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In 1989, an exhibition in Paris united the work of over a 
hundred artists and, since only half would be described 
as Western, it radically challenged the Western art 
system from within. ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ argued for  
the universality of the creative impulse and endeavoured  
to offer direct aesthetic experience of contemporary  
works of art made globally and presented on equal terms. 
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in detail, and an essay by Lucy Steeds provides an 
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the time – a statement by and interview with curator  
Jean-Hubert Martin and texts by Rasheed Araeen,  
Jean Fisher, Thomas McEvilley and Gayatri Chakravorty 
Spivak – offer a critical backdrop. Recent recollections  
by participating artists Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Alfredo  
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Reviewing the exhibition ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ in Paris in 1989, a young 
critic suggested that its curator had been ‘so taken with the immensity of his 
task that he didn’t know how to pose the real questions’.1 The task that Jean-
Hubert Martin had set himself was an exhibition of contemporary art with 
over a hundred participants,2 only half of whom were Western.3 The immen- 
sity of this undertaking stemmed from the parochialism of the institution of 
art in Western Europe and North America at the time, and from a general lack 
of information about artistic practice beyond those geopolitical confines. 
‘Magiciens de la Terre’ challenged this closed but relatively contented art 
‘world’, with promotional material proclaiming it to be the first worldwide 
exhibition of contemporary art.4 It triggered a storm of questions – not only 
about whether the questions it posed were the right ones, but also asking if 
those begged by its premises had been adequately answered. Overridingly, 
people wanted to know how contemporary art was to be defined and judged 
in a global field, and what form of exhibition could do justice to such a field. 
The young critic Nicolas Bourriaud would attempt to address that second 
question curatorially thirty years later and, in the catalogue to his Tate 
Triennial show, hailed ‘Magiciens’ as an ‘exhibition that, for all the contro- 
versy it provoked, marked the symbolic inauguration of planetary art’.5 If 
this symbolism is what customarily identifies ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ as a 
landmark exhibition, then the accompanying controversy marks the show as 
a moment of unsteady departure or a rupturing event. We need not be lulled 
into consensus by the sense of familiarity that gathers around the exhibition 

‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and the Development of Transnational 
Project-Based Curating
— Lucy Steeds

— 
1 ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, Centre Georges Pompidou and Grande Halle de La 
Villette, Paris, 18 May to 14 August 1989, curated by Jean-Hubert Martin with 
the assistance of Mark Francis, Aline Luque and André Magnin. The quote is 
from Nicolas Bourriaud, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ (trans. M.R. Rubinstein), Flash 
Art, no.148, October 1989, p.121. Over thirty years later, Bourriaud called into 
question his own understanding of the issues at the time; see ‘Globalization: So 
What Is It?’, artpress, no.379, June 2011, p.59.
2 Of the ‘100’ artists listed in the catalogue as participants, at least five were in 
fact groups: husband and wife team Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen 
constituted one count, for example, as did three members of the Pelgyeling 
monastery in Nepal, Lobsang Palden, Bhorda Sherpa and Lobsang !inle. Two artists 
listed in the catalogue were not ultimately represented in the exhibition: Jivya 
Soma Mashe and Temba Rabden.
3 !e term ‘Western’ (or ‘occidentaux’, in French) was not defined by the curators.  
It will be used here to indicate association with norms in Western Europe and the US.
4 A curatorial statement dated January 1989 and the Petit journal that accompanied 
the show both, for instance, included the statement ‘Première exposition mondiale 
d’art contemporain’, officially translated as ‘The first worldwide exhibition of 
contemporary art’. See CGP archives, box 95026/168.
5 N. Bourriaud, ‘Altermodern’, in N. Bourriaud (ed.), Altermodern: Tate Triennial 
2009 (exh. cat.), London: Tate Publishing, 2009, p.20.
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— 
6 ‘The steps in a project’, the title given to a section of the 1989 press pack. See 
CGP archives, box 95026/168.
7 Jean-François Bizot, the influential figure behind Radio Nova and Actuel, 
invited Chéri Samba from Kinshasa to Paris in 1982 and commissioned twenty 
paintings from him for reproduction in the magazine (no.33–34, 1982).

as landmark; instead we might feel encouraged to investigate the ruptures or 
discontinuities afresh. 

Given the sheer volume of words published on ‘Magiciens’, both at the time 
and subsequently, there is a serious risk that the show itself becomes sidelined, 
if not forgotten. While the actuality of the exhibition is no longer accessible 
to us, following its closure and dispersal, the photographic, text, audio and 
video archive is rich, and the memories of the artists, curators and others 
involved are simultaneously crystal clear and intriguingly contradictory. 
This, and distinct historical and geopolitical perspectives, make new readings 
possible – even necessary.

The significance of ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ in terms of modernism or 
postmodernism and its postcolonial or neocolonial position continue to be 
debated. The nature of its globalism is the subject of ongoing analysis in these 
debates, and its ambition to present worldwide internationalism is generally 
acknowledged – if often with caveats – as radical for its place and time. 
However, it is arguably the show’s transnationalism that is its dominant 
legacy. What became important in the ensuing era of art and exhibition 
making are the issues of locality and specificity in relation to the wider world. 
The nation state became increasingly irrelevant or at least its relevance was 
put into question in the context of the growth of global exhibitions from 
1989 onwards. In particular, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ may be seen to have 
developed a transnational and project-based approach that offered a useful 
model for the subsequent curation and production of large-scale exhibitions 
that would flourish in the emerging climate fostered by the neoliberal 
globalisation of capital. The curatorial team behind ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ 
could not have foreseen the consequences of their global ambitions. They 
put the exhibition together in the twilight years of the Cold War, when the 
globe was still largely divided into two camps, with the Third World margi- 
nalised between them and the quasi-universal reach of capital still a few 
steps away. Their mixed ambitions were a response to a transitional time, 
and in order to achieve some degree of understanding of their project it is 
necessary to go back to the genesis of the exhibition in the Paris of the mid-
to-late 1980s. 

1. From Idea to Exhibition: Les étapes d’un projet 6
World music, or rather sono mondiale, was in full sway in Paris in the second 
half of the 1980s, and associated publications like the monthly magazine 
Actuel offered a broad cultural context that included, for instance, painting.7 
However, the notion of ‘world art’ was alien to the establishment at the 
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time. Given the uncommon ambition of the ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ project, 
we might trace its formation back to the person responsible: its curator. 
Asked about his starting-points shortly after the exhibition had closed, Jean- 
Hubert Martin replied:

Well, to begin with, I grew up in Alsace, which is a place where everyone is 
bi- or trilingual and nationality or ethnicity is seen as something mutable 
or substitutable. Later I travelled quite a lot. In 1965 I went to India and 
Nepal by car from France, in a 2CV, and from that time on I always loved 
to travel. In the mid-1970s I went to Nigeria, and so on. I saw things that 
were absolutely intriguing and had nothing to do with what you’d see in 
anthropological museums. Already at that time I had the feeling that there 
was a level of creation in the Third World that was different from what 
was shown in the primitive art collections.8

 
The image of Martin, the young Alsatian, wowed by the wider world viewed 
through his Citroën window and wondering how this could be brought 
home might stay with us as we consider the standard account of the pro- 
ject’s beginnings. 

Writing his preface to the catalogue, Martin anchored his curatorial concern 
to produce a ‘really international’ show in the practices of two artists who 
emerged in the early 1960s, Joseph Beuys and Robert Filliou.9 While their 
Fluxus activity – with its ecumenical understanding of art and what might 
now be described as its transnational spirit – would appear to influence the 
selection of particular works for the exhibition, it was their specific commit-

— 
8 J.-H. Martin in ‘Overheard: Former Beaubourg Director Jean-Hubert Martin 
Talks with Thomas McEvilley’, Contemporanea, no.23, December 1990, p.110.
9 J.-H. Martin, ‘Preface’, in J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre (exh. cat.), 
Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 1989, p.8. All translations from French the 
author’s, unless otherwise noted.

Installation view, Poïpoïdrome –  
The Poïpoï Foundation presents: 
Hommage aux Dogons et aux 
Rimbauds, Centre Georges 
Pompidou, Paris, 1978 
© Centre Pompidou/MNAM-CCI/
Bibliothèque Kandinsky/J. Faujour
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ment to cross-cultural dialogue and to a universal notion of aesthetic creativity 
that Martin credited as inspiring the project overall.10 He was studying art 
history at the Sorbonne in Paris during the 1960s, whilst simultaneously 
drawn to the art of the time.11 Having transferred to the prestigious École de 
Louvre, he then became a curator at the Musée national d’art moderne in Paris, 
working as part of the team that would reinvent this institution for its open- 
ing at the Centre Georges Pompidou in 1977. A year after the opening he 
worked with Filliou, together with architect Joachim Pfeufer, on a commission 
for the building as part of their Poïpoïdrome series – named after a Dogon 
figure of speech and conceived as a forum for ‘constant creation’.12 While 
the installation was up, Filliou and Pfeufer used the commission funds to visit 
a Dogon community in Mali, where they presented material produced in the 
Centre Pompidou’s Poïpoïdrome and, on their return, they then added to the 
Parisian installation their documentation of this bid for cultural reciprocation. 

If specific contemporary European artists planted the idea for the exhibition, 
a constellation of earlier shows surely nurtured its conceptual development. 
One that had impressed Martin as a child was the internationally touring 
show of photography ‘The Family of Man’, the catalogue for which he had 
kept.13 This exhibition, curated by Edward Steichen and originating at the 
Museum of Modern Art in New York in 1955, united figurative scenes 
captured in 68 countries, representing cultural diversity but insisting on the 
universality of human experience. Roland Barthes, assessing the French 
version of the display in 1957, found that ‘exoticism is insistently stressed … 
the image of Babel is complacently projected over that of the world. Then, 
from this pluralism, a type of unity is magically produced: man is born, 
works, laughs and dies everywhere in the same way.’14 The downplaying of 
confrontational politics and economic inequities in ‘The Family of Man’ has 
interesting parallels with ‘Magiciens’. The human universalism pursued in 
the 1989 show was not that of birth, emotion, death or work, but that 
offered by creativity. This was not illustrated photographically but made 
manifest physically, through artworks presented in three-dimensional space. 
Each exhibition ventured a bid to represent globally dispersed people even- 
handedly – bids in which control was firmly tethered to a major city for 
culture and historically invested in Western ideas. A formative principle for 
Martin’s exhibition, clearly expressed in his catalogue essay, was that all the 

— 
10 Beuys had presented his artistic role as that of a European shaman since the 
1960s. In 1982 he had a much publicised meeting with the fourteenth Dalai 
Lama of Tibet, who would go on to win the Nobel Peace Prize in 1989. 
11 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011.
12 The particular work was subtitled Hommage aux Dogons et aux Rimbauds.  
‘La création permanente’ was a regular refrain and core concept for Filliou. 
13 ‘The Family of Man’ was presented in 38 countries from 1955 to 1962 and seen 
by more than nine million people. Martin visited the show, retitled ‘La Grande 
Famille des Hommes’, at the Musée d’art moderne de la Ville de Paris. J.-H. 
Martin in conversation with Pablo Lafuente, 23 May 2008, notes in the Afterall 
Exhibition Histories archive.
14 Roland Barthes, ‘The Great Family of Man’, Mythologies (1957, trans. Annette 
Lavers), London: Paladin, 1972, p.100.
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artists ‘had to be treated on an absolutely equal footing’.15 However, the 
overtones of ‘liberté, egalité, fraternité’ here, given the bicentenary of the French 
Revolution of 1789, may remind us of national claims upon so-called 
universal values. And inevitably the relationships of the selected artists to 
the setting that united them di"ered widely, with some participants new to the 
continental, national, civic or institutional context, for example. Tellingly, 
‘!e Family of Man’ was underwritten by the US Information Agency, thereby 
constituting a nationalist move in international politics conducted in 
cultural terms. Promoting Western humanism as if it were universal, it implicitly 
staked a US claim to a global perspective, subtly wielding knowledge as 
power while appearing to share precisely this with the rest of the world. 
‘Magiciens de la Terre’ may be seen as a European retort stemming from a 
similar underlying philosophy, although the agenda that might be read into 
it is undoubtedly distinct and specifically concerned with art and aesthetics 
rather than culture more broadly conceived. The Paris show of 1989 did not 
tour the world but invited the world to visit, perhaps seeking to establish 
the French capital as leading the way in global exhibition practice. Having 
been the capital of modern art only to lose out to New York over the course 
of the twentieth century, Paris could then be proclaimed in 1989 as a home 
for contemporary art – for global contemporary art, if this is not a tautology 
– and as a destination for major exhibitions of its exponents. 

The cultural positioning of Paris relative to New York at this time has often 
been discussed in connection with ‘Magiciens’, particularly through com- 
parison with ‘“Primitivism” in 20th Century Art’, an exhibition that took 
place five years earlier at the Museum of Modern Art in New York.16 Curated 
by William Rubin with Kirk Varnedoe, this show drew significant critical 
attention for the way in which it highlighted formal similarities between 
canonical Western art from the twentieth century and selected works of 
diverse periods from Africa, Oceania, Native and Pre-Columbian America. 
It presented ceremonial or functional objects from a plurality of cultural 
traditions alongside modern and contemporary art, in what many saw as an 
attempt to bolster the universalist claims to preeminence for European  
and North American work.17 As James Clifford remarked at the time, ‘the 

— 
15 J.-H. Martin, ‘Preface’, op. cit., p.10. A similar assertion appears in the first 
curatorial statement, which was initially issued in 1986 and later distributed in 
both French and English with the title ‘La Mort de l’art, l’art en vit’/ ‘The Death 
of Art – Long Live Art’ (with some amendments) as part of the press material 
that accompanied the show: the artists will be ‘presented on equal terms’ 
(‘présenté sur une pied d’égalité)’, p.6. See CGP archives, box 95026/168, and 
reprinted in this volume, pp.216–22. Gavin Jantjes was among those who 
challenged this curatorial ambition at the time. G. Jantjes, ‘Red Rags to the 
Bull’, in Rasheed Araeen (ed.), The Other Story: Afro-Asian Artists in Post-War 
Britain (exh. cat.), London: Hayward Gallery, 1989, p.127. 
16 ‘“Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern’, 
Museum of Modern Art, New York, 27 September 1984–15 January 1985.
17 For debate prompted by the exhibition see, for example, Thomas McEvilley, 
‘Doctor Lawyer Indian Chief: “‘Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art” at the Museum

‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and … Transnational Project-Based Curating
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“tribalism” selected in the exhibition to resemble modernism is itself a con- 
struction designed to accomplish the task of resemblance.’18

Martin visited the show and his particular concerns focused on its repre- 
sentation of contemporary art.19 While Beuys, Louise Bourgeois, Richard 
Long and several US Land artists were included, living artists from outside 
Europe or North America were not featured in the same manner and there 
were certainly no invitations to anyone beyond these regions to make work 
for the exhibition. The ‘primitive’ or ‘tribal’ work, including masks, dolls, 
charms and totems, were all described as such, rather than being presented 
as works of art, and they were undated and unattributed – specifically drawing 
contrast with the way in which the modern art was treated. As already noted, 
it would be a core intention of ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ to treat equally the 
various works it brought together, and certainly they were presented more 

André Breton’s studio, 
42 rue Fontaine, Paris, 1955 
Photography: Sabine Weiss

— 
of Modern Art in 1984’, Artforum, vol.23, no.3, November 1984, pp.54–60, and 
the ensuing to-and-fro with Rubin and Varnedoe in the letters section of subse- 
quent issues, Artforum, vol.23, no.6, February 1985, pp.42–51 and Artforum, 
vol.23, no.9, May 1985, pp.63–71; see also Yves-Alain Bois, ‘La Pensée Sauvage’ 
and James Clifford, ‘Histories of the Tribal and the Modern’, Art in America, 
vol.73, no.4, April 1985, pp.178–89 and pp.164–215, with a response by Kirk 
Varnedoe in the following issue, ‘On the Claims and Critics of the “Primitivism” 
Show’, Art in America, vol.73, no.5, May 1985, pp.11–13. All these texts, bar 
those by Bois and Clifford, are reprinted in Bill Beckley and David Shapiro (ed.), 
Uncontrollable Beauty: Toward a New Aesthetics, New York: Allworth Press, 2001, 
pp.149–258. 
18 J. Clifford, ‘Histories of the Tribal and the Modern’, op. cit., p.166.
19 J.-H. Martin in conversation with P. Lafuente, 23 May 2008, op. cit.
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equally than in ‘“Primitivism”’.20 In fact, Martin’s exhibition over-extended 
the modernist trope of individual authorship, at points lapsing into assimila- 
tionism. This was not done programmatically: for instance, those constituting 
the Walpiri group that came from Yuendumu were collectively identified as 
‘Yuendumu’;21 and the bark painting by a group from Papua New Guinea was 
attributed exclusively to their leader, Nera Jambruk.22 More productively, and 
acknowledging the creative reality of all the contributors to the show, 
Martin put considerable emphasis on curatorial meetings with artists, using 
this as a basis on which to decide whether or not to select their work for  
the exhibition.23

In order to test his vision of what the show might look like, Martin visited 
André Breton’s Paris home and studio at 42 rue Fontaine. Here, the Surrealist 
had presented his personal collection, mixing together a painting by Joan 
Miró, a sculpture by Alberto Giacometti, an anthropomorphic cowbell from 
Mexico and a polychrome wooden shield from New Guinea, for example,24 
without differentiating between the cultural contexts of their production and 
apparently with an eye to the overall impression of the display rather than to 
individual pairings.25 Martin took Breton’s ideas into the exhibition, deciding to 
unite his pick of contemporary art from around the world and display them 
all in the same manner to collective e"ect. In terms of public exhibition precur- 
sors, we might look to the first International Exhibition of Surrealism staged 
in London in 1936, which Breton had been partly involved in organising.26 

