for 
the work with Lettraset lettering, carefully outlined on a pencil line, stating [all in capitals]: “Alle 
mir in diesem Raum aufgefallenen Schatten während meiner Anwesenheit im Museum Haus 
Lange vom 8. bis 12. Dez. sind mit Klebeband markiert / November 1969” (“All shadows that I 
noticed in this room during my stay at the Museum Haus Lange from 8 to 12 Dec. are marked 

                                                        
 
640 The case study including the work’s exhibition history is published in: Sanneke Stigter, ‘Co-produrre arte 
concettuale. Della conservazione di un’installazione variabile di Jan Dibbets’, in Tra memoria e oblio. Percorsi nella 
conservazione dell’arte contemporanea (Roma: Castelvechi, 2014), pp. 118–41. See for an edited version in English: 
Stigter, 2015. 
641 Louwrien Weijers, ‘Van duimopsteker Dibbets. Wereldtentoonstelling per briefkaart’, Algemeen Handelsblad, 29 
May 1969. s.p. 
642 Paul Wember, ‘Abschlußdeich, Beobachtung des Lichteinfalles, Territorium eines Rotkehlchens’, in Jan Dibbets, 
audio-visuelle Dokumentationen: Katalog [einer Ausstellung], Museum Haus Lange, Krefeld, vom 14. Dezember 1969 
bis 25. Januar 1970, ed. by Paul Wember and Jan Dibbets (Krefeld: Museum Haus Lange, 1969), p. 25. 
643 Dibbets does so in all personal communication about All shadows…. 
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with tape / November 1969”) (see fig. 6.14).644 In contrast with the catalogue title, Dibbets 
mentions the creator and only uses the word ‘shadows’. He dates the work November 1969, a 
month earlier than the Krefeld execution, relating to the time of conception. Dibbets explained 
that the way the light entered the galleries reminded him of this idea and inspired him to 
materialise the work at this location.645 Hence, Dibbets consciously presents the work as a concept 
which already existed before it was first materialised, in the same way that Kosuth had done, and 
also by the end of 1969.  
 The work’s title indicates that the making process took five days, ‘between Dec. 8 and 12, 
1969’ and was related to a specific site, ‘a room in Museum Haus Lange’. This makes it clear that 
this particular manifestation was a one-off event, and that its appearance could neither fit another 
site, nor another moment because of the unique relation between place, framed by the 
architectural surroundings and the passing of time, and made visible through the location of the 
sun during the installation process. In early December, the sun must have cast long shadows and 
with a minimum of materials, only masking tape, the artwork took shape. Catalogue photographs 
show that the work is not only limited to one room, but continued in the hallway with lines 
travelling through the door-opening to an adjacent gallery (see fig. 6.13). Most lines are straight 
but some are bent. 
 A few months later Dibbets installed the work for a second time at Galerie Yvon Lambert in 
Paris in 1970. A photograph of this manifestation in a publication is captioned “Les Ombres” 
(“The Shadows”), possibly based on the way Dibbets referred to the work during an interview In 
1972.646 A short title is used again with the installation view at Lambert, “Shadow” being 
materially specified as: “All shadows in the gallery are marked on the wall with scotch tape.”647 
However, at Lambert there is not only tape on the wall, but also on the windowsills, the floor, and 
the ceiling; the lines even interfere with another of Dibbets’ works (see fig. 6.15). Dibbets also 
made a new label in French. It is smaller and looks more like a museum label, this time with 
lower-case transfer letters and lines that are left open to be filled-in according to the time and 
place: “toutes les ombres que je remarque à la galerie Yvon Lambert, Paris 18 Fevr. 1970 sont 
marquees avec du scotch. amsterdam nov. 1969 Jan Dibbets” [handwriting in italics] (“All 
shadows that I notice [present tense - SSt] in gallery Yvon Lambert, Paris 18 Feb. 1970 are 
marked with tape. Amsterdam Nov. 1969”) (see fig. 6.16).648 This title reveals that Dibbets 
reduced the moment of creation from five days to just one. The addition of a label that could be 
filled out is indicative of the endless possibilities of All shadows…, and underlines the idea that 
the work has no definitive form. 

                                                        
 
644 The label is in the Kröller-Müller Museum archive, KM 133.162 (related document). Dibbets recalled that the pencil 
line could not be erased, because it would rub away the dry transfer letters. Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 
November 2011. 
645 Personal interview, Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, 10 April 2009.  
646 Dibbets talked about the Krefeld exhibition, not the one in Paris. Irmeline Lebeer, ‘Jan Dibbets. Biennale de Venise, 
Pays-Bas’, Chroniques de l’art vivant, 31 (1972), 10–12. 
647 Gloria Moure, Friedrich W. Heubach and Birgit Pelzer, Behind the Facts: Interfunktionen 1968–1975, ed. by Gloria 
Moure (Barcelona: Ediciones Polí-grafa, 2004), pp. 251, 532. 
648 The label is in the Kröller-Müller Museum archive, KM 133.163, specified as a related document to the artwork. 
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 In the same year Dibbets installed the work for a third time at Galleria Françoise Lambert in 
Milan. Dibbets included a similar label with dry transfer lettering to be completed after 
completion of the work and which was filled-out by hand: “tutte le ombre che ho scoperto alla 
galerie Lambert, Milano 22-3-1970 sono state segnate con nastro adhesive. Amsterdam, nov, 
1969. Jan Dibbets” (“All the shadows that I discovered at Galerie Lambert, Milan 22.03.1970 
were marked with adhesive tape. Amsterdam, Nov. 1969. Jan Dibbets”) (see fig. 6.17).649 These 
successive installations of All shadows… reveal a shift from an experimental project in 1969 to a 
more concisely formulated conceptual artwork in 1970. 
 After 10 years of latent existence Dibbets re-installed All shadows… at the Centre George 
Pompidou in Paris for the exhibition Murs in 1981.650 This fourth execution of Dibbets’ work 
involved a freestanding wall that was especially constructed for this exhibition. Instead of 
providing a label, the statement was printed in the upper right corner: “Toutes les ombres qui j’ai 
captées sur ce mur le 14 Décembre 1981 sont indiquées à l’aide d’adhésif” (“All shadows that I 
captured on this wall, 14 December 1981 are marked with tape”) (see fig. 6.18). In this execution 
All shadows… was transformed into two-dimensions, almost lacking any relation to the 
architectural setting. The work’s site-related character derived from the inclusion of shadows 
from other elements in the gallery, resulting in lines that were less rigid compared to the previous 
executions and following the amorphous forms of nearby sculptures. 
 After another 14 years, 35 years since its first appearance, All shadows… reappeared upon 
requested for the exhibition Behind the facts, Interfunktionen 1968-1975, which was about a 
German artist magazine, and took place at Kunsthalle Fridericianum in Kassel in 2005. This is 
where the work was given the name “Shadows” in the accompanying catalogue, with an 
illustration of the situation at Yvon Lambert.651 At the Fridericianum the work was in a very clear-
cut version determined by architectural elements (see fig. 6.19). It was also the sole piece in the 
gallery. The large south facing windows allowed for a full projection of the sun on the entire floor 
and walls, which were taped off at regular intervals. All the lines were straight and the choice was 
apparently made not to follow the lines of the inner windowpanes, which resulted in a clear and 
sober pattern. The width between the lines, determined by the intervals, measures about the same 
as the small windowpanes, which could be the reason for leaving out the inner structure. The grid 
of lines would have become too dense as well as extremely complicated to execute, judging from 
my experience of making the work, as the sun moves incredibly fast.  
 The exhibition in Kassel clearly brought the work back to life as the following year Dibbets 
installed the work for the 6th time at the 12th International Sculpture Biennial of Carrara, and 
again in 2006. It was referred to as “All the shadows which I noticed are taped off” without place 

                                                        
 
649 Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.364-4, specified as a related document to the artwork. 
650 Depicted in the accompanying catalogue. Alfred Pacquement, Mel Bochner, Nathalie Brunet and Bernadette 
Jourdain, Murs: 17 decembre 1981 – 8 fevrier 1982, Centre national d’art et de culture Georges Pompidou Musée 
national d'art moderne (Paris: Centre national d’art et de culture Georges Pompidou Musée national d'art moderne, 
1981). 
651 Erroneously considered the work’s inaugural exhibition. Moure, Heubach and Pelzer, 2004, p. 250; 532. 
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and date.652 Again, there were only straight lines exclusively deriving from the architectural 
features. However, the work was restricted to one window projection taped onto the floor and 
captured at just three intervals. It is a simplified expression of All shadows…, strengthened by the 
warm colour of the red ceramic tiled floor at Museo della Scultura in the former convent of San 
Francesco, contrasting with the sober lines of the light beige masking tape in combination with 
the strong Mediterranean sun entering the window (see fig. 6.20). Dibbets executed this version 
himself and was pleased with the result.653 This is where the exhibition history of All shadows… 
ended before the Kröller-Müller Museum acquired the work in 2007. 
 The installation history of All shadows… reveals that conceptually All shadows… is not 
restricted to a specific site making the work ‘site-related’ or ‘site-dependent’, rather than ‘site-
specific’. After the exhibition the chosen site has no meaning anymore, other than becoming a 
historical reference – once part of the artwork and now included in its biography. Formally the 
work transformed from a mix of straight and bent lines to a purely architectural related 
installation of straight lines, with an interruption of a nearly two-dimensional representation in 
1981. However, could any site be chosen, and were all manifestations equally successful? 
 
 
All shadows that Occurred to… Me? 

In retrospect Dibbets found the 1981 execution on the freestanding wall the least successful 
execution, stating that the setting was too artificial. He prefers the execution of 2005. “That was 
the nicest actually, but that’s because I didn’t make it!”654 This demonstrates that the artist does 
not need to be present for the successful execution of the artwork. The architectural setting is the 
dominant feature in de latest versions, resulting in straight and long-running lines. However, 
Dibbets would not want to go so far as to determine nor restrict the work from being executed in a 
certain way.655 From reconstructing the installation history with the help of various documents in 
combination with consulting the artist during several interviews, it turns out that All shadows… is 
more about liberty and adaption to given circumstances, than that it is tied to strict instructions 
that do not allow for variation.  
 The work’s title alone dispels the idea of authorship because of the personal pronoun it 
contains: All shadows that occurred to me…, referring to the artist, in any case when the work is 
presented as an artwork in an art context. However, Dibbets made clear that his involvement in 
materializing the work is not at all imperative.656 However, could the artwork really be determined 
by the shadows that occurred to me?  
 A thorough study of the documentation provided an idea of what the work once looked like, 
but there are no examples to reproduce. The architectural surroundings will have changed, and the 

                                                        
 
652 Title from the former Biennale di Carrara webpage, 
http://www.2006.labiennaledicarrara.it/artista_alveare.asp?l=eng&ida=52 [accessed 24 November 2011]. [No longer 
available]. 
653 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 1 March 2012. 
654 Original quote in English. Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
655 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 22 November 2011 (phone). 
656 Personal interview, Amsterdam, 6 April 2007. 
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way the shadows are captured was suddenly going to be my responsibility, while there were no 
guidelines or practical pointers. As this case also reveals, documentation is usually compiled after 
a work is finalized and is usually devoid of personal input. It is therefore incomplete, lacking the 
experience of the process making the work, while it is exactly at that moment that the artwork’s 
form is explored and shaped, driven by the given circumstances. When only the results of these 
dynamics are captured in traditional forms of documentation, the danger exists that this fixes the 
informal and adaptive character of the artwork, which may limit the freedom of future 
executions.657 This demonstrates the ambiguous role of documentation, since it can only partly 
reflect the practices it refers to, while it is readily used to guide the reinstallation of complex 
artworks. The question is: what kind of documentation best acknowledges personal input and 
ensures a continuation of the artwork according to its concept?  

 
 

Personal Testimony 

The aim of the last section is to answer this question regarding the kind of documentation that can 
provide insight into the process-based activities, when negotiations with the artist take place, and 
while shaping the artwork within the given circumstances. Preparatory research from archival 
material provided only half of the information compared to what the actual installation process 
brings, especially when carried out in cooperation with the artist. Being both a witness and 
participant observer while co-producing the artwork during the process of installing, I have in fact 
become part of the living record. In order to maintain a critical approach and keep my role 
transparent, I adopted an autoethnographic approach during the process and left a personal 
testimony afterwards. 
 I use the term ‘testimony’ because, as John Beverley describes, “in testimonio […] it is the 
intention of the direct narrator […] to bring his or her situation to the attention of an audience.” 
Beverly contrasts it with the ethnographer’s role in life history or oral history which tells about 
other people’s lives.658 “A testimonio is a novel or novella-length narrative, produced in the form 
of a printed text, told in the first person by a narrator who is also the real protagonist or witness of 
the events she or he accounts.”659 Although a conservator’s testimony is not a novel about a 
conservation treatment or installation process, conservators can account for their input in the 
artwork’s life through such a narrative. Beverley compares it with an ‘open work’, since “The 
narrator in testimonio is an actual person who continues living and acting in an actual social space 
and time, which also continue.”660 As does the conservator who is able to recount previous 
involvement later in time, putting it into perspective within the context of the social structure, for 
instance the museum environment. 

                                                        
 
657 On the influence of documentation on installation artworks, see Irvin, 2006. 
658 John Beverley, ‘Testimonio, Subalternity, and Narrative Authority’, in Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. by 
Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, 2nd edn (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 2000), pp. 555–65 (p. 
556). 
659 John Beverley, 2000, p. 555. 
660 John Beverley, 2000, p. 557. 
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 The term testimony, as used in oral history theory, should not be confused with a testimony 
as used in court, cut short of cause and context. Rather, in the words of Adler and Leydesdorff, 
“The aim of testimony is to provide an audience with facts that can be transformed into evidence 
of what was seen or experienced.”661A conservator’s testimony is understood as a personal 
account of the way research material has been brought together, studied, interpreted, and 
translated into practical measures. It should include critical reflection on decisions and performed 
actions.  
 
 
6.3 Dynamics Around a Living Record: Interviews and Practices 

 
Amsterdam, 6 April 2007.  
 I became involved in the life of All shadows… when I was sitting with Dibbets at 
his kitchen table for an interview about another work that just entered the collection 
of the Kröller-Müller Museum. Coming across All shadows… when looking through 
photo documentation, I recounted how our museum director, Evert van Straaten, had 
told me that this work had impressed him deeply when he saw it at Haus Lange back 
in 1969. Dibbets reacts:  
 

JD: The nice thing is, this also is a concept. No one ever bought it.662 
 
A seed was planted. I could not wait to tell our museum director. 
 
 

Whereas museums and collectors have got used to this type of work, it was overlooked as a 
saleable work before, probably because of its informal appearance and temporal quality. In a later 
interview Dibbets recounted that if only the gallery owner would have recognized this, the work 
could have been sold to art collector Giuseppe Panza di Biumo who acquired all Dibbets’ works 
on show at Galleria Lambert in Milan in 1970 – over the phone!663 Lambert did not describe the 
shadow piece to Panza, clearly not considering it for sale at the time. This provided the Kröller-
Müller Museum with the opportunity to acquire All shadows… nearly 40 years later, taking up the 
challenge of managing the work.664 
 With the commission to re-install All shadows… from scratch, I seemed to be entering the 
zone of creativity, something that is normally restricted to the artist or authorised assistants. This 
forced me to reflect upon my own role, because how can production become part of 
conservation? There are no established guidelines for this area of the profession. Scholars such as 

                                                        
 
661 Adler and Leydesdorff, p. viii. 
662 In Dutch: “Het leuke is, dit is ook een concept. Niemand heeft het ooit gekocht.” Personal interview, Amsterdam, 6 
April 2007. 
663 Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
664 Acquired with support from the Mondriaan Fund. 
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Yaneva, Irvin, and Van Saaze have observed that museums have a hand in shaping complex 
artworks, but what this means for the role and responsibilities of the art conservator is not 
discussed.665 Conservators, on the other hand, are reluctant to acknowledge that they are steering 
artworks, because their role consists in the first place of holding back from interfering and aiming 
at minimal intervention. 
 However, the ephemeral as well as variable character of All shadows… requires conservators 
not to conserve in a traditional sense, but to actively perform the work. This evokes fundamental 
questions about what it is that needs to be preserved, and how far the artwork should be 
transmitted to the future. How elastic is the work’s variability and how far could it be stretched 
before the manifestation looses its function as an artwork? 
 
 
Preparations and Choices 

The sale transaction of All shadows… consisted of an exchange of documents.666 By way of 
transferring guidelines, Dibbets offered his help for the first instalment of the work. The then 
director of the Kröller-Müller Museum, Evert van Straaten, discussed possible sites for 
installation in the museum together with the artist. A gallery with small upright windows was 
chosen. However, Dibbets made clear that the work is by no means restricted to this site. The 
lines could even be applied in various rooms at the same time; according to Van Straaten’s notes, 
“we are the owner and could even tape around the whole museum. Dibbets allowed a maximum 
of freedom, and he especially advised not to be too precise in carrying out the work. No problem 
when the sun moves too fast and you forget a line.”667 
 It took more than a year to find the right moment to install the work, largely due to the 
relatively poor weather in the Netherlands. Sunny weather is clearly essential for the making 
process. For the other ingredients I was commissioned to buy ordinary masking tape and small 
snap knifes at the hardware store. This sounds simple, but the truth is that the process of making 
choices now continued independent of the artist. The store where I chose the tape was close to my 
home at the time and carried the brand ‘Tesa’, the type chosen being ‘Classic’. This was slightly 
more expensive, giving the impression that it offered better workability and longer durability. 
Furthermore, I could choose between two widths, 19 mm and 25 mm, and I chose the first as it is 
what I understood to be the most common type. Dibbets confirmed this was indeed the correct 
material. 
 These details may seem of minor importance; indeed, they were never explicated before. 
Yet, it is this material that would determine the artwork’s final appearance. By meticulously 
describing the first phase of preparation, I aim to point out that, when in charge of managing a 

                                                        
 
665 Instead, the function of the museum is discussed. Yaneva, 2003, ‘Chalk Steps on the Museum Floor: The “Pulses” of 
Objects in an Art Installation’; Yaneva, 2003, ‘When a bus met a museum: following artists, curators and workers in art 
installation’; Irvin, 2006; Saaze, 2009, ‘Authenticity in Practice: An Ethnographic Study into the Preservation of One 
Candle by Nam June Paik.’ 
666 The invoice is catalogued as certificate, KM 131.363, and the rest as documentation, KM 131.364, both specified as 
related objects to the artwork. 
667 Evert J. van Straaten, personal e-mail ‘Bezoek Dibbets’, 7 February 2008, Kröller-Müller Museum Otterlo. 
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conceptual artwork such as this, many aspects depend on choices. Already the first phase in the 
art-making process is out of the artist’s hands and determined by third parties who are co-
producing the work’s physical appearance: the artist as the initial creator, the museum director in 
allocating a site, and the museum conservator in gathering materials and assisting with the work’s 
materialisation. The installation of artworks is generally not recognized as a collaborative process, 
while for the purpose of conservation it is important to distinguish between the artist’s hand and 
the input of others when one wants to stay conscious of who is shaping what each time the 
artwork is executed. It is for this reason that I suggest a conservator’s testimony. 
 
 
Dialogue and Negotiation 

Dibbets asked for two people who could work with their hands because he claimed to have 
‘two left hands’ himself. Contemporary art conservator Evelyne Snijders and I myself 
became Dibbets’ right hands. Some time before I had observed the sun entering the room at 
around 8.30 a.m., and Dibbets appointed this the moment to start.  

 
 
Otterlo, 10 April 2009, 8.30 am.  
 On that morning the there was no sun to be seen, so we instead started with an 
interview.668 When the sun gradually appeared, Dibbets immediately marked the first 
sunny spot on the wall with tape. First his wife Kaayk, who joined us every now and 
then, helped unwind tape from the roll, while Dibbets tore off the right length and 
adhered it to the wall, along the borders of the projected light (see figs. 6.21–6.23). 
Then the sun vanished. 
 When the sun reappeared, the light entered through several windows at once and 
a very hectic working process started. We had to work quickly, not only in case the 
sun disappeared again, but especially because of its rapid movement (see fig. 6.24). 
While we started out by marking each of the sunlit areas individually, the art-making 
process gradually became more systematic. We learned by doing that it was more 
efficient to tape the top and bottom of a whole row of projected windows in one go. A 
quick pencil mark on the tape indicated the spot for the risers and where the excess 
of tape could be cut away. This procedure guaranteed a structure with straight lines, 
a feature that became characteristic for this execution (see fig. 6.25). 
 Two artworks by Carl Andre exhibited in the same room also influenced the 
artwork’s appearance (see fig. 6.26). They were left in place at Dibbets’ request. We 
stopped taping where the wooden sculptures stood and continued behind them as if 
the lines ran through or underneath the sculptures. However, the shadows of the 
sculptures themselves were not marked with tape. This observation made me believe 
that I could set a guideline – namely that only architectural features determine the 

                                                        
 
668 All communications during the installation process are recorded with a digital voice recorder due to lack of a video 
camera on that day. All files are in the conservation archive of the Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo. 
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areas to be taped, which was also true for the latest executions of the work. When I 
asked about it, Dibbets at first confirmed my assumption.  
 

