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100 days of ineptitude 
It cost £14m and claims to set the world's artistic agenda, but Documenta 12 leaves Adrian Searle lost 
and confused  

Tuesday June 19, 2007 
The Guardian

'Why are we here, what is the meaning of this gathering?" actor Harvey Keitel asks as he wanders the 
ruins on an ancient battlefield. World-weary chorus, oracle and everyman, Keitel is a solitary agonist in 
Irish artist James Coleman's 45-minute film installation, Retake With Evidence (2007). Keitel is 
unsurprised when no answer is forthcoming, knowing it is futile to interrogate the broken statuary or 
the skulls in the dirt. "I should not have come here," he opines. 

Badly stuffed ... Peter Friedl's giraffe, from the West Bank. 
Photograph: Uwe Zucchi/EPA 

You and me both, I think, wishing for some of Keitel's stoicism and built-in gravitas, the better to deal 
with the experience of Documenta 12, in Kassel, Germany, which opened to the public on Saturday. 
Kassel has hosted Documenta every five years for the past half century. Also referred to as the "100-
day museum", Documenta is one of the most prestigious contemporary art events in the world. 
Inevitably, it is important to Kassel itself; once capital of Weimar Germany, the city was 
comprehensively bombed during the second world war. Its unemployment figures approach 20%. The 
last edition of Documenta, in 2002, directed by Nigerian curator Okwui Enwezor, attracted 650,000 
visitors.  

With a budget approaching €20m, the exhibition lays claim to setting the international artistic agenda: 
Documenta identifies which artists, living and dead, we should be looking at, what ideas and issues we 
should be attending to, what problems and opportunities art faces at a given time.  

The content of the current Documenta, and the ways in which the art is displayed and framed by 
argument, gives pause for serious concern. Documenta 12 is a disaster. I thought at first it must be 
me. After all, it is always good to stir things up a bit, to disturb hierarchies, rattle the tyrannical white 
box, juxtapose the new with the old, the dead with the living, east against west, the brilliant with the 
talentless, but hang on a second.  

That is not to say there aren't wonderful things to see and great discoveries to be made at the 
exhibition, from 14th-century Persian miniatures to Zoe Leonard's photo-documentation of the junk 
piled-up in New York's franchise stores; from the delicacy and humour of Inuit artist Annie 
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Pootoogook's scenes of everyday life, to the delicate musicality of Nasreen Mohamedi's abstract 
drawings. It is great to find the joyously absurd reconstruction of Atsuko Tanaka's 1956 Electric Dress, 
manufactured from coloured fluorescent tubes and flashing light bulbs, and Dutch photographer 
Lidwien van de Ven's large-scale, black and white photographs of streets and alleys, corners and 
shadows, with their unsettling traces of human presence. Lu Hao's 50-metre-long scroll paintings of 
the buildings lining either side of Chang'an Avenue, which bisects Beijing, have their own amazing 
acuity (I'd love to see these paired with Ed Ruscha), but more connections are lost than made in 
Documenta 12.  

Connoisseurship, and finding gems, is not the point of Documenta, though the exhibition's curators 
have just such a streak, perverse though it is, as well as an autocratic, pedagogic intent. The works fill 
Europe's oldest public art gallery, the Museum Fridericianum, and Kassel's Neue Gallery.  

They are displayed in the 1960s Documenta-Halle and, several kilometres away, in the imposing 
Schloss Wilhelmshöhe, among the Rembrandts and the Rubens. A new, vast, purpose-built pavilion 
has also been erected in the parkland between the city centre and the river. This ghastly edifice, a 
giant greenhouse, was intended as a "crystal palace", but has proved so unsuitable (the heat, the 
humidity, the leaks, the light) that it has had to be modified with reflective curtains and an insulated 
ceiling. The interior is a maze of free-standing walls and painful emptiness. Everything looks 
vulnerable, lost, uncomfortable. The director of Documenta 12, Roger M Buergel, said he wanted to 
move away from "the warehouse aesthetic, that art fair feel". With the Aue-Pavilion he has achieved 
the look of a 1960s Bulgarian trade fair, as one wag put it. Everything looks miserable, the spaces not 
so much airy or dynamic as lovelorn and wan.  