— 
20 See J.-H. Martin, ‘The Death of Art – Long Live Art’, op. cit., p.4, and reprinted 
in this volume, p.219: ‘No work of art is anonymous. An artist (or artists) is 
always identifiable.’ 
21 Paddy Jupurrurla Nelson and Towser Jakamarra Walker are quoted in the cata- 
logue (see J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.267). Niru Ratnam 
lists the artists responsible as ‘Paddy Jupurrurla Nelson, Paddy Japaltjarri Sims, Paddy 
Cookie Japaltjarri Stewart, Neville Japangardi Poulson, Francis Jupurrurla Kelly 
and Frank Bronson Jakamarra Nelson’. See N. Ratnam, ‘Exhibiting the “Other”: 
!e Yuendumu Community’s Yarla’, in Jason Gaiger (ed.), Frameworks for Modern 
Art, New Haven, London and Milton Keynes: Yale University Press in association 
with The Open University, 2004, p.207.
22 Making this point in 1991, Cesare Poppi cites the anthropological work of 
Donald Tuzin and notes that Jambruk’s leading of the project reflected a political 
and social role, rather than individual creative activity. See C. Poppi, ‘From the 
Suburbs of the Global Village: Afterthoughts on Magiciens de la Terre’, !ird Text, 
vol.5, no.14, Spring 1991, p.95. 
23 J.-H. Martin, ‘!e Death of Art – Long Live Art’, op. cit., p.6, and reprinted in 
this volume, p.222: ‘Each artist must be visited in his studio or environment.’
24 See http://andrebreton.fr/home/Mur.cfm (last accessed on 1 November 2012).
25 Martin knew this place, where Breton housed his collection from 1922, from 
visits on behalf of the Centre Pompidou. Following Breton’s death in 1966, the 
collection was kept in place until its sale in 2003, when the works from a wall 
were acquired – as hung there – by the Centre Pompidou.
26 ‘The International Surrealist Exhibition’, New Burlington Galleries, London, 
11 June–4 July 1936, organised by Andre Bréton, Diana Brinton Lee, Paul Éluard, 
David Gascoyne, George Hugnet, Humphrey Jennings, Rupert Lee, Paul Nash, 

‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and … Transnational Project-Based Curating

fig.78–79 and 84

fig.51 and 57

p.29
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Martin had, in fact, already shown Cubist and Surrealist art at the Centre 
Pompidou alongside African and Oceanic works in 1977, under Pontus 
Hultén’s directorship and for the opening hang of the national collection  
in the new building.27 The comparative objects were borrowed from the 
Musée de l’Homme and disrupted the standard narrative of smooth linear  
progression in avant-garde art practice from Paris in the first half of the 
twentieth century to New York in the second. However, they were displayed 

Installation view, ‘International 
Surrealist Exhibition’, New  
Burlington Galleries, London, 1936 
Photograph Album belonging to 
Roland Penrose, illustrating Surrealist 
exhibitions in Britain in the 1930s, 
Roland Penrose Archive,  
Scottish National Gallery  
of Modern Art, Edinburgh

Installation view, National Collection 
with works borrowed from Musée de 
l’Homme, Centre Georges Pompidou, 
Paris, 1977 
© Centre Pompidou/MNAM-CCI

— 
Man Ray, E.L.T. Mesens, Henry Moore, Roland Penrose, Herbert Read and 
Hugh Sykes Davies. 
27 See the exchange between Thomas McEvilley and William Rubin for more 
about these displays, as reprinted in B. Beckley and D. Shapiro (ed.), Uncontroll-
able Beauty, op. cit., pp.170, 185–86, 209, 212 and 228–29.
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in vitrines, rather than in free space like the adjacent modernist paintings 
and sculptures, and together with each other rather than interspersed amongst 
the modern artworks. 

Hultén, the lauded exhibition curator and museum director, was responsible 
for a specific series of temporary shows at the Centre Pompidou that Martin has 
credited as influential in the development of his own ideas for ‘Magiciens’.28 
This famous sequence examined the history of visual culture in the twentieth 
century through uniting practice in Paris with that of other artistic centres: 
‘Paris–New York’, 1977, representing the period 1905–68; ‘Paris–Berlin: 
1900–1933’, 1978; and ‘Paris–Moscou: 1900–1930’, 1979.29 Martin worked 
under Hultén on the latter two shows in particular. An expanded definition 
of art, or what Martin describes as Hultén’s ‘openness in approach’,30 applied 
in all of them and extended to their installation techniques (involving major 
construction, indeed architectural reconstruction) and high production values. 
These aspects can all be found again in the installation of ‘Magiciens de la 
Terre’, which took place partly in the same building. However, the later show 
was avowedly committed to multiple locations for art production rather 
than single cities paired with Paris, and it explicitly focused on ‘peripheries’ 
as well as ‘artistic centres’.31 It was also strictly contemporary rather than 
historical, giving Martin the opportunity to commission new contributions 
from artists. Indeed, his strong emphasis on showing the work of those living, 
on bringing artists together to make or install their work side by side, meant 
that he could not include the art of those who had inspired the project 
because both Beuys and Filliou died while the show was in preparation. The 
expanded aesthetic field as put on display by Hultén was also understood 
decidedly differently by Martin. For instance, the former had included a 
significant number of films and posters in the galleries, whereas the latter 
mostly kept films to a parallel programme and he excluded design, yet intro-
duced into his exhibition works made with other functional intent, especially 
with religious or ritual purpose rather than being primarily artistic. 

Such intent is signalled elliptically by the title ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, which 
is conspicuous for avoiding the word ‘art’ or ‘artists’,32 while playing on the 
French expression ‘le magie de l’art’.33 In fact, at the instigation of Lawrence 
Weiner, everyone contributing to the exhibition catalogue as an artist was 

— 
28 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011.
29 !e series concluded with ‘Paris–Paris: Créations en France 1937–1957’, opening 
in 1981, after Hultén had left the Centre Pompidou.
30 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011. 
31 These expressions feature in J.-H. Martin, ‘The Death of Art – Long Live Art’, 
op. cit., p.3. Reprinted in this volume, p.218. 
32 This and other aspects of the title are discussed in Martin’s catalogue essay, the 
1989 press release and the Petit journal that accompanied the exhibition. 
33 !e play on this French expression is noted on the website now dedicated to the 
exhibition, where the associated ambition is described as having been to ‘charm’ 
and ‘seduce’. See http://magiciensdelaterre.fr/contexte.php?id=6 (last accessed on 
1 November 2012).

‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and … Transnational Project-Based Curating
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asked to state on their pages what they understood by the word ‘art’.34 
Martin himself came close to an answer in the catalogue preface, where he 
emphasises a community of people, distributed across the world, all making 
imagery and objects with ‘an aura’, as ‘the receptacles of metaphysical 
values’.35 The notion of a global unification of individuals through aesthetic 
creativity, on the one hand, and through the human metaphysicality of l’ésprit 
– spirit, spirituality and the mind36 – on the other, arguably has certain 
hippie or New Age resonances that might correspond with Martin’s days in 
his 2CV but were broadly out of step with the ideology of the late 1980s.37 
Martin equally intimates a crisis of confidence in the European Enlighten- 
ment and in a rationalist application of scientific and industrial solutions to 
social issues as associated with the notion of the West. Yet, the circumspection 
of the exhibition title notwithstanding, he remains fundamentally confident 
in his geocultural authority to judge aura and to determine what constitutes 
contemporary art, lamenting that the taste of his (European) team was not 
necessarily shared elsewhere, without reflecting on the fact that its validity 
might thereby be put into question.38

The fourth Biennale of Sydney, directed by William Wright in 1982 with 
input from Martin, had crucially tested this aesthetic authority and encou- 
raged his conceptualisation of ‘Magiciens de la Terre’.39 While the Australian 
exhibition included artists from Argentina, Bangladesh, Colombia, Poland 
and Yugoslavia, the majority of its more than two hundred participants were 
from countries routinely contributing artists to exhibitions in Europe and 
the US at the time.40 What proved significant for Martin was the inclusion 
of one particular work – a ground painting by a Walpiri group based in 
Lajamanu – which was produced in the central void at the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, and the ‘very good mood as the French artists and the 
Aboriginal artists prepared their work side by side’.41 Here, in the pairing of 
European and indigenous Australian art, Martin found a model for bring- 
ing together so-called Western and non-Western work. He has commented 
that it was ‘very controversial among us, both curators and artists, whether 

— 
34 See J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.71.
35 J.-H. Martin, ‘Preface’, op. cit., p.8.
36 The ‘spiritual’ is repeatedly referenced in J.-H. Martin, ‘The Death of Art – 
Long Live Art’, op. cit., pp.1, 3 and 6. Reprinted in this volume, pp.216–18, 220 
and 222.
37 Bourriaud suggested at the time that the idea of the show was potentially  
‘neo-hippie’; see N. Bourriaud, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, op. cit., p.120. 
38 See J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.8.
39 ‘The Fourth Biennale of Sydney: Vision in Disbelief ’, 7 April–23 May 1982. 
Martin specifically advised on and worked to support the participation of six 
artists from France. The overlap with ‘Magiciens’ included ten artists: Marina 
Abramovi#, John Baldessari, Francesco Clemente, Enzo Cucchi, Rebecca Horn, 
Per Kirkeby, Nam June Paik, Sarkis, Ken Unsworth and Krzysztof Wodiczko. 
40 Specifically in contrast to the Venice Biennale and Bienal de São Paulo,  
the Sydney Biennale did not involve national pavilions.
41 J.-H. Martin in ‘Overheard’, op. cit., p.110. 
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it was right or not to include these people in an obviously Western or 
Westernised art exhibition’.42 Perhaps one of the things at issue here was the 
religious element within the Aboriginal work, evident in the process of its 
making if not necessarily in the finished piece.43 For ‘Magiciens’, a floor- 
based earth work, Yam Dreaming,44 was executed by a distinct Walpiri group, 
six men from Yuendumu, while Long was at work on Red Earth Circle, an 
adjacent wall-painting using River Avon mud. This pairing of contributions 
to the exhibition would provide a defining moment for many visitors. 

Inspired by European artists who had interests in life and ideas beyond 
Europe, and shaped in response to particular exhibitions in the preceding three 
decades, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ was not intellectually or politically driven. 
It was primarily a pragmatic response to the expanded horizons produced by 
satellite television, affordable long-distance travel and the new fax techno- 
logy that made written arrangements between geographically remote partners 
instantaneous. Is it possible that the show’s title only inadvertently echoed 
Frantz Fanon’s Les Damnés de la terre (The Wretched of the Earth, 1961),45 and 
the first line of ‘The Internationale’ (1871), which Fanon’s book references? 
Martin has remarked that ‘it was important to me, in a very French, very 
intellectual world, to borrow some Anglo-Saxon pragmatism. The project 
was not theoretical but physical and relational; it was to see people, meet 
people, take decisions and bring things together.’46 Nonetheless, postcolonial 
theory, against which the show would be measured, was well established by 
the 1980s. In Éloge de la créolité, published in the year during which the 
exhibition was on view, Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau and Raphaël 
Confiant celebrated a key notion introduced by Edouard Glissant, Fanon’s 
peer, which undercut some of the rationale for the show, asserting that: ‘Creole- 
ness is an annihilation of false universality, of monolinguism and of purity.’47 
Meanwhile, postcolonial theory written in English had long been anchored 
in Edward Saïd’s Orientalism (1978, first translated into French in 1980). 
Here a clear warning was to be read in Saïd's description of ‘the high-handed 
executive attitude of nineteenth-century and early-twentieth-century European 
colonialism’,48 an enterprise and discourse that threatened perpetuation 
through curatorial high-handedness from Paris in the late twentieth century. 
The inclusion of an essay by Homi Bhabha in the ‘Magiciens’ catalogue and 

— 
42 Ibid.
43 Martin has more recently remarked: ‘we couldn’t look very much because it was 
a religious ritual and the doors were closed from time to time’. See ‘Art without 
Borders: Jean-Hubert Martin in Conversation with Michael Fitzgerald’, Art & 
Australia, vol.48, no.2, Summer 2010, p.236.
44 The work is also referred to as Yarla, which uses the local term for the bush 
potato that gives the ground painting its central design or story. See, for instance, 
Howard Morphy, Aboriginal Art, London: Phaidon, 1998, p.375. 
45 As suggested by Martin in conversation with the author and Thomas Boutoux, 
23 July 2009.
46 Ibid.
47 Jean Bernabé, Patrick Chamoiseau and Raphaël Confiant, Éloge de la créolité  
(In Praise of Creoleness), Paris: Gallimard, 1989, p.28.
48 Edward Saïd, Orientalism, London: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1978, p.2.
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the commissioning of papers by Gayatri Spivak and Bhabha for the colloq- 
uium that accompanied the show clearly indicate the significance of these 
issues for the exhibition, but they might seem more like ballast added late in the 
project than fuel for its formation, given the accounts of the curatorial process.

In fact, theory consonant with the exhibition may be found in a surprising 
place: French managerial literature of the ensuing decade. Here the emphasis, 
in concert with contemporary publications in the United States, lies on 
project-focused activity. The industrial model of business practice involving 
enduring structures, foreclosed procedures, strict measures and increasing 
size and specialisation is abandoned in favour of investment in projects that 
rely on a compelling specific vision of a transient form and on flexible, 
networked activity. ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ may be considered in this way as 
an early move within the value sphere that Luc Boltanski and Ève Chiapello 
identify as the ‘project-based polis’ (‘la cité par projets’) that will define the 
1990s.49 In their book published a decade on from the exhibition, The New 
Spirit of Capitalism, Boltanski and Chiapello draw on an extensive analysis 
of business literature produced in France in the intervening years to propose 
the existence of a moral regime centred on project management. Here lies 
the seed of an argument that ‘Magiciens’ is best viewed neither as a modernist 
or postmodern exhibition, nor as a post- or neocolonial venture, but rather 
as a characteristic project for the neoliberal world to come. As the vision-led 
product of global artistic labour gathered together over a limited period on 
the basis of networking, and as a bid to boost the cultural kudos of the host 
city, ‘Magiciens’ may be interestingly understood as an inadvertent precursor 
of the project-based polis that Boltanski and Chiapello map in their book. 
—

The standard narrative of the curatorial process for ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ 
gives 1984 as the date when its preparation began.50 This was the point at 
which Martin began to convene meetings with ‘three colleagues and friends, 
Jan Debbaut, Mark Francis and Jean-Louis Maubant, in order to discuss the 
project and its feasibility’, to establish ‘the criteria and methods’ and to start 
approaching artists.51 Martin was the director of the Kunsthalle Bern at the 
time, and he surrounded himself with men in comparable positions: Debbaut 
at the Palais des Beaux-Arts in Brussels, Francis at The Fruitmarket Gallery 
in Edinburgh and Maubant at the Nouveau Musée in Villeurbanne. Crucially, 
their meetings were supported by project funding from the French Ministry 
of Culture, then in the hands of Jack Lang, and specifically from Claude 

— 
49 It has been translated into English as ‘the projective city’; see Luc Boltanski 
and Ève Chiapello, The New Spirit of Capitalism (1999, trans. Gregory Elliott), 
London and New York: Verso, 2005.
50 See the 1989 press release, CGP archives, box 95026/168; and J.-H. Martin, 
‘Preface’, op. cit., p.8. 
51 Ibid. An undated document titled ‘Allocation of Artists to Meet’, divides thirty 
Westerners between the four curators, with three of the thirty additionally assigned 
to the writer Bernard Marcadé, who would play a key role in helping to conceptualise 
the catalogue and then in contributing to it; see CGP archives, box 95026/167.
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Mollard, head of the Visual Arts department. Previously Secretary General 
of the Centre Pompidou, Mollard had been appointed to found the Visual 
Arts department following the elections of 1981 that brought the Socialist 
Party and François Mitterand to power. In 1982 Lang had announced a 
doubling of the culture ministry’s budget, but it was not only this that must 
have encouraged Martin to approach the new French government for funds. 
Lang would later be identified as ‘in the first instance, the minister for 
artists’,52 and Mollard had announced this same priority himself, asserting 
that: ‘The artist comes first, and institutions, since they exist, must serve 
them.’53 This approach must have chimed well with Martin’s as-yet homeless 
project, which emphasised the figure of the artist as creative agent. Moreover, 
addressing a United Nations conference in Mexico City in July 1982, Lang had 
raised the issue of ‘globalist discourse’ and what it might mean, commanding: 
‘Let us be proud of our identities and our particularities, and look with 
admiration on the spectacle of our differences.’54 In the same speech he 
challenged any resting on the fixity of cultural heritage, emphasising instead 
creativity in the present, whilst proving wary of the cultural imperialism 
that he implicitly accused the US of perpetuating. Martin’s project was able 
to benefit from the new policy on the basis of its convening contemporary 
artists from around the world who might be said, after Lang, to represent 
the ‘spectacle’ of cultural difference. At the same time, Martin sidestepped 
the battles for cultural dominance between nation states by stressing that it 
was an artist’s individuality – and his or her village, city or region, rather 
than nationality – that was critical. 