JD: It is simply about the shadows that enter the room. And this piece also 
makes a shadow, but we are not going to include that. It just has to be the wall 
and the floor.  

SS: So the architecture… 

JD: The architecture determines the form and not what is in the room. Chairs 
and all have nothing to do with it. So you imagine the room empty. If it would 
contain a desk you would tape until there and then you continue. 

SS: So whatever the windows dictate? 

JD: Yes. 

 
Perhaps I had forced the artist to set a guideline at this point, since the 1981 
execution did include shadows of nearby sculptures. However, Dibbets considers this 
version the least successful.669 I could easily use this pronouncement to defend the 
architectural parameter we just formulated. However, I reflect on it instead on order 
to provide transparency on my double role as conservator / co-producer with the 
responsibility to be neutral, anxious to manipulate the artwork’s appearance, but 
eager to set guidelines for the future – too eager perhaps. The interview excerpt, 
clearly a narrative construction, illustrates how easily a mutual agreement can be 
established. Albeit in accordance with the artist, my account should make clear that 
this is only one thought, and is context-determined.  
 Indeed, right after I thought that I had found a consistency for All shadows… 
Dibbets deviated from his standpoint, the moment he saw long narrow shadows cast 
by the antique display cases in the adjacent gallery (see fig. 6.27). He hastily added 
that those kinds of shadows could be included as well. Aware of this contradiction, 
Dibbets finally concluded:  
 

JD: It is a bit to your own liking.670 
 
 

                                                        
 
669 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 22 November 2011. 
670 Personal interview, Otterlo, 10 April 2009. In Dutch:  
JD: Het gaat nu over de schaduwen die gewoon binnenvallen. En dit werk maakt ook een schaduw, maar dat moeten we 
er niet incalculeren. Het moet gewoon alleen de muur en de vloer. 
SS: Dus de architectuur... 
JD: De architectuur bepaalt de vorm en niet wat er in staat. Stoelen en zo heeft er niets mee te maken. Dus je stelt je 
voor dat de ruimte leeg zou zijn. Als er een bureau zou staan plak je tot daar en ga je daarna weer verder. 
SS: Dus wat de vensters dicteren. 
JD: Ja. 
JD: Dat is een beetje je eigen gevoel. 
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This demonstrates that artist’s interview statements are not to be taken as the unconditional truth, 
but demand careful interpretation. Moreover, the conversational rapport is aimed at understanding 
and communicating the artwork as it is established in dialogue with the artist and the artwork, 
mediating its form. Our mutual input shows that neither the role of the artist, nor that of the 
conservator is fixed. The interactions between the material, the site, the artist, and the conservator 
means that the artwork’s materialization takes form through negotiations. Therefore, guidelines 
would be only be of relative use, given that the artist adjusts them in response to immediate 
circumstances, depending on site-contextual input. This demonstrates the added value of 
combining an interview with participatory practice, which provides an extra dimension to 
engaged listening and participant observation.671 Indeed, some information never comes to light 
without the experience of the situation at hand which illuminates aspects that would otherwise be 
left unnoticed, let alone discussed. 

 
 
Reading Between the Lines 

While discussing the work with Dibbets during its installation, I noted that he was not keen on 
providing answers that would direct the terms and conditions for All shadows…, almost 
challenging the conservator to set guidelines. For instance, regarding the use of materials, one 
might think that it is important to use housepainters’ paper-based masking tape, because of its 
connotation to painting. Moreover, it is easily removable underlining the work’s temporal 
character. However, when asked about it, Dibbets denied that the material has meaning and 
clearly stated that it could be any tape. When persisting on specifications, he finally declared that, 
he would not want to see any mixing of colours.672 Other than that he did not restrict anything, 
such as excluding coloured lines altogether. However, the colours he mentioned in his answer 
were neutral: masking tape-beige, black, and white. One could, therefore, deduce from this 
information that a neutral colour is preferable. However, this is an interpretation from the artist’s 
literal words and, therefore, a subjective conclusion from the interview. This is something one 
should be aware of, especially when retrieving information from an interview to translate them 
into guidelines. Nowadays blue paper-based masking tape has appeared on the market, which has 
the exact same function as the beige paper tape. Opting for this tape would certainly bring the 
artwork closer to the present, but it would also become more of a statement from the curator or 
conservator, rather than from the artist. 
 Dibbets made clear that All shadows… is more about liberty and adaptation to 
circumstances.673 This is hardly captured in traditional specifications. Yet, it is our task to find out 
what exactly defines this leeway. The experience of co-producing the work invited me to read 
between the lines, because what the artist said was not always in keeping with what was observed. 

                                                        
 
671 On engaged listening in interview practices and participant observation in ethnography, see Martin Gerard Forsey, 
‘Ethnography as participant listening’, Ethnography, 11.4 (29 November 2010), 558–72.  
672 Personal interview, Otterlo, 10 April 2009. 
673 Dibbets confirms this after reading a preliminary draft of my findings. Personal communication, Amsterdam, 2 
March 2012. 
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For example, while Dibbets was hesitant about using the word ‘perfect’ for All shadows…, 
conscious of the work’s informal character, in practice he carefully cut the tape endings into sharp 
tips (see fig. 6.28). Both Dibbets and his wife stated several times that he is not very precise in the 
execution of his work. This alleged nonchalance expressed in words could be easily 
misinterpreted as indifference, especially if Dibbets’ careful way of working had remained 
unnoticed. This demonstrates that annotations are indispensable for interview transcriptions, 
which otherwise lack these observations. It is then that contradictions become apparent.  
 
 

Otterlo, 10 April 2009, 11.30 am. 
 At first, it seemed as if the work was permitted to have some wear. 
 

JD: If you tape on the floor, you will damage it by walking and that is actually 
part of it. So you don’t need to be too precise. You can either repair it, or let 
get damaged, and then you can just take it away. 

 

However, a little later Dibbets stated that the work should not look too sloppy in a 
museum context.  

 

JD: It is a construction that consolidates light. You would want to have it, well, 
‘perfect’ I would rather not say, but that maybe that is just the word: as perfect 
as possible.674 

 

So, to what extent is wear and tear tolerated? Although I learned not to pose closed 
questions in an interview to generate information, I decided to continue with asking 
closed questions in order to clarify my assumptions.675 Only after posing closed 
questions were some boundaries established, which indeed demonstrated the steering 
principle of posing closed questions.  
 
 

It was noted that the work can bear stains caused by visitors walking over it, but when it 
disrupts the lines the work is considered damaged. This makes sense. After all, when the 
overall structure is altered, the relation to the architectural setting is lost. 

                                                        
 
674 Personal interview, Otterlo, 10 April 2009, in Dutch:  
JD: Als je over de vloer plakt, loop je het kapot. En het kapot lopen is eigenlijk een onderdeel van het geheel. Dus je 
moet daar niet al te zuinig mee zijn. Je kunt het of repareren, of je laat het kapot gaan en dan gooi je het gewoon weg. 
JD: Het is toch een constructie, waar licht vastgelegd wordt. En dan wil je het toch, nou 'perfect' wil ik niet zeggen, 
maar dat is misschien toch het woord. Zo perfect mogelijk. 
675 This conflicts with the advised interview technique, because closed questions are steering, while open questions 
allow the artist to elaborate on a self-chosen aspect in their own words. Beerkens, Hoen, Hummelen, Scholte, Saaze and 
Stigter, 2012, p. 50. 
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 Meanwhile, it is clear that the role of my colleague and myself shifted from being 
restrained conservators to becoming co-producers of the artwork, exemplified most clearly by 
our initiative to mark the sunny spots on the windowsills. Although the artist agreed to their 
inclusion, I am convinced that if we had not pointed out the sun on that spot, the area would 
not be marked with tape (see fig. 6.29). Without being too conscious of this action at the time 
– we just worked along as in a practical experiment, getting to grips with the variability and 
eager to establish boundaries for All shadows… – it seemed like a test to see if we understood 
the artwork correctly and were able to make choices on our own. How far could we go? The 
artist was there to guide us. 
 A renewed look at old photographs was useful in this respect, because it turned out that the 
windowsills were included in the early executions in Krefeld and Paris. Our contribution could 
thus be justified by what was later recognized on the photographs. Nevertheless, we were taking 
liberties and shaped the artwork partly using our own initiative. A colleague who read my 
preliminary report proclaimed jokingly, “now you went a step too far.”676 I thought I had made 
our influence accountable by carefully describing our actions, being fuelled by my ambiguous 
attitude towards the idea of co-producing an artwork because of the strict line that is drawn 
between conservation and creation, a line that should not be crossed. Apparently I did not reflect 
critically enough on my ‘thick involvement’, possibly being still in the cooperative mode. Perhaps 
my account was not informed enough through thick descriptions, while I knew that the supposed 
neutral role of the conservator and the quest for minimal intervention were at stake. Peer 
discussion, therefore, proved very helpful in evaluating personal practices, including the way they 
were drawn up in the documentation, resulting in a well-articulated and critical testimony. 
 
 
Research and Practice 

Working with the artist took place within a rather loose framework, yet decisive choices were 
made, taking the artwork from an open-ended concept to an explicit expression. This was even 
true for the completion of the title, which finally became All shadows that occurred to me in the 
Kröller-Müller Museum on Good Friday 2009. In fact, the idea of the work has nothing to do with 
this religious holiday, nor is its realization restricted to this one day. It just happened to take place 
on that day. Dibbets’ suggestion to include this in the title for this execution of the work 
underscores its informal character and relatively arbitrary articulation. At the same time it defines 
time as a key component of the work. 
 Another practical aspect that emerged from materialising the work, is that it improved my 
reading of the photographic documentation. By adopting Dibbets’ art-making process and 
working with the materials, my visual awareness became better; I could observe more details, 
enabled by a combination of explicit and tacit knowledge. By taking a new look at the 
documentation, I suddenly noted small white marks on some of the taped lines in the earliest 
manifestations of All shadows…. When I pointed them out to Dibbets, he explained that these 

                                                        
 
676 During a discussion with the New Strategies in the Conservation of Contemporary Art research group, for which I 
would like to thank IJsbrand Hummelen, 16 December 2011. 
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were white stickers on which he indicated the time.677 Further study of the photographic 
documentation made clear that this feature disappeared after 1970.  
 The information about the labels was new to us, and Dibbets himself had forgotten about 
them.678 This not only illustrates how working with the physical artwork serves in-depth research, 
illuminating archival documents from a new angle, but it also demonstrates the general 
importance of studying the materialisation of conceptual art. The rediscovery of the long gone 
labels, barely noticeable on the old photographs, enriches the early stages of the artwork’s life. 
They must have formed an important contribution to the experience of the work. Dibbets 
confirmed this when I asked him about their function: “It is interesting for the visitor to see how 
the moment that he perceives the work relates to the moment when the work was executed.”679 
The labels lent the work a narrative character, adding chronology and making time and precision 
more explicit. The question arose as to whether or not the labels should be incorporated in All 
shadows… again. Dibbets answered that he would not prevent anyone from doing so, but said at 
the same time that there is no need for it.680 This apparent indifference could be seen as a way to 
justify their absence, leaving the owner of the work free to decide. 
 
 
Additional Encounters 

The next installation of All shadows… was carried out without Dibbets’ involvement and without 
my own.681 However, I was there to attend the installation process as a participant observer. It was 
insightful to observe the next involved conservator, who was concerned about different things, 
making me observe practicalities that I had perhaps taken for granted or excluded beforehand. It 
turned out that many details have been left open, which may be appropriate considering the 
work’s nature. But to what extent should additional features be fine-tuned? 
 
 
All shadows that occurred to us? 

 
Amsterdam, 9 March 2012.  
 Trying to set a date for the next installation moment, over the phone already 
proved a possible source of influence on the work. Talking to Susanne Kensche, the 
new conservator in charge, I suggested jokingly: “Let’s do it on the 21st of March, 
then my birthday will be included in the title!”682 I paraphrased my own conclusions 

                                                        
 
677 For this purpose he used Letraset transfers. Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
678 Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
679 “Heb dit gedaan omdat het interessant is voor de kijker om te zien hoe het moment waarop hij kijkt zich verhoudt tot 
het moment waarop het werk is gemaakt.” Personal e-mail ‘Alle schaduwen die me zijn opgevallen….’, 1 November 
2011, Amsterdam. 
680 Personal interview, Eindhoven, 11 November 2011. 
681 Mid 2011 I changed my position at the Kröller-Müller Museum for one at the University of Amsterdam. 
682 “Laten we het op de 21e maart doen, dan komt mijn verjaardag in de titel!” Personal communication, Amsterdam, 9 
March 2012. 
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about the inevitable influence of the conservators involved with the work, putting the 
extent of interference to the test. 
 The proposed day did not work out, but I joined her on the later set day. On our 
way to the museum she told me that she had prepared the site. The room was vacuum 
cleaned in advance, but there was still electrical wiring from a previous show that 
needed to be taken away, so she thought about taking solvents to the gallery to 
remove the remnants of glue from the self-adhesive plastic wiring conduits. She also 
packed pencils and a ruler. That was an item we never used, but I kept silent to 
observe her practice. Then she said: “Ah, yes! And we have to call Johan to ask him 
to turn off the lights.”683 The gallery lights would indeed dissolve the shadows and 
prevent the installation process, a practicality that I had never written down. 
 When we installed ourselves in the gallery I took my position and witnessed the 
conservator and a trainee. Kensche talked about the work to me, asking several 
relevant questions. I tried to let her answer her own questions in an attempt not to 
interfere too much. It was an interesting exercise to discover the flexibility of the 
work. Because of the relatively bad weather conditions, she asked, for instance: 
“Would it be possible to tape some lines today and then continue with the work a 
week later?”684 The sun never came out, leaving us plenty of time to deliberate on the 
work. Finally, it was not installed that day. 

  
 
Later, when I saw the work at the opening I was impressed. I could tell that the installers had 
not taken time for lunch, such a constant fan of lines circled around Andre’s sculptures 
Philemon and Boucis, which were placed in the room for this occasion once more. It was 
interesting to note that the lines were not straight at all this time, while this had characterised 
the previous installation. The architecture was the same, and the principle had not changed, 
so this must have had something to do with another way of working. Indeed, when I enquired 
about their method, the trainee Merle Smeets told me that every window had been taped 
individually.685 This caused each of the marked windows to gradually move up, resulting in a 
bent pattern (see fig. 6.30). 
 
 

Amsterdam, 7 October 2012. I called Dibbets to ask him his opinion about this 
execution of All shadows…. 
 

JD: It is just right. 
SS: Have you seen the title?  

                                                        
 
683 “O ja, we moeten Johan bellen om te vragen of de lichten uit kunnen.” Personal communication prior to the 
interview, Otterlo, 14 March 2012. 
684 “Zou het mogelijk zijn om vandaag wat lijnen te tapen en er dan bijvoorbeeld volgende week mee verder gaan?” 
Personal interview, Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, 14 March 2012. 
685 Personal interview Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, 13 November 2013. 
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JD: No? 
SS: Because they changed it into: ‘All shadows that appeared to us’. 
JD: [Silence].  

 
I keep silent as well. 
 

JD: Yeah... [Again, silence]. Yeah… What can I say about that? [More 
silence]. I don’t really care. 

 
He changes the subject of our conversation to the precision with which the Stedelijk 
has communicated that his older work was presented with new photographs. The 
change in the title did not seem to bother the artist as much as I thought. However, 
later in our conversation, he picks up on the subject of the title again. 
 

JD: I think with the title ‘that appeared to us’, the question is: who is ‘us’? So I 
would always have said ‘me’. No matter what. There is only one who is 
responsible, that may have been you, or someone else, that does not matter, or 
the artist, then it still says: ‘me’. […] If you put ‘us’ then it turns into such a 
communist collective. 

 
I laugh. 
 

JD: Yes! Well, the next time you are at the museum, you tell them you spoke 
to me about it and that I say I would always have used ‘me’. […] Who that 
‘me’ is does not matter at all. You see, the title just as it was. Moreover, yeah, 
‘me’ is the one who made it. When I am already dead for about 40 years, you 
can still use ‘me’.686 

 
This was more in line with what I had expected Dibbets to say. I informed the 
museum and they changed the title back.  

                                                        
 
686 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 7 October 2012. In Dutch: 
JD: Het is gewoon precies goed. […] 
SS: heb je gezien wat voor titel ze eraan hebben gegeven? 
JD: Nee? 
SS: Want, ze hebben gemaakt: "Alle schaduwen die ons zijn opgevallen.." 
JD: [stilte]. Ja. 
JD: [nogmaals stilte]. Ja. Wat moet je daarvan zeggen? […] Het kan mij niets schelen. 
JD: Ik vind overigens de titel van ‘alle die ons zijn opgevallen’, dan is de vraag altijd wie 'ons' zijn. Ja, dus ik had altijd 
'mij' gezet. Hoe dan ook. Want dat is niet bestrijdbaar, er is er één die verantwoordelijk is en dat ben jij in dat geval 
geweest, of een ander, maar dat maakt toch niets uit […] of de kunstenaar, maar dan staat er 'mij'. […] Maar als je 'ons' 
zet dan wordt het zo'n communistisch collectief. 
JD: Ja! Nou, zeg maar de volgende keer als je er bent, dat je mij toevallig d'r over aansprak en dat ik zeg, gewoon ik 
zou daar altijd 'mij' gezet hebben. […] Wie die 'mij' is dat doet er geen zak toe. Begrijp je, de titel zoals die was. En 
bovendien, ja, 'mij' dat is degene die het gemaakt heeft, hè? Als ik al 40 jaar dood ben kun je nog steeds 'mij' zetten. 
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However, ever since the first time the work was installed at the Kröller-Müller Museum, the last 
part of the title, “are marked with tape”, was left out. This became common practice, judging from 
the third time the work was installed, which demonstrates the way practicalities can become a 
habit at a museum, until someone makes a note of it. 
 
 
Sense of Documentation 

In 2013 All shadows… was installed in the same gallery once more. This time a busy pattern of 
lines filled the room. The gallery included two showcases with constructivist sculptures of the 
Dutch CoBrA artist Constant, which caused a doubling of lined patterns, continuing in the third 
dimension (see fig. 6.31). Everyone in the museum was pleased with the way the work appeared.  
 Seeing the work for the third time in the same architectural setting revealed the big influence 
of the installers on the work’s appearance and the time of the year. The lines were much closer 
together, overlapping several times, resulting in a dense pattern. They were joined into perfect 
sharp tips. Dibbets had not seen this iteration and I wondered what he would think of it. I decided 
to conduct an additional interview to hear his opinion.  

