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THE ARTIST INTERVIEW AS
A PLATFORM FOR NEGOTIATING
AN ARTWORK’S POSSIBLE
FUTURES

In the 1990s, Carol Mancusi-Ungaro, a chief conservator at the Menil Collection, started to interview
artists in order to gather information about collected artworks for the sake of potential future conservation
treatment. Initially, the interviews were expected to inform caretakers at the Menil about the approach of an
artist towards preservation and to provide conservators with information on materials and techniques used
for the creation of an artwork. This marked the beginning of the pioneering Artists Documentation Program,
the first project in which artists were invited by an art institution to dialogue on the future of their work.1
Following the steps of Mancusi-Ungaro, in the second half of the nineties another initiative was established,
this time in the Netherlands. Within the ground-breaking research project Modern Art: Who cares?, the
artist’s participation in preservation of contemporary art was discussed at length.2 Both the project and
the resulting international symposium had a major impact on the field of modern and contemporary art
conservation, and became an inspiration for further research initiatives, like Artists’ Interviews and Artists’
Interviews / Artists’ Archives, carried out in the Netherlands between 1998 and 2005 by the SBMK.3 1999
saw the establishment of INCCA, a platform designed to collect, share and preserve knowledge valuable for
the conservation of contemporary art.4 The goal of this initiative was twofold: firstly, to develop guidelines for
interviewing artists, and secondly, to build a website allowing for the exchange of professional information
and knowledge about contemporary art.5 In the first year after the INCCA’s foundation, its members,
both conservators and curators, conducted about fifty interviews with artists.6 This experience helped to
develop the INCCA Guide to Good Practice: Artists’ Interviews.7 Since that time the artist interview has
been acknowledged within the conservation field and implemented in practice. Various publications on the
subject have advanced interviewing techniques, provided examples of its application and proved its value for
designing conservation strategies.8
There is no single common explanation in the literature of what an artist interview really is, and the intuitive
answer to this question can be misleading. Although all definitions of the word ’interview’ in the online
Oxford Dictionary of English refer to oral interaction, the conservation-related concept embraces diﬀerent
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types of communication like letters and questionnaires.9 Nevertheless, in this research the artist interview
is a concept even more distanced from the original meaning of the word. Using as a point of departure the
definition of ‘oral history’ proposed by Abrams (2010), who describes it as “both a research methodology (…)
and the result of the research process,” I define the artist interview as a process consisting of the preparatory
research, the encounter(s) and the post-production (transcript, annotations and analysis). In this context,
the interview as such is framed as a semi-structured, guided conversation, where the interviewer plays the
role of a guide.10 Such a description associates this kind of interview with what is defined in the conservation
field as an ‘extended interview’, which provides the opportunity to explore deeper layers of information.11
The various sections of this article will provide an overview of the steps of the artist interview as described
above, together with an analysis and reflection on how data gathered during the preparatory phase
shape expectations, and the actual course of the encounter. Additionally, the reconstructed history of the
musealisation of Barbara Kruger’s piece provides grounds for a reflection on how the way this process
unfolds can shape the future of a contemporary artwork.