Although ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ was originally envisaged for Paris and ulti- 
mately took place there, Martin proposed the project for Kassel when involved 
in a meeting to shape the curatorial direction of documenta 8 (1987).55 The 
idea was rejected and Manfred Schneckenburger, who had been Artistic 
Director of documenta 6 in 1977, was given the directorial role again for the 
1987 edition.56 The provincial German town of Kassel would have provided 

— 
52 Bernard Latarjet, L’Aménagement culturel du territoire, Paris: La Documentation 
française, 1992, p.83. Emphasis the author’s.
53 Claude Mollard, Le Mythe de Babel: l’Artiste et le système, Paris: Grasset, 1984, p.56. 
54 Jack Lang, Mexico City, 27 July 1982, quoted in Philippe Urfalino, ‘De l’Anti-
impérialisme américain à la dissolution de la politique culturelle’, Revue française 
de science politique, vol.43, no.5, 1993, p.835. And online at http://www.persee.
fr/web/revues/home/prescript/article/rfsp_0035-2950_1993_num_43_5_394783# 
(last accessed on 1 November 2012). Lang arguably uses the word ‘globaliste’ in 
this context in response to the US use of the term ‘global’, whilst simultaneously 
making use of the French word’s emphasis on totalism (which does not necessarily 
make any geographic reference to the world). Malraux, speaking in 1960, uses the 
expression ‘planetaire’. The literature in connection with ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ 
would use the term ‘mondiale’ (‘worldwide’). 
55 J.-H. Martin in conversation with P. Lafuente, 23 May 2008, op. cit.
56 The curator was Michael Erlhoff. Edy de Wilde and Harald Szeemann were also 
in the running. See Walter Grasskamp, ‘To Be Continued: Periodic Exhibitions 
(documenta, For Example)’, Tate Papers, no.12, 1 October 2009. See http://www.
tate.org.uk/research/publications/tate-papers/be-continued-periodic-exhibitions-
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such a different context for ‘Magiciens’, relative to the capital of a former 
colonial empire, that it is intriguing to imagine how the exhibition would 
have been received there. In fact, documenta would only much later – well 
behind other recurrent exhibitions and most conspicuously the Bienal de La 
Habana – take up a position on the global production of art.57 While 
‘Magiciens’ and its accompanying rhetoric would emphasise a diversity of 
locations for art production worldwide, Paris was audaciously claimed to be 
the first global centre for art display.58

Martin’s project eventually began to home in on the French capital when 
Mollard asked him to place it under the auspices of the fourteenth Biennale 
de Paris, due to take place as documenta 8 closed, in the autumn of 1987. 
Martin left Bern in 1985 to assume this new curatorial directorship, and 
then began visiting artists prospectively for inclusion in the show. The 
Biennale de Paris had been inaugurated in 1959, following the initiative of 
André Malraux, then French Minister of Cultural Affairs.59 Speaking in 
Tokyo in 1960, Malraux made an assertion that would be quoted by Mollard 
almost a quarter of a century later: ‘Our era is making an immense discovery, 
the discovery for the first time of the plurality of civilisations … At the same 
moment, we discover, with this plurality, the birth of the first planetary 
civilisation.’60 Mollard hailed Malraux as ‘a giant’, going on to admit proudly 
that ‘we remain suffused by his ideas’.61 Martin would share their humanist 
and universalist perspectives, conveying these through ‘Magiciens’ without 
significantly altering them.62 However, the thirteenth Biennale de Paris ran 
into deficit and the ensuing edition was cancelled, leaving the project again 
without an institutional frame. 

The doomed Biennale would, however, bequeath Martin one of the two 
venues for ‘Magiciens’, the Grande Halle in the Parc de La Villette.63 This 
nineteenth-century cattle market, a vast steel and glass construction designed 
by Victor Baltard, was situated in the park recently established on the site of 
the Napoleonic abattoirs of Paris, part of an urban redevelopment project 
that Mitterrand inherited but would make his own. François Barré, the 

— 
documenta-example (last accessed on 1 November 2012). 
57 See Charles Esche, ‘A Good Place or a No Place?’, in Rachel Weiss et al., Making 
Art Global (Part 1): The Third Havana Biennial 1989, London: Afterall Books, 
2011, pp.9–10. 
58 As will become clear, this is a claim that may readily be challenged. 
59 Raymond Cogniat curated the inaugural ‘Manifestation Biennale et Internationale 
des Jeunes Artistes’ at the Musée d’art moderne de la Ville de Paris. 
60 C. Mollard, Le Mythe de Babel, op. cit., pp.47–48. 
61 Ibid., pp.45 and 55.
62 Jean-Michel Bouhours and Gisèle Breteau would include the documentary Journal 
de voyage avec André Malraux à la recherche des arts du monde entier (1979) in the 
film programme at the Centre Pompidou in conjunction with ‘Magiciens de la Terre’.
63 Several of the artists included in Georges Boudaille’s 1985 Biennale de Paris at 
the Grande Halle de La Villette would, in fact, show there again in 1989 for 
‘Magiciens’: Jean-Michel Alberola, Christian Boltanski, Per Kirkeby, Mario Merz, 
Ken Unsworth and Lawrence Weiner. 
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president of the newly renovated Grande Halle de La Villette, was impressed 
by Martin’s exhibition proposal, and they agreed that this would continue to 
be developed for the space. Use of this venue would be crucial to the legacy 
of the exhibition, at least partly on the basis of the building’s credentials as 
a ‘project space’, as defined in the 1980s. Such a definition draws on the 
history of alternative spaces for art in the 1970s – an alternative that was 
constituted as a ghetto within the museum (for example, through the 
adoption of the ‘Projects’ label by MoMA in 1971), or away from and in 
rejection of established institutions (for instance, New York’s P.S.1 or Project 
Space 1, founded in 1976).64 Taking their lead from the art of the time – from 
its process-based nature and its responsiveness to site or situation – these 
arenas were looking for an art that prioritised what might be referred to as 
‘projecthood’, in order to distinguish it from the ‘objecthood’ or ‘presentness’ 
that Michael Fried had recently identified in Minimalist and modernist art 
respectively.65 The political and critical agendas associated with dedicating 
space to such art dissipated in the 1980s, to the point where, to use Nancy 
Adajania’s later description of the uptake of project-based practice in post-
Fordism, ‘what started as mutiny was optimised, even capitalised’.66 Interest- 
ingly, the radicality that she evokes here originated in the military industrial 
complex: famously in the department of Lockheed Martin called Advanced 
Development Projects, where employees – given a high degree of autonomy 
in order to work on innovative and often secret contracts – were responsible 
for aircraft designs of major significance to the CIA’s Cold War effort. 
Rather than reflecting the institutional critique developed by the alternative 
art scene in the US and Europe of the 1970s, the Grande Halle de La Villette 
represents a space emblematic of the ‘project-based polis’, the embodiment 
of the new spirit of capitalism. 

In 1986 Martin found himself with this venue for his exhibition, but with 
no finances. That same year he produced an extended curatorial statement 
setting out his core ideas, the selection criteria and methods, and the installation 

— 
64 Project Space 1 played on the given name for the building of Public School 1. 
See Martin Beck, ‘Alternative: Space’, in Julie Ault (ed.), Alternative Art New 
York, 1965–1985, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 2002, pp.257–59. 
For discussion of the situation in Europe at the time, see Marente Bloemheuvel, 
‘Exhibiting in Motion’, in Paul Andriesse (ed.), Innodiging voor mooie tentoon-
stellingen + Trio eenzaamheid, Amsterdam: Galerie Paul Andriesse, 1989, pp.49–52, 
reprinted, with further relevant essays, in Paul Andriesse and Mariska van den 
Berg (ed.), Art Gallery Exhibiting: The Gallery as a Vehicle for Art, Amsterdam: 
Galerie Paul Andriesse and Uitgeveij De Balie, 1996. 
65 Michael Fried, ‘Art and Objecthood’, originally published in Artforum, vol.5, 
no.10, Summer 1967, pp.12–23 and republished on several occasions since. Also 
note the 1970s use of the term ‘project’ in the titles of works by artists including 
Asco (Project Pie in De/Face, 1972) and Hans Haacke (as discussed below).
66 Nancy Adajania, ‘An (Un)timely Meditation: Pointing to a Future Ecumene  
of Art’, keynote paper for the 3rd FORMER WEST Research Congress, Vienna, 
19 April 2012, available at http://www.formerwest.org/ResearchCongresses/3RD
FORMERWESTResearchCongressPartOne/NancyAdajaniaAnUntimelyMedi
tationPointingtoaFutureEcumeneofArt (last accessed on 1 November 2012). 
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principles.67 Akin to a mission statement, this document names his project 
and announces that his abiding vision and key strategy is to ‘bring together 
artists from all over the world’.68 In the next sentence he goes on to highlight 
the fact that the exhibiting artists will be relieved of representing ‘their 
particular government or country’,69 later stressing his transnational approach 
with the following assertion: ‘This project can only be realised wholly 
independently of all political machinery, national or international.’ 70

Martin does not justify his chosen title in this context, but the immediate 
association of ‘terre’, given the elaboration of the project presented, is planet 
earth, the world.71 As already described, the word ‘Magiciens’ was intended 
to unite practitioners who did not primarily identify themselves as artists 
with those who did. What was supposed to equalise those contributing works 
to the exhibition, however, was sometimes read as marginalising and/or 
fetishising the newcomers. Gayatri Spivak, for instance, memorably noted 
at the time that when agents of the Third World were finally admitted into 
the First World’s frame of reference, it was not as worldly subjects, as global 
artists, but as mediums tied to the ground, magicians of the earth.72 While 
it may be argued that, to the extent that ‘Magiciens’ invokes tricksters or 
shamen, claims to the irrational and transcendental aspects of aesthetic prac- 
tice are made, interestingly the website Martin much later dedicated to the 
exhibition notes that ‘It was never intended that recourse to occult and 
supernatural practices would be the common denominator for the exhibiting 
artists.’73 Inevitably, perhaps, the title acted as a lightning rod for responses 
to the show. Indeed, it could almost be read as foretelling the ‘magical’ 
solutions that would be promised by economic neoliberalism operating 
through globalised markets. In this way, it inadvertently becomes an 
example of the sort of exploitation that would be involved in the neoliberal 
reach across the globe, with the notion of ‘magicianship’ and its specific social 

— 
67 For the untitled English version, opening ‘The very idea of a “work of art”…’, 
see CGP archives, box 95026/168. The later English version, titled ‘The Death 
of Art – Long Live Art’ and distributed as part of the press material that 
accompanied the show, is reprinted in this volume, pp.216–22.
68 Ibid., p.216. The French version distributed in the press pack accompanying 
the show promises ‘une confrontation entre des artistes venant du monde entier’, 
p.1. See CGP archives, box 95026/168.
69 In this volume, p.216. !e French version distributed in the press pack accom- 
panying the show specifies ‘d’un état et d’une nation’ (‘state and nation’), p.1. See 
CGP archives, box 95026/168.
70 In this volume, p.221. Note that in the following sentence he returns to 
referencing internationalism rather than transnationalism, falling back on term-
inology that implicates rather than questions or transcends the nation state. 
71 Specifically relevant to some artists but not all, ‘terre’ also references earth in 
the sense of physical matter or raw material, and/or land, locality and place. 
72 Gayatri Spivak to Nikos Papastergiadis, reported by the latter in email 
correspondence with the author, 14 June 2011; confirmed by Spivak in email 
correspondence with the author, 19 September 2012.
73 See the web page http://magiciensdelaterre.fr/contexte.php?id=6 (last accessed 
on 1 November 2012). 
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role in regions outside the modern Western world being casually taken up, or 
bought cheaply, and then loosely applied as if universally applicable, indeed 
sold back to the non-West as the means of entry into global art discourse. 

The artists involved in the exhibition had diverse, sometimes strong and 
sometimes interesting opinions on the title that brought them together.74 

Long and Marina Abramovi# both embraced it as poetic,75 while Chéri Samba 
adopted ‘Magicien de la Terre’ as his artistic or professional strapline, painting 
this on a banner that he posted across the façade of his studio before leaving 
Kinshasa for Paris, as well as having it printed on his letterhead.76 Daniel 
Buren asked a number of his fellow participants to state on camera what 
they thought of the title and whether they considered themselves to be a 
magician, using the interviews in one of the four films he contributed to the 
exhibition, Les Magiciens de la terre vus par eux-mêmes. Questions (The magi- 
cians of the earth as seen by themselves. Questions), 1989, another of which, Les 
Magiciens de la terre vus par Daniel Buren (The magicians of the earth as  
seen by Daniel Buren), 1989, included broadcast footage of a man doing 
conjuring tricks. The implication of a sleight of hand was just one of the 
reasons why Hans Haacke was critical of the title, while Huang Yong Ping 
found the playful invocation of circus activity to be a positive aspect.77 
Barbara Kruger, like Buren, targeted the exhibition title in her contribution 
to the show, posing the question ‘Qui sont les magiciens de la terre?’ (‘Who 
Are the Magicians of the Earth?’) on a billboard and replying with quest- 
ioning suggestions such as ‘les plombiers?’, ‘les écrivains?’, ‘les marchands 
d’armes?’, ‘les chefs tribaux?’ (‘Plumbers?’, ‘Writers?’, ‘Weapon Merchants?’, 
‘Tribal Chieftains?’). She has since remarked: ‘The exhibition was prescient 
in terms of the inclusion of different threads of visual practice, but to choose 
to title it in that way was certainly not a paradigm shift, it was as old as the 
hills.’78 That such criticisms were recognised by the organisers at the time is 
clear from the inclusion of Rasheed Araeen’s critique of the title in his 
contribution to the exhibition catalogue.79

With the title established, Martin used his 1986 curatorial statement to 
announce five selection criteria, which – with ‘radicalism’ mentioned in the 

— 
74 For responses to the exhibition title in 1989 by Huang Yong Ping, Cildo Meireles, 
Maestre Didi and Boujemâa Lakhdar, see, for instance, ‘Cinq questions à des 
artistes non-occidentaux (‘Five Questions for Non-Western Artists’)’, artpress, 
no.136, May 1989 (with dossier on ‘Magicens de la Terre’), pp.48–49. 
75 Richard Long in conversation with the author, 21 March 2008; Marina Abramovi# 
in email correspondence with the author, 15 April 2008. 
76 Chéri Samba in response to questions from the author, 18 December 2008.
77 Hans Haacke in email correspondence with the author, 15 August 2008; Huang 
Yong Ping in response to questions from the author (trans. James Kao),  
18 April 2008. 
78 Barbra Kruger in conversation with the author, 2 April 2008. An abbreviated 
version of this conversation is published in this volume, pp.286–87. 
79 In response to the question posed by Weiner to all the participating artists – 
‘What is art?’ – Araeen stated: ‘Art is not magic. Magic is not art. Really, if they 
meet, they destroy each other.’ J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.85.
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first instance and ‘opposition and resistance on the part of cultural dissidents 
to the surrounding establishment’ in the last – could be read as ways of 
understanding the modernist principle of avant-garde practice without 
actually using the words themselves.80 !e unified approach to works considered 
for inclusion that is implied by the criteria has to be set against earlier parts 
of the same document, which detail different approaches to be taken in 
different parts of the world. In this and elsewhere in the document, Martin 
broaches major areas of debate with the confusion of someone at the begin- 
ning of a vast undertaking. It is interesting to compare the original statement 
with the slightly revised version distributed as part of the press pack issued 
at the opening of the show in 1989. Small shifts in language between the 
two drafts highlight the fraught terrain of terminology, with artists from 
‘the Third World and Socialist countries’ later designated as belonging ‘to 
the “peripheries”’ and – with a harsh, if surely inadvertent, denial of rights –  
a concurrent announcement that they ‘do not belong’ to the artistic centres.81 

The first document makes a point of distinguishing those described in both 
documents as coming ‘from developed, capitalist countries’, or as ‘our own 
Western artists’, not only from ‘artists from the Third World and Socialist 
countries’, but also from a middle category, labelled ‘artists with links to 
non-Western cultures’.82 Remarkably, artists living outside of the West and 
making work in relation to Western practice are not given comparable 
attention.83 At the same time, it is significant that nowhere in the exhibition 
or in the accompanying published material was it specified how those artists 
selected to participate had been classified – whether between two, three or 
however many categories.
 