 
 
Amsterdam, 22 August 2015.  
 Sitting at the large oval table at his house, I show Dibbets an overall photograph 
of the last configuration of All shadows…. He looked at it for some time and then 
said: 
 

JD: Well, I can see you are becoming too good at it. It is becoming perfect. 
That’s dangerous.  
SS: Yeah, I was curious about your reaction. Why do you say that?  
JD: Well, I think it is dangerous. It needs to be carried out freehand. This is 
craftsmanship.  
SS: Can you explain? 
JD: I say that because it looses the idea of the invention. It looses the creative 
element.  
SS: Too precise? 
JD: Yes, too precise. It is too pristine. 
SS: That is what I thought. 
JD: Yes. I know that if I had made it, it would have been completely different. 
It is done far too meticulously, too many lines. [Silence].  
SS: Yeah. And what about the interval? 
JD: Yes, the interval you make is when you are done with the previous one and 
definitely not decided by looking at your watch, you see. And if you think, I 
would like a coffee [chuckles] then it becomes a different interval; you just 



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 208 

have an irregularity. If you make a mistake somewhere, don’t go back there. 
Just leave it. It needs to have a certain liberty.687 

 
 
Dibbets continues by making a striking comparison with the work of Richard Long, as he had 
done before. In 2011 he told me how Long recounted that museums are typically working for 
days to arrange the elements of his floor pieces exactly according to a previous installation view, 
while they need to be randomly installed. “It is a question of feeling; you really have to 
understand what the essence of the work is,” Dibbets explains, referring back to his own work: “If 
you don’t understand it, you can easily ruin it.”688 This understanding is pivotal and demonstrates 
that it is necessary to internalise the concept of a work when one is responsible for the work’s 
materialisation if it needs personal input.  
 This is not just brought about by documentation, as I experienced from a similar incident 
with a work by Richard Long. When I encountered his Bergeyck Circle (1982), consisting of 
pieces of slate in a circle on the floor, I noted that the grey stones were numbered with chalk.689 
There was even a life-size drawing of the stones layout with the corresponding numbers. It was 
probably first owner and collector Martin Visser, the brother of Geert-Jan Visser, who made this 
work plan, judging from a photograph at his house that resembles the arrangement of stones. He 
may have thought of it as good practice to document the way this rather loose artwork was 
installed, probably by the artist himself, before it was taken apart. The fact that this document 
became a blueprint of the stones’ arrangement demonstrates that there is also a danger that 
documentation will freeze an artwork’s liberal character.  
 As also seen with Van Elk’s Well-Polished Floor Sculpture, once a complex artwork 
becomes ‘musealised’, a work’s initial variable character is likely to be narrowed down to a 
preferred state through documentation. With unconfined artworks causing uncertainty about how 

                                                        
 
687 Dibbets, personal interview, Amsterdam, 22 August 2015. In Dutch: 
JD: Nou ik kan zie dat jullie het te goed kunnen onderhand. Het wordt perfect. Gevaarlijk. 
SS: Ja ik was heel benieuwd wat je zou zeggen wanneer je het zou zien. Waarom zeg je dat? 
JD: Nou dat vind ik gevaarlijk. Zoiets moet uit de losse pols. Dit is vakwerk. 
SS: en kun je zeggen wat ehm… 
JD: Nee, ja, ik zeg dat omdat eh.., dan gaat het gevoel van de uitvinding er af. […] Dat creatieve element gaat weg. 
SS: Te netjes? 
JD: Ja, te netjes. Ja is te keurig. […] 
JD: Ja, ik weet wel wanneer ik het gemaakt zou hebben, was het heel anders geweest. Het is veel te netjes. En ook te 
veel. […] 
SS: Ja. En zo'n interval he? 
JD: Ja, die interval die maak je als je met die andere klaar bent en zeker niet met het horloge erbij, snap je. En als je 
denkt ik ga koffie drinken [grinnikt], dan is het een andere interval! En dan heb je gewoon een onregelmatigheid. En als 
je je ergens verplakt en het zit verkeerd, ja, dan ga je het niet opnieuw doen, want dan raak je alleen maar meer 
achterop, dan laat je het gewoon voor wat het is. […] Het moet een vrijheid hebben. 
688 “Het is een kwestie van gevoel, dus je moet het eigenlijk gewoon begrijpen; begrijpen wat de essentie is van zo’n 
ding.” Personal communication, Amsterdam, 22 November 2011. 
689 Collection Kröller-Müller Museum. For details see: Sanneke Stigter, Conservation report Bergeyck Circle (Otterlo: 
Unpublished: Conservation Archive Kröller-Müller Museum, 12 November 2004). Sadly, a fire destroyed Bergeyck 
Circle’s first slates when on loan to the Armando Museum in Amersfoort, October 2007. The artwork’s life did not end 
here, but changed. Long sent new stones for a ‘second version’, as the museum calls it. 
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to proceed with the installation, any indication is readily followed. Moreover, the museum 
apparently trusts the documents at their disposal. The installation photograph and the drawing are 
used rather than the certificate, whereas the latter clearly indicates that the stones are to be 
arranged “in a haphazard pattern throughout the sculpture.”690 It seems that the more precise a 
document is, as are photographs, the more appealing they are to use as a guideline, which is also 
observed in the installation history of Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three).  
 Considering the effect documentation can have, resulting in dictated practices rather than 
following the concept as stated in the certificate, it could be an option to exclude technical 
specifications altogether for relatively ‘free’ artworks in order to avoid misinterpretation and to 
prevent fixation. Or, as Tino Sehgal promotes this in order to avoid “the possibility that these 
[documents–SS] might, in time, come to stand for the work.”691 If installed work is left without 
guidelines or photographs, it enforces the need for more thorough investigation to get acquainted 
with the work, its meaning, its history, and the possibilities, rather than taking the last installation 
as a guideline assuming it was correct. However, at a time where everyone has a mobile phone 
with a camera and shares pictures on the web, the idea of managing an artwork without 
documentation cannot be upheld. Even with Sehgal’s work, museum practicalities and market 
mechanisms demonstrate that having no form of documentation is an illusion.692  
 It is not only documentation, but also the way museum professionals select sources and 
interpret them that determine the artwork’s new appearance, leaving an important role for the 
practices at the museum. This part of a work’s materialisation is never captured. An 
autobiographical approach can explain the reasoning behind the choices made, relating them to 
the circumstances, through the conservator’s lens, which produces a new form of conservation in 
documentation. To keep track and stay critical of a variable artwork’s form, a reflexive stance on 
the part of those who work with the artwork is crucial. A personal testimony in an 
autobiographical approach can provide this. It includes uncertainties, doubts, and mistakes during 
decision-making and final treatment. These sensitive aspects, generally omitted in traditional 
forms of documentation in conservation, are important to judge ethically ambiguous cases, as 
Renée van de Vall pointed out: 
 

Only by systematically recording and sharing doubts, disappointments, and the arguments 
pro and contra a particular decision is it possible to clarify for which cases what kind of 
conservation strategies would be ethically appropriate, and whether guidelines that have 
proven to be adequate for one case may be safely translated to another.693  

 

                                                        
 
690 Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 128.214. 
691 Pip Laurenson, ‘Tino Sehgal, This is Propaganda, 2002’, in Inside Installations: Preservation and Presentation of 
Installation Art, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Paulien ’t Hoen (Amsterdam, 2007), pp. 30–31. 
692 Vivian van Saaze, ‘In the Absence of Documentation. Remembering Tino Sehgal’s Constructed Situations’, in 
Revista de História da Arte, ed. by Lúcia Almeida Matos, Rita Macedo, and Gunnar Heydenreich (Lisbon: Instituto de 
História da Arte, 2015), 55–63 <http://revistaharte.fcsh.unl.pt/rhaw4/RHAw4.pdf> [accessed 15 October 2015]. 
693 Vall, 2015, (Matos, Lúcia Almeida Macedo, Rita Heydenreich, Gunnar), p. 15. 
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By sharing dilemmas in conservation, a sensible halt is implicitly called for with every new case, 
making future conservators better aware of other options and the unexpected hurdles and possible 
pitfalls they may entail along the way.  
 A personal testimony in an autoethnographical approach offers this kind of insight. It does 
not have the semblance of an objective report, as traditional forms of documentation in 
conservation do, or suggest. Autoethnography foregrounds human input and makes this more 
accountable, revealing the steering mechanisms in decision-making. This becomes immediately 
clear from first person narrative: the reader is able to identify with the problems the author faces, 
while this enforces critical thinking of decision-making and the actions performed. This reveals 
autoethnography’s dual role: it provides in depth information about the strategies performed and 
includes reflection, while at the same time an autoethnographic testimony appeals to the next 
conservator’s responsibility, lending the approach the quality of a critical tool in conservation. 
Indeed, in the case of All shadows… it encouraged the next conservator ask new and entirely 
different questions.  
 
 
6.4 Conclusion 

Variable installed conceptual work, such as Jan Dibbets’ work All shadows that occurred to me…, 
is shaped in a continuous and collaborative creative process. To preserve the artwork’s open-
ended character, unforeseen fixation by dogmatic guidelines is to be avoided and it is proposed to 
instead leave a conservator’s testimony. This autoethnographic account includes a thorough 
reflection on participatory observations and narrative constructions, helped by peer judgement, to 
pinpoint the conservator’s role in relation to the artwork’s articulation and continuation. This 
approach reveals that practicalities and site-contextual aspects provoke questions that would never 
have emerged from the literature and archival documents alone. Moreover, working with the 
artwork’s physical material adds to the research results, confirming the previous conclusion to 
consider the installation process a valuable research tool for technical art history.  
 It is informative to evaluate various executions together with the artist as long as this is 
possible. In this way I wish to argue that every execution of a complex artwork deserves the same 
kind of attention as if it were a new acquisition. After all, every installation moment becomes part 
of the work’s biography and further shapes the work’s identity. This means that in a professional 
setting, time and effort need to be granted for continued critical assessment to allow for variable 
installations and performed work to develop over time with care.  
 Furthermore, it has become clear that the work’s appearance is shaped in dialogue and 
within a given set of circumstances. An autoethnographic approach and a personal testimony 
provide a transparent view of these processes in a rich and critical account. It makes clear that the 
information it contains will also be subject to interpretation. This means that if potential 
guidelines are deduced from a conservator’s testimony, this will be done in the awareness that the 
material is interpreted, demonstrating the function of autoethnography in both method and form. 
It raises awareness of personal input and elicits critical thinking. Ideally the artwork’s executions 
are followed continuously in a similarly critical manner, enriching the work with new testimonies, 
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adding to the work’s biography and forming a basis for future installation moments while keeping 
a close eye on the artwork’s continuation in time.  





 

  

7 Conclusion: A Conservator’s Testimony 

Thinking about the many things discussed in this study on working with conceptual art, I have 
decided to open this last chapter with an illustration of the main conclusion: a demonstration of 
the function of a conservator’s testimony following an autoethnographical approach, revealing the 
negotiations when assessing the artwork. What follows is a sample of an annotated transcript of a 
follow-up interview with Jan Dibbets about his work All shadows that occurred to me… (1969). 

	
	
Amsterdam, 22 August 2015.  
 I show Dibbets a photograph of the wall label that was used for All shadows… the 
last time it was exhibited. In a previous interview he expressed his disapproval that 
the museum had adapted the title to ‘us’ instead of ‘me’, because he had not been 
involved in the installation process.694 This time the label says ‘me’ again: “All 
shadows that struck me in the Kröller-Müller Museum on 8 July 2013 (execution 
2013)”.695 While reading the label Dibbets starts making fun of the addition 
‘execution 2013’.  
 

JD: [Jokingly:] As if in all those 40 years no one ever walked over these tapes! 
That is simply impossible [laughs]. But hey, I am ok with it.  

 
I changed the subject, not knowing what to say. When we come back to the title, I 
hear him say: 
 

JD: And they wrote: ‘All shadows that struck me!’ No! It is not ‘me’ 
[chuckles]. 

 
I raise my eyebrows. He says exactly the opposite of what he said last time. My mind 
starts scanning interview techniques, considering the possible consequences of my 
next question. Should I keep silent and just record what he says, I would allow for 
this inconsistency. Should I interrupt, I would force Dibbets to review his opinion. 
Either way, my decision contributes to the outcome. I decide to confront Dibbets with 
the apparent contradiction: 
 

SS: Last time they [the Kröller-Müller Museum] used: ‘us’: ‘that struck us’. 
JD: Yes. 
SS: Are you suggesting letting them do the same again? 

                                                        
 
694 Personal communication, Amsterdam, 7 October 2012. 
695 In Dutch: “Alle schaduwen die mij zijn opgevallen in het Kröller-Müller Museum op 8 juli 2013 (uitvoering 2013).”  
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JD: Yes. Look, I made it as ‘me’, of course, but since they have it, and I no 
longer make it, ‘me’ is not there. 
SS: Really? 
JD: Yes. 
SS: Because last time we spoke about it…  

 
Meanwhile following where I was getting at, Dibbets interrupts me. 
 

JD: Yes. It could be ‘me’, no problem. But if they are so precise as to specify 
‘execution 2013’, then ‘me’ cannot have anything to do with it. 
SS: No. Ok. Because previously you said you thought it was a bit of a 
communist thing: ‘that struck us’. 
JD: Yes, I do. No, ‘struck us’ is crazy too.  

 
Shifting the emphasis to another word in the title, ‘struck’, gave him the time to 
reflect on the issue of whether or not to use the first person singular in the title when 
he is no longer involved in the art-making process. He left the room to get a 
dictionary and we discussed the various meanings of ‘struck’ and ‘appeared’. He 
continues by asking himself this question in order to review his previous statement: 
 

JD: But, eh…, I mean: how do you solve this? [Slowly and in a soft voice:] 
‘All shadows that occurred to me….’ 

 
He listens carefully to his own words.  
I keep silent.  
Then he firmly answers the question: 
 

JD: I would say ‘me’, ‘that occurred to me’. The statement is ‘me’, you cannot 
deny that. Instead of them thinking that they could make a better statement out 
of it….696 

                                                        
 
696 Dibbets, personal interview, Amsterdam, 22 August 2015. In Dutch: 
JD: Alsof er 40 jaar niemand meer op die plakband gelopen heeft. Dat is toch gewoon onmogelijk. [Lacht] Maar ja, van 
mij mag het hoor. […] 
JD: En ze hebben [leest voor]: ‘All shadows that struck me.’ Nee. […]. En dat is niet ‘me’ [grinnikt]. […] 
SS: Maar vorige keer hebben ze gezegd: ‘us’. ‘That struck us.’ 
JD: Ja.  
SS: Zou je dat zeggen nu? 
JD: Ja.  
JD: Ja-ha, ik zou zeggen. Kijk, ik heb het afgeleverd als ‘me’ natuurlijk, maar sinds zij het hebben en ik het niet maak, 
ben ik het niet, ‘me’, hè? 
SS: Echt waar? ja? 
JD: Ja. 
SS: Want we hebben het er vorige keer over gehad... 
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Our discussion continued with the title’s translation into English, both considering the word 
‘struck’ inappropriate, correcting it with ‘occurred’. I then furthermore questioned whether the 
title was possibly incomplete, since the museum did not use the full title, ending with: ‘are 
marked with tape’. Dibbets confirmed this is indeed part of the title, admitting that the omission 
never caught his attention before.  
 This example demonstrates several things. Firstly, the added value of the artist interview to 
assess museum practices with regard to conceptual work becomes clear, and secondly that it is 
especially enriching when conducted at every stage of execution of the artwork. Moreover, the 
autoethnographic account reveals the way the researcher is steering the interview and mediating 
the outcome. By critically reflecting on my own role, probing questions and refuting the artist’s 
statements during the interview, I made clear in annotations that it was me who drew Dibbets’ 
attention to the word “me” in the title once more. If I had not brought it up, it would never have 
been a subject of discussion. This reflexive approach reveals the conservator’s direct involvement 
in articulating hitherto unarticulated features of the artwork, pointing to a level of interference that 
outlines the conservator’s responsibility to remain restrained. 
 This is also true for the framing of the information, in this case with annotations that are 
geared towards revealing the co-constructed nature of the research results. Indeed, “The 
researcher has a great deal of influence on what part of the data will be reported and how it will be 
reported.”697 The conservator’s involvement not only resides in mediating ideas about the artwork 
when discussing it with the artist, but also in producing a source when annotating the transcript. 
The result is a negotiated text.698 
 What holds for conducting interviews also applies to working with conceptual artworks in a 
museum context, especially when they need to be materialised each time they are installed. To 
make this relevant against the background of conservation, this study highlights the way 
conceptual artworks are managed over time, with reference to particular cases with varying 
characteristics. It turns out that especially the social processes involved have an impact on their 
appearance in an exhibition. In addition, the expected feasibility of possible solutions may be 
decisive for chosen strategies. This conclusion calls for a new approach in conservation, a 
research method that allows conservators to assess process-based activities, including their own 
actions, with the purpose of better understanding what happens to conceptual artworks over time 
and why. I propose, therefore, a reflexive qualitative research method in order to be able to 

                                                                                                                                                                      
 
JD: Ja, van mij mag er best 'me' staan, maar, maar het is als je het nou zo goed doet, ‘uitvoering 2013’, dan heb ik ook 
niets met 'me' te maken. 
SS: Nee, ok. Want je zei toen op een gegeven moment: ‘ik vind het een soort communistisch gedoe: that struck us’.  
JD: Ja, dat vind ik. Nee, ‘struck us’ vind ik eigenlijk ook knetter. Maar, eh, ik bedoel, hoe los je dit op? Ehm... [zacht:] 
‘All shadows ... that occurred to me...’ … Ik zou toch maar ‘me’ zeggen; ‘that occurred to me’. Het statement is ‘me’. 
Dus daar kan je niet omheen. In plaats van dat zij menen dat ze er een beter statement van moeten maken.  
697 Fontana and Frey, 2000, p. 660.  
698 This is a recognised aspect of the interview as a research method in qualitative research, as is explained in: Fontana 
and Frey, 2000. 
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highlight the negotiated nature of decision-making processes in the conservation, presentation, 
materialisation, and documentation of conceptual artworks. 
 
 
7.1 Managing Manifestations 

This study on the conservation of conceptual art started with the seemingly contradictory question 
of how to preserve a concept when there is material to work with, while at the same time 
assessing the role of the conservator. Detailed examination of various conceptual artworks with a 
view to conservation and reinstallation exposed the varied roles played by the conservator when 
dealing with different types of art or problems. By studying conceptual art through the lens of 
conservation, the focus was directed towards the ontology of conservation itself, precisely 
because of the provoking nature of conceptual art. This illuminates dimensions in the 
conservator’s profession that remain invisible with traditional artworks. At the same time, many 
of the findings are not restricted to conceptual art and could be related to the conservation 
profession as a whole.  
 
 
Materialised Conceptual Artworks 

Although conceptual artists claim that the idea is paramount and a work’s materialisation just a 
perfunctory affair, it is clear that the chosen materials and techniques often underline the concept 
of the work. Furthermore, they situate the work in a historical context, because their physical 
appearance represents a certain era. For instance, Joseph Kosuth purposely chose a Photostat 
negative-image in a time when positive images were already very common, but less specific to the 
technique. This suggests that Kosuth wanted to stress the machine-copied throwaway character of 
the print, and seek to dematerialise the object in his art, yet at the same time he made its material 
manifestation meaningful. With Ger van Elk, the possibilities of new materials always inspired 
him, and often determined the content his work. His fascination for new possibilities even led to 
the replacement of the initial materials and techniques when he was involved in the conservation 
of his work. 
 This kind of change of preference contributes importantly to the way conceptual artworks 
evolve over time. For instance, Kosuth’s gallery started providing extremely detailed instructions 
for his Proto-Investigations, resulting in a significantly different appearance from earlier 
manifestations. Meanwhile, major institutions adopted these instructions, making their Proto-
Investigations no different from the ones that are still being offered for sale. While this practice of 
material renewal may be explained as an attempt to overthrow the fetishized materialised artwork, 
it also illustrates a good marketing ploy. On the other hand, these practices invoke concise study 
of the ‘original’ or initial manifestation, as in the case of Kosuth’s assessing the life story of his 
‘proto-type’ Proto-Investigation, One and three chairs. It allowed for a better understanding of 
what ‘the original’ exactly is and how it evolved, in order to provide a context that could elicit 
new elaborations. This is also demonstrated with a similar biographical approach assessing 
different notions of authenticity in relation to Van Elk’s photowork C’est moi qui fait la musique, 
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which was remade with different materials on the artist’s authority, while leaving the retired 
original untouched, demonstrating, however, that clear communication about such practices is 
crucial in order to value the material manifestation of the artwork. 
 The claim that it is possible to remake conceptual artworks may also lead to more 
unfortunate instances in which the physical manifestation becomes permanently discarded, even 
while this had not been intended; as with the famous case of Sol LeWitt who was upset when one 
of his carefully executed and authorised wall drawings was destroyed.699 These are only a few 
examples that suggest that there is a closer relation between concept and material than is claimed 
by the theoretical foundations of conceptual art. Museum practice importantly determines the 
perpetuation of the lives of these artworks and contributes to forming their identity. Furthermore, 
these examples illustrate that over time conceptual art has changed from playful statements to 
serious collectables.  
 Indeed, market mechanisms bring values that are more closely related to traditional 
conservation than is considered appropriate for conceptual art. Precisely because of the 
ambiguous nature of materialised conceptual artworks, the conservator’s naturally restrained 
attitude towards interference with the physical artwork is vital. Although the traditional dictum 
that a work of art is not allowed to change seems less relevant and even at odds with conceptual 
art’s theoretical basis, it does provide a framework that allows for criticism about these changes, 
providing an attitude that is indispensible in the decisive moments that determine the work’s 
preservation or perpetuation over time.  
 