The research described in this paper was carried out during a five-month fellowship in the largest modern and
contemporary art museum in the Netherlands, the Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam (SMA). Having the status
of collection researcher, with all the privileges of a museum employee, allowed for the eﬃcient application
of various ethnographic research methods and the exploration of the museum’s archives. From the outset,
I was assigned a specific task related to Kruger’s 2010 Untitled (Past, Present, Future), a spatial installation
from the SMA’s collection. Challenges that the work presented for its institutional keeper resulted mainly
from its conceptual nature, and were connected to its future display and status within the collection. The
main goal of my mission was to gather and analyse existing documentation on the artwork, to interview the
artist about the future of the piece, and finally to recommend preservation measures.12

Setting and background
The story of Kruger’s piece starts in 2010, during the directorship of Ann Goldstein, a renowned American
curator, the first woman and non-Dutch person in this position. In 2010, the SMA, located on Amsterdam’s
Museumplein, had been closed to museumgoers for six years due to delays in the construction works on its
new building. There was extreme pressure, both from the public as well as financing bodies, for the museum
management to take action in order to improve the image and visibility of the institution, and solving
this problem became one of the main tasks of the newly appointed director.13 Although the new building
remained unfinished, the renovation of the old one had reached completion months before. Goldstein chose
to explore this opportunity and use the latter as a provisional venue. The Temporary Stedelijk: Taking place
was planned as a show which would welcome visitors back ‘home’ to the SMA.14 Since the exhibition was
designed to take advantage of the temporary nature of the situation, artists were invited to make site-specific
works for the gallery spaces, and this ‘site-specificity’ became a trademark of the project. Most of the works
presented had a conceptual character, which, aside from the fact that conceptual art was one of the new
director’s main areas of expertise, also had a more practical motivation. As the museum’s infrastructure was
still unfinished and the galleries did not meet exhibition standards, the presentation of vulnerable objects
would not have been possible due to conservation requirements.15 One of the artists invited to the show
was Barbara Kruger, who has a long common professional history with Goldstein.16 For the purpose of the
exhibition, Kruger designed a temporary immersive installation for the Stedelijk’s Erezaal (Hall of Honour),
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the main gallery of the old building. The location was not coincidental – an intervention by a female artist in
a space with a long history of male dominance was a significant gesture.17
The commissioned artwork, Untitled (Past, Present, Future), 2010 is an example of one of Kruger’s ‘wallwraps’. This term is borrowed from advertising, where it describes large-scale prints covering walls and/
or floors in public spaces like airports or shopping centres. In the case of the Stedelijk installation, all walls
and the floor were covered by words printed in capital letters, in Kruger’s characteristic Helvetica typeface
(Figure 1-2). The size of the letters was adapted to the specificity of the space by entirely filling the area, and
the only colours used were black and white. Because of the messages’ immense size, in order to read the
content of the work it was necessary to wander across it. The text is a combination of sentences written in
English and Dutch, most of them authored by the artist, while others are quotes from other writers, such as
Orwell and Barthes. As Dziewior once remarked, Kruger’s text combinations “in fact frequently make too
much sense, that is, they enable multiple levels of interpretation and association, generating forms hindering
the easy consumption that is existent in advertising”.18 Therefore the basic, personal interpretation of the
Stedelijk piece can be made as an emotional and/or intellectual reading of separate messages as well as the
discovery of relations between them. The key features are the directness in addressing the viewer, and the
sheer scale of the text. However, as I will argue below, further study of both the artist’s practice and the
context of the wall-wraps’ creation will allow for a diﬀerent, more complex reading of the Stedelijk piece.
To conclude this description, it is important to mention the physical characteristics of the installation,
which, from a technical point of view, consisted of a digital print on vinyl film stuck directly to the walls
and floor of the gallery space. The basis for the print was a design created by the artist which was then
produced as a digital vector file by the studio that has worked with Kruger on her spatial installations for
many years. Because wall-wraps are transient by nature, after each show the printed vinyl is removed from
the architectural surfaces and destroyed.
Two years later, in 2012, the construction works in the museum were nearly complete, and the preparations
for the inauguration of the new building started to gain speed. The first event planned for the 1100-squaremeter gallery in the basement of the new wing was an exhibition titled Works in place, which addressed the
way contemporary artists make use of architectural space in their work.19 It was announced as a presentation
of the collection and Kruger’s piece was planned to be installed again. However, at that point the need to
regulate its status became urgent, as Goldstein wanted to show it as a recent acquisition: “it is critical that the
work is purchased and acquired by the time of our reopening so that it is presented as one of the collection
works”.20 The musealisation of the artwork, which in this case was related to its conversion from a temporary
installation using the museum as a space to part of the museum collection, started with the purchase, which
came to an end in mid-August ahead of the show’s opening at the end of September. The new manifestation
of the artwork was radically diﬀerent from the previous one (Figure 3-4).21 This time it was arranged in the
lower-level gallery around a pavilion built exclusively for the purpose of the show, and the words occupied the
floor and the external walls of the space. While there were several new phrases added, the major diﬀerence
was the employment of a third colour – green. During the acquisition an oral agreement was made between
the artist and Goldstein that Kruger would provide three alternative installation options, “including an
adaptation of the original version for the Erezaal (which now will incorporate the two additional doorways)
and for one other smaller space like one of the large interior rooms”.22 Ann Goldstein resigned as director in
December 2013,23 as of which time none of aforementioned adaptations had been delivered.