With his first curatorial statement ready for circulation and a compelling 
title for the project, Martin began to gather financial support. Crucial funding 
came in 1986 from Sylvie Boissonnas – who had previously been supportive 
of other curators, including Hultén – through the Fondation Scaler.84 On 
the basis of this, Martin could appoint two curatorial assistants to work with 
him from an office at La Villette: first Aline Luque and shortly afterwards 
André Magnin. Luque had been working for Boissonnas – on documenting 

— 
80 J.-H. Martin, ‘The very idea of a “work of art”…’, op. cit., p.12 and as distri- 
buted as part of the press material that accompanied the show, J.-H. Martin, ‘The 
Death of Art – Long Live Art’, p.6, and reprinted in this volume, p.222.
81 Ibid., p.6 (1986) and p.3 (1989), and reprinted in this volume, p.218.
82 Ibid., pp.1, 3, 6 and 5, respectively (1986); and pp.1 and 2, respectively (1989), 
and reprinted in this volume, pp.216, 217 and 218, respectively.
83 Within the category associated with the peripheries, ‘works of artists who have 
been trained in Western or Westernised art-schools’ are described as being of 
interest, although only when their ‘authenticity’ can be determined. Ibid., p.6 
(1986) and p.3 (1989), and reprinted in this volume, p.219.
84 The Fondation Scaler – for Science, Culture, Art, Literature, Education and 
Religion – was founded after World War II by Sylvie and Éric Boissonnas. A budget 
attached to an agreement between the Centre Pompidou and La Villette, dated  
28 April 1989, suggests that 600,000 francs were donated; see CGP archives,  
box 95026/169.
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traditional Alpine culture, for instance – and Magnin, who had provided 
curatorial assistance on the 1985 Biennale de Paris, simply dazzled Martin 
with his enthusiasm when interviewed.85

In 1987 a major commercial backer was found in the form of the broadcasting 
company Canal+, which came on board as the leading sponsor.86 Perhaps 
going a step further than the gloss on most exhibition-sponsorship deals, 
and specifically highlighting the project-based nature of the show, the 
Canal+ announcement of its support expresses delight in the exhibition’s 
‘crazy gamble’.87 André Rousselet, company President, to whom Martin had 
pitched the idea in a matter of minutes,88 opens his accompanying statement 
by saying he was ‘seduced from the start by the project’.89 While not easy to 
trace in archival documents, it has been suggested that this sponsorship was 
the result of individuals at the highest level looking out for their mutual 
interests, specifically that Rousselet, who had been Mitterrand’s chief of 
staff, was encouraged to support the project by the President, whose wife, 
Danielle Mitterand, had been impressed by the 1986 curatorial statement 
regarding ‘Magicens de la Terre’ and its resonance with her own concerns as 
crystallised in the Fondation France Libertés that she established that year.90

Meanwhile, in October of 1987, Martin was appointed Director of the 
Musée national d’art moderne at the Centre Pompidou. This brought him 
numerous other professional duties that delayed progress on ‘Magiciens’;91 
however, it offered a whole new platform for the show. The project now not 
only had additional funding but also a second venue: the most prestigious 
museum for modern and contemporary art in the country in a flagship 
building in the heart of the city. Mark Francis, one of the three original 
advisors, moved to Paris to join the curatorial team in December 1987, and 
the following summer he was made the Commissaire Délégué. With two 
buildings, which united Bernard Tschumi’s design for the park at La Villette 
with the comparably postmodern architecture of the Centre Pompidou 
completed a decade earlier, ‘Magiciens’ had the contemporary contexts it 
needed to become a major international statement. The addition of the 

— 
85 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011. 
86 Unattributed and untitled document announcing the sponsorship in the press 
pack (three untitled pages opening ‘Les créateurs plastiques…’, ‘CANAL+ et ses 
dirigeants…’ and ‘Par ses liens uniques…’); see CGP archives, box 95026/168. 
Here a figure of 6,000,000 francs is given, although this contrasts with a budget 
attached to the agreement between the Centre Pompidou and La Villette dated 
28 April 1989, op. cit., which suggests 2,000,000 francs.
87 Ibid.
88 J.-H. Martin in conversation with P. Lafuente on 23 May 2008, op. cit.
89 A. Rousselet, ‘CANAL+ et ses dirigeants…’, op. cit.
90 Jean-Marc Patras in conversation with the author, 10 October 2012. Patras 
worked with and for the founder of Actuel, Jean-François Bizot, who was 
responsible for bringing Samba to Paris in 1982 and gave Martin’s curatorial 
statement to Raphaël Doueb, Secrétaire Général of the Fondation France Libertés.
91 !e opening date was pushed on five months, from December 1988 to May 1989. 
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Centre Pompidou also strengthened the civic claims to centrality within the 
global field of contemporary art and focused them on the national museum, 
upping the ante in the retort to ‘“Primitivism”’ at the Museum of Modern 
Art in New York. At the same time, the exhibition was nationalised through 
the Centre Pompidou’s French, as well as specifically Parisian, concerns. 

A national and international agenda was likewise imposed, complicating the 
earlier civic and transnational vision for the show, when further substantial 
financial backing was secured in connection with celebrations of the 200-
year anniversary of the storming of the Bastille in 1789, symbolically the 
start of the French Revolution.92 Now the exhibition would be perceived ‘as 
a moment of celebration for the ideology of a country presenting itself as 
the inventor of the universal rights of man’.93 These rights offer a potentially 
interesting lens through which to view the show. Bestowing the right to 
‘liberty’ may be read into Martin’s freeing of artists from national repre- 
sentation and – through his allocating money from the project’s budget to 
cover all travel and other expenses – from other obligations associated with 
the potential support of the various national governments. Crucially bound 
up in this bestowal, of course, is the assimilation or submission – attendant 
upon access – to a Parisian, French and ‘Western’ viewing context. The 
emphasis on ‘equality’ between the works brought together in the show, and, 
further, between those making them, has already been noted, and here the 
modernism inaugurated by the French Revolution gains a postmodern 
inflection. The principle of ‘fraternity’ is addressed in the new curatorial 
statement written by Martin in January 1989, where he qualifies and adds to 
his earlier text, revising some of his assertions from three years before, but 
essentially consolidating his approach. Here he emphasises ‘the idea of an 
exchange and dialogue between individuals coming from all over the world’,94 
having previously only announced that ‘many works will be executed and 
installed by artists on the spot’, without highlighting the community or family 
of artists thereby convened.95 The receipt of financial support in connection 
with celebrations of the French Revolution may also prompt comparisons 
between ‘Magiciens’ and the Exposition Universelle of 1889, mounted to 

— 
92 The budget attached to the agreement between the Centre Pompidou and La 
Villette dated 28 April 1989, op. cit., suggests just over 10 per cent (800,000 
francs) of the funding secured from the government (7,200,000 francs) was given 
in connection with the bicentary.
93 Yacouba Konaté, ‘“Magiciens de la Terre”: The Strange African Destiny of a 
Global Exhibition’, in Bernadette Dufrene (ed.), Centre Pompidou: Trente Ans 
d’histoire, Paris: Centre Georges Pompidou, 2007, p.561. Commissioned by the 
Centre Pompidou to reflect on the exhibition over a decade later, Konaté points 
out the ‘shortcut’ involved in this perception, given that the show was not con-
ceived with this frame in mind but acquired it latterly.
94 J.-H. Martin, curatorial statement dated January 1989 and titled ‘The first 
worldwide exhibition of contemporary art’, distributed as part of the exhibition 
press pack, p.1 (p.2 in French version). See CGP archives, box 95026/168.
95 J.-H. Martin, ‘!e very idea of a “work of art”…’, op. cit., p.10; J.-H. Martin, ‘!e 
Death of Art – Long Live Art’, op. cit., p.5 (and reprinted in this volume, p.221).
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mark the centenary of the same historic event.96 Mitterand had actually planned 
to stage an Exposition Universelle in 1989, but this was cancelled, leading 
to extra money for Martin’s project.97 Nonetheless, funding from a corporate 
source – the Canal+ sponsorship – secured the ambition to work trans- 
nationally, regardless of national priorities and international relations. 

Martin’s new curatorial statement at the start of 1989 would make the claim, 
much quoted since, that ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ was ‘The first worldwide 
exhibition of contemporary art’.98 Almost inevitably there are other exhi-
bitions that could equally have been described thus at the time. Indeed, 
Lucy Lippard noted in 1990 that the second Bienal de La Habana in 1986, in 
particular, was ‘a preceding global exhibition’.99 Martin knew about this event 
too late to visit but he was familiar with the catalogue, which lists 57 
countries as participating, whereas 45 were encompassed by ‘Magiciens’.100 
His own project, like the Havana – and indeed the Paris – biennials before 
it, rejected the display principles of the Venice and São Paulo biennials, 
freeing the exhibited works from being grouped according to the nationality 
of the artists who contributed to them. And in the associated catalogue the 
significance of nation states was down-played further still.101 ‘Magiciens’ 
might reasonably be claimed as the first worldwide exhibition within the West, 
yet as important, in retrospect, is its city-based and transnational approach 
to curating, and its being project-based as well as museum-based: these 
characteristics would prove typical of the numerous biennials that were 
launched around the world from the 1990s onwards.

— 
96 For press coverage of ‘Magiciens’ that references this precursor see, for example, 
Philippe Dagen, ‘L’Exposition universelle’, Le Monde, 19 May 1989, p.28.
97 For more on Mitterand’s project plans, see Projets pour l’exposition universelle de 
1989 à Paris: Livre blanc, Paris: Flammarion, 1985.
98 !is is the title given to Martin’s curatorial statement dated January 1989 and 
distributed as part of the exhibition press pack, op. cit., p.1. 
99 Lucy R. Lippard, Mixed Blessings: New Art in a Multicultural America, New York: 
Pantheon Books, 1990, p.28.
100 J.-H. Martin in correspondence with the author, 1 March 2011. The explicit 
focus for the second Bienal was African, Asian, Caribbean and Latin American 
artists, ethnically or by birth, and on artists from elsewhere based in these regions; 
a significant number of contributors identified as African, Asian, Caribbean and 
Latin American came to Havana from Europe or North America, where they were 
based at the time. Gerardo Mosquera, who was core to the curatorial team for the 
first three editions of the Bienal, is credited at the Centro Wifredo Lam in the 
acknowledgements published in the Parisian catalogue. See J.-H. Martin (ed.), 
Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.6.
101 In the catalogue for the second Bienal de La Habana, nationality is the first 
basis on which the information given on artists and their works is organised. The 
catalogue for the third edition, which opened shortly after ‘Magiciens’ closed, 
presents the equivalent information without national groupings being primary. 
!e third Bienal de La Habana abandoned the competition and prize-giving of earlier 
editions, while introducing an overall theme and associated discursive activities 
and events. See, R. Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time: The Third Bienal 
de La Habana and the Origins of the Global Exhibition’, in R. Weiss et al., Making 
Art Global (Part 1), op. cit., pp.14–69.
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2. Curatorial Selection: La récherche dans le monde 102

With the curatorial intention declared in the mission statement of 1986, and 
with a curatorial team in place, dedicated research into artists and artworks 
began in earnest. We might compare the parallel trajectory developed for 
the third edition of the Bienal de La Habana, as another globally orientated 
exhibition of the time. The Cuban team had a Research Department that 
was – like those based in France with ‘Magiciens’ in mind – working from 
first principles: studying whatever relevant printed literature could be 
gathered together, consulting those felt to be expert and undertaking 
investigative travel.103 However, Martin and his colleagues had more of a 
sense of what they were looking to include from places previously unknown 
to them, as the statement from 1986 makes clear and, partly as a consequence 
of their foreknowledge, they chose distinct individuals to make their intro- 
ductions. As already noted, the team also expressly sought artists who could 
be commissioned and might come to Paris to make their work in situ. 
Nonetheless, as with the Havana exhibition, the whole preparatory process 
took three years rather than the two anticipated in 1986.

Martin’s taking on a role that in some ways amounts to patronage – through 
not only importing commissioned goods but also artistic labour, or indeed 
the artistic labour to produce goods in situ – contrasts with that of the 
organisers of the Bienal de La Habana.104 The European history of comm- 
issioning works from multiple artists for production in a single exhibition 
may be traced to developments in museums, Kunsthallen and recurrent-
exhibition platforms at the turn into the 1970s, for instance to Wim Beeren’s 
‘Op Losse Schroeven’ (1969) for the Stedelijk Museum in Amsterdam and 
Harald Szeemann’s ‘When Attitudes Become Form’ (1969) for the Kunsthalle 
Bern, or the latter’s documenta 5 (1972) in Kassel. With ‘Magiciens’, this 
process remains anchored in Europe but opens up to artists and artistic 
labour from further afield. The Centre Pompidou archives testify to the 
magnitude of this undertaking: through urgent, sometimes confused, some- 
times desparate, sometimes joyous messages by letter, fax and telex, both 
directly addressed to artists and indirectly via intermediaries. There are also, 
however, significant gaps in the records of negotiations – or, as likely, much 
was left to be resolved when everyone finally came together during the 
exhibition installation. 

It is not only a worldwide purview that distinguishes the project-based 
nature of Martin’s show from that of Beeren’s and Szeemann’s exhibitions; it 
is also the level at which this project-based nature was appreciated. In his 
1986 text on major or large-scale exhibitions for a special issue of Les Cahiers 
du Musée national d’art moderne titled ‘L’Oeuvre et son accrochage’ (‘The 

— 
102 ‘Research in the world’, taken from the Petit journal, op. cit., p.1. 
103 See R. Weiss, ‘A Certain Place and a Certain Time’, op. cit., pp.23 and 27–30.
104 Gerardo Mosquera describes many artists coming, mostly from within Latin 
America, to Havana for the first three editions of the Bienal. However, the priority 
was to involve them in social and discursive events, rather than on producing work  
in situ. Mosquera in email correspondence with the author, 19 December 2012.
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Work of Art and Its Display’), Jean-Marc Poinsot paves the way for this 
distinction. Having flagged the increase in the commissioning of work, he 
then suggests that: ‘In fact, it is at once the museum and the curator, the 
exhibition and its organiser, city councillors, the minister, the president, his 
state and, by delegation, every visitor who effect the commission.’105 What is 
significant here is the emphasis on more than just the curatorial identification 
with the commission, as closely associated, in particular, with Szeemann; 
rather, it is the noting of specifically civic claims. With the biennial boom of 
the 1990s, the idea would spread that a transnational exhibition on the scale 
of ‘Magiciens’ could be hailed by the host city as a significant occasion for 
development and marketing, acting as a focus for cultural tourism. 

A third distinction between ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and the model project-
based exhibitions of 1969 and 1972 involves an eye on the possibility of 
acquiring works for a collection through the organisation of these temporary 
shows. The question of whether the Musée national d’art moderne might 
expand its collection’s geographical reach does not appear to have been a 
consideration during the preparations for the exhibition, and this is only in 
part because the Centre Pompidou was secured late as a venue. However, 
Canal+ was committed to purchasing for display, first in this temporary context 
and then as part of the company’s collection, and its Director, Rousselet – 
while reliant on the selection of Martin and his team for the pool of potential 
works for corporate acquisition – was involved in the acquisition choices.106

André Magnin has repeatedly described the way in which the curatorial 
team for ‘Magiciens’ filled a wall of their tiny windowless office with a map of 
the world and then picked areas of the globe in which each would specialise.107 
Very broadly speaking, while Martin initially concentrated on Asia, Magnin 
selected Africa and Luque Latin America. And when Francis fully joined the 
team he worked in the Pacific. Following the principle established at the outset, 
ensuing research trips prioritised meeting artists in their working environ- 
ments, rather than just selecting work.108 Some of the trips to establish 
contact with artists were undertaken by a significant number of others: these 

— 
105 Jean-Marc Poinsot, ‘Les Grandes Expositions: Esquisse d’une typologie’, Les 
Cahiers du Musée national d’art moderne, no.17–18, 1986, p.139 and (trans. Robert 
McGee) in Reesa Greenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson and Sandy Nairne (ed.), 
Thinking about Exhibitions, London and New York: Routledge, 1996, pp.62–63.
106 ‘Par ses liens uniques…’, op. cit. J.-H. Martin confirms the personal involve- 
ment of Rousselet, email correspondence with the author, 9 September 2011.
107 André Magnin in conversation with the author, 9 September 2011; in conver- 
sation with Sophie Barnett, 30 April 2008 (text shared with the author by 
Magnin); in ‘A Prospecting Life’, Arts of Africa: The Contemporary Collection of 
Jean Pigozzi (exh. cat.), Milan and Monaco: Skira Édition and Grimaldi Forum, 
2005, p.24, and http://www.caacart.com/about_am_en.php (last accessed on  
1 November 2012).
108 To the extent that, for instance, when Luque found masks in Alaska that she 
was keen to include but whose makers she could not arrange meetings with, the 
work could not be considered by the curatorial team (conversation with the author, 
6 September 2011). 
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chargés de mission were mostly French, with the exceptions being Italian 
anthropologist Carlo Severi, who was trained and based in France, and Swiss 
artist and curator Bernhard Lüthi.109 The curatorial committee convened by 
Martin to develop his initial idea, including Debbaut and Maubant, continued 
to meet, now reviewing the information gathered and moving to select artists 
and often specific artworks. Those researching ‘made use of many local 
informants, critics and museum directors, etc.’,110 yet the advice of Europeans 
was apparently paid most heed, with Martin particularly regretting that his 
team did not know ‘experts in the Third World who shared [their] knowledge 
and tastes in contemporary Western art’ and thereby prioritising his own 
cultural perspective.111 The project funds from the Ministry of Culture gave 
a freedom to choose artists not sanctioned by national governments, on which 
the organisers might otherwise have had to rely for support. More contro- 
versial were the consultations with anthropologists, which indicate an interest 
in bypassing modernist art practices developed outside of a Western context.