 
The Function of Conservation Ethics 

Because of the inherent tension that exists between traditional conservation ethics and the idea 
that conservation may also consist of interpreting artworks and managing manifestations, the 
presence of a trained conservator on the research and decision-making team is especially needed. 
This is not only because of their practical skills and feel for materials, but primarily because of 
their critical awareness of personal involvement. A conservator always attempts to meet 
conservation standards of minimal intervention and reversibility, constantly seeking to avoid 
manipulation of the artwork. Since this is impossible for artworks that require a form of 
intervention or action in order to put them on display, conservators are overly conscious of every 
choice that is made, questioning their own input.  
 This consciousness distinguishes the conservator from an artist’s assistant, who is not 
restricted by ethical codes, or a curator who is perhaps less aware of the material implications. 
Moreover, a conservator is used to documenting an artwork’s transformations in detail, which is 
not the case for technicians and curators. This is especially important if documentation is the only 
thing left, when the material manifestation is destroyed after display, as with Dibbets’ All 
shadows…. In such cases documentation is critical because it is the only form of conservation, 
having to ensure a proper policy for future reinstallations. Thus, involving a contemporary art 

                                                        
 
699 Bool, 23 December 1998; Sütö, 13 November 1998. 



A Conservator’s Testimony 

 218 

conservator is necessary in order to minimize unwanted changes and maximize reporting on the 
way a work evolves over time, in order to inform future decisive moments in the artwork’s life. 
 The conservator’s traditional ethical codes are functional in the sense that we need the fear 
of change to remain critical of our own actions, and to keep on exploring different possibilities. 
For instance, I would never have explored the possibilities of retouching with light if I had not 
had a problem with accepting Van Elk’s proposal to replace the original discoloured photograph 
in his sculpture Roquebrune. Replacement of the original materials would have unnecessarily 
disrupted the sculpture’s unique material integrity, the work’s relation to time, as well as its 
history. Although time had left its traces, replacing original parts would mean irreversible damage 
too: the discarding of part of the work’s identity that has grown with it through time. Therefore, a 
conservation treatment that enhances the work’s appearance with respect to the initial art-making 
process and the work’s history is favoured. 
 A restrained attitude furthermore nourishes the conservator’s ability to judge previous 
manifestations with relation to future possibilities for the work. Past iterations can simply be 
accepted as having become part of an artwork’s biography, regardless of whether they are judged 
to be successful or not. However, when these are taken as a source to build on, an artwork’s 
biography needs critical assessment in order to remain functional for the work’s proper 
perpetuation. 
 
 
Conservator’s Input 

When working with conceptual art the conservator’s involvement becomes more explicit than 
with traditional artworks because the required input is more visible in the result. For instance, 
when taking a photograph that is to be used in an installation, or when making the concept visible 
by applying masking tape onto the floor, the actions are part of the art-making process and are 
meant to be seen. This is in contrast to traditional conservation treatments, such as retouching a 
pictorial layer, filling in a missing part, or improving on a structural support, where the audience 
is not meant to notice the intervention. In this way, conceptual art challenges conservators to look 
beyond the traditional conservation paradigm of going back to a supposed original state, which 
elicits critical thinking about the conservator’s influence on the artwork’s appearance. This is a 
notion that is of greater importance to the conservation profession as a whole.  
 Some conceptual artworks have to be made anew each time they are put on display, or 
adapted to a new exhibition site. Therefore, an important form of preservation consists of the 
reinstallation of the work, because it is only at that moment that the work comes to life. As part of 
this process, the conservator’s insight is still based on a logical analysis of archival documents, 
old photographs, and material parts, while it is acknowledged that human input is required too: 
the curator’s memory, the artist’s information, and the conservator’s own insight. The final 
manifestation of the artwork is the result of a set of informed decisions. Although this also applies 
to the conservation of traditional artworks, the conservation of conceptual art demands this 
decision-making process to be more explicit. It means that choices for the work’s materialisation 
can reaffirm, but also redefine the artwork’s content every time it is presented and experienced, 
making conservation and the reinstallation of conceptual artworks a critical act.  
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 It is clear that the artist’s wishes and museum practices greatly influence the appearance of 
conceptual artworks, demonstrating the significance of their impact and the artwork’s apparent 
independence from its initial materialised form. Therefore, tension between theory and practice 
not only resonates between concept and material in the artwork, but also in the social relations 
surrounding the artwork. In this study it is the relation between the artist and the museum 
conservator that is especially examined. While recognised in contemporary art conservation, this 
social aspect has never been considered in traditional conservation theory before, despite the fact 
that it is important to the way artworks perpetuate.  
 It is widely acknowledged that conservation treatments are never neutral and that a work’s 
meaning will change over time. Therefore, change in artworks is increasingly recognized as an 
inevitable and even acceptable phenomenon, leading to a broader interpretation of the principles 
of conservation, also with traditional artworks. Moreover, with variable and conceptual artworks, 
change is not just part of material degradation or neglect, but can be a work-defining property in 
itself. For instance, if parts need to be adapted to a site, as with Kosuth’s Proto-Investigations, or 
if the whole artwork needs to be materialised anew, as with Jan Dibbets’ All shadows…. These 
works require active engagement, which sometimes includes a high degree of liberty in their 
execution. Therefore, changes in these artworks are not merely a physical matter, but based on 
human activity. This is an important aspect that needs additional attention in the context of 
conservation, because in traditional conservation human input is bound to ethical guidelines, 
while there are no guidelines when a more liberal attitude is imposed by the artwork’s work-
defining properties. 
 Perhaps Viollet-le-Duc’s theoretical ideas on architectural conservation comply better with 
conceptual artworks because of architecture’s functional nature based on human engagement. He 
believed in complete renewal when possible and even allowed for interpretation as long as it was 
in the artist’s spirit. However, we know that it is impossible to perform exactly according to the 
artist’s spirit, because this is always based on one’s interpretation of the work. This confirms that 
although choices may seem comparable to what the artist would have done, they never are the 
same, since there are always additional choices that could be made on the spot depending on the 
circumstances. This is why for variable installations and performed artworks an analogy is found 
in the performing arts, which acknowledges interpretation as a logical consequence of their 
nature, based on scores and scripts that require performance and imply variation. However, it is 
clear that conceptual artworks hardly ever exist only on paper, in statements, or in certificates. 
Although in theory conceptual art seems to have set out this way, it is hardly ever the case in 
reality. Conceptual artworks are hybrid. Moreover, when an artwork needs to be installed or 
performed in order to be perceived, the materialised manifestation may proceed its life as 
marketable good of high value, entering the world of fine arts almost as a contained object. Such 
ontological shifts can be traced in a biographical approach, as demonstrated with the case studies. 
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7.2 Case Studies in Practice 

The case studies represent examples of conceptual artworks distinguished by their ‘behaviour’, 
based on the variable media approach.700 This allowed for insight into the many aspects that 
influence a work’s conservation strategy. Although these aspects differ with each artwork, some 
general conclusions can be drawn. The principal findings are brought together in Table 1 for a 
structuring of the main research findings.  
 

Case	study	chapters	 Artwork		 Behaviour	 Prevailing	values	 Conservator’s	

role*	

Artist	

involvement*	

Main	research	types*	

4	 Ger	van	Elk	

(1941-2014)	

Roquebrune	(1979)	 Contained	 Material	integrity	 Conservator	 Passive	 Materials	science	

The	Wider	the	Flatter	

(1972)	

Contained	

/	Installed	

Historical	context	/	

Conceptual	idea	

Manager	 Interviewee	 Oral	history	

5	 Joseph	Kosuth	

(1945)	

Glass	(One	and	Three)	

(1965)	

Installed	 Conceptual	idea	/	

Original	appearance	

Installer	 Absent	 Comparative	studies	

Practice-led	research	

6	 Jan	Dibbets	

(1941)	

All	shadows	that	

occurred	to	me…	

(1969)	

Installed	/	

Performed	

Conceptual	idea	/	

Artist	opinion	

Co-producer	 Participant	 Oral	history		

Participatory	observation	

Table 1. Case studies relating to behaviour, prevailing values, conservator role, artist involvement, and main research types. 
Categorisation is time and context dependent. 

 * In reality various roles are adopted and more types of research are conducted per case. 

 
 
The classification of the artworks based on their behaviour directly relates to the prevailing 
attributed values regarding decisions about their presentation and conservation measures. 
Artworks with ‘contained’, ‘installed’, and ‘performed’ behaviour are valued according to 
material integrity, historical context, conceptual idea, original appearance, and the artist’s opinion 
during the process of decision-making about the artwork’s conservation or presentation. 
 
 
Comparing Cases 

For Ger an Elk’s sculptural work Roquebrune, which is contained in behaviour, the emphasis is 
placed on preserving the work’s material integrity, while for Van Elk’s The Wider the Flatter the 
historical and contextual values prevailed in the chosen strategies. Valuing material authenticity 
and historical authenticity complies with contained artworks. However, The Wider the Flatter has 
an installed character too, which could be emphasised when a different conservation strategy 
would be followed.  

                                                        
 
700 Depocas, Ippolito and Jones, 2003. 
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 For the installed and performed works the conceptual idea prevailed, while in the case of 
Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three), original appearance also played a role in decision-making. The 
same photographic printing techniques and similar paper were selected to honour the work’s 
historical appearance, rather than digital inkjet, which would have allowed for a full-scale print. 
Although this could have been opted for to only serve the conceptual idea, a full-scale print was 
never part of this work’s appearance and therefore this option was disregarded, considering that 
the other original items – the object and the text – are still used. Hence, the resulting strategy 
combines values for contained and installed work.  
 With Jan Dibbets’ All shadows… the artist was directly involved in the installation process 
by handing down installation guidelines, and therefore his opinion weighed importantly. When 
the artist was no longer involved in later executions, an effort was made to assess these 
manifestations in consultation with the artist in order to gain a deeper understanding of the work, 
to guide installers when producing the work in the future. Therefore, the artist’s opinion is 
included in this open artwork.  
 This structuring of the case studies based on their main character, does not mean that, for 
instance, the prevailing values for contained works lie solely in material integrity and that the 
conceptual idea is of lesser concern. On the contrary, the conceptual idea is the principal reason 
for intervening in the first place. For instance, the poor condition of the photographs in Van Elk’s 
photoworks obscured the work’s concept and this was the principle reason to intervene. However, 
it is the relative weight that is given to the various values in comparison to the other cases that 
categorises them. In addition, it should be noted that practical feasibility greatly influenced the 
drawn strategies, making it a time and context dependent model.  
 The conservator’s role can be different with each type of artwork. Although the conservator 
fulfilled many roles for each case, Table 1 indicates the most distinctive one for clarity of 
analysis. In all cases the conservator was the main researcher and principal decision-maker. 
Moreover, preventive conservation measurements were taken, and extensive documentation was 
compiled for each case. When comparing the case studies in the range from contained to installed 
and performed work, it is clear that the conservator’s role shifts from being a traditional 
conservator, or manager of the conservation treatment, to being an active participant in shaping 
the work as an installer and even a co-producer. 
 Several research methods were used to examine each case. Archival research was invaluable 
for all cases, as were comparative studies, which proved especially useful when the artist is 
unavailable, as was the case with Kosuth. Nevertheless, as a general trend, it appears that the 
more an artwork is removed from contained behaviour, the less relevant materials science and the 
more important qualitative research becomes. For work that is situated more towards the 
performed end of the spectrum, process-based research activities proved to be effective, such as 
oral history methods, practice-led research, and participatory observation.  
 Practices even determine the used research methods, due to lack of time or money, which 
are always factors to take into consideration. In reality it is not always possible to conduct an 
artist interview, for instance, as in the case of Kosuth. On the other hand independent research is 
always possible, and an artist’s opinion could be left aside, as with Van Elk for the treatment of 
Roquebrune, in which case the artist’s suggestion to replace the photograph on the sculpture was 
not followed. With Dibbets’ All shadows… participatory observation helped in assessing the 
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information from the artist interview, providing excellent material to cross-reference research 
findings. This suggests that interpretation and practicalities contribute importantly to the chosen 
conservation strategies, in addition to the artwork’s concept and work-defining properties. 
 
 
Prevailing Values and Attributed Behaviour 

While the structured model seems a valid theoretical framework, in practice it is not always 
possible to assign a particular conservation strategy according to a single behaviour, or decide on 
a particular research method, as this depends on the problem as it is identified. Moreover, 
materialised conceptual artworks may even contain all three types of behaviour. Some can be 
more prominently present than others, and can even depend on the situation and the person 
assessing the work. As Renée van der Vall pointed out: 
 

In the practice of daily conservation work, most cases are rather messy: many artworks 
consist of heterogeneous assemblages of objects, ideas, and practices that each have their 
own logic of perpetuation, while other artworks hover between paradigms, or pass from one 
paradigm to another in the course of their biographies.701 

 
Indeed, artworks may shift in their ontological status depending on the decisions made over time. 
This is, I argue, because a work’s behaviour partly depends on practices that lie beyond the 
artwork, such as the recognition of the problem and feasibility of solutions. Outside forces 
influence this structuring principle, revealing the importance of assessing the dynamics that 
concern the artworks with relation to the materialised objects. This requires a shift from object-
based research to process-based research. 
 For instance, Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three)[English-Flemish lived its museum life as a 
contained work with a minimally installed character for a long time. Before 2002, when it was 
loaned to the Stedelijk Museum, and two years later when it was selected as a project case study, 
the prevailing values for the museum are based on material integrity situated in the work’s 
original components. This deprived the work of its installed character, turning it into a contained 
artwork once it entered the collection. This changed as a result of the loan and the subsequent 
research, and the photograph started to be renewed relative to the site. These different conceptions 
of the same artwork demonstrate the direct relationship between prevailing values and attributed 
behaviour, that are invoked by the people who worked with it.  
 This explains that in practice the professional’s input can partly determine a work’s 
particular behaviour, meaning that Table 1 can be filled out differently at various stages in an 
artwork’s life. Judgement as to which decision is best for the work’s perpetuation not only 
depends on the professionals involved, but also on practicalities: technical possibilities, finances, 
and interest. For instance, if it would not have been possible to find a solution for the contained 
artwork Roquebrune within the scientific paradigm, and the choice would have been made to 
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replace the photographic material, the work would have acquired a ‘replaced’ behaviour in 
addition to its previously contained character, shifting it a little more towards the installed side. 
This demonstrates a mixing of ideals and feasibility in practice.  
 This dynamic aspect can be visualised when picturing the work’s different behaviours on a 
sliding scale from left to right, starting with the scientific conservation paradigm for contained 
behaviour as the most traditional end situated at the left, with installed work in the middle, while 
performed behaviour is situated at the right as the most progressive form that conservation deals 
with. Within each behaviour-phase the sliding scale continues, so that it allows for an inherent 
dynamic according to the practices in conservation. As on a slider bar, the artwork can be pushed 
a little to the left and a little to right depending on the attributed values and performed 
conservation strategies. Situating the artwork in time according to its ‘behaviour history’ reveals 
that artworks may undergo a shift in ontological status over time.  
 This happened with Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three), which shifted from installed when 
first materialised at Visser’s home in 1977, to contained when first entering the Kröller-Müller 
Museum in 1982, and back to installed again when first loaned. It could even be suggested that 
when the photograph was first renewed, the work moved slightly towards the performative side of 
its installed character, if one considers that this feature became visible because of the introduced 
change and different type of photographic material used. Therefore, the active interference in the 
artwork to obtain the desired site-related effect after such a long time is marked as a slightly more 
progressive feature compared to when the work was first materialised, in situ, including a site-
related photograph as a logical result in 1977 (see model 1). In 2007 the Kröller-Müller Museum 
adopted the new, or initial, ontological status, because this installation mode was considered good 
practice after extensive research. However, care was taken to create a similar look and feel as the 
initial photograph, choosing for analogue photography, fibre-based paper, and comparable 
mounting. Hence, this moment is situated a little bit more towards the contained spectrum 
compared to the Stedelijk Museum situation in 2002, yet still showing a more progressive 
installation mode compared to when it was originally installed in 1977. What happens in the 
future could be a continued practice of what started in 2007, but when the original glass object 
accidentally breaks some day, or when gelatin silver prints on fibre-based paper become obsolete, 
the chances are that new materials will be incorporated into the work, and perhaps a new curator 
or conservator will opt for a life-size representation of the object, which would mean a greater 
shift towards the performed end of the spectrum and away from all the initial material features. 
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Future	 	 ?	 	

2007	 	 X	 	

2002	 	 X	 	

1982	 X	 	 	

1977	 	 X	 	

	 Contained	 Installed	 Performed	

Model 1. Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) (1965) artwork-behaviour history. 

 
 
 The history of Van Elk’s The Wider the Flatter reveals a similar ontological shift as 
Kosuth’s 20-year phase of contained behaviour. When The Wider the Flatter was loaned it turned 
from a site-related work into a contained work for a two-month period, because its 1974 display 
lacked the site-related property. Much later in time, the choice was made to design a conservation 
treatment based on the work’s long-time location. This may be considered a more traditional 
choice, ignoring the work’s potential mobility, almost as if the work were contained in its site. 
However, the practical circumstances being that the work’s historical setting is still there, this 
strategy included honouring historical and contextual values, which the work incorporated over 
time. This conception of the work provides the installed work with a slightly more contained 
character compared to when it first entered the museum and was adapted to its new site in 1973. It 
considers the site of the work contained with the work, ascribing it almost a site-specific 
character, rather than merely site-related. The feature of site-relatedness allows for the installation 
of the work at various sites so long as the work’s appearance is adapted to match its surroundings. 
If this potential flexibility is judged more important and the need is felt to activate it, then the 
work could shift towards the more performed side of the behaviour spectrum (see model 2). This 
situation would at least become topical when the site disappears, liberating the work from its 
historical and perhaps also contextual setting.  
 
 

Future	 	 ?	 	

2006	 	 X	 	

1974	 X	 	 	

1973	 	 X	 	

1972	 	 X	 	

	 Contained	 Installed	 Performed	

Model 2. Ger van Elk’s The Wider the Flatter (1972) artwork-behaviour history. 
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 While both options could be defended, this well-informed decision was largely based on 
related factors outside the work. The museum’s initial site was still there and the people involved, 
including myself, were able to add historical and contextual values to certain features, leading to 
the decision to keep this site part of the work. This was fully possible without negating either its 
installed behaviour or the site-related feature. The decision did shift the work a little towards the 
contained side of installed spectrum, but nothing was lost because of this strategy, no boundaries 
were crossed. On the contrary, a lot has been preserved: the conservation strategy is based on 
historical values, contextual values, and the conceptual idea. 
 It would greatly impact on the work if the work’s site was actively changed by placing it in a 
different gallery, or granting a loan to promote its installed character. This applies to a lesser 
extent to Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three), having completely lost its initial setting, while its site-
related feature was picked-up again after a loan, despite the fact that the relation to its former 
setting is permanently lost. This means that an artwork’s behaviour, regardless of whether it is 
contained, installed, or performed, depends significantly on the input of the professionals 
involved, curators or conservators, and the practical circumstances surrounding the artwork. 
 Thus, it is the interpretation of an artwork’s condition that determines decision-making, 
rather than the condition itself, which counts as much for conceptual art as for traditional works. It 
all depends on decision-making. For instance, the irregular edge and slightly off-square format of 
the photograph in Glass (One and Three) could be interpreted as foreign to the concept, 
considering the requirement of a clean matter-of-fact image. Whether the material defect is a 
mistake in the initial art-making process or a damage, the anomaly could be used as an excuse to 
discard the photograph altogether, aside from the question of whether replacement had to be 
carried through because of the required relation to its site. On the other hand, when the flaw is 
considered inherent to the art-making process, it could also be accepted as an original feature of 
the artwork. Furthermore, the option of leaving it as it is could be defended by claiming that it is 
not disturbing the whole, since it was never noticed before. Thus, it is not so much the work’s 
condition itself that is important when deciding on a conservation treatment, but the way this 
condition is being assessed. This brings us to the role of the conservator, and takes us from object-
based analysis to process-based assessment, both of which enrich conservation studies and 
technical art history, which is especially valuable for concept-based artworks. 
 
 
Installation Process as a Research Tool 

As well as object-based analyses, practice-led research contributes importantly to the research 
findings. For instance, making new photographs for The Wider the Flatter shed new light on the 
fact that the work was not given a site-related appearance when it was loaned to the Stedelijk 
Museum. While it was assumed that the acquisition had provided the work a more fixed status, 
being involved in remaking the work’s photographic material taught me how much time and 
effort, but also costs are involved. The thought of replacing the photographs again so soon after 
acquisition for only a two-month period had perhaps never occurred as a requirement for the loan.  
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 Practice-led research can be informative about a lot of undocumented aspects. The 
practicalities of installing Kosuth’s work Glass (One and Three) are very functional in assessing 
the artwork, leading to fundamental additional questions about the required dimensions and 
desired appearance of the photograph used in the work. The actual testing of different ways of 
installing the work is possible because the measures taken are completely reversible, since they 
only exist in producing new parts, which can easily be exchanged. This makes it possible to 
elaborate on possibilities that are normally considered inappropriate in conservation, eliciting a 
more reflexive approach from the conservator. 
 Furthermore, being involved in the installation process may bring back forgotten aspects, 
such as the numbers on the lines in the early manifestations of All shadows…. Working with the 
actual materials and seeing their effect on how the work functions, greatly improves the reading 
of archival documents in relation to material particularities. In this sense the installation process 
as a research tool can be compared with the making of reconstructions in art technological 
research for more traditional objects, such as paintings. It enhances our understanding of the 
work’s physical manifestation, and the effects of certain measures on its appearance. 
 Some aspects and dilemmas only come to light during the course of action and are difficult 
to anticipate beforehand. This is as much the case with conservation treatments as the processes of 
installation. All activities that affect the artwork’s life could be considered to be fundamental 
research moments for technical art history, given that both the conservation process and 
installation process are excellent situations to assess. Being on site with the object, in the 
conservation studio, or in the gallery, where the conservator is engaged with the artwork, enables 
one to assess the source in a way that no other situation permits.  
 Thus, the installation process may serve scholarly research in two ways: as practice-led 
research to support conservation, and as a dynamic source for contemporary technical art history. 
Moreover, it provides valuable information for the art historical interpretation of the artwork. 
While museum professionals can be considered to be living sources when having worked with the 
artworks, the actual source consists of the dynamics that take place during preparatory research, 
when it is possible to interpret research findings that influence decision-making, while 
anticipating and mediating the work’s form. Therefore, the most interesting information is 
exchanged during decisive moments in the artwork’s life, during acquisition, the process of 
installation, and artist interviews, as illustrated at the beginning of this chapter. Personal 
involvement when negotiating the artwork only lasts as long as it takes to agree on something, to 
find a solution, or to get an answer, and these moments are therefore best assessed by the person 
most closely involved, taking on an autoethnographical approach. 
 