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In 2016 the museum staﬀ started to work on the redesign of the permanent exhibition and the reinstalation
of Untitled (Past, Present, Future) was again taken into consideration. The new location, a space on the
mezzanine containing the entrance to the auditorium, was proposed by curators and accepted by the artist,
whereupon it once again became urgent to resolve tasks related to Kruger’s piece. In preparation for the
installation of this third and supposedly final manifestation, the museum requested that the artist produce
the modified drawings agreed upon under Goldstein but which had not been delivered, as well as installation
instructions, a certificate of authenticity, and guidelines regarding the future of the work. As details of the
agreement between the artist and the former director were never recorded on paper, it was ultimately decided
that the best way to collect the missing information about the uncertain future of the piece once all agreed
versions had been executed was to conduct an interview with the artist. As these circumstances coincided
with the beginning of my fieldwork at the SMA, I was assigned the task of compiling existing documentation
on the artwork and preparing the interview.

Unpacking the nature of the artwork
Preparatory research is certainly one of main challenges of interviewing, and at the same time a firm
foundation that allows the interviewer to pose appropriate questions and interpret the participant’s answers.
In the museum framework this challenge is conditioned by the time and skills required to accomplish the task.
Although the aforementioned Guide to Good Practice recommends close collaboration with a curator or art
historian, in everyday museum practice this advice is usually diﬃcult to follow due to the internal institutional
dynamics and notorious work overload.24 The responsibilities of curators in modern and contemporary art
museums has shifted in recent decades from collection-focused to exhibition-focused, and so the process of
artwork documentation has been passed on almost completely to registrars and conservators.25 At the SMA
this gap was filled by a team of researchers, art historians who are regularly involved in conservation-related
investigation. However, during recent rearrangements of the museum’s structure this unit has been reassigned
from the section responsible for collection to the one in charge of curatorial concerns. As a result, priorities
have changed, and most of researchers’ work has shifted its focus to exhibition-making. Nevertheless, having
the time, means and willingness to fully analyse the implications of the interview process as defined at the
beginning of this text, I decided to face the challenge alone.
The first step of the investigation was to learn about the status of the piece from the SMA collection within
the context of Kruger’s artistic practice. For this purpose, as well as to analyse the development of immersive
installations as a medium, a complete list of wall-wraps by Kruger was created, based on a survey of the
available literature. The beginning of immersive, site-specific installations in Kruger’s oeuvre dates back
to the end of the 1980s.26 Over the following three decades Kruger created more than 40 installations in
various types of interiors, covering their walls, floors, and occasionally ceilings with words.27 In the first
decade, the text was almost always complemented by black and white images, and in many cases it contained
direct quotes from Kruger’s older, formally more traditional pieces, amplified and often cropped diﬀerently.
This self-appropriation also extends to fragments of texts, both the artist’s own writings as well as numerous
quotes from other authors.28 During this period the predominant colours are black, white and red, which are
characteristic of Kruger’s oeuvre in general.
Although Kruger associates her first experiments of filling spaces with words and imagery with her interest
in architecture, in various interviews the artist has stressed the fact that in contrast to architects, she never
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works with drawings or models.29 Her method is much more intuitive: “I walk into a space and pretty much
know how I’m going to engage it”;30 “I can walk into a space and pretty much know immediately … how
I think things will play out”.31
One of the aims of preparing a detailed list of all Kruger’s wall-wraps was to understand whether the artist
considered these installations from the outset as autonomous artworks. In this context, by autonomous
I mean a work that had been conceived as a fixed ‘art object’. In Kruger’s case, an example of such works
would be formally more traditional pieces, for instance prints designed to be hung on a wall, framed in
characteristic red frames. This issue was addressed by tracing the development of the room-wraps’ titles
through the history of their exhibitions. The research was built upon the assumption that an autonomous
artwork would be assigned a title. This ultimately turned out to be a rather challenging task, as not all
artworks are always listed in a show’s description. Nevertheless, based on this investigation it was possible
to conclude that, at least in the beginning, room installations were not titled, but rather were referred to
under the general name of an exhibition. That is the case of the iconic work presented at Mary Boone Gallery
in New York in 1991, which lacks a title in all of the reviews encountered during the investigation.32 An actual
title is assigned to a wall-wrap for the first time in 1994, and this fact is directly related to the musealisation
of one of the installations by the Museum Ludwig in Cologne.33 Outside of the collection context, a title