A list of artists for potential inclusion in ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, written a 
year before the show, indicates that specific forms of practice had been 
decided upon, where no names could yet be provided – ‘tantric painting’, 
‘Aboriginal sand painting’ and a ‘sand mandala’ were all explicitly envisaged, 
alongside named artists from Abramovi# to Zush.112 Here, projecting an 
eclectic vision of global art production, traditions established outside the 
West were earmarked for presentation, especially those of a ritual or spiritual 
character, with individual avant-garde practice – that modernist principle 
– to be sought within these, or developing from them.113 In the colloquium 

— 
109 They are listed in the catalogue as Franck André Jamme, Corneille Jest, 
François Lupu, Bernhard Lüthi, Bernard Marcadé, Jean-Louis Maubant, Carlo 
Severi, Jacques Soulillou and Yves Véquaud. The catalogue further credits over 
thirty ‘Correspondents’, including Fei Da Wei, Jyotindra Jain, John Mundine, 
Fumio Nanjo, J. Swaminathan and contributing artist Patrick Vilaire. 
110 J.-H. Martin, ‘The first worldwide exhibition of contemporary art’, op. cit., p.2 
(p.3 in French version). There is something of a shift here from the curatorial 
statement distributed at the same time but dated 1986, where ‘contacts in Europe 
and library research’ are highlighted instead. See J.-H. Martin, ‘The Death of Art 
– Long Live Art’, op. cit., p.3, and reprinted in this volume, p.219.
111 J.-H. Martin, ‘Preface’, op. cit., p.8. 
112 The document is dated 20 June 1988. See CGP archives, box 95026/167. This 
list is divided into two, with ‘Occidental Selected Artists’ given first, alphabetically, 
and then ‘Artistes non-occidentaux selectionnés’ (‘Non-Western Artists Selected’) 
following, listed geographically. 
113 For a celebratory discussion of such postmodern potential in exhibition-
making, see Thomas McEvilley, ‘Ouverture du piège: L’Exposition postmoderne 
et “Magiciens de la Terre”’, in J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., 
pp.20–23. For more critical analyses see, for instance, C. Poppi, ‘From the 
Suburbs of the Global Village’, op. cit.; Okwui Enwezor and Olu Oguibe, 
‘Introduction’, in O. Oguibe and O. Enwezor (ed.), Reading the Contemporary: 
African Art from Theory to the Marketplace, London: Iniva, 1999, pp.8–14; and 
Paul O’Neill, The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture(s), Cambridge, 
MA and London: The MIT Press, 2012, pp.57–58. 
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that took place at the Centre Pompidou in conjunction with the exhibition, 
Rasheed Araeen, delivering a paper as one of the participating artists, 
would flag how this strategy engendered disparity in the curatorial approach 
to production in Western and non-Western regions, to the extent that ‘folk 
art’ was thereby prioritised for selection from the latter and yet ignored in 
the former.114 The curators were not unaware of the dangers of what might 
be called a ‘neoprimitivising’ approach to their selection process, with Martin 
keen to claim in interview that he was excluding certain ‘artisanal objects’ 
and Luque expressly rejecting specific works on the basis that ‘naïve art 
does not fall within the axis of the exhibition’.115 Nonetheless, a tendency 
to overlook modernism as a strong, diversely and significantly inflected 
tradition outside Western regions or amongst artists with indigenous heritage 
in areas Westernised through colonistation would subsequently become a 
key criticism of the show.

While it was presumably a point of principle not to identify ‘Western’ and 
‘non-Western’ artists publicly, the labelling of participants in the exhibition 
archives is interesting and often surprising. One list, for example, has Soviet, 
Czechoslovakian and Israeli artists all bracketed within the West, where 
Alfredo Jaar and Krzysztof Wodiczko are also located, but not Joe Ben Junior, 
Cildo Meireles or any artists from West Africa; the non-Western category 
includes all the Australians, indigenous or otherwise.116 This confusing allo- 
cation shows the impossibility of satisfactorily applying these labels, both 
because the West is not a fixed category and because of migrancy. 

While Filliou and Beuys could not be included in the exhibition given their 
recent deaths, their community and legacy were present. For instance, Fluxus 
activity haunted the selection of Stanley Brouwn, Per Kirkeby, Nam June 
Paik and Daniel Spoerri,117 and Anselm Kiefer and Sigmar Polke channelled 
the work of their ertswhile teacher, Beuys.118 Spoerri’s ‘ethnosyncretisms’ 

— 
114 In response to Araeen’s comments, Martin defended the absence of Western 
folk art in the exhibition on the grounds that this was not as creative in the West, 
prompting Gayatri Spivak, also a participant in the colloquium, to raise the issue 
of New York graffiti and its erasure by civic officials. Audio recording in 
bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 [2], side A.
115 ‘The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin by Benjamin 
H.D. Buchloh’, Art in America, vol.77, no.5, May 1989, p.153, and in an 
alternative version published in Third Text, no.6, Spring 1989, p.20, reprinted in 
this volume, p.226. Aline Luque in a letter to David Boxer at the National 
Gallery of Jamaica dated 25 January 1988; see CGP archives, box 95026/158.
116 Lists as prepared for a meeting 20 June 1988; op. cit. Ben Junior is described 
in the catalogue as Native American and living in Paradise Valley, Arizona; Jaar as 
Chilean and living in New York; Meireles as Brazilian and living in New York.
117 Indicating that it was felt to be significant, Brouwn’s ‘origins’, presumably his 
birth in Surinam, are noted together with those of other Western artists by Martin 
in his catalogue essay: J.-H. Martin, ‘Preface’, op. cit., p.9.
118 Lothar Baumgarten, another student of Beuys, entered into long discussions 
with the curators and submitted two proposals but ultimately withdrew. See CGP 
archives, boxes 95026/170–72.
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must have had an appeal in their own right,119 and the artistic engagement 
in cross-cultural spirituality by Abramovi#, who had known Martin since 
the early 1970s, was presumably likewise a draw. Alighiero Boetti’s global 
and aesthetic interests explain the inclusion of his work, in particular, 
amongst those associated with the Arte Povera movement. Giovanni Anselmo 
and Mario Merz, together with their contemporary Long, were all making 
work at the time that rather loosely involved the elemental and suggested the 
universal. Martin was expecting an ‘igloo’ from Merz,120 but he turned up with 
a wicker cone instead – less obviously displaying the sort of cross-cultural 
interests that had originally inspired the curator. Long’s contribution of a ‘River 
Avon mud painting’, by contrast, would take place very much as planned.121

Neo-Expressionist painters of the 1980s chosen to exhibit in ‘Magiciens’ 
included Enzo Cucchi and Francesco Clemente, in addition to Kiefer, as 
well as Julio Galán and Moshe Gershuni from outside Europe. European 
sculpture was less readily generalised during this period; the work of Tony 
Cragg and Juan Muñoz was included, and a kinetic sculpture or sculptural 
installation was commissioned from Rebecca Horn. The Catalonian artists 
(Antonio) Miralda and Zush (or Albert Porta), who like Clemente and 
Galán were partly living in New York at the time, were each commissioned to 
contribute an installation. Only rather weak lines of argument would seem 
to connect most of these artists to the expressed concerns of the exhibition. 

Unsurprisingly, perhaps, given the national nature of the bicentennial 
celebrations, a conspicuous number of French artists were included in the 
exhibition, with Christian Boltanski and Daniel Buren notable amongst 
them as well as Louise Bourgeois – long a US citizen by then.122 More reflective 
of changes in European society at large, those from Britain were not exclu- 
sively caucasian, with Araeen, who had recently founded Third Text in order 
to offer ‘Third World perspectives on contemporary art and culture’,123 and 
Shirazeh Houshiary both included.124 Araeen has recalled having misgivings 
about the exhibition but simultaneously feeling unable to turn down ‘the 
first international exhibition opportunity in my life’.125 By comparison, 
both Sarkis and Braco Dimitrijevi#, born in Istanbul and Sarajevo respectively 
and each with homes in Paris, described themselves in the catalogue for 

— 
119 ‘Assemblages in which Daniel Spoerri uses ethnological objects (e.g. African 
masks).’ See http://www.danielspoerri.org/web_daniel/englisch_ds/werk_einzel/28_ 
ethno.htm (last acccessed on 1 November 2012).
120 The dome-shaped structures had been a feature of Merz’s practice since his 
work Igloo di Giap (Giap’s Igloo) of 1968.
121 See correspondence between Long and Mark Francis in the summer of 1988, 
CGP archives, boxes 95026/170–72.
122 !e other artists with French nationality were Jean-Michel Alberola, Jean-Pierre 
Bertrand and Marc Couturier.
123 The journal was launched, with this strap line, in 1987.
124 Possibly in search of artists with cross-cultural backgrounds, Sokari Douglas 
Camp and Dhruva Mistry were both listed for potential inclusion; see, for instance, 
‘Répartition d’artistes à rencontrer’, CGP archives, box 95026/167.
125 R. Araeen in conversation with the author and P. Lafuente, 16 June 2008.
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‘Magiciens’ as already working ‘everywhere’.126 Martin was in discussion 
with these artists from early on.127

From Central and Eastern Europe, beyond émigrés to the West (namely 
Dimitrijevi#, Abramovi# and Wodiczko) only Karel Malich, whom Francis 
met on a research trip to Prague, was invited, with his meditative abstract 
paintings. There is no indication in ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ of the cultural 
ferment in Communist Europe at the time, and instead the barrier represented 
by the Berlin Wall, which would fall later that year, still looms large. 

The contrast with the USSR is marked. Martin had repeatedly visited the 
Soviet capital since the late 1970s when, in the midst of historical research 
for ‘Paris–Moscow’ and at the height of Moscow Conceptualism, he first 
became aware of the work of Ilya Kabakov and Erik Bulatov, two artists who 
were not officially sanctioned and whom he would include in ‘Magiciens’  
a decade later. Martin describes being struck by how well informed local 
artists were about Western art practice and how his realisation of this – in light 
of the Western ignorance of their work – was a formative moment in the 
conceptualisation of the show.128

To come to Paris from south of Moscow were the paintings by Gershuni 
already mentioned and the calligraphic renderings of parts of the Koran by 
Yousuf Thannoon. Maubaunt went to Israel, met and selected Gershuni, 
while Luque visited Iraq and invited Thannoon. Jointly, the choice to 
include only these two artists suggests a cursory engagement with practice in 
the area known by Westerners as the Middle East. Those who have subse- 
quently highlighted the neglect of Arab and Muslim culture in ‘Magiciens’ 
include Catherine David,129 who was a curator at the Centre Pompidou at 
the time of the show and would develop her particular engagement with 
cultural practice from the region only later.130

Curatorial research in India was more extensive, but the resulting selection 
of artists has been similarly and widely criticised, specifically because none 

— 
126 J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.225 and p.123 respectively.
127 Sarkis was involved in the 1982 Sydney Biennial and was there with Martin, 
who began conversations in this context that would lead to ‘Magiciens’. Dimitri- 
jevi# has described discussing the project with Martin five years before the show 
opened – in conversation with Teresa Gleadowe, 18 August 2008, notes in the 
Afterall Exhibition Histories archive.
128 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011.
129 See, for instance, Catherine David, ‘di/visions (from here and from elsewhere)’, 
in Thessaloniki Biennále of Contemporary Art 1: Heterotopias (exh. cat.), Thessa- 
loniki: State Museum of Contemporary Art, 2007, p.35.
130 David's ‘Contemporary Arab Representations’ began with a seminar on 
Beirut and the Lebanon at the Universidad Internacional de Andalucía (UNIA), 
Seville in October 2001. A series of exhibitions, publications and seminars were 
developed under the same general title until 2006. See Pablo Lafuente, ‘Art and 
the Foreigner’s Gaze: A Report on Contemporary Arab Representations’, Afterall, 
issue 15, Spring/Summer 2007, pp.15–23.
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of the four painters contributing work to the exhibition took up the challenges 
of modernism, and the postcolonial cultural practice of the country was 
neglected.131 Martin visited Delhi and Bhopal in 1987, and Francis followed 
up a year later. The selection of Bowa Devi and of Jangarh Singh Shyam 
was guided by a French specialist in the paintings by women of the Mithila 
region, Yves Véquaud, and by the Indian directors of two museums character- 
ised, at least in part, by their work with folk art, Jyotinda Jain of the National 
Crafts Museum in New Delhi and Jagdish Swaminathan of Roopankar in 
Bophal.132 Frank André Jamme, another French specialist, was contracted to 
undertake ‘the research and choice of tantric artists in India’.133 Works by 
Raja Babu Sharma and Acharya Vyakul, whom he selected, and also Shyam, 
were all purchased for inclusion, apparently for roughly 10,000 francs per 
artist;134 Bowa Devi, her husband and an assistant were each o"ered 7,750 
francs for living expenses during the month they were in Paris to complete her 
wall painting.135 The absence of any Indian artists who engaged with modernist 
debates was raised as an issue in the colloquium and in reviews,136 and has 
been conceded as a regret by the curators, at least to the extent that Martin 
highlights his frustrated endeav-ours to include painting by Jogen Chowdhury, 
whom he had met and whose work he found impressive.137

The curatorial selections from Nepal and Tibet were made early on and, infor- 
med by ethnographer Corneille Jest, focused explicitly on archaic practices, 
excluding a role for modern, contemporary or any other adaptation.138 !is 

— 
131 !is was noted by critics at the time; e.g. N. Bourriaud, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, 
op. cit., p.120. 
132 Jiva Soma Mashe was also selected, having been mentioned in the first 
curatorial statement of 1986 (reprinted in this volume, p.220), and he is represented 
in the catalogue. However, he did not ultimately claim his flight to Paris and, since 
he was going to bring his work with him, it was not then included in the exhibition. 
133 Agreement dated 1 September 1988. This and subsequent documents confirm 
a fee of 10,000 francs for this work. Bernard Marcadé was also funded to visit 
India. See CGP archives, box 95026/158.
134 An undated document titled ‘Prix unitaire des oeuvres achetées’ indicates 25 
paintings for inclusion by Sharma at 367.20 francs each and fifteen paintings for 
inclusion by Vyakul at 747.30 francs each; see CGP archives, box 95026/167. 
!is suggests only three paintings to be purchased by Shyam, but the artist showed 
many more; another document lists 25 works insured for a total of 86,000 rupees; 
see CGP archives, box 95026/158. 
135 See CGP archives, box 95026/158.
136 See for example, N. Bourriaud, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, op. cit., p.120, as 
pointed out earlier. In the colloquium held in conjunction with the exhibition, 
Homi Bhabha specifically lamented, for instance, that Nalini Malani had not 
been included (audio recording in bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 
[5], side A). 
137 !e loan of a work by the Delhi artist was turned down by the museum approached, 
on account of the painting’s fragility. Martin volunteered an account of this event 
in the colloquium, in response to Araeen’s paper; audio recording in bibliothèque 
Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 [2], side A.
138 The artists selected were Nuche Kaji Bajracharya, Lobsang Thinle/Lobsang 
Palden/Bhorda Sherpa and Temba Rabden, although the latter was not able to
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contrasts with those artists included from China, on the basis of introduct- 
ions provided by Fei Dawei, a Beijing-educated art critic, in November 
1987: Gu Dexin, Huang Yong Ping and Yang Jiechang, none of whom was 
older than 35 when the exhibition opened,139 were all actively part of the 
Chinese contemporary art scene, demonstrably well-informed of Western art 
history and philosophy and equally influenced by Chinese traditions. While 
Martin led the research in these Asian countries, Francis led in Japan, clearly 
not a Western nation geographically, albeit part of the G7 and, in several senses, 
at least as culturally ‘advanced’ as anywhere in the West at the time. The work 
of Hiroshi Teshigahara illuminates something of the paradox: primarily 
known in Europe and North America as a film-maker, his work was understood 
in Western art-house terms, yet he had a parallel practice as the master of a 
school dedicated to the Japanese art of ikebana.140 For whatever reasons, there 
were no visits to Korea, Thailand or Indonesia and no artists – bar Paik, as 
an emigré to Europe and then the US – selected from these or other countries 
in the region. 