 
7.3 Autoethnography 

To assess the process-based activities that largely determine the way conceptual artworks are 
materialised, an autoethnographic approach is proposed as a new research tool in conservation, art 
technological research, and documentation. If accepted tools in contemporary art conservation, 
such as oral history methods and participatory observation, become enriched by an 
autoethnographic approach, the conservator’s own role in the process can be better assessed. This 
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is the main answer to the question of how to work with conceptual art as a contemporary art 
conservator. The inherent reflexivity not only acknowledges personal input, but also seeks to 
learn and advance research and chosen strategies. The reflexive attitude complies with the 
requirement of the restrained attitude that conservation ethics prescribe, making conservators 
better aware of their contribution to the artwork, and their role more transparent in documentation.  
 
 
Relevance to the Field of Conservation 

If conservators pursue an autoethnographic approach, they are more likely to remain open to the 
variety of available strategies, as they remain critical and much more in control of judging their 
own actions. This reflexivity is invaluable because it fulfils the role of an extra critical eye, 
stimulating one to regularly take a step back to observe what is happening, prompting critical 
questions, and creating room for adjustments. An autoethnographic approach is directed towards 
dialogue and critical thinking, with an inherent ability: “to offer lessons for further conversation 
rather than undebatable conclusions”.702 This promotes the possibility of adapting other 
viewpoints in different circumstances, addressing the influence of various stakeholders on an 
artwork’s biography.  
 An autoethnographic account results in a personal testimony, which not only documents the 
way things happen on the spot, but more importantly why. The reflexive nature of the approach 
puts the interpretation into perspective within the given circumstances. Moreover, a conservator’s 
testimony demonstrates that new knowledge is not only gained by working with the artwork, but 
also where it is produced and co-constructed, putting the conservator’s role into perspective. It is 
“a form that will allow readers to feel the moral dilemma’s, think with [the] story instead of about 
it, join actively in the decision points” as Carolyn Ellis and Arthur Bochner commented.703 This is 
especially useful for future conservators, being assigned a similar responsibility. Such a document 
provides a future conservator with a valuable tool to manage the artwork’s manifestations in 
different situations, making them able to anticipate the unexpected in a critical reflexive way. 
 Although an autoethnographical approach seems especially valuable for artworks that have a 
variable form, enabling an assessment of the processes that are taking place that generate change, 
the reflexive method of an autoethnographic approach is also valuable for the conservation and 
technical research of traditional artworks that are contained, such as Van Elk’s Roquebrune. For 
instance, retrospective reflexive analysis of the conservation treatment of this sculptural 
photowork revealed that not only did the treatment rely on scientific analysis of the principle of 
light, allowing for manipulation of the work’s appearance, but the treatment itself could never 
have become a success without the positive engagement of the people in the network surrounding 
the artwork. If I had not received a phone call from one of my colleagues who had assessed the 
situation on the gallery floor during the installation, I would never have been able to react and 

                                                        
 
702 Carolyn Ellis and Arhur P. Bochner, ‘Autoethnography, Personal Narrative, Reflexivity. Researcher as Subject’, in 
Handbook of Qualitative Research, ed. by Norman K. Denzin and Yvonna S. Lincoln, 2nd edn (Thousand Oaks, CA: 
Sage Publications, 2000), pp. 733–67 (p. 744). 
703 Ellis and Bochner, 2000, p. 735. 
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handle the situation in such a way that the planned treatment procedure could be carried out. 
Thus, conservation also depends on working within this network of social relations.  
 Furthermore, retrospective reflexivity encouraged me to assess my own documentation of 
the conservation treatment, based on the SBMK-models for data registration and condition 
registration, designed as part of the Decision-Making Model.704 While this model was designed to 
serve reporting on decision-making, acknowledging the various forces and interests that play a 
role, it does not assess the actual processes that are taking place to achieve the decisions. 
Assessing these processes would provide better insight into the complex relations that exist 
between all the people involved. This also applies to the process of working with the artwork and 
having to make decisions on the spot. An autoethnographic approach allows for this additional 
aspect by way of a ‘reflection model’, to provide insight into the actual reasoning taking place. 
 Assessing my conservation treatment report about Roquebrune in retrospect, there is no 
mention about the social interaction between the artist and the conservator. I only noted that the 
artist approved of the result. This is quite a neutral way of indicating the artist’s consent, whereas 
eliciting the artist’s positive engagement had been pivotal. An expected difference of opinions had 
directed my tactics involving the artist. He could have easily rejected the whole idea of retouching 
with light and prescribe a new photographic print, as he had done in many other cases. This was 
something that I was more than aware of, afraid even, because it would be difficult to refuse such 
a proposal without putting the museum’s relation with the artist at risk. In anticipation of the 
precarious situation I only consulted Van Elk when the devised treatment proved to be successful. 
Analysing this situation in a more reflexive way as part of this study, I am now convinced that 
Van Elk was just being polite seeing the result, perhaps not telling me that he thought the idea of 
treating his work with light was a bit overdone to his taste.  
 This way of reasoning confirms that, aside from technical knowledge, the ability to elicit 
positive engagement from the social network around the artwork adds importantly to the success 
of the conservation treatment. An autoethnographic approach allows for analysis of the more 
social aspects surrounding the practices of the conservation process, which may be crucial for the 
success of a treatment or the artist’s consent. This approach, therefore, can be beneficial to the 
conservation profession as a whole, regardless of whether the artwork is contained, installed, or 
performed.  
 
 
Reflexive Method 

While retrospective reflexivity can be used to assess past conservation treatments in order to 
evaluate what actually happened, rather than looking at the results, as demonstrated with 
Roquebrune, the approach is ideally internalised as part of the conservator’s skill set, because it 
allows one to adapt strategies when deemed necessary. A reflexive method provides a 
consciousness with the conservator anticipating possible results, as the account of the artist 

                                                        
 
704 Hummelen and Sillé, 1999, ‘Decision-Making Model for the Conservation of Modern and Contemporary Art’; 
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interview opening this chapter demonstrates. It allows for strategic action and the development of 
tactics during the process of intervention. 
 A conservator’s testimony is not just a personal observation, but is critical and self-reflexive, 
consciously elucidating decisions and eliciting alternatives. This is important, because especially 
with complex variable artworks, choices are made continuously while past manifestations may be 
left to documentation. A conservator’s testimony will then be the only evidence left of the logic 
behind previous manifestations of variable artworks.  
 Although it was not the aim of this study to develop guidelines, the need for new qualitative 
research methods emerged through my research and analysis, resulting in an auto-ethnographic 
approach to make my personal involvement with the artwork accountable. Peer-judgement turned 
out to be a useful tool to raise more critical awareness, having colleagues assess your performance 
in preliminary written accounts, as seen with All shadows…. Thinking through alternative 
opinions by articulating their consequences in the form of pros and cons also proved effective in 
gaining insight into the process of decision-making with Roquebrune. Taking possibilities to 
extremes as a mental exercise is a valuable part of it, especially when combined with practical 
experiments. Testing options for Glass (One and Three) enforced a critical reflection of the 
conservator’s own position within the decision-making process.  
 Important characteristics of the method include identifying elements of discomfort and using 
‘thick descriptions’, as I did to illustrate the conservator’s anxiety during the conservation 
treatment of Dibbets’ Rubens Diptych III. When these factors are employed consciously, they 
reveal that even when performing a traditional conservation treatment, the conservator benefits 
from an autoethnographic approach, which brings a heightened level of consciousness. It allows 
for better insight into the cognitive process that is steering these movements in a continuous 
micro-level decision-making process, while performing minute actions and reactions in order to 
achieve a desired result. Reporting on these aspects in a conservator’s testimony provides clarity 
about how the decisions were well thought through within the parameters available. Expressing 
doubts as part of this process is especially effective, since this exposes the fundaments of the 
reasoning, and allows for better insight into the choices that have been made, and, more 
specifically, how they were made. Making this accountable in a first person narrative invites the 
reader to participate in considering the problem and to follow the line of reasoning, eliciting their 
own critical judgement. 
 
 
Transparency as Reversibility 

The idea of a conservator’s testimony is that the conservator’s actions can be followed in close 
detail by thick descriptions in an autoethnographic approach, so that choices taken and adaptions 
made along the way are made completely transparent. Moreover, an autoethnographic account 
provides the next conservator with an intellectual tool to both understand previous practices, 
while at the same time invoking the desired sense of personal responsibility.  
 Therefore, a biographical approach can be enriched by autoethnography to fulfil the 
normativity that is needed in decision-making in conservation. Moreover, a conservator’s 
testimony not only provides profound insight into the conservator’s interaction with the artwork, 
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it also elicits critical thinking from the next person who is responsible for the artwork’s 
conservation. Ellis and Bochner explained this double function of autoethnography: “The crucial 
issues are what narratives do [my italics], what consequences they have, to what uses they can be 
put.”705 A conservator’s testimony functions as a tool for the next conservator, because “Readers, 
too, take a more active role as they are invited into the author’s world, evoked to a feeling level 
about the events being described, and stimulated to use what they learn there to reflect on, 
understand and cope with.”706 This answers the question of how a biographical approach could be 
functional for conservation: this is possible if pursuing an autoethnographical approach when 
responsible for decisions on the artwork’s appearance.  
 It could even be suggested that a conservator’s testimony adheres to the idea of reversibility, 
since it allows for insight into the processes of decision-making and the work’s mediation towards 
future appearances, while in turn it encourages similar critical thinking with the next person 
involved, each time a manifestation is about to be made manifest. This suggests that a 
conservator’s testimony could be proposed as a new tool in conservation. 
 
 
7.4 Outlook: Towards Autoethnography 

The large framework of conservation research which advocates a holistic approach, can benefit 
from the autoethnographic method, due to its inherent reflexive stance of keeping a continuously 
open mind when engaging with a work, while a conservator’s testimony allows for a better 
understanding of the artwork’s biography through the conservator’s reflections. An 
autoethnographic approach seems a natural stance for the art conservator, suiting the restrained 
attitude that conservation ethics prescribe. By making explicit all the choices and dilemmas 
during the process of conservation by expressing doubts, fears, and unexpected turns of event, a 
valuable document of historical interest will be created. This conservator’s testimony will inform 
decisions about future conservation strategies, eliciting continuous critical thinking. 
 While time constraints can result in initial objection, internalising an autoethnographic 
approach as part of the conservator’s skill set will be a valuable asset to facilitate decision-making 
while making it at the same time accountable. Being reflexive does not demand extra effort, but is 
a state of mind.707 When embedding this approach in curricula and continued professional 
development, it is no longer a question of having enough time, since conservation still have to be 
carried out, as does documentation, but it provides the extra pair of critical eyes that can raise 
additional awareness. Autoethnography is a tool for a self-conscious approach when having to take 
decisions and perform conservation treatments. It is similar to being trained in conducting 
interviews, or learning to work with the Decision-Making Model, while in reality these are too 
elaborate to follow-up fully in daily practice. However, being trained in using the models is 
invaluable to develop a professional attitude. The autoethnographic approach gets to the heart of 
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the conservation profession, being rooted in concern about our cultural heritage, which needs to be 
expressed.  
 Although there is no single answer to the question on how to conserve conceptual art, 
ranging as it does from contained, installed, to performed behaviour, it is clear that the chosen 
strategies highly depend on the values that are attributed to the various aspects that the artwork 
entails. The relative conservation-paradigm/artwork-behaviour model can reveal functional 
paradigm shifts over time, disclosing how human input has caused this movement. It recognizes 
the forces that steer decision-making in conservation, while eliciting reflexive thinking about 
one’s own position in this system. Combined with a conservator’s testimony that is drawn from an 
autoethnographic approach, this process can be made transparent, forming an inter-subjective 
instrument which enables the analysis of the general attitude in decision-making at decisive 
moments during an artwork’s life. This is important as these kinds of processes are fundamental 
in understanding the way conceptual artworks continue their lives. Therefore, it is the process of 
the artwork’s assessment that needs critical attention.  
 A conservator’s testimony in an autoethnographic approach not only results in a thickly 
described document illuminating the significant decisions that are made, but it also serves as an 
active tool, because it engages the reader and, in turn, encourages reflexive thinking. It will elicit 
the critical awareness of future conservators regarding their roles in the artwork’s life, making 
them assess their own reading of the artwork and question their decisions, while intellectually it 
demands leaving a similar testimony of the interpretations made and the actions performed. In this 
way, conservator’s testimonies will continue to hand down the reflexivity that is needed in 
conservation, not only for conceptual artworks, but for the conservation of cultural heritage in 
general. 
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line-width adapted to the measurements of the glazed tiles on lower part of the walls 
along the staircase. Gemeentemuseum Den Haag, SCH-2000-0007. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter, 12 March 2013. 

Fig. 2.23 Joseph Kosuth, Zero & Not (1982) for Chambres d’amis, wall paper, floor to ceiling at 
dr. Vereecken’s house and former practice, 2 May 2012. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.24 Joseph Kosuth, Zero & Not (1982) for Chambres d’amis, detail: wall paper and pasted 
numbers near staircase, 2 May 2012. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.25 Jan Dibbets, Comet-Sea 6º-30º (1973), 20 Perspex-framed chromogenic prints 
distributed over the entire wall, plinth to ceiling, 440 x 600 cm. Collection Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam, A39251(1-20). Photo: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, C 35244. 
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Fig. 2.26 Jan Dibbets, Comet-Sea 6º-30º (1973), 20 Perspex-framed chromogenic prints 
distributed over the entire wall, 440 x 600 cm. Collection Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam, A39251(1-20). Photo: Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. Source: 
http://www.stedelijk.nl/kunstwerk/2404-comet-sea-3-60 [accessed 18 August 2014]. 

Fig. 2.27 Ger van Elk, Replacement Piece (1969), shortly after completion in front of Kunsthalle 
Bern.during When Attitudes Become Form. Source: http://www.borzoblog.nl/blog/111-
ger-van-elk-at-fondazione-prada [accessed 18 August 2014]. 

Fig. 2.28 Ger van Elk, Certificate for La Piece (1971) (2009), ink on digital colour print, 29,7 x 
21,5 cm, one of two sheets. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.541. Photo: 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 2.29 Ger van Elk, Certificate for La Piece (1971) (2009), ink on digital colour print, 29,7 x 
21,5 cm, one of two sheets. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.541. Photo: 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 2.30  Ger van Elk, Recipe for the Well Polished Floor Sculpture (1969) (1980), pencil, ink, 
adhesive tape, photograph on paper, 43,5 x 19,7 cm. Collection Museum Boymans van 
Beuningen, BEK 1569 b (MK). Source: http://collectie.boijmans.nl/en/collection/bek-
1569-b-(mk) [accessed 30 September 2015]. 

Fig. 2.31 Stedelijk Museum curator Bart Rutten buffing the partly waxed floor for Ger van Elk’s 
Well Polished Floor Sculpture (1969) in 2010, with the artist overseeing the process. 
Collection Museum Boymans van Beuningen. Photo: Martijn van Nieuwenhuizen / 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. Source: 
https://www.facebook.com/photo.php?fbid=10152301287813657&set=a.10152301287
798657.1073741876.606023656&type=1&theater [accessed 19 August 2014]. 

Fig. 2.32  Ger van Elk, photo related to La Piece (1971), in raking light, 11 June 2009, gelatin 
silver print on fibre-based paper, 20 x 25 cm. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 
131.539. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 2.33  Ger van Elk, Photo related to La Piece (1971), verso, 11 June 2009, with in Van Elk’s 
handwriting: “a.u.b. terug naar / Ger van Elk / O.Z.Achterburgwal 198 / A’dam / (La 
Pièce) 1971.” (“Please return to…”). Gelatin silver print on fibre-based paper, 20 x 25 
cm. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.539. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 2.34 Ger van Elk, Concave-Convex (1972, 1999), colour photograph on aluminium, 17 x 10 
x 360 cm. Gallery Borzo, Amsterdam, 8 September 2012. The wall label indicates that 
the previous version of 444 cm wide in the collection of the Groninger Museum is lost. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.35 Ger van Elk, The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Hollywood (1971), three framed 
chromogenic prints, 50,8 x 40 cm each, on display during In and Out of Amsterdam, 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, 2 July 2009. Collection Evelien de Vries Robbé, 
Amsterdam. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.36 Ger van Elk, The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Hollywood (1971), detail lower left 
corner of the middle photograph with artist’s autograph, showing silk screen surface 
and stain at the lower left, 2 July 2009. Collection Evelien de Vries Robbé, 
Amsterdam. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.37 Ger van Elk, The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Hollywood (1971), chromogenic 
prints, individually framed, 50,8 x 40 cm. each. Displayed at Conceptual Art in the 
Netherlands and Belgium, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, loaned from former 
collection Daled, Brussels, June 2002. Currently Collection MoMA, New York, 
728.2011.a-c. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.38 Ger van Elk, The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Hollywood (1971, 1999), colour 
photographs, individually framed, 84 x 82 cm each. Courtesy Grimm Gallery, 
Amsterdam. Source: http://grimmgallery.com/artists/ger-van-elk/work/ [accessed 15 
September 2014]. 
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Fig. 2.39 Ger van Elk, The Co-Founder of the Word O.K.–Marken V (1971, 1999), Cibachrome, 
individually framed, 71,5 x 71,5 cm. each. Courtesy De Expeditie. Source: 
http://www.de-expeditie.com/index.php?15 [accessed 25 November 2015]. 

Fig. 2.40 Ger van Elk, Replacement Piece (1969, 2011), sealed photographic print on metal base 
in front of Kröller-Müller Museum on a rainy day, 31 March 2013. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter. 

Fig. 2.41 Ger van Elk, Replacement piece (1969, 2013), sealed photographic print on metal base 
at Fondazione Prada, Venice on a rainy day, 3 November 2013. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter. 

Fig. 2.42 Ger van Elk, Replacement piece (1969, 2014), during installation by Van Lambalgen 
Allround Reclame in front of the Stedelijk Museum, under supervision Van Elk’s 
widow Kitty Ooms, their son Chris, and artist assistant Tatjana Brinkman, amongst 
others, 10 November 2014. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 2.43 Louis Baltussen, Jan Dibbets and Marleen Wagenaar filming the artist interview about 
The Shortest Day at the Van Abbemuseum (1970), Van Abbemuseum Eindhoven, 11 
November 2011. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

 
 
3. Conservation: Principles, Practices, and Research 
 
Fig. 3.1 Jan Dibbets, Rubens Diptych III (1993-94), chromogenic prints and watercolours on 

painted paper covered melamine faced laminated chipboard panels, 225,5 x 93 x 2 cm. 
each. Collection Bonnefantenmuseum, 04709 a-b. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / SRAL, 
1998. 

Fig. 3.2 Petrus Paulus Rubens, Franciscus I de Médicis (1621-1625), oil paint on canvas, 247 x 
116 cm. Collection Musée du Louvre, 1790. Source: https://www.pubhist.com/w4789 
[accessed 12 November 2015] 

Fig. 3.3 Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973), detail of a piano stool 1973: 
chromogenic print with airbrush and graphic accent (original magnification 8×). Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 February 2002. 

Fig. 3.4 Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973), 2000), detail of a piano stool 2000: 
airbrush on parts that were left open previously (original magnification 8×). Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 February 2002. 

Fig. 3.5 Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973, 2000), detail of a piano stool 2000: 
cuts and pastes on Cibachrome print of the line scan, Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la 
musique (original magnification 40×). Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam, 13 February 2002. 

Fig. 3.6 Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973), detail of the artist’s profile 1973: 
chromogenic print with retouched highlight on glasses (original magnification 8×). 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 February 2002. 

Fig. 3.7 Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973, 2000), detail of the artist’s profile 
2000: Cibachrome print of a line scan of the original (original magnification 8×). 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 February 2002 

Fig. 3.8 Ger van Elk, C’est moi qui fait la musique (1973, 2000), detail of the artist’s nose 
2000: cuts and pastes on Cibachrome print of the line scan (original magnification 
40×). Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 February 2002.  