But one doesn't come to Documenta for the parties or celebrity gossip. Keitel didn't make it to Kassel, 
and the only person the world's media took any notice of during the opening days was Catalan chef 
Ferran Adrià. In fact, Adrià's inclusion has been one of the few titbits of concrete information given out 
by Documenta's director over the past few months. Adrià himself has appeared mystified at being 
invited. "Maybe," he told the Spanish daily El Pais, "they want me to run the canteen." Adrià's 
restaurant, El Bulli, near Roses in northern Catalonia, has itself been adopted as a distant pavilion, 
and over the duration of Documenta 50 visitors to the exhibition will be chosen at random and invited 
to eat there.  

And where, I wondered, were the 1,001 Chinese visitors, plucked from their homeland, who, as part of 
Ai Weiwei's work Fairytale, will visit Kassel? Accommodated in the grounds of a former tent factory, 
the visitors are expected to make what they will of the experience, while the "work" itself is made in 
homage to the brothers Grimm, who lived and wrote near Kassel.  

Perhaps the Chinese have all been shipped off to El Bulli by mistake, except I'm sure the three-starred 
Michelin restaurant doesn't accept coach parties.  

The things Buergel and his partner and chief curator Ruth Noack have said about Documenta 12 are 
also reminiscent of the piquant, sweet, sour, hot, cold, earthy, fishy, savoury froths Adrià engineers in 
his kitchen: tasty, in a weird sort of way, but not the sort of thing to sate mere hunger. Adrià's food has 
nothing whatever to do with the "bare life" conditions Buergel and Noack, following Italian philosopher 
Giorgio Agamben, bang on about in their various talks and published remarks.  

Nor is there much about Documenta 12 that speaks of baseline existence, of the absolute limits of the 
artwork. It no longer has any. Documenta 12 purports to have three leitmotifs. Modernity. Is modernity 
our antiquity? Life! What is bare life? And finally, Education: what is to be done? None of these are 
paid much attention by Buergel and Noack in the Documenta catalogue itself. Buergel's foreward is 
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anodyne and barely a page long. Each of the artists and their works are briefly summarised. An 
accompanying volume contains hardly any words at all, just page after page of nasty, arty, unhelpful 
and decorative shots of various parts of the exhibition. No art work is portrayed directly. Instead, there 
are happy spectators, paintings sliding off at angles, things reflected in other things. It is rubbish.  

The heft of the theoretical material underpinning Documenta 12 appears in the three magazines the 
team has produced while getting the exhibition on the road, and even then they leave others to do 
most of the speaking for them. Interestingly, the essays are culled from other small art journals, and 
form an interesting compendia of art, philosophy and ideas. None of this is much help to the visitors 
who make their way from venue to venue, or who must negotiate the constant intrusive attentions of 
the Documenta "guards" (that's what their silly bib-like outfits have written on them), who inform you 
not to get too close, not to breathe on the glass, not to lean against the walls, not to carry a bag, not to 
point, sneer, laugh or break wind.  

Things started well enough on the first floor of the Fridericianum, where a well-rehearsed group were 
dancing a work from the early 1970s by choreographer Trisha Brown. They paced and gestured with 
their hands in one dance, and climbed into a lattice of ropes and clothing suspended from the floor in 
the second. The music sounded a bit like Enya, which was disturbing, but turned out to be the Grateful 
Dead. While the dancers slung their bodies in suspended cradles of clothing, limbs dangling, a man in 
a video on the floor above discussed Japanese rope bondage, Spider-Man, and about how all life is 
bondage of one sort or another. This was an unhappy juxtaposition.  

The atmosphere in the Fridericianum is strangely subdued. Floor-length curtains let in a greenish 
filtered light. It feels like a perpetual siesta time in the kindergarten. Suddenly, there seem to be lots of 
images of babies everywhere: a Chinese woman plays with a gleeful, noisy brat on a TV monitor; and 
images of a baby used as a sort of installation prop (he sits surrounded by cutlery, or squats inside the 
toilet bowl), recorded in a number of photos taken in a Warsaw flat in the early 1970s.  