When Martin went to Papua New Guinea in 1988, artist Lawrence Weiner 
accompanied him and they spent two weeks together to the north of the 
Sepik River. The idea was that a collaborative work with local artists might 
result, but in the event this project did not happen, apparently because 
Weiner was too conscious of the power differentials.141 Rather than buying 

— 
take part at short notice and his work was not therefore included. In the video-
catalogue, Palden, Sherpa and Thinle discuss their work, describing it as ‘precisely 
fixed by tradition, leaving no place for improvisation’. Gianfranco Barberi and 
Marco di Castri (dir.), Mario Miyakawa and William Chamay (prod.), Magiciens 
de la Terre, Turin: Cataloga, 1989, video, VHS PAL, 52min.
139 There were more young non-Western artists than young Western in general, 
with a ratio of at least twelve to one, perhaps to two (clearly the categories are not 
hard and fast), under the age of 35 when the exhibition opened.
140 The other artists included from Japan were Tatsuo Kawaguchi and Tatsuo 
Miyajima. On Kawara’s nationality is conspicuously absent from his page in the 
exhibition catalogue, although he is described by Martin in the latter’s catalogue 
text as being one of the contributing Western artists born into another culture. 
J.-H. Martin, ‘Préface’, Magiciens de la Terre op. cit., p.9.
141 Weiner stated at the time: ‘Instead of participating in Jean-Hubert’s project of 
collaborating with a local New Guinea artist, I decided to talk to the artists I met 
there about contemporary art … I went there to collaborate with another artist, 
but it became impossible because I would then in fact become a teacher, and  
I was not interested in imposing my standards on anyone else’. See Weiner in 
interview with Elizabeth C. Baker in ‘The Peripatetic Artist: 14 Statements’, Art 
in America, vol.77, no.7, July 1989 (‘The Global Issue’), p.134. Reprinted in 
Gerti Fietzek and Gregor Stemmrich (ed.), Having Been Said: Writings and 
Interviews of Lawrence Weiner, 1968–2003, Ostfildern-Ruit: Hatje Cantz, 2004, 
pp.199–200. Martin’s 1989 curatorial statement tells the same story with variations: 
‘Unfortunately, the travelling necessary to meet artists in different villages did not 
leave him the time for in-depth exchanges. He was not able to carry out his original 
plan for a dialogue between his work and theirs or for an eventual collaboration.’
See J.-H. Martin, ‘!e first worldwide exhibition of contemporary art’, op. cit., p.2.
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an existing work from Papua New Guinean artists, as made for German and 
Australian dealers, for instance, Martin commissioned a replica bark painting 
to match that adorning a building in the village of Apangai. Magnin would 
subsequently return to follow up on progress and to select additional work, 
purchasing bark paintings by Cleitus Dambi, Nick Dumbrang and Ruedi 
Wem for 2,745 francs.142

Lüthi seems to have been largely responsible for the selection of indigenous 
artists from Australia,143 with input from Djon Mundine and Janet Parfe- 
novics, based in the country.144 Curator-in-the-field at the Art Gallery of 
New South Wales, Mundine is cited by this institution as the first Aboriginal 
person to hold a curatorial post in the Aboriginal art department of a public 
gallery.145 Artists John Mawurndjul, Jimmy Wululu and Jack Wunuwun – 
like fellow Australian Ken Unsworth – would contribute work to ‘Magiciens’ 
without going to Paris to install it. By contrast, Paddy Jupurrurla Nelson, 
Paddy Japaltjarri Sims, Paddy Cookie Japaltjarri Stewart, Neville Japangardi 
Poulson, Francis Jupurrurla Kelly and Frank Bronson Jakamarra Nelson 
from Yuendumu would all be invited to produce their work collectively in 
situ.146 Twelve men from Lajamanu had travelled to Paris at the end of 1983 
to make a ground painting as part of an exhibition for the Musée d’art 
modern de la Ville de Paris; however, in this earlier context the work was 
segregated from European practice, displayed instead as part of an Australian 
showcase.147 The Yuendumu artists in Paris for ‘Magiciens’ already knew 
something of the work by Long that would be shown adjacent to theirs: 
Philip Haas, who was making a film about their practice on the eve of the 
installation period for the exhibition, showed them his previous work 
Stones and Flies: Richard Long in the Sahara (1988).148 Long reports knowing 
something of Australian ground painting before coming to produce his 
own work in situ in Paris, although not specifically the practice of those 
beside whom he would be working.149 Neil Dawson, from New Zealand, 

— 
142 The bark painting commissioned from Jambruk and co-workers cost 8,320 
francs. ‘Prix unitaire des oeuvres achetées’, op.cit. 
143 A. Luque, A. Magnin and J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author,  
6–9 September 2011.
144 In the catalogue, Lüthi is credited as a chargé de mission within the team 
responsible for the ‘organisation of the exhibition’ and Mundine and Parfenovics 
are thanked as correspondents in the acknowledgements; see J-H. Martin (ed.), 
Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., pp.2 and 3 respectively.
145 See http://www.artgallery.nsw.gov.au/about-us/history/history-of-the-collection/ 
(last accessed on 3 October 2012).
146 These names were not made public in connection with the exhibition. They 
are quoted from N. Ratnam, ‘Exhibiting the “Other”’, op. cit., p.207. 
147 ‘D’un autre continent: l’Australie, le rêve et le réel’, 4 October–4 December 
1983, curated by Suzanne Pagé.
148 R. Long in conversation with the author, 21 March 2008. A fax from Philip 
Haas dated 1 May 1989 indicates that the film-maker had just been working with 
‘Paddy Sims, Paddy Nelson, Cookie Stewart, Bronson Nelson, Francis Kelly and 
Neville Poulsen’. See CGP archives, box 95026/173.
149 R. Long in conversation with the author, 21 March 2008.
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was also commissioned – like Long and those from Yuendumu – to work 
on a project for the exhibition.

There were more contributing artists from the United States than any other 
country, even counting each of the co-workers from Yuendumu as an 
individual rather than jointly as one of the 100 participants. While national 
representation was expressly rejected by the curators, the long line-up of 
artists from the US – even excluding those based there but without citizenship 
– surely indicates the geopolitical and economic balance of forces at the 
time. The selection of well-established New York Conceptual artists  
Hans Haacke and Weiner, plus their West Coast peer John Baldessari, was 
presumably justified on the basis that each was commissioned to take up or 
respond to the curatorial concept of reflecting on a worldwide situation. 
This commissioning brief was further extended to other US or US-based 
artists whose practice was less narrowly conceptual or less well-known at the 
time, such as Barbara Kruger or James Lee Byars, and it was rarely if ever 
offered to artists based outside the West.150 Commissions seem to have been 
budgeted at 10,000 francs each.151 The pre-existing work selected from On 
Kawara was his seminal One Million Years (Past) (1969), which manages to 
imply globalism through invoking a vast period of time and being dedicated 
to ‘All those who have lived and died’. Leetsoii (1987), a floor-based work 
by John Knight that was chosen for ‘Magiciens’ because it referenced 
Navajo culture and territory, risked becoming meaningless after being 
relocated from its original context of display in New Mexico. Crucial to its 
inclusion, therefore, was the simultaneous installation of a floor-based 
work by a Navajo artist and, of those sought out by Mark Francis, Joe Ben 
Junior, who had shown in Indian Art Festivals in New Mexico since 1974, 
was selected.152 Arguably questioning the power of the nation state to 
define certain individuals, the catalogue that accompanied ‘Magiciens de la 
Terre’ describes Ben Junior as ‘Native American’,153 similarly noting Paulosee 
Kuniliusee as ‘Canadian, Inuit’ and Norval Morrisseau as ‘Ojibwe Indian’. 
Maubant, charged early on with meeting up with Vancouver artist Jeff Wall 
to discuss the show, had undertaken to look for work produced in Inuit 

— 
150 Walter De Maria and Bruce Nauman turned down invitations to participate in 
the exhibition: the former described how he had ‘decided to bypass all large group 
exhibitions for the next year and possibly beyond’; the latter’s assistant explained 
that it was ‘due to his exhibition and studio schedule’. Conversations with Bill 
Viola stalled when the desired work could not be completed in time. See CGP 
archives, boxes 95026/170–72.
151 Document titled ‘Magiciens de la Terre/Artistes selectionnés’ and naming  
only the artists that were considered as Western, listed alphabetically. See CGP 
archives, box 95026/167.
152 See Mark Francis, ‘True Stories’, in J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, 
pp.13–14.
153 This attribution actively works against Ben Junior’s self-description as simply 
‘American’ and his explaining this affiliation in terms of the continent rather than 
the USA. See ibid., p.14. The other artists in the exhibition who are US citizens 
are described in the catalogue as ‘American’.
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and Native American circles while visiting Canada, but it was Magnin who 
carried out the follow-up research travel that led to the inclusion of 
Kuniliusee and Morrisseau.154

The decision not to include the work of any indigenous US artists operating 
within the contemporary art world was noted at the time and seen as a 
depoliticising move. Speaking in the colloquium in conjunction with the 
exhibition, Guy Brett specifically lamented the absence of Jimmie Durham,155 

who was one of several who had sent information to Francis after the curator 
had consulted Jean Fisher for recommendations.156 The lack of African-
American artists – and here David Hammons perhaps now seems the most 
conspicuous omission, although it was neglect of Betye Saar, Native Ameri- 
can and Irish American as well as African American, that was questioned in 
The New York Times 157 – might be assessed likewise.

In Mexico, Francis sought out alebrijes, or papier-mâché figures, by the 
Linares family – partly because those of Pedro Linares had been collected by 
André Breton, a historical influence on ‘Magiciens’ – and the curator then 
came across Galán and his paintings. Inclusion of the alebrijes would be 
singled out for criticism, on the basis that they represented an artisanal 
practice marketed to tourists, in a review of the show by Alvaro Medina, 
who found a general ‘confounding of magic and craft in the choice of  
Latin Americans’.158

Luque carried out curatorial trips to Cuba, Haiti, Jamaica, Panama and, in 
South America, to Argentina, Brazil, Chile and Uruguay.159 Her research 
focus seems to have been very much on religious practice; José Bedia, who 
would travel to Paris from Havana in order to install his project commissioned 
for ‘Magiciens’, was apparently ‘asked to show his private altar to “prove” 
that he was a true Santería believer’.160 In a letter sent ahead of her arrival in 
Haiti, Luque expressed a wish ‘to meet Georges Liautaud and other artists 
making Vodun sculptures’, also ‘artists of the Vodun cult’ who might come 
‘to Paris to make a vévé [a Haitian Vodun symbol] on the ground for the 

— 
154 A. Magnin in conversation with the author, 9 September 2009.
155 Audio recording in bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 [1], side A.
156 Jean Fisher in email correspondence with the author, 21 April 2008: ‘When  
I saw the show I understood that the artists that I had “recommended” were in fact 
too “political” (read, contaminated).’ 
157 Michael Brenson, ‘Juxtaposing the New From All Over’, The New York Times, 
20 May 1989.
158 Alvaro Medina, ‘L’Art latino-américain dans quatre expositions internationales’, 
Vie des Arts, vol.36, no.143, 1991, p.44.
159 A. Luque in email correspondence with the author, 2 September 2011. No 
artists from Jamaica, Argentina or Uruguay were included in the exhibition.
160 Coco Fusco, ‘The Other History of Intercultural Performance’, TDR, vol.38, 
no.1, Spring 1994, pp.151–52. This story is expanded in Judith Bettelheim and 
Janet Catherine Berlo, Transcultural Pilgrim: Three Decades of Work by José Bedia, 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 2011, p.197.
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exhibition’, for example.161 Not only Liautaud but also Gabriel Bien Aimé, 
Wesner Philidor and Patrick Vilaire would contribute to the exhibition, 
with the latter two coming to install their work – Philidor provided vévés 
traced in flour on the floor of the Centre Pompidou. In Panama, Luque met 
Enrique Gómez, brought to the curatorial team’s attention by Severi, who 
had first met Gómez on an anthropological field trip in 1979 and who lent 
the work displayed. Severi described its genre as ‘a sort of geographical map, 
or logbook, of the spiritual voyage of a shaman’.162 

Only three South American aritsts still based in the region were included in 
the exhibition. All came from Brazil, and all contributed work with religious 
significance: Cildo Meireles showed his installation Missão/missões: como 
construir catedrais (Mission/Missions: How to Build Cathedrals, 1987), Maestre 
Didi showed Candomblé-related work and Ronaldo Pereira Rego showed 
Umbanda-related work. The Meireles installation involved socio-historical 
commentary with political bite: Missão/missões was originally produced for a 
show addressing the seven mission settlements founded by the Jesuits (1610– 
1767) to convert the indigenous peoples in Argentina, Paraguay and Southern 
Brazil and it gives dazzling visual form – even a dim lingering smell – to the 
bloody impact of evangelism and its underpinning by colonial wealth.  
This pre-existing installation, like the work that Martin had selected for 
‘Magiciens’ from Kabakov, would have to be reconstructed in Paris. Meireles 
had shown in New York and Paris in the 1970s as an international contem- 
porary artist, and in the following decade in both cities again, this time in 
historical surveys of Brazilian and Latin American art. His outnumbering in 
the 1989 Paris show by fellow Brazilians and Latin Americans making work 
less consciously engaged with global art and political history is remarkable, 
given the strong tradition of avant-gardism in this geographical region and 
its particular critical ferment in the 1960s and 70s. Alfredo Jaar, the first Latin 
American artist invited to both the Aperto section of the Venice Biennale (in 
1986) and to documenta (the following year), was based in New York when 
approached by the curatorial team, although Luque caught up with him 
when back in Chile for Christmas. Jaar was commissioned to undertake a 
new project for ‘Magiciens’, which he has described as being fuelled by how 
‘incredibly provincial’ he found his adopted hometown and for which, funded 
by the exhibition budget, he made a research trip to Nigeria.163

— 
161 A. Luque, letter to Gérard Alexis at the Musée du Pantheón National Haïtien, 
Port au Prince, 4 September 1987. In a letter to Charles Carnegie at the African 
Caribbean Institute in Kingston on 22 January 1988, ahead of a trip to Jamaica, 
she likewise writes seeking ‘artists both modern and traditional. I am particularly 
interested in meeting a priestess of an African Cult, who would be willing to 
come to Paris to realise a ground painting for our exhibition.’ See CGP archives, 
box 95026/158.
162 Carlo Severi, ‘Le Chemin des metamorphoses’, Res, no.3, Spring 1982, p.33, 
online at http://carloseveri.net/pdf/02.-RES-1982_Chemin-des-metamorphoses.
pdf (last accessed on 1 November 2012). 
163 Alfredo Jaar in conversation with the author, 12 March 2008.
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Martin and Magnin both undertook curatorial research in Africa. In the 
summer of 1987, Martin spent two weeks in Benin, Ghana, Nigeria and 
Togo, hosted and advised by Jacques Soulillou, director of the Centre 
culturel français in Lagos.164 He later visited Morocco. Starting in November 
1986, Magnin went to Côte d’Ivoire, Madagascar, Senegal, South Africa, 
Tanzania, Zaire (now Democratic Republic of Congo) and Zimbabwe, 
making repeat visits in several cases during the years of preparation, 
additionally travelling to countries visited by Martin and to places where no 
artists were selected, including Cameroon, Kenya and Mozambique. The 
assistant curator sought out Efiaimbelo and his painted funerary carvings or 
aloalos on a tip from Nicole Boulfroy at the Musée de l’Homme; John Fundi 
and his blackwood Makonde figures, or shetani, on the basis of Japanese and 
German publications; and Bodys Isek Kingelez and his coloured card 
maquettes on the recommendation of Soulillou and his architect friend 
Christian Girard. Beyond following leads from prior research, Magnin 
describes arriving in places then spending time looking and asking around 
for interesting artists.165

The approach to curatorial research in Africa has been the focus of parti- 
cularly forceful criticism, with angry reactions to the exhibition’s failure to 
represent those artists who were the subject of ‘a patronage, an evaluation 
and a criticism … that is not predetermined by an expatriate presence’,166 or 
those favoured by ‘African artistic and cultural elites’.167 This was not 
necessarily a matter of lack of contacts: for instance, in his African travel 
diary, as published in accompaniment to the exhibition, Martin describes 
disconcerting Aghama Omoruyi, Director of the National Museum in 
Benin City, with his insistence on seeing statues made by those without an 
education, which the latter – trained in art in Nigeria and France – deemed 
‘without artistic value’.168 The lack of academic African art in ‘Magiciens’ has 
been criticised alongside the preference for work variously described as anthro- 
pological, applied, tourist or neo-primitive.169 Here a spotlight is directed 

— 
164 Archive documents indicate that Soulillou made follow-up visits with selected 
artists and identi ed Nigerian mask-makers for inclusion. See CGP archives, box 
95026/159.
165 A. Magnin in converstation with the author, 9 September 2011.
166 John Picton, ‘In Vogue, or The Flavour of the Month: The New Way to Wear 
Black’, Third Text, vol.7, no.23, Summer 1993 (‘Special Issue: Africa’), pp.94–95. 
Reprinted in O. Oguibe and O. Enwezor (ed.), Reading the Contemporary, op.  
cit., p.120.
167 Y. Konaté, ‘“Magiciens de la Terre”: The Strange African Destiny of a Global 
Exhibition’, op. cit., p.559.
168 J.-H. Martin, ‘Éxtraits de notes de voyage de Jean-Hubert Martin au Nigeria’, 
Magiciens de la Terre (booklet accompanying the video-catalogue), Nice and Paris: 
Z’éditions and Centre Georges Pompidou, 1989, p.41.
169 For a collection of essays on this and related topics, see O. Oguibe and O. 
Enwezor (ed.), Reading the Contemporary, op. cit.; and for a later summary of the 
situation see O. Enwezor in ‘Curating Beyond the Canon: Okwui Enwezor 
Interviewed by Paul O’Neill’, in P. O’Neill (ed.), Curating Subjects, London: 
Open Editions, 2007, pp.112–13.
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on the coffins by Kane Kwei, the masks of Mark Unya/Nathan Emedem and, 
perhaps most often labelled as neo-primitive, the murals by Cyprien Tokou- 
dagba.170 The popular painted canvases of Chéri Samba and panels of Twins 
Seven Seven, examples of which were shown in the exhibition, pose different 
yet related issues, with Samba sometimes described contemptuously as a sign- 
writer, more positively as a satirical chronicler, and Twins Seven Seven either 
disdained for making upmarket tourist-art or, like Samba, celebrated for 
producing an urban vernacular art form.171 !e word academic is not typically 
extended to the Oshogbo School of Art in Nigeria, which Twins Seven Seven 
attended, nor to the Tengenenge Sculpture Community in Zimbabwe, where 
Henry Munyaradzi trained. Martin commissioned six large paintings from 
Twins Seven Seven ‘matching the quality of those in the National Gallery in 
Lagos’,172 on the understanding that he would choose four for ‘Magiciens’, 
and a purchasing price of $4,000 each was then negotiated.173 Magnin chose 
ten canvases in Samba’s studio, some of which needed to be finished for the 
exhibition,174 with a sum of 6,000 francs apparently agreed for each.175 
Samba was so taken by ‘the effervescence’ of Magnin and his ‘crisscrossing 
of Africa’ on the hunt for art that the assistant curator became the subject of 
a futher work, not exhibited in Paris, titled La Chasse au bons (Looking for 
the Good Ones, 1988).176 Both Martin and Magnin recall considering art and 
artists in Africa who were more academic, but the former was apparently 
concerned that this work would be seen as derivative in Paris, where he 
suggests it was not unknown yet widely viewed with condescension, while 
the latter has described the work he came across through academic contacts 
as only of interest to diplomats and hoteliers.177 The ease with which the 