Fig. 3.9 Ger van Elk’s statement on the new C’est moi qui fait la musique’s reverse: “Dit werk, 
C’est moi qui fait la musique is door mij opnieuw gemaakt als wijze van herstel op 
december 2000 en onlosmakelijk verbonden met de oorspronkelijke uitvoering. De 
nieuwe uitvoering hoort zich daarom in dezelfde lijst te bevinden en getoond vóór het 
oorspronkelijke.” (This work, C’est moi qui fait la musique, is made anew by me, by 
way of restoration, December 2000, and inseparably connected to the original 
execution. Therefore the new execution should be in the same frame and shown in 
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front of the original.). Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 13 
February 2002.  

Fig. 3.10 John Baldessari, Virtues and Vices (for Giotto) (1981), on display at LACMA, Los 
Angeles, 2010. 14 gelatin silver prints, 76 x 76 cm each. Collection Van Abbemuseum, 
1130. Source: http://farm5.static.flickr.com/4114/4736870062_b58029dc5d_b.jpg 
[accessed 16 April 2014]. 

Fig. 3.11 Advisory board selecting case studies for Science4Arts programme Photographs and 
Preservation. How to save photographic artworks for the future? Discussing John 
Baldessari’s, Virtues and Vices (for Giotto) (1981), Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 12 
November 2012. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / University of Amsterdam. 

 
 
4. Conserving work by Ger van Elk 
 
Fig. 4.1 Ger van Elk, Rope Sculpture (1968). Photo in exhibition leaflet Galerie Swart 1968. 

Stedelijk Library Archive. Source: 
http://www.christies.com/lotfinder/photographs/ger-van-elk-untitled-5839729-
details.aspx [accessed 14 September 2015]. 

Fig. 4.2 Ger van Elk, Colata in un ambiente (Casting in an environment) (1967), polyurethane 
foam. Photo in: Renato Barilli, Boezem, Ger van Elk (Bologna: La Nova Loggia, 
1968), in collection Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, BA 2360, called Baseboard series 
(1967). 

Fig. 4.3 Ger van Elk, Plinth Piece (1968), decorative trim, Arsenal in Amalfi. Photo in: Ger 
van Elk. Kunsthalle Basel, 7.10 – 9.11.1980, ARl, Musée d’Art Moderne de la ville de 
Paris, 21.11.1980 – 4.1.1981; Museum Boymans-van Beuningen, Rotterdam, 10.4 – 
31.5.1981, ed. by Geert van Beijeren and Ger van Elk (Eindhoven, 1980), p. 22. 

Fig. 4.4 Ger van Elk, The specific gravity of the artistic imagination I (1972), chromogenic 
prints on linen, wooden beam, bamboo stick, rope, metal suspension hooks, 150 x 510 
x 30.5 cm. Kröller-Müller Museum, Otterlo, KM 129.189. Photo: Kröller-Müller 
Museum, in: De horizon, een geestelijk verschiet / The horizon, a mental perspective, 
ed. by Marente Bloemenheuvel (Eindhoven and Rotterdam: Van Abbemuseum and 
NAi Publishers, 1999), p. 11 (reversed). 

Fig. 4.5 Ger van Elk, La Piece (2002), LCD-screen, flashcard, passe-partout, oak frame, 56 x 
62,5 x 5 cm. Galerie De Expeditie, Amsterdam, December 2002. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter. 

Fig. 4.6 Ger van Elk, La Piece (2002), LCD-screen, flashcard, passe-partout, oak frame, 56 x 
62,5 x 5 cm. Galerie De Expeditie, Amsterdam, December 2002. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter. 

Fig. 4.7 Ger van Elk, The Well-Shaven Cactus (1970), originally television broadcast as part of 
Identifications by Gerry Schum. Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, October 2001. Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 4.8  Ger van Elk, The Well-Shaven Cactus (1969-71), two gelatin silver prints with colour 
retouching, separately framed, 70,5 x 60,5 cm. Collection Reinier Lucassen, 
Amsterdam. Photo in: Beijeren and Elk, 1980, p. 35. 

Fig. 4.9 Ger van Elk, The Well-Shaven Cactus (1970, 1996), 16 mm colour film transferred to 
video, beamer projection on wall Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, December 1999. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 4.10 Ger van Elk, The Well-Shaven Cactus (1970, 1996). 16 mm colour film transferred to 
video, beamer projection on wall Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, December 1999. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 4.11 Ger van Elk, The Well-Shaven Cactus (2012), video (black and white). Beamer 
projection from hard disk on passe-partout on the wall at Gallery Grimm, Amsterdam, 
September 2012. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 
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Fig. 4.12 Ger van Elk, The Well-Shaven Cactus (2012), video (black and white). Beamer 
projection from hard disk on passe-partout on the wall at Gallery Grimm, Amsterdam, 
September 2012. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 4.13 Ger van Elk, Bouquet Anvers (1982), chromogenic print with alkyd paints on rigid 
PVC in wooden frame, 118 x 115 x 7 cm. Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, A 38880. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 23 February 2002. 

Fig. 4.14 Ger van Elk, Bouquet Anvers (1982), ddetail wrinkling of alkyd paints poured onto the 
chromogenic print straight from the can. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam, 23 February 2002. 

Fig. 4.15 Ger van Elk, The Adieu I (1974), unframed, gouache, acrylic emulsion paint, and ink 
on chromogenic print, 132 x 84 cm. Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, A 35650. Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, January 2002. 

Fig. 4.16 Ger van Elk, The Adieu I (1974), detail ink on chromogenic print. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, January 2002. 

Fig. 4.17 Ger van Elk, The Adieu I (1974), 2002 remake in front and the original in the back. 
Paper conservation studio Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, January 2002. 

Fig. 4.18 Ger van Elk, The Adieu IV (1974), acrylics on chromogenic print in wooden frame, 120 
x 91 cm. without frame. Van Abbemuseum, 734. Photo: Peter Cox / Van 
Abbemuseum, September 1996. 

Fig. 4.19 Ger van Elk, The Adieu (1975), gouache on chromogenic print, 93 x 145 x 4 cm. 
Collection Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands, K75399. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter / Netherlands Institute for Cultural Heritage (ICN), 10 December 2003. 

Fig. 4.20 Ger van Elk, Kinselmeer (Transparent #3) (1997), collection S.M.A.K. Source: 
http://beeldbank.gent.be/index.php/image/zoom/7a7e9e6be38c44c89213f0746526a177
f17748f4096e42159d1953431442cff8ea758331b0de49389b09ae21ae1e5c25, accessed 
28 April 2015. 

Fig. 4.21 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), showing shift in the colour chromogenic print on the 
right panel, 22 October 2002. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.22 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), reverse, 22 October 2002. Chromogenic print on 
canvas and acrylic dispersion paints on canvas, backed with a thin sheet of veneer 
mounted on plywood frame, joined together with a piano hinge, 120 x 277 x 42,5 cm. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.23 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), detail at the bottom on the reverse: chromogenic 
print pasted on linen stretched with canvas tacks, showing signature with title and year, 
22 October 2002. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.24 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), paint layer on left panel showing characteristics of 
acrylic dispersion paint (original magnification 25×), 3 January 2003. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.25 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), detail at the bottom revealing a difference in colour 
in the chromogenic print suggesting that the damage was largely caused by exposure to 
light, 23 October 2002. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.26 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), at Art & Project, Amsterdam. Photo: Tom Haartsen, 
1979. Photo in: Van Beijeren 1980, p. 43. 

Fig. 4.27 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), installation view Dutch Pavilion, Venice Biennial 
1980. Photo in: Van Beijeren, p. 43. 

Fig. 4.28 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), in crate from storage, 17 October 2002. Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.29 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), inventory photograph. Collection Frans Hals 
Museum, mf/msch 79-1304. Photo: Thijs Quispel, May 1999. Photo in: Torringa, p. 
238.  

Fig. 4.30 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), right half illuminated without filters in front of the 
halogen lamp of the slide projector, 17 December 2002. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans 
Hals Museum. 
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Fig. 4.31 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), right half illuminated through LEE filter Pale Green 
138, 17 December 2002. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.32 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), right half illuminated through LEE filter Straw Tint 
013, 17 December 2002. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Frans Hals Museum. 

Fig. 4.33 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), during Retrospective View, right half illuminated 
through coloured filters in a profile spot suspended from the ceiling of De Hallen, 
Haarlem 2003. Photo and drawing: Sanneke Stigter, July 2003. 

Fig. 4.34 Theatre profile spot with blades to shape the light beam in front of the lens, secured 
with improvised wedges and tie-wraps. Photo: Sanneke Stigter, July 2003. 

Fig. 4.35 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), condition in simulated daylight. Photo: Thijs 
Quispel, 15 July 2003, flashlight on daylight film. 

Fig. 4.36 Ger van Elk, Roquebrune (1979), exhibition Retrospective View, De Hallen, Haarlem 
2003. Right half illuminated through LEE filters UV 226, Pale Green 138 en Straw 
Tint 013. Photo: Thijs Quispel, 15 July 2003. 

Fig. 4.37 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 1973), inventory photograph of the work of 
the Kröller-Müller Museum after 1973. Photo: Kröller-Müller Museum. Negative 
number 12505/4. 

Fig. 4.38 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 1973), detail of the last strip near the corner 
with signature and dust trapped in gelatin layer, 8 November 2004. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 4.39 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 1973), detail of damage on the first strip, 8 
November 2004. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 4.40 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972) at the Van Abbemuseum, Eindhoven, 
January 1973. Photo: Kröller-Müller Museum Archive, Otterlo (slide). 

Fig. 4.41 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 1973), during Ger van Elk, Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam,15 November 1974 – 8 January 1975. Photo: Stedelijk Museum 
Amsterdam, detail. Negative number A12810. 

Fig. 4.42 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 2007), in the old sculpture gallery of the 
Kröller-Müller Museum, 30 January 2009. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum. 

Fig. 4.43 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 2007), detail chromogenic RC-print 
showing dye clouds, 23 May 2007. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 4.44 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 2007), after conservation treatment, 23 May 
2007. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 4.45 Usurf Custom microscopic scan of the 1976 chromogenic RC-print of Ger van Elk’s 
The Wider the Flatter showing the photograph’s surface roughness of 2,11 cm2, 
defined between 35,2 and -11,3 µ in height. The image layer is cracked. Measurements 
carried out at NanoFocus, Oberhausen, by Dr. Bill Wei, Cultural Heritage Agency, 11 
November 2013. Image: Dr. Bill Wei, Cultural Heritage Agency of the Netherlands 
(RCE).  

Fig. 4.46 Images of surface roughness of the 2006 chromogenic RC-print and the one from 1976 
of Ger van Elk’s The Wider the Flatter at NanoFocus in Oberhausen, analysed by Dr. 
Bill Wei, Cultural Heritage Agency, 11 November 2013. The new material is scaled up 
times 7 to reveal its surface roughness because it is much smoother than the original. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 4.47 Case study presentation during Inside Installations II at the Kröller-Müller Museum, 
21 March – 3 June 2007. Photograph conservator Clara von Waldthausen carrying out 
the conservation treatment on Ger van Elk’s The Wider the Flatter (1972). Video 
interviews with the museum’s conservator and the artist inform the audience about the 
case study. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum, 17 April 2007. 

Fig. 4.48 Ger van Elk signing The Wider the Flatter on the new chromogenic RC-prints at the 
Kröller-Müller Museum, 29 January 2009. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum. 
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Fig. 4.49 Ger van Elk, The Wider the Flatter (1972, 2007) after conservation treatment, 23 May 
2007. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

 
 
5. Installing work by Joseph Kosuth 
 
Fig. 5.1 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), glass and gelatin silver prints on 

aluminium, in 2014. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum. Photo: Marjon Gemmeke / 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.2. Joseph Kosuth in his studio at 44 W 22 Street, New York, 1968. The chair at the desk 
at the right resembles the one used for One and Three Chairs, while against the wall at 
the left could be the paste up for the chair’s dictionary definition, judging from the 
text’s lay out. Photo in: Kosuth, 1973., Vol. V. n.p. 

Fig. 5.3 Joseph Kosuth, Titled (Art as Idea as Idea) The Word "Definition" (1966-1968), 
mounted photographic enlargement of the dictionary definition of "definition", 144.8 x 
144.8 cm. MoMA, inv. no. 391.2010. Gift of Seth Siegelaub and Stichting Egress 
Foundation, Amsterdam. Photo: Ella Hendriks, 20 June 2015. 

Fig. 5.4 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), detail glass, upper left corner. 3 mm 
thick sheet of soda lime glass, 11 December 2014. Photo: Sanneke Stigter.  

Fig. 5.5 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), detail text in raking light showing fibre 
based paper and particles trapped between the photograph and aluminium, 11 August 
2011. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum.  

Fig. 5.6 Joseph Kosuth, detail 1977 photograph Glass (One and Three), raking light. Particles 
or air pockets between photograph and aluminium, dust and scratches, 11 August 
2011. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.7 Joseph Kosuth, detail upper left corner of 1977 photograph for Glass (One and Three) 
showing an irregular upper edge, 16 August 2011. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-
Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.8 Joseph Kosuth, Certificate of Glass (One and Three) (1976), pencil and ink on paper, 
30,3 x 45,5 cm, 2004. Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 125.436. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.9 Joseph Kosuth, Certificate of Glass (One and Three) (1976), detail filled out stamp, 
2004. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.10 Joseph Kosuth, Glass - One and three (1965). Photo: Eric Pollitzer, in: Kosuth, 1973. 
Vol. I, p. 31.  

Fig. 5.11 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), at the right during Recent acquisitions, 
13 November – 12 December 1982, Kröller-Müller Museum. Image and the text are 
positioned rather high on the wall. In the foreground: Carl Andre A copper ribbon 
(1969), and Gilbert & George Angry (1977). Photo: Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.12 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), during Una Giornata al Mare - A 
choice from the collection of Geertjan Visser, 26 June – 1 November 1992, Kröller-
Müller Museum. Photo: Cary Markerink / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.13 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), in 1995. Photo: Cary Markerink / 
Kröller-Müller Museum. Reproduced in: Van den Bosch and Van Kooten: 218-219 
and Héman, Poot and Visser p: 158-159. 

Fig. 5.14 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), during A choice from the collection 
Visser, 1 July – 17 September 2000, Kröller-Müller Museum. Installed with the 
photograph made at Visser's apartment in 1977. The text is secured with 4 L-screws 
and the photograph hanging from hinges on the back. Photo: Kröller-Müller Museum.  

Fig. 5.15 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), during Conceptual Art in Netherlands 
en Belgium 1965-1975: Artists, Collectors, Galleries, Documents, Exhibitions, Events, 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, 20 April – 12 June 2002. A new photograph of the 
glass according to the site is used for a visual site-specific effect. Photo: Stedelijk 
Museum Amsterdam; cropping: Karin Balog / Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam. 
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Fig. 5.16 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), during Inside Installations I, 25 
October 2006 – 7 January 2007, Kröller-Müller Museum, 5 January 2007. During the 
first part of the exhibition the work was installed as the museum had always done, with 
the photograph made at Visser's apartment in 1977. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-
Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.17 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), during Inside Installations I, 25 
October 2006 – 7 January 2007, 12 December 2006. Presented as a case study with the 
‘Stedelijk photograph’ high on the wall, an explanatory leaflet, an introductory 
interview, and artist statements about his Proto-Investigations to inform the audience. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.18 Joseph Kosuth, Certificate of Glass (One and Three) (1976), with the tube that it was 
sent in during Inside Installations I, 25 October 2006 – 7 January 2007 and Inside 
Installations II, 21 March – 3 June 2007, 12 December 2006. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.19 Conservator Sanneke Stigter and photographer Hans Meesters discussing the new 
photograph for Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) during Inside Installations I, 
November 2006. The audience could witness the art making process and the 
installation procedure. Photo: Freek van Arkel. 

Fig. 5.20 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), during Inside Installations II, 21 March 
– 3 June, 2007, presented in a site-related form. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-
Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.21 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), detail 1977 photograph in reflecting 
light, showing the structure fibre-based paper and a semi glossy surface, a scratch, and 
air pockets between the gelatin silver print and the aluminium support, at the lower 
middle where the glass touches the floor. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum, August 2011. 

Fig. 5.22 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), detail 2002 photograph in reflecting 
light, showing the pearl matte structure of the resin coated photographic print, at the 
lower left where the glass touches the floor. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum, 16 August 2011. 

Fig. 5.23 Installation view at Leo Castelli Gallery, New York, December 1972, showing work of 
Kosuth, One and Three Hammers and One and Three Tables amongst others Joseph 
Kosuth. Photo in: Joseph Kosuth, Art after Philosophy and After. Collected Writings, 
1966–1990, ed. by Gabriele Guercio (Cambridge, MA: MIT Press, 1991). Ill. 5.  

Fig. 5.24 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), collection Museum of Modern Art, 
installation moment unknown. Photo: taken from the web 13 August 2004, personal 
archive. 

Fig. 5.25 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), collection Museum of Modern Art, 
installation moment unknown. Source: 
http://theslideprojector.com/art1/art1summer/art1lecture10.html [accessed 14 August 
2011]. 

Fig. 5.26 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), collection Museum of Modern Art, 
installation moment unknown. Photo: taken from the web 13 August 2004, personal 
archive. 

Fig. 5.27 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), in 2003. Photo: Digital Image © The 
Museum of Modern Art Licensed by SCALA Art Resource, NY. Source: 
http://3.bp.blogspot.com/_e3rNusvMIsc/R94668kXriI/AAAAAAAAAHA/Rfw0GrFsl
_E/s1600-h/t_grieve4.jpg [accessed 10 August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.28 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), Information, Museum of Modern Art, 
July – September 1970. The chair is on a small white plinth. Photograph in: Ken Allen, 
‘Understanding Information’, in Conceptual Art: Theory, Myth, and Practice, ed. by 
Michael Corris (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), pp. 144–68., ill. 28, 
p. 145. 
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Fig. 5.29 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), Information, Museum of Modern Art, 
July – September 1970. The chair is on a small white plinth. Source: 
http://blog.jerwoodvisualarts.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/05/JVA_beanbags.jpg 
[accessed 2 March 2016]. 

Fig. 5.30 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), Inaugural Opening Exhibition, Museum 
of Modern Art, 15 January 2005. Photo: Roger Griffith / MoMA. 

Fig. 5.31 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), Museum of Modern Art, October 2005. 
Photo: Bas Mühren / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.32 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs (1965), July 2010. Museum of Modern Art. 
Photo: Ana Mesa, source: http://www.flickr.com/photos/anamariamesa/4814376240/ 
[accessed 10 August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.33 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-German] (1965), installation moment 
unknown. Photo: taken from the web, personal archive. 

Fig. 5.34 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-German] (1965), in 1983. Galerie Paul 
Maenz, Köln. Sammlung Paul Maenz, Neues Museum Weimar. Source: 
http://dreher.netzliteratur.net/3_Konzeptkunst_Kosuth_One.html [accessed 28 June 
2011]. 

Fig. 5.35 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-German] (1965). Sammlung Paul 
Maenz, Neues Museum Weimar, installation moment unknown. Photo: taken from the 
web, personal archive. 

Fig. 5.36 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-German] (1965), in 2009.‘U.F.O. - 
Grenzgänge zwischen Kunst und Design’, NRW-Forum Kultur und Wirtschaft, 
Düsseldorf 23.05.2009–05.07.2009. Sammlung Paul Maenz, Neues Museum Weimar. 
Source: http://www.nrw-forum.de/blog/2009/05/30/kosuth-joseph/ [accessed 10 
August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.37 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-German] (1965). Photo in: Eugene 
Tan, ‘Joseph Kosuth’s One and Three Chairs’, in Understanding Art Objects: Thinking 
Through the Eye, ed. by Tony Godfrey and Megan Aldrich (Farnham: Lund 
Humphries, 2009), pp. 53–61 (p. 59, Fig. 26). 

Fig. 5.38 Joseph Kosuth, Certificate of One and three plants [English-German] (1965): “Photo 
of plant should change relative to plant”. Photo in: Joseph Kosuth, Joseph Kosuth 1965 
& 1967: Protoinvestigations 1965 & The First Investigations ([n.p.]: [n.p.]). 

Fig. 5.39 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Plants [English-French] (1965). Photo in: Kosuth. 
Fig. 5.40 Joseph Kosuth, Clock (One and Five) [English/Latin] (1965). Clock, photograph and 

printed texts on paper, support: 610 x 2902 mm. Purchased 1974 Tate Collection, 
T01909. Source: 
http://www.tate.org.uk/servlet/ViewWork?workid=8223&tabview=work [accessed 6 
May 2011]. 