Documenta 12 revisits quite a lot of 1960s and 70s conceptualism, from both sides of the Iron Curtain. 
I particularly warmed to the artist Mladen Stilinovic, whose art champions laziness. "Artists in the west 
are not lazy," he says, "and therefore not artists, but rather producers of something."  

He has a point. Other artists in Documenta 12 appear everywhere, almost manically popping up where 
you least expect them. American sculptor John McCracken is represented in all of Documenta's 
venues, with his sprightly minimal planks and obelisks, and his early 1970s hippy-ish tantric paintings. 
Almost as ubiquitous are Australia-based Chilean painter Juan Davila and American painter Kerry 
James Marshall. They seem to be here for no better reason than to signal different versions of 
otherness: Davila's explicitly, and frequently painful and tawdry, homo-erotic imagery also catalogues 
the repressive miseries of Latin American politics. Marshall's work, on the other hand, takes a 
sentimental view of the black, urban American experience, and turns it on its head. There is something 
deliberately cloying and unsettling about both Davila's and Marshall's work, but they appear to be here 
to illustrate a point rather than to stand for themselves. In any case, both artists take a quizzical 
attitude to painting, which I think Buergel and Noack must like.  

There's no other reason for the late Lee Lozano to be included. Why pitch one of her overworked 
abstractions next to a Gerhard Richter portrait - and why is this lone Richter here anyway? At some 
point in her career Lozano stopped speaking to other women, so maybe its proximity to Richter's Betty 
(1974) is a small act of posthumous revenge. Except, of course, that the two paintings have nothing to 
say to one another anyway. All this is somehow less interesting than the fact that Charlotte 
Posenenske stopped making art altogether in the 1970s, as a kind of political statement, and switched 
careers. Some of Posenenske's constructions look like industrial heating or air-conditioning ducts, 
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others are swivelling arrangements of hinged doors (one thinks of Brazilian Lygia Clark in relation to 
these). Like numerous other artists here, it is good to be able to consider Posenenske in depth, but so 
scattered throughout the four venues are her works that one comes across each as an example, and 
any sense of development is lost.  

Then there are the unfathomable log-jams. In the high-ceilinged space of the Documenta-Halle a big, 
multipart installation by Cologne-based Cosima von Bonin, Relax, It's Only a Ghost, has all sorts of 
daft elements - giant soft-toys, including an octopus, several canvases suspended from the ceiling that 
may or may not be part of the work, a number of pure white architectonic forms, one of which is a 
raised platform on which the jeans and underwear of Scandinavian artists Elmgreen and Dragset have 
been abandoned. Make of this what you will. The curators have placed an Iranian woven "Garden 
Carpet", dating from about 1800 among it all. The carpet bears a pattern representing a garden seen 
from above, while Von Bonin's installation is, I guess, a nod to the Beatles' Octopus's Garden. How 
crass!  

And here comes the stuffed giraffe! Is this the kiddy area? Not when you realise that the giraffe died in 
a zoo on the West Bank when Israeli forces moved into the city, and the poor beast panicked and ran 
into an iron bar, collapsed and died.  

Badly stuffed by a local vet, this pie-bald, lumpy-necked creature has been turned by artist Peter Friedl 
into an installation. I know how it feels.  

As for the video by Dias & Riedweg, in which young Brazilians re-enact disco versions of cannibalistic 
rites apparently practised by Brazilian tribes in the 16th century, and are shown eating a regular 
barbecue instead of human flesh, and the "musical" chest of drawers by Sonia Alban Rose, which 
displays images of concentration camps, and whose soundtrack sings of "the heaven of the Love 
camp/ Where I am the law", words fail me.  

What really matters is our encounters with art, the sparks that fly between things. We have to hold on 
to the stories we tell ourselves as we look. The trouble is that so intrusive is the installation design, 
and so confusing the layout, that everything rapidly turns into a kind of visual sludge.  

Documenta 12 is in Kassel, Germany until September 23.  

http://arts.guardian.co.uk/art/visualart/story/0,,2106264,00.html#article_continue 