— 
170 This term was used, for instance, by Yacouba Konaté, in a paper for ‘Curating 
the Other: Curator as Tourist’, seminar at Dartington College of the Arts, 
Dartington 21 April 2007; online at http://www2.curatorial.net/go/data/en/files/
YacoubaKonaté(Dak_art).pdf (last accessed on 6 October 2012). Salah Hassan, 
expanding and rewriting an essay from 1995 (‘The Modernist Experience in 
African Art: Visual Expressions of the Self and Cross-Cultural Aesthetics’, Nka: 
Journal of Contemporary African Art, no.2, Spring–Summer 1995, pp.30–33 and 
72) for an anthology published five years later (O. Oguibe and O. Enwezor (ed.), 
Reading the Contemporary, op. cit., pp.215–35) singled out Tokoudagba’s work as 
exemplifying the Western interest in ‘new primitives’ (p.218), while for the same 
new forum Olu Oguibe also revised his essay ‘Art, Identity, Boundaries’ (Nka: 
Journal of Contemporary African Art, no.3, Fall–Winter 1995, pp.26–33) in order 
to assess this artist’s work as ‘childlike’, indeed as scarcely ‘qualify[ing] as art 
beyond the sixth grade’ (pp.24–25). Writing in 1995, Oguibe had specifically 
implied these criticisms might be levelled at Bouabré, although his language was 
less savage.
171 The term ‘urban vernacular’ is specifically used for Twins Seven Seven and 
Samba by Peter Wollen in the process of elaborating his concept of ‘para-tourist 
art’, in Raiding the Ice-box: Reflections on Twentieth-Century Culture, London and 
New York: Verso, 1993, pp.203–04.
172 J.-H. Martin, ‘Éxtraits de notes de voyage’, op. cit., pp.37–38.
173 ‘Prix unitaire des oeuvres achétées’, op. cit.
174 A. Magnin in email correspondence with the author, 8 October 2012.
175 ‘Prix unitaire des oeuvres achétées’, op. cit. 
176 C. Samba in response to questions posed by the author, 18 December 2008. 
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views of African experts in academic African art were set aside or dismissed 
is striking. Magnin is particularly passionate about art produced without a 
formal art education and about apprenticeship as an alternative form of 
schooling, identifying Bodys Isek Kingelez as the only African artist in 
‘Magiciens’ plausibly described as an autodidact.178 On the basis of his lack 
of art-school experience, Boltanski might be described likewise. However,  
it is to Kingelez that the term sticks forcefully in the press reception of  
the show.
—

The global ambition of ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ put considerable demands on 
the curatorial team in terms of researching and clinching the selection of 
artists and art, and commissioning works. The neglect of certain artists, 
even of particular regions of the world, might be understood given the 
conceptual and logistical novelty of the undertaking. We may choose to 
interpret the notable interest in African, South Asian, Latin American and 
indigenous North American artists who do not reference modern or inter- 
national (or indeed transnational) practice in their work as a depoliticising 
act; however, the political work by Jaar and Meireles that was included, for 
instance, would argue against this being a silencing move that was deliberate 
or concerted. Jaar is also significant for using photography in his contri- 
bution, since work involving lens-based media was generally absent from 
the show; further used only by Araeen, Buren and Wall. The small number 
of female artists seems similarly casual, although this has political conse- 
quences that – like the neglect of, or partial selections from, certain geographical 
regions – resonated in critical responses to the show at the time.179

The registrar work for the exhibition was arguably as challenging as the 
curatorial work, not least given the refusal of the usual art transporters to 
take on the project on the basis of what they perceived to be its unfeasibility. 
Élisabeth Galloy, head of the dozen registrars at the Centre Pompidou, has 
suggested that success was achieved through fax and fluke; she was quoted 
in Libération at the time of the show listing a string of unexpected problems, 
including closed borders in Nepal, a flood in Australia and restrictions on 
the international passage of works classifiable as animal matter.180 While 

— 
177 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011; A. Magnin 
in conversation with the author, 9 September 2011. 
178 Ibid.
179 Both Bhabha and Spivak used the colloquium to question the exhibition’s 
under-representation of women artists, with the former specifically lamenting the 
absence of Sonya Boyce and Nalini Malani. Lucy Lippard challenged the neglect 
of female artists in a book that came out a year after the show and in fact her 
count of ten women (Abramovi#, Bourgeois, Bowa Devi, van Bruggen, Camara, 
Horn, Houshiary, Kruger, Mahlangu and Spero) among the ‘100’ is generous, 
since van Bruggen (as paired with Oldenburg) is in fact half a count, and several 
more men are involved through partnerships implicated in other single counts. 
See L. Lippard, Mixed Blessings, op. cit.
180 Recounted by Daniel Soutif in ‘Les Aléas du transport de l’art’, Liberation,

fig.52

fig.115, p.280;
fig.107–08
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natural disasters might flippantly be described as transnational, visas and 
the policing of boundaries between countries made the administrative work 
of the project resolutely national and international.
 
Tracing shifts of emphasis in the documents drafted in the process of cura- 
torial selection, we may plot a development of thought towards projecthood 
in what was to be shown and transnationalism in the approach to the artists 
involved. It would seem that in the initial stages, and with Western artists first 
in mind, a process of commissioning works was prioritised: an early document 
titled ‘Commandes d’oeuvres – artistes occidentaux’ (‘Work commissioned – 
Western artists’) lists fifteen names, from Jean-Michel Alberola to Lawrence 
Weiner.181 At a later stage, a year before the show opened, the description of 
what is commissioned from these individuals shifts to ‘project’ rather than 
‘work’.182 Concurrently another list relating to ‘non-Western artists’, is added, 
with commissioned works or projects assigned.183 In comparing these two 
documents prepared for the same curatorial meeting it is apparent that only 
those described as non-Western are labelled with a country and only this list 
is organised by nationality. Presumably this was a matter of what was common 
knowledge to those at the curatorial meeting – with Baldessari, for instance, 
so obviously associated with the US by the European team that, unlike Bajra- 
charya from Nepal, for example, this did not need noting. However, it is still 
conspicuous that independence from nationhood, which we may describe as a 
transnational vision, was only extended to half the artists in the show. At a 
later stage a further list was produced, which finally united all artists, grouping 
them in the first instance by continent rather than nationality – Africa, America, 
Asia, Europe, Oceania – and with ‘purchase’ or ‘commission’ alongside several 
names, but with ‘project Paris’ against the majority. We may now ask whether 
and how transnationalism and project-hood were evident in the work in the 
exhibition once installed, and in the installation overall. 

3. Installation: Une éxposition, deux lieux 184

The curators of ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ decided to show a significant body of 
work, or a major installation, by all the artists selected, and often to give 

— 
27–28 May 1989, p.34.
181 This document is undated, but the inclusion of several artists not ultimately 
included (Lothar Baumgarten, Jenny Holzer and Jean Tinguely) and the absence 
of several named in other documents suggests that it was drafted early in the 
curatorial process. See CGP archives, box 95026/167.
182 ‘Occidental Selected Artists’, op. cit., dated 20 June 1988, has ‘P’ for ‘new 
project’ against all the names in the earlier list plus thirteen others. 
183 ‘Artistes non-Occidentaux selectionnés’ dated 20 June 1989, has ‘P’ for ‘projet’ 
(project) or ‘C’ for ‘commande’ (commission) against the majority of artists 
listed. In a few instances, the letters ‘E’ and ‘A’ appear, presumably indicating 
‘emprunt’ (loan) or ‘achat’ (purchase), although these are not specified as such.
184 ‘One exhibition, two venues’ was a slogan used extensively in connection with 
the project, for example on the 1989 press release, in the Petit journal (op. cit., p.1) 
and on the exhibition tickets.
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each his or her own space. Moreover, they committed to bringing the majority 
of the artists to Paris to install their works.185 Those new to the context and 
producing work in situ, often with accompanying assistance, were generally 
given a month, provided with accommodation and paid per diems; those 
more familiar with the context were invited for ten days.186 If one impetus 
was to allow those unaccustomed to the exhibition situation a chance to respond 
to it,187 another motivation seems to have been to convene a global workshop 
or temporary working community of artists. As asserted by Martin in his 1989 
curatorial statement: ‘the idea of an exchange and dialogue between these 
individuals com[ing] from all over the world is rich in possibilities’.188 This 
was not simply or fully achieved, given individual work imperatives and social 
and cultural barriers;189 however, the Nepalese monks provided Ben Junior with 
minerals for use in his work,190 and contacts were established that outlived 
the exhibition, for instance between Braco Dimitrijevi# and Ben Junior, and 
between Bedia and Esther Mahlangu.191

— 
185 As far as she can recall, Aline Luque, in conversation with the author on 6 
September 2011, confirmed the following came to install: Marina Abramovi#, 
Dennis Adams, Sunday Jack Akpan, Jean-Michel Alberola, Giovanni Anselmo, 
Rasheed Araeen, Nuche Kaji Bajracharya, John Baldessari, José Bedia, Joe Ben 
Junior, Jean-Pierre Bertrand, Alighiero Boetti, Christian Boltanski, Erik Bulatov, 
Frédéric Bruly Bouabré, Bowa Devi, Daniel Buren, James Lee Byars, Mike 
Chukwukelu, Marc Couturier, Tony Cragg, Neil Dawson, Gu Dexin, Maestre 
Didi, Braco Dimitrijevi#, John Fundi, Moshe Gershuni, Hans Haacke, Rebecca 
Horn, Shirazeh Houshiary, Alfredo Jaar, Ilya Kabakov, Tatsuo Kawaguchi, Anselm 
Kiefer, Bodys Isek Kingelez, Per Kirkeby, John Knight, Barbara Kruger, Felipe 
Linares, Richard Long, Esther Mahlangu, Cildo Meireles, Mario Merz, Miralda, 
Tatsuo Miyajima, Norval Morrisseau, Juan Muñoz, Claes Oldenburg/Coosje van 
Bruggen, Nam June Paik, Wesner Philidor, Sigmar Polke, Ronaldo Pereira Rego, 
Chéri Samba, Sarkis, Jangarh Singh Shyam, Daniel Spoerri, Lobsang Thinle/
Lobsang Palden/Bhorda Sherpa, Cyprien Tokoudagba, Patrick Vilaire, Lawrence 
Weiner, Krzysztof Wodiczko, Yang Jiechang, Huang Yong Ping, six from Yuend-
umu – Paddy Jupurrurla Nelson, Paddy Japaltjarri Sims, Paddy Cookie Japaltjarri 
Stewart, Neville Japangardi Poulson, Francis Jupurrula Kelly, Frank Bronson 
Jakamarra Nelson – and Zush. 
186 See, in the CGP archives, the letters agreeing arrangements with individual 
participants – for example the three Nepalese monks (box 95026/161) and the 
painter Bowa Devi (box 95026/158) – additionally a document headed ‘Exposition: 
“Magiciens de la Terre” voyages et séjour des artistes occidentaux’ (box 95026/168).
187 J.-H. Martin, ‘The Death of Art – Long Live Art’, op. cit., p.5: ‘A bonus here is 
their possibility of reacting to the new cultural context offered by the Parisian 
environment, adapting their work according to new stimuli.’ See CGP archives, box 
95026/168, reprinted in this volume, p.221.
188 J.-H. Martin, ‘!e first worldwide exhibition of contemporary art’, op. cit., p.1. 
189 For instance, Araeen describes no opportunity to socialise, Jaar only a little, 
Kingelez identifies more opportunities and Bedia and Long suggest that there 
were plenty (responding between 12 March 2008 and 16 November 2010 to 
questions posed by the author).
190 A. Luque in conversation with the author, 6 September 2011.
191 B. Dimitrijevi# in conversation with T. Gleadowe, 18 August 2008, op. cit.; 
José Bedia in conversation with the author, 16 November 2010.
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Having artists from around the world making or installing their work in 
Paris also proved a good marketing opportunity, although there were attendant 
risks of exoticisation. Buren recalls Mahlangu’s stay and her painting of the 
replica of her Ndebele house, which was built by gallery technicians, as a 
neocolonial revitalisation of the ‘human zoo’, an example of which had 
featured in the Exposition Universelle a century earlier.192 Of course, the 
installation process was not open to the public, but the video-catalogue 
produced to accompany the show, as well as the press reportage, brought this 
preparatory period and several of its protagonists into the public eye. 
Reviewing this material, there is the whiff of fetishisation: rather much is 
made of Mahlangu’s traditional Ndebele attire, for example. 

Artists arrived in Paris with space for their work assigned or already agreed 
and relatively few changes were made.193 According to intentions announced 
in the 1986 curatorial statement, such as it was distributed in 1989, the 
visitor route or parcours was ‘established on the basis of meaning and not 
according to formal or geographic relationships’.194 Like the main exhibition 
in editions of the Bienal de La Habana since 1986, ‘Magiciens’ was not 
installed following national or territorial principles, nor were works gathered 
according to medium. In Paris there was less photography on display than 
in Havana in the same year.195 While painting and sculpture were prevalent, 
indicating a basic modernist frame of reference, these were also to be under- 
stood as mere techniques combined in the creation of works with alternative 
formal conventions, such as the djalumbu – hollowed and painted logs – 
contributed by Wululu, for example. Moreover, beyond canvas and paper, 
there were wall paintings and ground paintings, and beyond sculpture, there 
were installations. Indeed, the show’s manifestation at La Villette in particular 
made something of a case for each of these three – wall painting, ground 
painting and installation – as global modes of practice.196 

The routes through each venue were conceptualised jointly by the curatorial 
team. As somewhat cryptically alluded to in Luque’s contribution to the 
catalogue, which accompanied plans of the exhibition spaces, a basic narrative 
was loosely implied, albeit in the absence of developed thematic categories 
or curatorial chapters. The parcours was envisaged to open with ‘orientation’, 
further implying birth and origin, apparently, and then to move through 

— 
192 Daniel Buren in conversation with the author, 21 November 2011.
193 At La Villette, the works of Kossi, Muñoz and Gershuni were moved a 
significant distance from where they were originally intended to be sited, leaving 
more space for Meireles, Spero and Spoerri. At the Centre Pompidou, the work of 
Singh Shyam was added to fill the space left when that of Jivya Soma Mashe could 
not ultimately to be included.
194 J.-H. Martin, ‘La Mort de l’art, l’art en vit’, op. cit., p.6. !is sentence is missing 
from the English version, which is reprinted in this volume.
195 Wall was most obviously a photographer, although photography was also 
central to the work of Araeen and Jarr on display.
196 A similar case for masks was not ventured, with only works from Nigeria and 
Benin included in the exhibition (and shown at the Centre Pompidou). 
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various life phases or issues, before concluding with reference to ‘death’.197 
This is most readily identifiable at La Villette, although the thread unwinds 
in the middle. So, for instance, the compass buried in the top of one of 
Anselmo’s angled granite slabs, just inside the entrance to the space, pointed 
visitors north, while Huang’s papier mâché turtle-tombs, close by, were 
orientated by the artist in the same direction. Elsewhere, in a pairing centred 
on striving for health, the drawings by Gómez referencing shamanic practices 
addressing mental illness could be found adjacent to the sand painting by 
Ben Junior that was derived from healing rituals. Finally, walking through 
the centre of the space towards the exit, a sequence of works – by Efiaimbelo, 
Boltanski and Wululu, following on from those of Sunday Jack Akpan and 
Kane Kwei – highlighted human mortality, or afterlife.

Remarkably, an early bid to lay out the exhibition, or at least to cluster 
works conceptually in the process of their selection, survives to tell an altern- 
ative story. Via a mapping onto the anatomical parts of a dismembered figure 
represented in a Huichol painting, rather a di"erent exhibition unfolds. In a 
tidy architectural diagram drafted for the curators, the word ‘meditation’ 

— 
197 A. Luque, ‘IL – visiteur qui cherche le sens? – joue à revenir sur ses pas’, in J.-H. 
Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit., p.12. Additional comments provided 
by J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011.

Early visualisation of the  
‘Magiciens de la Terre’ exhibition 
layout by the architect in charge  
of scenography at the Grande  
Halle de La Villette, Jacques 
Lichnerowicz, under instruction 
from the curators. The drawing  
is inspired by a painting  
by José Benítez Sánchez,  
El desmembramiento de Tacutsi 
Nakawé (The Dismembering  
of Tacutsi Nakawé, 1973)
Courtesy Aline Luque
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fig.48 and 49

fig.102

fig.99–100

fig.103, 105; 
46–47; 90–91
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labels the figure’s head, and this unites the artist Filliou and mandala art, 
for instance, while the legs below are marked ‘ornamental/decorative material 
functions’ and here Ndebele art, Buren and Sol LeWitt come together.198 
Though the final show would appear as fully resolved as this archival plan, it 
also seems to have contained a jumble of juxtapositions, which most likely 
contributed to isolated moments becoming the focus for debate.