appears in relation to the installation commissioned by Stockholm’s Moderna Museet (2008). However,
the 2008 installation Untitled (Between being born and dying) adopted as a title the name of the whole
show. Interestingly, the room-wrap shown the following year in the Lever House Art Collection in New York
was given the same name as the one presented in Stockholm; however, this time the first part, the word
“Untitled”, had been removed.34 Since that time the wall-wraps have been given independent titles that
diﬀer from the names of the exhibitions in which they appear.35
The study of the titles, together with other features of Kruger’s oeuvre as a whole, allowed for the supposition
that wall-wraps, even those commissioned and/or later acquired by art institutions, were at first designed as
temporary interventions. To understand their character in depth, it is necessary adopt a broader perspective
and look at room installations as a practice which emerged in parallel to Kruger’s politically and socially
engaged projects in public spaces. In the context of the artist’s common employment of mediums such as
billboards, advertisement-like wall compositions, stickers on urban buses or posters in bus shelters, the
wall-wraps are just another way of intervening, although in this case mostly inside art-related spaces, namely
galleries and museums. An example which links these two apparently divergent concepts are installations
designed for museum lobbies, like the one at the Hirshhorn Museum.36 Also worthy of note are those
executed directly in public spaces, like the project Empatía, in which Kruger covered the walls and ceilings
of Mexico City’s metro station with words.37
The study of Kruger’s oeuvre allowed for a basic understanding of the artist’s ideas and methodology behind
her room installations. Yet, one of the issues left to be addressed was their idiosyncrasies in terms of the sitespecificity, material-specificity and relation to a particular historical moment – concepts which are crucial
for consideration of an artwork’s possible futures. My analysis of the sentences employed in the piece relied
on the advice of the artist herself, who has often emphasised that “no one needs a PhD in conceptual art to
understand my work”.38 After translating the parts written in Dutch I found most of the sentences familiar,
as Kruger repeats them continuously in other works – room installations, videos, as well as formally more
traditional ‘hanging’ pieces. Characteristic and powerful quotes from Barthes and Orwell (e.g. “All violence
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is the illustration of a pathetic stereotype”) are combined with short phrases directed to an undefined ‘you’
(e.g. “please laugh”). The only element which recalls the geographical location of the installation is the
use of Dutch. Accordingly, the site-specificity of the piece can be understood merely in terms of the actual
relationship between the dimensions of the artwork and the particular architectural space. It is not related
to the Stedelijk Museum, to Amsterdam as a geographical location, or to idiosyncrasies of Dutch culture, and
as such it seems that it can be adapted to any other architectural space which meets the right conditions in
terms of dimensions, even outside the SMA’s walls.
The next issue to analyse was material specificity, understood as the rigid bond between the materials
employed and the reading of the work. As there were no physical samples of the artwork’s material presence
kept by the museum, the issue of material specificity required a trustworthy source of information. Both
instantiations of Untitled (Past, Present, Future) were produced by the same printing lab, Omnimark.
Therefore, interviewing the company’s project manager, Hwie-Bing Kwee, who coordinated the process in
both instances, seemed to be the best option.39
In 2010, when the artist was invited by the SMA for the first collaboration, Kruger had already been working
comfortably with digital printing for almost a decade. She typically executes her wall wraps in commercial
printing labs that work with diﬀerent types of printing techniques on vinyl film. It is important to mention
that this was not the case in the very earliest of Kruger’s immersive room installations. Her first wall-wraps
were screen-printed on paper and/or vinyl and then stuck to the walls in pieces.40 There is a documented
case of an installation originally printed in this traditional technique and later reprinted digitally.41 However,
both instantiations of the Stedelijk piece were produced in a similar manner.
According to Kwee’s account, the artist assisted in the installation of the piece and took an active part in
changing the original design to adapt it more precisely to circumstances encountered in-situ.42 With the help
of a technician from Omnimark, the artist altered previous drawings to account for the empty spaces in the
walls. Both versions were executed as a UV-cured print on PVC self-adhesive film, laminated with a matte
coating. Wall and floor graphics in both instances were printed in panels whose size depended on the capacity
of the printing machine and the available width of the PVC film rolls. In both cases, the rolls of film employed
were of the same width; however, while in 2010 the wall graphics were divided into vertical panels, in 2012
they were printed on horizontal panels which were split into two parts, resulting in a horizontal joint at midheight. As the panels were precision-cut on the digital cutting table, the joints were barely visible. However,
there are many ways to make this division: it can be performed mechanically according to the width of the roll,
or in a more careful, precise way by hiding the joints between the letters to make them even less perceptible.