Fig. 5.41 Joseph Kosuth, Wall (one and five) (1965). Source: 
http://www.uniurb.it/Filosofia/bibliografie/Kosuth/Sito/Bibliografia.htm [accessed 10 
August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.42 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-French] (1965), in 1985. Centre 
George Pompidou, 1M 1976-987. Photo: Centre Pompidou / Musée national d'art 
moderne/CCI, Service de la documentation des Collections. Photo: 
http://www.kritikaonline.net/wp-content/uploads/1985-One-and-Three-Chairs.jpg 
[accessed August 14, 2011, no longer available] 

Fig. 5.43 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-French] (1965). Centre George 
Pompidou, 1M 1976-987. Photo: ©Adagp, Paris, source: 
http://www.centrepompidou.fr/education/ressources/ENS-ArtConcept/image03.htm 
[accessed 10 August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.44 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Chairs [English-French] (1965), in 2010. Exhibition 
Chefs-d’oeuvre?, Centre Pompidou–Metz, 2010, © ADAGP. Photo: Rémi Villaggi, 
source: http://www.mudam.lu/en/agenda/details/event/gian-maria-tore-lart-qui-parle-
de-lui-meme/ [accessed 10 August 2011].  
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Fig. 5.45 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), Young Classics, Kröller-Müller 
Museum, 2009. Photo: Cary Markerink / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.46 Joseph Kosuth, Certificate of Glass (One and Three), 1976, detail indicating that the 
photograph measures 6,2 cm (2 3/4 inches), 0,9 cm larger than the glass, allowing 
enough for a life-size depiction, 2011. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum. 

Fig. 5.47 Joseph Kosuth during a lecture, showing the installation view of One and Three Glass 
at his studio. Symposium Personal Structures "Existence", April 2, 2008, Setagaya Art 
Museum, Tokyo, Japan. To the left: Karlyn De Jongh, Sarah Gold. Photograph: 
http://www.personalstructures.org/index.php?page=150 [accessed 20 February 2016] 

Fig. 5.48 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Mirrors (1965), all parts 122 x 122 cm. National 
Gallery of Australia, NGA 78.389.A-B, purchased 1978. Source: 
http://artsearch.nga.gov.au/Detail-LRG.cfm?View=LRG&IRN=111383 [accessed 11 
August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.49 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Mirrors [English-German] (1965), photograph and 
mirror 115 x 115 cm; text 83 x 115 cm. Rupf Stiftung, Bern, purchased from Ziegler 
Gallery, Bern 1989, G 89.008. Source: http://www.rupf-
stiftung.ch/?m=4&lang=d&dirid=65 [accessed 4 August 2011]. 

Fig. 5.50 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Mirrors (1965), photograph 132 x 132 cm.; mirror 125 
x 125 cm.; text 61 x 76 cm. Galleria Lia Rumma, Milan, Source: 
http://www.liarumma.it [accessed 27 July 2011]. 

Fig. 5.51 Joseph Kosuth, One and Three Mirrors (1965), detail of back of photograph at storage 
Galleria Lia Rumma, Milan, 18 May 2011. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 5.52 Transparency of dictionary definition of the English word ‘Glass’ for Glass (One and 
Three) (1965), the English version in the collection M.J.S., Paris, 29 June 2009. Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 5.53 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965). English version in Collection M.J.S., 
Paris. Photo: M.J.S., Paris. Photo courtesy Collection MJS, Paris. 

Fig. 5.54 Conservator cleaning new site in 2010 for Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) in 
preparation of Welcome Ad Reinhardt, Kröller-Müller Museum, 16 September 2010. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 5.55 Photographer Hans Meesters and conservator Sanneke Stigter while making a new 
photograph for Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) for Welcome Ad Reinhardt, 29 
October 2010. Kröller-Müller Museum. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum. 

Fig. 5.56 Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), Welcome Ad Reinhardt, Kröller-Müller 
Museum, 28 December 2010. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

 
 
6. Co-Producing work by Jan Dibbets 
 
Fig. 6.1 Jan Dibbets, All shadows that occurred to me in… (1969), masking tape, dimensions 

variable. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.297. Photo: Sanneke Stigter, 18 
April 2009. 

Fig. 6.2  Jan Dibbets, 13 Faggots with neon branch (1968), branches, neon lights, electrical 
wiring, and transformers, dimensions variable. Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 125.551. 
Photo: Marjon Gemmeke / Kröller-Müller Museum, 28 October 2008. 

Fig. 6.3  Jan Dibbets, Untitled (1969), photolithographed postcard, published by Seth Siegelaub, 
New York, approx. 1.200 copies. On the reverse: “On May 9 [Friday], May 12 
[Monday], and May 30 [Friday] 1969 at 3:00 Greenwich Mean Time [9:00 EST] Jan 
Dibbets will make the gesture indicated on the overside at the place marked "X" in 
Amsterdam, Holland.” Addressed to H+H van Eelen: collection Kröller-Müller 
Museum, KM 130.717. Photo: Kröller-Müller Museum. 
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Fig. 6.4  Jan Dibbets, Perspective correction - rectangle with 1 diagonal (1967), silver gelatin 
emulsion on canvas on a stretcher, 108,5 x 108,5 cm, Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 
104.838. Photo: Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.5 Jan Dibbets, Cupola (1985-86). Photo in: Jan Dibbets: Interior Light. Works on 
Architecture 1969-1990, ed. by Rudi H Fuchs and Gloria Moure (New York: Rizzoli, 
1991). 101. 

Fig. 6.6 Jan Dibbets, The shortest day at the Van Abbemuseum (1970), in a combined set up 
with the photo-collage and the slide projection on display during 'For Eindhoven’ - The 
City as Muse, Van Abbemuseum 3 September 2011 - 8 January 2012, photographed 
before Dibbets advised to reduce projection size. Photo: Van Abbemuseum. 

Fig. 6.7 Jan Dibbets, Film Painting - White Table (1971), chromogenic prints on aluminium 
sheets, 180 x 194,5 cm. Collection Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, A34631. Photo: 
Stedelijk Museum, C33299. 

Fig. 6.8 Jan Dibbets, Film Painting - White Table (1971, 1976), chromogenic prints on acrylic 
sheet, 179,1 x 194,3 cm. Collection Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, A34631. Photo: 
Stedelijk Museum, 7505-33. 

Fig. 6.9 Jan Dibbets, Film Painting - Flowers in Vase - vertical (1971), chromogenic prints on 
aluminium sheets, 176 x 191 x 2.2 cm. Collection S.M.A.K., 0487. Photo: Archive 
Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam, C 33300. 

Fig. 6.10 Jan Dibbets, Film Painting - Flowers in Vase - vertical (1971), detail showing the 
original rounded corners from the film frames., 4 May 2012. Photo: Rebecca 
Heremans / S.M.A.K. 

Fig. 6.11 Jan Dibbets, detail of left panel of Rubens Diptych III (1993), chromogenic prints and 
watercolours on paper-covered melamine faced chipboard panels, 225,5 x 93 x 2 cm. 
each. Detail before conservation treatment, 16 September 1998. Collection 
Bonnefantenmuseum, 04709 a. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / SRAL. 

Fig. 6.12 Jan Dibbets, detail of All shadows that occurred to me... (1969), masking tape, 
dimensions variable, 6 June 2012. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.297. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 6.13 Jan Dibbets, All shadows that occurred to me in Museum Haus Lange, executed 
between December 8 and 12, 1969 (1969), showing that the lines travel over the wall 
to the floor and continue to adjacent galleries. Photo: Collection Kröller-Müller 
Museum, KM 131.364_Documentation of KM 131.297: KM 131.364-1c. 

Fig. 6.14 Jan Dibbets, Alle mir in diesem Raum aufgefallenen Schatten… (1969), Lettraset dry 
transfer letters and pencil on paper, 37 x 38 cm. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, 
KM 133.162. Photo: Sanneke Stigter, 4 June 2013. 

Fig. 6.15 Jan Dibbets, All shadows that occurred to me in… (1969), in 1970 at Galerie Yvon 
Lambert, Paris. Photo: Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 
131.364_Documentation of KM 131.297: KM 131.364-1j. 

Fig. 6.16 Jan Dibbets, toutes les ombres… (1970), Lettraset dry transfer letters and ink on paper, 
26 x 36,8 cm. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 133.163. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter, 4 June 2013. 

Fig. 6.17 Jan Dibbets, toutes le ombre… (1970), Lettraset dry transfer letters and ink on paper, 
26 x 35 cm. Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.364, documentation of KM 
131.297: KM 131.364-4. Photo: Sanneke Stigter, 16 May 2013. 

Fig. 6.18  Jan Dibbets, Toutes les ombres qui j’ai captées sur ce mur le 14 Décembre 1981 sont 
indiquées à l’aide d’adhésif, during Murs, Centre George Pompidou, Paris, France. 
Photo: Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.364, documentation of KM 
131.297: KM 131.364-1k. 

Fig. 6.19 Jan Dibbets, All shadows that occurred to me in… (1969), during Behind the facts, 
Interfunctionen 1968-1975, Kunsthalle Fridericianum, Kassel, Germany. Photo: 
Collection Kröller-Müller Museum, KM 131.364, documentation of KM 131.297: KM 
131.364-1. 
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Fig. 6.20 Jan Dibbets All the shadows which I noticed are taped off (1969), Sculpture Biennial 
Carrara, July 2006. Source: 
http://www.2006.labiennaledicarrara.it/fotozoom.asp?foto=19-alveare_big.jpg 
[accessed 24 Nov. 2011, no longer available].  

Fig. 6.21 Jan Dibbets and Kaayk start materialising All shadows that occurred to me… (1969) 
when the sun appeared, 10 April 2009. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller 
Museum.  

Fig. 6.22 Jan Dibbets continues applying tape when the sun reappears, 10 April 2009. Photo: 
Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.23 Jan Dibbets marks the sunlit areas with masking tape, 10 April 2009. Photo: Sanneke 
Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.24 Jan Dibbets and conservators Evelyne Snijders and Sanneke Stigter installing All 
shadows…, 10 April 2009. Photo: Toos van Kooten/ Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.25 Jan Dibbets, All shadows… (1969) installation with Jan Dibbets and conservators 
Evelyne Snijders and Sanneke Stigter, 10 April 2009. Photo: Toos van Kooten/ 
Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.26 Carl Andre, Philemon (1981) and Boucis (1981), western red cedar wood; Jan Dibbets, 
All shadows that occurred to me in the Kröller-Müller Museum on Good Friday 2009 
(according to label). Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.27 Kröller-Müller Museum’s old entrance with original Berlage-display cases casting the 
type of shadows that Jan Dibbets approved of for All shadows that occurred to me 
in…, executed in the adjacent gallery to the left. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-
Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.28 Jan Dibbets carefully cutting tape in sharp tips for All shadows…, 10 April 2009. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.29 Conservator Evelyne Snijders including taping off of the shadows on the windowsills 
for All shadows..., 10 April 2009. Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 

Fig. 6.30 All shadows that struck us in the Kröller-Müller Museum on March 19, 2012 (1969, 
execution 2012) (according to label), 31 March 2012. Photo: Sanneke Stigter. 

Fig. 6.31 All shadows that struck me in the Kröller-Müller Museum on 8 July 2013 (1969, 
execution 2013) (according to label), 9 July 2013. Photo: Merle Smeets / Kröller-
Müller Museum. 
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 Ger van Elk, La Piece (1971) and Joseph Kosuth, Glass (One and Three) (1965), after 

installation for Welcome Ad Reinhardt, Kröller-Müller Museum, 16 September 2010. 
Photo: Sanneke Stigter / Kröller-Müller Museum. 
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journals, and book chapters; some as a direct outcome of the present research. The following list 
explains the role of these publications in this study, in addition to the references in footnotes at the 
relevant chapter sections. While some titles are referred to at multiple places throughout the study, 
they are all listed chronologically or grouped per subject below.  
 
 
Photoworks 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Living artist, living artwork? The problem of faded colour photographs in the 
work of Ger van Elk’, in Modern Art, New Museums: Contributions to the 2004 IIC 
Congress, Bilbao, ed. by Ahsok Roy and Perry Smith (London: IIC, 2004), pp. 105–8 
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Chapter 1 opens with an example that I have discussed before in two articles based on my thesis 
which concluded the 5-year postgraduate training program in Conservation and Restoration of 
Paintings and Painted Objects at the Limburg Conservation Institute (SRAL): Ger van Elk: Issues 
in the Conservation of Colour Photographs (‘Ger van Elk: Conserveringsproblematiek van 
kleurenfotografie’), Stichting Restauratie Atelier Limburg, Maastricht, 4 July 2003. While the 
publications only briefly mention the example of Van Elk’s C’est moi… to illustrate the problems 
that photoworks pose to conservators when involving artists, in the present study the case is more 
thoroughly explored with relation to the issue of authenticity in Chapter 3. The 2004 article in the 
IIC Bilbao conference proceedings focuses on retouching with light as a solution to enhance 
colour shifted photographs. This at that time innovative strategy is discussed in Chapter 4, but in 
the present study the emphasis is placed more on the behind-the-scenes museum practices and the 
involvement of the artist as additional challenges. I have also published on patina and vintage 
prints before, in a Dutch journal for artists and conservators called Artist Materials in Dutch, 
evidence of which is found in Chapter 2. However, here I discuss the issues in the context of 
conceptual art, going into far more depth. 
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Replacement 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘To replace or not to replace? Photographic material in site-specific conceptual 
art’, in ICOM-CC 14th Triennial Meeting The Hague: Preprints, ed. by Isabelle Sourbès-
Verger (London: James & James/Earthscan, 2005), 365–70 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Ger van Elk: The Wider the Flatter, 1972’, in Inside Installations: Preservation 
and Presentation of Installation Art, ed. by Paulien ’t Hoen and Tatja Scholte (Amsterdam / 
’s-Hertogenbosch: ICN / SBMK, 2007), pp. 12–13 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Between Concept and Material: Decision-making in Retrospect: Conservation 
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d’Aujourd'hui, Patrimoine de Demain. Conservation et Restauration des Oeuvres 
Contemporaines (Champs-sur-Marne: SFIIC, 2009), pp. 74–81 

 
The first case by Ger van Elk in Chapter 4, Roquebrune, refers to the work I carried out in 
2002/2003 and published about in 2004 (see above). The other case in this chapter I used as an 
example of conservation problems of site-specific photoworks at the ICOM-CC Triennial 
Meeting in 2005. A short summary of the research results followed in 2007, and a more extensive 
article appeared in 2009. Although a lot of the factual information in Chapter 4 can be found in 
these publications, the added value of this chapter is the retrospective critical reflection on 
decision-making and negotiations as part of the whole conservation process, presenting the 
conservator’s involvement from a completely new perspective. 
 
 
Installation 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Joseph Kosuth: Glass (One and Three), 1965’, in Inside Installations: 
Preservation and Presentation of Installation Art, ed. by Paulien ’t Hoen and Tatja Scholte 
(Amsterdam / ’s-Hertogenbosch: ICN / SBMK, 2007), pp. 20–21 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘How Material is Conceptual Art? From Certificate to Materialisation: 
Installation practices of Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three)’, in Inside Installations. 
Theory and Practice in the Care of Complex Artworks, ed. by Tatja Scholte and Glenn 
Wharton (Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2011), pp. 69–80 

 
The case in Chapter 5 by Joseph Kosuth was previously published as part of the research project 
Inside Installations: Preservation and Presentation of Installation Art (2004-2007): first being 
introduced at the ICOM-CC Triennial Meeting preprints 2005 (see above), then in a summary of 
preliminary research findings in 2007, and finally in a more thorough account of the case in 2011. 
However, Chapter 5 presents additional research findings, extensive comparative studies, and a 
more thorough reflection on the research methods used and choices made, while exploring the 
installation practice as a research tool, and critically assessing the role of the conservator. 
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New Strategies 

Vall, Renée van de, Hanna Hölling, Tatja Scholte, and Sanneke Stigter, ‘Reflections on a 
Biographical Approach to Contemporary Art Conservation’, in ICOM-CC 16th Triennial 
Conference Lisbon 19-23 September 2011: Preprints, ed. by Janet Bridgland (Almada: 
Critério-Produção Grafica, Lda, 2011) 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Research in New Strategies in Conservation of Contemporary Art’, ICOM-CC 
MMCA Working Group Newsletter, 3 (2013), 8–9 

 
The 2011 conference paper outlines the methodological approach of the research project New 
Strategies in the Conservation of Contemporary Art to which this study is closely related. Project 
leader Renée van de Vall is the principal author, using parts of the unpublished manuscripts of the 
project participants. Some of my text is quoted, being mainly found in Chapter 1 of this 
dissertation. Furthermore, the function of a biographical approach is illustrated with my case 
study of Joseph Kosuth, which is the subject of Chapter 5. The 2013 publication also briefly 
explains the aim and presents the research subjects of all research members of the New Strategies 
in Conservation of Contemporary Art group, including the present study. 
 
 
Artist Interview 

Beerkens, Lydia, Paulien ’t Hoen, IJsbrand Hummelen, Tatja Scholte, Vivian van Saaze, and 
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Buisman’, in The Artist Interview. For Conservation and Presentation of Contemporary Art. 
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Scholte, Sanneke Stigter, IJsbrand Hummelen, and Vivian van Saaze (Heijningen: Jap Sam 
Books, 2012), pp. 102–111 

 
The subsection Artist Interviews and Living Records in Chapter 3 includes aspects about the artist 
interview that I have published before in the context of a jointly edited book. Chapter 4 of the 
present study borrows from the Ger van Elk chapter of this book for the general analysis of his 
work. Throughout the thesis, the interview as a research method is considered from a more 
theoretical perspective than has been presented in the book, which becomes especially clear in the 
case study Chapters 4 and 6, and in the conclusion, Chapter 7.  
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147–48 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Co-produrre arte concettuale. Della conservazione di un’installazione variabile 
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Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Co-Producing Conceptual Art: A Conservator’s Testimony’, ed. by Lúcia 
Almeida Matos, Rita Macedo, and Gunnar Heydenreich, Revista de História da Arte, Série 
W.4 (2015), 103–14 <http://revistaharte.fcsh.unl.pt/rhaw4/RHAw4.pdf> [accessed 15 
October 2015] 

 
 
The preliminary research findings found in Chapter 6 of the present study have previously been 
published. The idea of dynamic art technological source research was presented first in a poster 
presentation in 2012 at the ICOM-CC ATSR Working Group Interim Meeting in Brussels, and 
published about in the conference proceedings, which appeared in 2014. A second publication on 
the Dibbets-case is in a book chapter in Italian, while an edited version of it was presented at the 
conference Performing Documentation in the Conservation of Contemporary Art in Lisbon, co-
organised by the Network for Contemporary Art Conservation Research (NeCCAR) in 2013. The 
resulting publication appeared in 2015. In the present study the case includes additional research 
findings and a more thorough foundation of the developed approach in conservation, leading 
towards the final conclusion. 
 
 
Authenticity 

Stigter, Sanneke, ‘Through the conservator’s lens: from analogue photowork to digital printout. 
How is authenticity served?’, in Authenticity in Transition: Changing Practices in 
Contemporary Art Making and Conservation, ed. by Erma Hermens and Frances Robertson 
(London: Archetype Publications, 2016), pp. 169–78. 

 
Part of the research in Chapter 3 was presented during another NeCCAR-conference, Authenticity 
in Transition: Changing Practices in Contemporary Art Making and Conservation, in Glasgow in 
2014. The resulting book appeared in April 2016. 