The choice of method, which obviously aﬀects the production budget, was consulted with the artist:
I was a little bit worried about the panelling. But she loved the panelling because she said […]
I want to be recognized like a graﬃti artists. Don’t make it invisible, make it visible. So with the
floor, if you have the panels’ seams – she loves the way you could recognize the panels, it is her
way of being a graﬃti artist.43
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Wrapping up the research stage
After analysing the gathered data, I came to understand that the artwork’s musealisation process had been
influenced by the special circumstances in which the piece was commissioned and later included in the collection,
namely the transitional moment for the institution during the delayed construction of the new building.
Furthermore, the bond between the artist and the director played an important role; this relationship of trust
allowed arrangements to be made quickly, as required by the fast pace of the art show’s preparation and planning.
Nevertheless, the research described in this article could prove that the current artwork’s status may not allow
for its future continuity to be ensured, at least not in its initial form as an immersive room installation. It
can be preserved in other ways, e.g. as documentation or by means of re-creation or re-enactment. However,
I assumed that the aspiration of the institution would be to preserve it as closely as possible to the initial
state as intended by the artist, which in this case includes immersiveness as one of its key features. Although
after the execution of its third instantiation, Untitled (Past, Present, Future) could be, in theory, reinstalled
following any of its past manifestations, in practice this would not be an easy task. The architecture of
the first location has changed since then, and the artist would have to adapt the initial design to the new
situation. The second manifestation was bound to the design of the temporary exhibition, and in order to
repeat the architectural context the pavilion would have to be rebuilt. However, to complicate matters, the
lower gallery recently underwent a renovation that included the construction of movable partitions. These
two examples triggered a reflection on architecture as a support or medium which can become obsolete,
similarly to hardware in the case of technology-based art. Certainly, spaces can be reconstructed by creating
life-size models, but as I will argue later, such an approach seems to go against the wall-wrap’s nature.
The study of Kruger’s artistic practice related to room-installations led to the conclusion that the wallwraps were not intended to be permanent, but rather that they are intrinsically ephemeral and temporary.
The main goal of this practice was to increase the impact of the messages used by the artist in her more
traditional pieces meant to be hung on walls, which is why her installations combine elements from older
works. The changeability of the piece is directly related to the idea of the ‘intervention’ and the ‘occupation
of space’, and therefore its character evokes other forms of art occurring in public spaces, for instance graﬃti
art. Moreover, following this line of thought, a wall-wrap recreated in the same space over and over again
would give up an important part of the ‘freshness’ inherent to the idea of artistic intervention, and the artistic
gesture would lose a part of its authenticity. Additionally, to my current knowledge, none of the wall-wraps
has been reinstalled so far without changing its location. Based on the in-depth analysis of issues related to
both past executions of the piece at the SMA, it is safe to conclude that the materials employed should not be
considered as significant. Since the artist was continuously adapting her technique to the available technical
possibilities, such an approach can likewise be employed in the future under certain conditions.44
At this stage of the investigation, my understanding of Untitled (Past, Present, Future) was that of a set of
components which, following certain rules or constraints, can be employed in infinite combinations.45 This
observation was made with the assumption that the limitation to three manifestations is not a meaningful
condition for reading the artwork, but more a practical provision which helps to limit the artist’s involvement
in the ‘adult’ life of her works.46 As such, following Goodman’s distinction used in the field of contemporary
art conservation, the artwork can be classified as allographic rather than autographic, which opens up the
possibility of ‘re-performing’ it in the future.47 What was certainly lacking in order to open up this option
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was a ‘score’ or ‘script’ which could guide the artwork’s future realisations. After analysing the history of the
artwork’s metamorphosis throughout its consecutive instantiations, I started to consider the possibility of
proposing the creation of guidelines or instructions enabling future adaptation of the piece to other spaces,
following Kruger’s way of thinking about the relations between the words and the particular space. This
solution would require a precise specification of the features which tie together the separate elements of the
installation and make them function as a coherent piece.
Would it be possible, by applying the Variable Media Paradigm, to invite the artist to define her work
“independently from the medium”, understanding ‘the medium’ to mean the walls and floors of particular
spaces within the Stedelijk Museum?48 Undoubtedly, the design of this kind of instructions would require
close collaboration with the artist and her willingness to grant a part of the control over the final result to the
artwork’s institutional keeper. At this stage, the time had finally come to approach the artist herself.

The encounter
While the interview’s main and stated aim was to establish a preservation strategy for Kruger’s wall-wraps in
the framework of the museum’s collection, a second, covert goal was to assess the possibility of negotiating
the future of the artwork, and to test the eﬃciency of the interview as a means to achieve this goal. The indepth research into Kruger’s artistic practice allowed for a precise design of the interview’s script, which
was divided into several blocks of questions. The first one addressed Kruger’s general approach to wallwraps as a distinct genre in her oeuvre. Issues related to the history and development of room installations,
her creative process, and her artistic practice were intended to be discussed in this part. Although the
initial research had provided most of the answers, the goal of posing these questions was to juxtapose the
information encountered in written sources with a more personal account. The second block was related to
the musealisation of wall-wraps and Kruger’s approach to their consecutive adaptations to various spaces.
The third block started with rather direct questions addressing preservation problems of wall-wraps from
museum collections. Although Concept Scenario Artists’ Interviews, as well as many practitioners, advise
against posing straightforward questions related to possible conservation solutions, in this case it was
diﬃcult to avoid.
I decided to open up a space for a reflective answer by asking Kruger to imagine possible futures of the
piece from the SMA’s collection, and to let her develop her own ideas. The latter, conservation-related part
ended with the key question addressing the possibility of writing installation instructions to allow for future
adaptations of the wall-wraps to diﬀerent spaces without the artist’s involvement. The rest of the script was
divided into two blocks to be applied according to Kruger’s reaction to raising this possibility. One elaborated
on the subject with detailed queries, while the other, more focused on practical details related to the display
of the work, was meant to release any tension if the artist had a negative reaction to the proposal.
The meeting took place in a location proposed by the artist, a café in Greenwich Village. Only after listening to
the recording of the meeting did I realise the importance of the Oral History Society’s advice on choosing the
interview site: “Unless part of the … process includes gathering soundscapes, historically significant sound
events, or ambient noise, the interview should be conducted in a quiet room with minimal background noises
and possible distractions.”49 Indeed, the problem was not only that the noise of the coﬀee maker rendered
entire utterances inaudible in the recording, but also that in the interview itself the participant and I at
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times had trouble understanding one another. Indeed, I had not taken into account the language diﬀerence;
Kruger speaks American English, which I am not familiar with. Meanwhile, I speak ‘international’ English,
with a fair share of borrowed constructions and expressions, combined with a foreign accent. The presence
of constant background noise caused multiple misinterpretations of particular words. This, together with
the specificity of Kruger’s digressive way of constructing her narrative, severely aﬀected the course of the
interview. The general feeling was that the aim of specific questions was not transparent to the artist and
therefore her responses to the queries were neither clear nor direct. In order to obtain concrete information
I had to return to the same question over and over again. Understandably, the flow of the dialogue forced us
to stray from the script. At one point I became so desperate to ‘save’ the interview that I started to interrupt
the artist’s digressions with queries. The conversation was quite dense. After the first hour, I felt that both
of us were already tired, and I became aware that we were running out of time. The interview’s transcript
reveals how, at a certain point, I grew impatient and forced the question regarding the possibility of reinstalling wall-wraps without the artist’s involvement.
AW: We have this piece in the collection and they [future museum curators] will reinstall it in 100 years in
some way, and the whole idea of our conversation is to collect your thoughts about how to do it in the future,
as close to how you would like to have it as possible. What would be your vision then?
BK: I don’t want the text to change. I don’t want the image to change. I mean - who is going to that?
AW: But two of the pieces have already changed ... we have at least two diﬀerent variations ... the text
changed ...
BK: I’ve changed the text. But if I am not around ...
AW: You don’t want anybody to change it.
BK: Who is going to change the text? The meaning?? The words?? No!50

Conclusions
By following the consecutive steps of the artist interview, this article has aimed to determine whether such
interviews can be used as a tool in the negotiation and common planning of an artwork’s possible futures.