 

  

Summary 

Between Concept and Material 
Working with Conceptual Art: A Conservator’s Testimony 
 
 
This doctoral dissertation, Between Concept and Material. Working with Conceptual Art: A 
Conservator’s Testimony, focuses on conceptual art examined through the lens of conservation. 
This discloses a different side of conceptual art than is generally considered in the literature, 
revealing behind-the-scenes museum practices, casting new light on some iconic conceptual 
artworks. Hence, the present study contributes both to conservation theory and art history. At the 
same time it considers the practice of art conservation as reflected back from the challenges 
conceptual art poses to the conservator. As a result, this study contributes to advancements in the 
conservation profession as a whole, by proposing a new methodological approach that can benefit 
conservators from every branch or specialisation.  
 The manuscript contains seven chapters, including the introduction and the conclusion; an 
abstract; acknowledgements; references; a list of cited author’s publications; and a list of figures 
referring to the separate document that contains the images, which provide important support for 
the research put forward.  
 Chapter 1, Introduction: What is the Matter?, introduces the subject of the thesis and 
explains the opposing ideals of conceptual art and traditional art conservation, the former negating 
the material object in art, while the latter being based upon it. The main research question posed 
is: how can one preserve a concept when there is material to work with? Special attention is given 
to questions of dealing with original materials versus replacement, the artist’s ideal versus the 
conservator’s dilemmas, and the general impact of practice, each of these aspects putting the role 
of the conservator to the test. To address these issues, case-based studies are used to extract 
appropriate research methods, enlisting ethnographic research methods to acknowledge the 
inevitability of personal input. This approach allows for a process-based research, enriching the 
traditional object-based approach in conservation from a reflexive approach. Cases are selected 
from the author’s own practice, each according to a different ‘behaviour’, based on the Variable 
Media Approach, in order to cover a broad spectrum of materialised conceptual artworks. Finally, 
key terms are explained, and the context of relevant developments in the conservation of 
contemporary art is sketched, providing the basis on which the present research builds. 
 Chapter 2, Conceptual Art: Matter of Conservation, explores conceptual art by analysing the 
way conceptual artists used certain materials and exploited particular techniques, demonstrating 
that these were often chosen to underpin the concept of their work and hence make material form 
more meaningful than is generally thought. In addition, in becomes clear that the market and the 
museums strongly influence the way conceptual artworks are perpetuated over time. The varied 
ways in which the artwork’s certificate may be used are exposed, sometimes affecting material as 
well as immaterial features, such as site-specificity, as a result. Although the practices of both 
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museums and artists illustrate a rather loose relation between concept and material in some 
conceptual artworks, this chapter demonstrates that the works may be more vulnerable than 
thought and sometimes all too easily changed. Furthermore, close examination of a work’s 
physical manifestation during installation reveals a reality that can differ from that laid down in 
written records, which again demonstrates the value of the conservator’s object-based approach 
for the installation of conceptual art. 
 Chapter 3, Conservation: Principles, Practices, and Research, explores the conservation 
profession in more detail and relates it to the realm of the curator, paying special attention to 
traditional conservation ethics and notions of authenticity and artist’s intent which are examined 
in both a historical and contemporary setting. In the context of today’s audience it is proposed 
that, in the case of a remake, clear communication of this fact to the audience could still generate 
an authentic experience of the artwork, compensating for its loss of historicity. Although it is 
clear that conceptual art needs an approach that allows for change when required, this chapter 
demonstrates that the conservator’s generally restrained attitude towards interference with the 
physical object is still valuable in order to minimize unwanted changes and to maximize reporting 
on how these works evolve over time. The fear of unwanted change is identified as a useful tool 
to maintain a critical stance. Other research tools in contemporary art conservation are also 
discussed, while the installation process is proposed as a form of conservation as well as a 
dynamic source for technical art history, since conceptual artworks often only exist when they are 
presented. In order to assess the dynamics involved, it is proposed to enrich the object-based 
decision-making model by using process-based analysis. Specifically, it is proposed to focus on 
the performed actions in relation to conceptual art’s manifestations using a ‘reflection model’ 
derived from the field of autoethnographic research.  
 With Chapters 2 and 3 having identified the key issues in the conservation of conceptual art, 
the stage is then set for the three case study chapters, which illuminate different encounters in 
conservation using a critical autoethnographic approach.  
 Chapter 4, Conserving Work by Ger van Elk, addresses two sculptural ‘contained’ 
photographic works by Ger van Elk (1941-2014), Roquebrune (1979) and The Wider the Flatter 
(1972). One case focuses on material integrity, the other on historical values. A central theme is 
the challenge to navigate between the artist’s opinion and the conservator’s ethical approach. 
Unlike Van Elk’s own strategy of remaking his discoloured photographic works, in the case of 
Roquebrune an innovatory and non-invasive solution was found through retouching with coloured 
light. For The Wider the Flatter, on the other hand, a more invasive choice was taken to renew the 
photographs. A critical assessment of the work’s site-specificity identifies it as site-related, 
though through the choices made remaining a relatively passive feature in its current context. This 
highlights the conservator’s influence when dealing with conceptual features. In both cases, the 
course of action is critically reflected upon afterwards in order to put the conservator’s role in 
perspective. The conservator is shown to play a steering role through the impact of the artist 
interview, the interpretation of documentation, and the construction of decision-making.  
 Chapter 5, Installing Work by Joseph Kosuth, concerns an object-based ‘installed’ work: 
Joseph Kosuth’s Glass (One and Three) (1965). This case involves working with a certificate, 
while the question of its apparent site-related variability is central. The work exists as an artwork 
when installed according to defined parameters with relatively fixed elements. Still, the history of 
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this and related work demonstrate significant differences. This study was carried out without 
direct involvement of the artist, instead using careful analysis of his writings, as well as other 
literature, and archival documents. Moreover, extensive comparative studies of similar work in 
other collections, such as One and Three Chairs, offered various perspectives. The installation 
process is explored as a research tool, triggering essential questions about the nature of the work, 
while at the same time laying bare the fundaments of the role of the museum and of art 
conservation. The possibilities to steer and stage the artwork make clear that the conservator 
actually enters its life, just as other stakeholders had done before and will do again, each person 
involved affecting the artwork’s appearance to a greater or lesser degree. This realisation calls for 
a reflexive approach when assessing the process of reinstallation as a contemporary form of 
conservation each time the work is put on display. 
 Chapter 6, Co-Producing Work by Jan Dibbets, elaborates this idea with reference to Jan 
Dibbets’ All shadows that occurred to me… (1969), a ‘performed’ work that is shaped in a 
continuous collaborative creative process. Multiple artist interviews are conducted, while 
participatory practice confirmed to the important function of installation as a research tool. The 
work’s open-ended character is aimed to be preserved by assessing the work through an 
autoethnographic approach, demonstrating a reflexive stance during research in participatory 
practice to analyse the artist’s ideas about the work and to pinpoint the conservator’s role, 
revealing that the artwork’s appearance is shaped in dialogue within a given set of circumstances. 
At the same time the artist interview is assessed as narrative construction, influencing the 
artwork’s articulation and continuation. An autoethnography not only makes this accountable, it 
also elicits critical thinking with the reader, which illustrates its function in both method and 
form. Ideally all installations are followed in a similar manner by the conservators involved, 
assessing every installation as if it were a new acquisition. Not only accounting the work’s 
materialisation, but also as a tool for future installers, because it evokes a critical stance, an extra 
critical eye to ensure the work’s proper continuation in time. 
 Chapter 7, Conclusion: A Conservator’s Testimony, finally draws the case studies together. 
Analysing the way various types of conceptual artworks have been managed over time in a 
biographical approach has revealed that especially the social processes affect the material form of 
conceptual artworks, sometimes even resulting in an ontological shift of the work. Different 
conceptions of the same artwork demonstrate a direct relationship between prevailing values and 
attributed behaviour, which are invoked by the people who work with them. This demonstrates 
the importance of assessing the dynamics surrounding the works that affect their materialised 
form, requiring a research method that allows conservators to assess process-based activities, 
including their own actions, with the purpose of better understanding what happens to conceptual 
artworks over time as well as why the happen. A reflexive qualitative research method is proposed 
to highlight the negotiated nature of decision-making processes in conservation, presentation, 
materialisation, and documentation of conceptual artworks. Making these processes accountable 
in a conservator’s testimony provides a clear overview of the underlying reasons for the decisions 
made, while at the same time eliciting a critical stance from the future conservator, urging the 
formulation of a similar testimony of interpretations made and actions performed. Hence, a 
conservator’s testimony passes down the reflexivity that is needed in conservation, not only with 
relation to conceptual artworks, but for conservation of cultural heritage in general. 





 

  

Samenvatting 

Tussen Concept en Materiaal 
Werken met Conceptuele Kunst: Getuigenis van een Restaurator 
 
 
Dit proefschrift, Tussen concept en materiaal. Werken met conceptuele kunst: Getuigenis van een 
restaurator (Between Concept and Material. Working with Conceptual Art: A Conservator’s 
Testimony), bestudeert conceptuele kunst vanuit het perspectief van de restaurator. Deze 
invalshoek laat een andere kant van conceptuele kunst zien dan over het algemeen in de literatuur 
wordt beschreven. Het toont de praktijk achter de schermen van het museum en werpt nieuw licht 
op enkele iconische conceptuele kunstwerken. Het onderzoek dient daarmee zowel de 
kunstgeschiedenis als restauratietheorie, terwijl tegelijkertijd de restauratiepraktijk onder de loep 
wordt genomen door de uitdagingen waar de restaurator zich voor ziet gesteld bij het werken met 
conceptuele kunst. Uiteindelijk draagt deze studie bij aan de ontwikkeling van het vakgebied van 
restauratie in brede zin, vanwege het introduceren van een nieuwe methodologische benadering 
die waardevol is voor restauratoren in alle specialisaties. 
 Het manuscript bevat zeven hoofdstukken, inclusief de inleiding en de conclusie; een 
abstract; een dankwoord; literatuurverwijzingen en gebruikte bronnen; een lijst van geciteerde 
publicaties door de auteur; en een lijst van afbeeldingen die naar een apart document verwijst met 
de afbeeldingen, die het onderzoek in belangrijke mate ondersteunen.  
 Hoofdstuk 1, Inleiding: wat is het probleem? (Introduction: What is the Matter?), 
introduceert het onderwerp van het proefschrift en zet de tegenovergestelde idealen van 
conceptuele kunst en traditionele restauratie uiteen. Waar conceptuele kunst het materiële object 
in de kunst ontkent, is het traditionele idee van restauratie hier juist op gebaseerd. De centrale 
onderzoeksvraag is: hoe kan een concept worden geconserveerd, als er materiaal is om mee te 
werken? Speciale aandacht gaat uit naar het omgaan met origineel materiaal ten opzichte van 
vervanging; het ideaal van de kunstenaar versus de ethiek van de restaurator; en de algemene 
impact van de praktijk, waar bij elk van de aspecten de rol van de restaurator op de proef wordt 
gesteld. Om de verschillende problemen het hoofd te bieden is casus gericht onderzoek gebruikt 
om geschikte onderzoeksmethoden te verkennen, waarbij etnografische methoden dienen om de 
onvermijdelijkheid van persoonlijke inbreng onderkennen. Deze methode laat procesgericht 
onderzoek toe vanuit een reflexieve benadering, wat de traditionele objectgerichte aanpak van 
restauratie verrijkt. De casussen komen uit de praktijk van de auteur en zijn geselecteerd op 
verschil in ‘gedrag’ (‘behaviour’), een begrip uit de Variable Media Approach, waardoor een 
breed spectrum aan gematerialiseerde conceptuele kunstwerken aan de orde komt. Ten slotte 
worden enkele kernbegrippen uitgelegd, en wordt de context van relevante ontwikkelingen in de 
restauratie van hedendaagse kunst geschetst, de basis waarop dit onderzoek voortbouwt. 
 Hoofdstuk 2, Conceptuele kunst: onderwerp van restauratie (Conceptual Art: Matter of 
Conservation), analyseert de wijze waarop conceptuele kunstenaars materialen en technieken 
toepassen, en toont aan dat dit vaak dient om het concept van het werk te ondersteunen, waardoor 
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de materiële vorm betekenisvoller blijkt dan algemeen wordt aangenomen. Daarbij wordt 
duidelijk dat de markt en de musea sterk van invloed zijn op de manier waarop het werk in stand 
wordt gehouden. Een voorbeeld is het verschil in gebruik van het certificaat in de praktijk, dat 
zowel van invloed is op de materiële kwaliteiten van het kunstwerk, als de immateriële 
kenmerken, zoals site-specificiteit. Hoewel de praktijk van zowel musea als kunstenaars een vrij 
los verband laat zien tussen concept en materiaal voor sommige conceptuele werken, toont dit 
hoofdstuk aan dat dit type werken vaak kwetsbaarder zijn dan gedacht, en soms al te gemakkelijk 
worden veranderd. Verder laat minutieus onderzoek van de fysieke manifestatie van het werk 
tijdens het installeren een realiteit zien die geschreven bronnen kan weerleggen en de waarde 
toont van de object-gerichte benadering van de restaurator bij het installeren van conceptuele 
kunst. 
 Hoofdstuk 3, Restauratie: principes, praktijken en onderzoek (Conservation: Principles, 
Practices, and Research), gaat dieper in op het vak van restauratie en brengt het in verband met 
dat van de conservator/curator, met speciale aandacht voor traditionele restauratie-ethiek en de 
begrippen authenticiteit en kunstenaarsintentie, die zowel tegen een historische achtergrond als in 
de tegenwoordige tijd worden beschouwd. Er wordt gesteld dat het huidige publiek in het geval 
van een remake nog altijd een authentieke ervaring kan hebben wanneer dit duidelijk wordt 
gecommuniceerd om het verlies aan historiciteit te compenseren. Terwijl duidelijk is dat 
conceptuele kunst een benadering vereist die verandering toelaat indien nodig, laat dit hoofdstuk 
zien dat de over het algemeen terughoudende houding van de restaurator ten opzichte van 
ingrijpen in het fysieke object nog steeds waardevol is voor het beperken van ongewilde 
verandering en het uitgebreid documenteren van de wijze waarop het kunstwerk evolueert. De 
angst voor ongewilde verandering wordt als functioneel gezien om een kritische houding te 
waarborgen. Daarnaast worden andere onderzoeksinstrumenten die nuttig zijn voor behoud van 
hedendaagse kunst besproken, waarbij het installatieproces wordt gezien als vorm van restauratie 
en als dynamische bron voor technische kunstgeschiedenis, omdat conceptuele kunstwerken vaak 
alleen dan bestaan wanneer ze worden gepresenteerd. Om de hieraan gerelateerde dynamiek te 
bestuderen, wordt het object-gebaseerde besluitvormingsmodel verrijkt met een proces-
gebaseerde analyse in een ‘reflectiemodel’, geïnspireerd op auto-etnografisch onderzoek. Daarbij 
wordt speciaal aangeraden zich te richten op uitgevoerde handelingen in relatie tot de 
manifestaties van conceptuele kunst.  
 Met het identificeren van de belangrijkste kwesties in de restauratie van conceptuele kunst in 
de hoofdstukken 2 en 3, is de weg bereid voor de drie case study hoofdstukken, over verschillende 
ontmoetingen met restauratie vanuit een kritische auto-etnografische benadering.  
 Hoofdstuk 4, Het restaureren van werk van Ger van Elk (Conserving Work by Ger van Elk), 
gaat over twee sculpturale ‘zelf-bevattende’ (‘contained’) fotografische werken van Ger van Elk 
(1941-2014): Roquebrune (1979) en Hoe hoeker hoe platter (1972). De eerste case richt zich op 
materiële integriteit, de tweede op historische waarden. Een centraal thema is de uitdaging om te 
navigeren tussen de mening van de kunstenaar en de ethische benadering van de restaurator. 
Anders dan Van Elks eigen strategie van het opnieuw maken van zijn verkleurde fotowerken, is in 
het geval van Roquebrune een innovatieve niet-invasieve oplossing gevonden door te retoucheren 
met gekleurd licht. Voor Hoe hoeker hoe platter daarentegen, is een meer invasieve keuze 
gemaakt om de beschadigde foto’s te vernieuwen. Kritisch onderzoek naar de site-specificiteit 
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van het werk resulteert in de vaststelling dat het werk kan worden geïdentificeerd als ‘site-
gerelateerd’, hoewel dit in de huidige context door de gemaakte keuzen een relatief passief 
kenmerk is gebleven. Dit markeert de invloed van de restaurator in het omgaan met conceptuele 
kenmerken. In beide casussen is kritisch gereflecteerd op gang van zaken achteraf, waardoor de 
rol van de restaurator in perspectief wordt bezien. Dit heeft aangetoond dat de restaurator een 
sturende rol heeft: door de impact van het kunstenaarsinterview; de interpretatie van de 
documentatie; en de constructie van de besluitvorming.  
 Hoofdstuk 5, Het installeren van werk van Joseph Kosuth (Installing Work by Joseph 
Kosuth), gaat over een object-gebaseerd ‘geïnstalleerd’ (‘installed’) werk: Joseph Kosuth’s Glass 
(One and Three) (1965). Deze case betreft het werken met een certificaat, waarbij de vraag over 
de vermeende site-gerelateerde veranderlijkheid centraal staat. Het werk bestaat als kunstwerk 
wanneer het volgens bepaalde parameters is geïnstalleerd met relatief vaste onderdelen. Echter, de 
geschiedenis van dit en vergelijkbaar werk toont aanzienlijke verschillen. Het onderzoek is 
uitgevoerd zonder directe betrokkenheid van de kunstenaar, maar met behulp van analyse van zijn 
geschriften, andere literatuur, en archiefstukken. Bovendien biedt uitgebreid vergelijkend 
onderzoek naar hetzelfde soort werk in andere collecties, zoals One and Three Chairs, 
verschillende invalshoeken. Het installatieproces is als onderzoeksinstrument gebruikt, waardoor 
cruciale vragen over de aard van het werk naar boven kwamen, en tegelijkertijd de fundamenten 
van de rol van het museum en restauratie werden blootgelegd. De mogelijkheden om het werk te 
sturen bij het opstellen, maken duidelijk dat de restaurator in feite het leven van het kunstwerk 
binnenstapt, net als andere belangenbehartigers al eerder hebben gedaan en opnieuw zullen 
blijven doen. Iedere betrokkene zal het uiterlijk van het werk in meer of mindere mate bepalen. 
Dit besef pleit voor een reflexieve benadering wanneer het installatieproces als hedendaagse vorm 
van restauratie wordt gezien telkens wanneer het werk opnieuw wordt opgesteld.  
 Hoofdstuk 6, Het coproduceren van werk van Jan Dibbets (Co-Producing Work by Jan 
Dibbets), werkt bovenstaande conclusie verder uit aan de hand van Jan Dibbets’ All shadows that 
occurred to me… (1969), een ‘uitgevoerd’ (‘performed’) werk dat steeds vorm krijgt in een 
gezamenlijk creatief proces. Meerdere kunstenaarsinterviews zijn afgenomen, waarbij het 
samenwerken in de praktijk de belangrijke functie van het installeren als onderzoeksinstrument 
bevestigt. Om het open karakter van het werk te waarborgen is het kunstwerk vanuit een auto-
etnografische benadering bestudeerd, zodat de rol van de restaurator hierin duidelijk wordt door 
de reflexieve houding tijdens participerend onderzoek, en het analyseren van de ideeën van de 
kunstenaar over het werk. Dit maakt inzichtelijk dat het uiterlijk van het kunstwerk in dialoog 
vorm krijgt, en afhankelijk is van de omstandigheden. Tegelijkertijd wordt het 
kunstenaarsinterview beschouwd als een narratieve constructie die de manier waarop het 
kunstwerk wordt gearticuleerd beïnvloedt en bestendigt. Een auto-etnografie verantwoordt dit niet 
alleen, maar het roept ook een kritisch nadenken bij de lezer op, kenmerkend voor zowel de vorm 
als de functie van de methode. Idealiter zouden alle installaties op vergelijkbare kritische wijze 
gevolgd moeten worden door de betrokken restaurator, waarbij elke opstelling beoordeeld wordt 
als ware het een nieuwe aankoop. Niet alleen om verantwoording af te leggen over de 
materialisatie van het werk, maar ook als handreiking voor toekomstige installateurs, omdat het 
een kritische houding afdwingt, een extra kritisch oog om het werk op een goede wijze te laten 
voortbestaan.  
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 Hoofdstuk 7, Conclusie: Getuigenis van een Restaurator (Conclusion: A Conservator’s 
Testimony), brengt uiteindelijk de case studies bij elkaar. De biografische benadering in het 
analyseren van de manier waarop verschillende typen conceptuele kunstwerken in de loop van de 
tijd zijn beheerd, heeft aangetoond dat met name sociale processen de materiële vorm van 
conceptuele kunst beïnvloeden, wat soms zelfs uitmondt in een ontologische verschuiving van het 
werk. Verschillende opvattingen over hetzelfde kunstwerk laten een directe relatie zien tussen de 
overheersende waarden en het toegekende ‘gedrag’ (‘behaviour’), dat is toegekend door de 
mensen die ermee werken. Hieruit blijkt hoe belangrijk het is om de dynamiek rond het kunstwerk 
te beoordelen, aangezien die juist van invloed is op de realisatie van het werk. Dit vereist een 
methode waarmee restauratoren proces-gebaseerde activiteiten kunnen onderzoeken, inclusief hun 
eigen handelen, zodat beter inzichtelijk kan worden gemaakt wat er gebeurt met conceptuele 
kunstwerken in de loop der tijd en vooral waarom. Hiertoe wordt een reflexieve kwalitatieve 
onderzoeksmethode aangedragen, zodat de onderhandelende aard van besluitvormingsprocessen 
bij restauratie, presentatie, materialisatie en documentatie van conceptuele kunst duidelijk kunnen 
worden gemaakt. Door verantwoording over deze processen af te leggen in een getuigenis van de 
restaurator volgens een auto-etnografische methode, wordt helder inzicht gegeven in de 
onderliggende redenen voor genomen besluiten, terwijl tegelijkertijd een kritische houding wordt 
afgedwongen bij de toekomstige restaurator, die op diens beurt wordt aangespoord om een 
vergelijkbare getuigenis van interpretaties en uitgevoerde handelingen te formuleren. Een 
getuigenis van de restaurator geeft de reflexiviteit door die nodig is bij restauratie, niet alleen in 
het geval van conceptuele kunst, maar voor het behoud van het cultureel erfgoed in het algemeen. 
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