The analysis of the practice and the information gathered allowed for partial confirmation of this assumption,
and for the establishment of a framework in which this tool could be a valuable asset. The first important
outcome of the artist interview as a process is the documentation of the artwork, gathered and organised both
in the preparatory phase and during the encounter. This documentation allows the piece to be understood from
multiple angles, and serves as a potential basis for any future activities related to the artwork. The encounter itself
proved no less valuable, as the conversation with the artist made it possible to confirm certain assumptions and
discard others. During the interview, Kruger took a firm stance regarding further adaptations of the Stedelijk
piece, explaining her approach to the continuity of the work and providing a clear reference for future decisionmakers. Moreover, the conversation brought up new practical information that will prove useful in planning
how her work is displayed in the future. For instance, Kruger discussed her approach to dating her own work,
as well as to translating her work’s linguistic content from various languages. Furthermore, in my opinion, the
interview raised the artist’s awareness regarding issues related to the preservation of spatial installations, which
opened up the possibility for a continuation of the dialogue. At one point in the conversation, Kruger openly
expressed her scepticism towards the proposed documentation strategy that includes the artist’s opinion.
When I recalled once again one of the goals of our meeting, by explaining that recording the artist’s view on the
future of the artwork may prevent its keepers from altering its meaning and doing “whatever they want”, she
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responded with a shrug: “But they will do it anyway!”51 This statement indicates that Kruger is aware of certain
consequences of the musealisation of her intrinsically temporary piece, which makes a good starting point for
follow-up. On a practical level, the encounter made it possible to complete the recommendations to the SMA
regarding the preservation strategy for Untitled (Past, Present, Future), which without the artist’s opinion
would be based on mere speculation.
However, the critical reflection on the course of the process described in this article also led to the conclusion
that in the museum context, the artist interview can easily turn from a tool designed for documentation into
the one which serves a certain instrumentalisation of the artist. In many cases, this problem is reflected in the
way the concept of artist interview is approached, by literally using it as a ‘tool’ to obtain useful information.
Yet, this instrumentalisation can have diﬀerent dimensions, and in fact could easily be used to describe
my own practice of documenting the piece by Kruger. I approached the artist with the preconception that
the artwork was a conceptual piece that could be fixed by a set of instructions, and to a certain extent I was
expecting the artist to validate this line of thinking.
How can this struggle be avoided? I would argue that artists should be included from the start as partners in
museum practices related to acquisition, and should take part in a joint discussion on their artwork’s future
life. Certainly, this is not a new idea and there are multiple cases in which the creator has taken an active role in
transforming her artwork into a museum object. However, I would advocate for this involvement to be a part
of the regular museum acquisition workflow. This can be done by incorporating artist interviews, together
with preliminary research, into the standard acquisition procedure. Of course, the importance of engaging in
dialogue with the artist when the work enters the collection is broadly acknowledged within the field of timebased media conservation, and has also emerged as a necessity in light of the idiosyncrasies of technologybased art. Indeed, the Tate’s Time-Based Media Department website mentions that their employees “conduct
detailed interviews with the artist about the work as close to the point of acquisition as possible”;52 likewise,
dialogue with the artist, the so-called ‘intake interview’, is also a part of the Guggenheim’s time-based media
conservation practices.53 Why is this practice not common among the other specialisations of contemporary
art conservation? The reason is probably rather simple. Technologies used in art in the recent past are already
becoming obsolete, and a lack of careful documentation could make it impossible to actually ‘turn the artwork
on’, which in conservation terms would be equal to a ‘total loss’. In the case of contemporary artwork which
does not involve technology and is made of more or less stable materials, the importance of the interview may
seem less pressing than other priorities of the museum’s everyday work-flow. However, although the artwork
described in this paper does not fall within the category of time-based media, we have nevertheless seen how
the involvement of the artist is necessary in order to develop a strategy for its preservation. I would also argue
that the story of Kruger’s installation would have taken a diﬀerent path if such a collaboration, in the form of
a negotiation, had been in place at the beginning of the artwork’s musealisation process.
Although the task assigned to me by the SMA has come to an end, the issues my experience raise for the
work of contemporary art conservators are far from resolved. The central question to be tackled is the extent
to which the artist should have a say in the future of her own piece. This time around I was able to pass
the burden of answering this question on to future decision-makers. However, to quote a passage from
the Kundera book whose title inspired the name of this volume, we might just assume that, like a person,
an artwork “has only one life to live and that which occurs in life occurs only once and never again”. Might
museums, then, instead of insisting on keeping an artwork forever, one day simply accept its transience?

40

Sztuka i Dokumentacja nr 17 │ Art and Documentation No 17

Endnotes
1 Although there had been earlier initiatives that involved collecting data from artists about their artworks with
a focus on conservation, they took the form of a written questionnaire, not an actual interview. Some of the projects
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