The works brought together in ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ were installed with a 
minimum of contextual information. Labels named the artist (or sometimes 
artists) responsible, giving their place and year of birth, nationality and 
place of residence; they further titled the work on display and occasionally 
provided snippets of interpretative information.199 There were no explan- 
atory wall-texts, although a free booklet, the Petit journal, reproduced quotes 
from the catalogue, photographs of a few works – including Mahlangu’s 
painted home in South Africa – and offered a guided tour that followed the 
parcours while putting a few words to the work of each artist. Art in America 
worried that the ‘lack of information encourages viewers to apply pre-
existing Western aesthetic standards to objects where such standards are 
irrelevant’,200 yet Nka: Journal of Contemporary African Art, reflecting on a 
generalised Western approach to the display of art by Africans, lamented the 
failure to address, extend and rethink such standards. In the latter’s pages, 
Olu Oguibe challenged the neglect of certain works’ ‘contributions to, and 
discursive place in, contemporary [art]’, highlighting the tendency to 
emphasise instead the tribal identity or spiritual background of the artists 
– that is, to exoticise, rather than to relate them to the contemporary moment 
and their peers elsewhere.201

Two fifths of the artists exhibiting in ‘Magiciens’ were at the Centre Pomp- 
idou and three fifths at the Grande Halle de La Villette. The show’s install- 
ation was lavish, costing over seven million francs, and it was especially 
demanding at La Villette, a space not designed for exhibitions nor routinely 
used for them.202 A strapline printed on the tickets and other marketing 
material read ‘one exhibition, two venues’, yet barely half the audience 
would make it to the less central venue, La Villette. Martin has suggested 
that most locals in fact skipped this site, leaving it to visitors from further 

— 
198 Drawing shared with the author by A. Luque. Sol LeWitt would not ultimately 
be included in the show. See p.63.
199 The artists from Yuendumu were collectively dubbed with this place’s name. 
To give some indication of the interpretative information provided, the label for 
Haacke’s work attributed his chosen colours to those of the ANC and South 
African flags, and explained who Dulcie September – as referenced in the work’s 
title – had been. See below, p.67.
200 Eleanor Heartney, ‘The Whole Earth Show, Part II’, Art in America, vol.77, 
no.7, July 1989 (‘The Global Issue’), p.92.
201 O. Oguibe, ‘Art, Identity, Boundaries’, op. cit., p.28 (and pp.21–23 in reprint).
202 The budget attached to the agreement between the Centre Georges Pompidou 
and La Villette dated 28 April 1989, op. cit., suggests 1,950,000 francs would be 
spent at the former and 5,365,000 would be spent on the latter.
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afield, who had come expressly for the exhibition, to experience the show 
fully.203 It presumably seemed more prestigious at the time for an artist to 
show at the Centre Pompidou but it would be the installation of ‘Magiciens 
de la Terre’ at La Villette that proved more memorable – more photographed, 
more discussed. While at the time visitors may have overlooked the larger, 
less well-established venue, it later put the more formal museum space in  
its shadow.
—

Martin’s 1986 curatorial statement had noted the potential of the Grande 
Halle de La Villette as an exhibition venue, promising to use ‘all its vast 
light and space while constructing intimate and closed areas within it’.204 
The building’s dramatic scale, its openness and the position of its windows 
would prompt Fisher’s memorable description: ‘an industrial Notre-Dame’,205 
while simultaneously recalling the spaces lavishly constructed for historical 
World Fairs, especially the Palais des Machines for the 1889 Exposition Univer- 
selle in Paris or the Crystal Palace of London’s Great Exhibition in 1851.

The ‘intimate and closed spaces’ designed for the Grande Halle were mostly 
a collection of ceilingless ‘white cubes’, following the abiding modernist 
model for the display of art. Brian O’Doherty, in his canonical discussion of 
this exhibition format, also identified what he would refer to as ‘projects’ – 
‘short-term art made for specific sites and occasions’ – tracing their emerg- 
ence to Marcel Duchamp’s contribution to the ‘Exposition Internationale 
du Surréalisme’ in Paris in 1938.206 Project spaces for art, as developed in the 
1970s, offered an alternative to the white cube established by modernist 
museums, before museums also later adopted this form of display. Raw spaces 
and buildings designed for industrial activity were first turned into alternative 
venues for art as a challenge to the pristine galleries that were purpose-built 
for museums, with physical distinction announcing ideological difference, 
but these venues increasingly incorporated crucial aspects of the institutions 
they had initially put into question – and, on a physical level, often 
introduced white-painted plaster-board walls.

As a converted cattle market, the Grande Halle offered the opportunity for 
association with project spaces and here a move was made against the more 
conservative position taken by, for instance, Rudi Fuchs for documenta 7 in 
1982 or by Georges Boudaille for his Biennale de Paris in 1985. Fuchs had 
announced at a press conference for his exhibition: ‘I feel that the time one 
can show contemporary art in makeshift spaces, converted factories and so 

— 
203 J.-H. Martin in conversation with P. Lafuente, 23 May 2008, op. cit.
204 J.-H. Martin, ‘The very idea of a “work of art”…’, op. cit., p.12. This was cut 
from the version distributed in 1989. 
205 J. Fisher, ‘Fictional Histories – !e Invisible Labyrinth: “Magiciens de la Terre’’’, 
Artforum, vol.28, no.1, September 1989, p.158; reprinted in this volume p.248.
206 Brian O’Doherty, ‘Context as Content’ (1976), as reproduced in B. O’Doherty 
Inside the White Cube: The Ideology of the Gallery Space, Berkeley and Los Angeles: 
University of California Press, 1986, p.70. 
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on, is over.’207 And Boudaille, while using the post-industrial space of the 
Grande Halle, as Martin would, had effectively converted it into an institu- 
tional space.208 It is not incidental that Martin’s promise, made a year after 
the 1985 Biennale de Paris, to create ‘spaces of all kinds’ at La Villette and 
simultaneously to respond to the spectacular particularity of the building – 
was prefaced with the words ‘at last’.209

Martin’s installation at La Villette drew not only on museological display 
strategies for art but also on those used in ethnographic museums. He had 
specific architectural structures constructed by the installation team, mimicking 
those found around the world: not only a mock Ndebele house for Mahlangu 
to adorn but also a pseudo Tohossou temple for Tokoudagba to decorate and 
a towering demi-cone in corrugated galvanised iron to support the bark 
painting by Jambruk and co-workers. Seen in combination, painting the far 
wall black for Long’s Red Earth Circle suddenly seems to suggest a night-
time diorama. Lobsang Palden, Bhorda Sherpa and Lobsang Thinle, invited 
to contribute a mandala, requested that a small house should be built to 
bear a wooden canopy that they would bring with them, and it was suggested 
to Weiner that a metal sheet might be set on end to carry his text and 
diagram work.210 All these contributions to the show were gathered in the 

— 
207 Quoted in Coosje van Bruggen, ‘In the Mist Things Appear Larger’, in docu-
menta 7 (exh. cat.), Kassel: D + V Paul Dierichs, 1982, vol.2, p.ix.
208 The internal architecture built by Boudaille’s team was grandly minimal and 
symmetrical, with two long stretches of continuous, high and thick walls extending 
from the front to the back of the space. Between these was a series of perpendicular 
walls, blocking the vista through the venue.
209 J.-H. Martin, ‘The very idea of a “work of art”…’, op. cit., p.12.
210 Letter from Mark Francis to Loksang Shrestha, assistant-interpreter-courier, 
12 December 1988; see CGP archives, box 95026/161. Lawrence Weiner in email

Installation view, Biennale de Paris,  
Grande Halle de La Villette,  
Paris, 1985 
5VKNN�HTQO�VJG�ƂNO�Biënnale van  
Parijs 1985 (Paris Biennale), 1985 
by Jef Cornelis. Digital Betacam, 
colour, 67min 40sec 
Courtesy the artist and  
Argos, Brussels
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middle and back-half of the main area of the Grande Halle, where the initial 
flow of the exhibition, which was regulated by white walls, gave onto an 
open space that was significant in maximising interrelations between multiple 
works, in a way that was missing at the Centre Pompidou. Moreover, the split- 
levels and raised walkways that were an architectural given in the Grande 
Halle invited an explorative and reflective engagement with the space, and 
indeed the show, which contrasted with the linear and level path on offer  
at the museum.211 This form of engagement suggests a way to approach 
‘Magiciens’ now, while analysis of the installation itself allows investigation 
of the transnational and project-based work that seems to be at the heart of 
the exhibition’s innovations and a major reason it remains worth revisiting 
more than twenty years after it closed to the public.212

The first work encountered at La Villette, even if not immediately recog- 
nisable as art by those waiting to enter the Grande Halle, was Haacke’s One 
Day, The Lions of Dulcie September Will Spout Water in Jubilation (1989),  
a site-specific intervention that modified an existing but defunct fountain in 
front of the building. Haacke turned the structure, which had originally 
been made to commemorate Napoleon’s Egyptian campaign of 1798, into a 
monument celebrating the life and work of the French representative of the 
African National Congress, a South African anti-apartheid activist who had 
been murdered in Paris the year before.The four, sculpted and ‘dry-mouthed 
lions’ that the artist had found on a preliminary site-visit were painted ANC 
gold,213 the shaft between them that was patterned with palm-leaves became 
ANC green, and the basin below was filled with water dyed black – the third 
colour of the ANC flag, as raised on a pole at the centre, with the South 
African flag of the time knotted beneath it.214 Haacke had long been 
associated with project-based art by this stage in his career,215 and his work 
would be documented and discussed as part of the ongoing exhibition and 
working group ‘Services: Conditions and Relations of Project Oriented 
Artistic Practice’, later organised by Helmut Draxler and Andrea Fraser.216 

— 
correspondence with the author, 19 November 2012. 
211 Two upstairs spaces on the right-hand side of the building were inaccessible, 
having been used as studios or workshop space during the installation period – by 
Dimitrijevi# and Huang, for instance. 
212 Only a highly selective tour of the exhibition will be offered here, given the 
more extensive walkthrough offered in this volume, pp.111–215. 
213 H. Haacke in email correspondence with the author, 15 August 2008.
214 Haacke’s work subverted the connection between modern sculpture of nineteenth- 
century Europe on the one hand, and Western colonialism, on the other. It 
resonated with the non-Western subversion of the category of sculpture, albeit in 
the absence of a clear-cut political agenda, in some of the work displayed inside 
the Grande Halle, for instance by Huang and Kingelez. 
215 Haacke had included the very term ‘project’ in titling his work in the mid-
1970s, perhaps most famously in his Manet-PROJEKT 74 of 1974.
216 Draxler and Fraser’s work, itself a project, started at the Kunstraum der 
Universität Lüneburg at the invitation of Beatrice von Bismarck, Diethelm Stoller 
and Ulf Wuggenig. See Andrea Fraser, ‘How to Provide an Artistic Service: An 
Introduction’, presented at !e Depot, Vienna, October 1994, with transcript 
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His contribution to ‘Magiciens’ is notable for its Western critique of national, 
international and transnational relations. He has described this work as 
targeting ‘the collaboration of European and US corporations and their 
governments with the South African apartheid regime’.217

Inside the Grande Halle, the architectural maquettes of Kingelez responded 
to global politics in a distinctly different way, overtly envisaging future 
constructions and only tacitly implicating historical or contemporary situa- 
tions. His coloured card-based constructions, all but one made in situ,218 
conjured elements of fantastical metropolises, with works such as Paris 
nouvel (New Paris, 1989) and L’Allemagne en l’an 2000 (Germany in the Year 
2000, 1989) projecting an African vision of urbanism for Europe: a trans- 
formative mirror image of past impositions of failed European visions on 
Africa. While four of the works each had their own plinth – as modernist 
sculpture might in order to emphasise its autonomy – the other three were 
grouped together on what approximated a table and hinted at extraordinary 
town planning or a fabulous building project. Here they picked up a notion 
of projecthood that may be explored in particular works, and in juxtapo- 
sitions, further still into the exhibition.219

In a rare moment of continental grouping in the show, the work of Kingelez 
appeared alongside that of Fundi and Munyaradzi.220 While Munyaradzi’s 
figurative stone sculptures were commissioned for ‘Magiciens’ and could be 
considered international in their Zimbabwean response to the European 
modernism fostered through British colonial rule, they did not address the 
transnationalism or globalism of the then current situation. They are 
indicative of a number of works within the exhibition that respect classical 
modernist principles, rather than suggesting transnational projecthood. 
Fundi’s carved blackwood figures, positioned in between those of Kingelez 
and Munyaradzi, take on a correspondingly in-between status as regards this 
descriptive label, with a claim to transnational projecthood just about plaus- 
ible on the basis of their being jointly installed on a shelf: here, with the 
shelf alluding to shop-based or domestic display, we may see a pointed or 
ironic reference to the widespread dismissal of Makonde sculpture amongst 
traditional specialists at the time, on the basis that it was airport art or art 
for tourists.221 !e uniting in this way of works originally conceived separately 

— 
online at http://adaweb.walkerart.org/dn/a/enfra/afraser1.html (last accessed on  
1 November 2012). 
217 H. Haacke in email correspondence with the author, 15 August 2008.
218 Bodys Isek Kingelez in response to questions posed by the author, 23 June 2008. 
219 In letters written to the curatorial team on 6 October 1987 and 18 April 1988, 
Kingelez refers to each work as a project. See CGP archives, box 95026/164.
220 As indicated by the plans of La Villette published in the exhibition catalogue 
and Petit journal, the sequence of work in this side space was originally planned 
to run Fundi then Munyaradzi then Kingelez (if walking away from the entrance 
of the building), rather than Kingelez then Fundi then Munyaradzi.
221 In his travel diary, as published to accompany the exhibition, Magnin 
distances Fundi’s work from ‘airport art’. See A. Magnin, ‘Éxtraits de notes de
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by Fundi turns them into a project specifically conceived for and in Paris. 
More conventionally, perhaps, the inclusion of his figures in the exhibition 
might be read as a gesture of curatorial postmodernism: specifically as a bid 
to set modernist formalism in the context of ‘other’ symbolic practices.

Like Haacke and Kingelez, Huang – whose work would have been seen on 
moving between the work of these other artists, while not visible from either 
– contributed a project developed specifically for the show, which proved 
attentive to the local, national and transnational situation. For Reptiles 
(1989) the artist put French and Chinese communist newspapers through 
two minutes of a washing-machine cycle and used the resulting papier 
mâché to clad a pair of abstracted turtle forms, shaped from chicken wire, 
while also using the pulp to produce three mounds on the ground and to 
partially cover one of the two walls that provided a backdrop for the work.222 
A note on the sketch produced by the artist when in correspondence with 
the curators about his project states: ‘The notion of “culture” should be to 
constantly be washing and drying.’223 A performance producing – and an 
installation presenting – the transmogrified matter of the international 
communist movement, which simultaneously exposed the machinery of 
production through putting the washing machines on display, the work was 
informed by traditional Chinese tomb architecture, Dada performance and 
Duchamp’s readymades, as well as by ancient Taoist philosophy (for example 
of Laozi and Zhuangzi), Chan Buddhist teaching (for instance of Masters 
Dongshan and Yunmen) and twentieth-century European philosophy (such as 
Jacques Derrida and Michel Foucault, whose work was translated into Chinese 
in the 1980s). These influences suggest a transnationalism that is not corp- 
orate but intellectual, resulting from the global flow of ideas rather than goods 
and services, regardless of the national and international interests at stake.

Visible from Huang’s installation and confronting visitors passing through a 
doorway between the work by Fundi and Munyaradzi was the 10-metre-high 

— 
voyage de André Magnin en Tanzanie et Madagascar’, Magiciens de la Terre 
(booklet accompanying the video-catalogue), op. cit., p.60. Not long after the 
show, Fundi’s work would be defended as ‘para-tourist art’ (see P. Wollen, 
Raiding the Icebox, op. cit., p.198) and ‘postcolonial expressionism’ (see Sidney 
Kasfir, ‘African Art and Authenticity: A Text with a Shadow’, African Arts, 
vol.25, no.2, April 1992, p.49; reprinted in O. Oguibe and O. Enwezor (ed.), 
Reading the Contemporary, op. cit., p.104).
222 !e ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ website describes the pulp as generated from Chinese 
newspapers (http://magiciensdelaterre.fr/artistes?id=10#, last accessed on 1 Nov- 
ember 2012) but alternative sources – e.g. Hugh Honour and John Fleming,  
A World History of Art, seventh edition, London: Laurence King Publishing 
Ltd., 2005, p.893 – give the account reproduced here. 
223 ‘La conception de “culture” doit être toujours relaver et ressécher.’ !is sketch is 
reproduced on Huang’s pages in the catalogue, J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens de la 
Terre, op. cit., pp.152–53. !e note references not only Reptiles but an earlier work 
titled ‘L’histoire de l’art chinois’ et ‘L’histoire de l’art moderne occidental’ sont mis dans 
la machine à laver pendant deux minutes (‘!e History of Chinese Art’ and ‘A Concise 
History of Modern Art’ After Two Minutes in the Washing Machine, 1987). 
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bark-painting made by the group centred on Jambruk and commissioned to 
replicate one made for a building in Apangai, a village in Papua New Guinea. 
None of those responsible for this work came to install it, unlike Weiner, who, 
after meeting them with Martin on the research trip a year previously, 
travelled to Paris for the installation of his work alongside theirs. Weiner’s 
contribution to the exhibition most prominently included a text that – res- 
ponding to the given context, and specifically filtered through his experience 
in Papua New Guinea – addressed the redistribution of naturally occurring 
and manufactured materials around the world.224 Some additional text, not 
quite in keeping with his usual practice, given the font, layout and lack of 
an English-language version, conveys in South Pacific pidgin what the artist 
has translated as ‘The art of today belongs to us’.225 While the work of Weiner 
and that attributed to Jambruk were made separately for the exhibition, they 
each rely on the other’s presence to address transnationalism. Weiner’s text 
about the global circulation of iron may be written on corrugated galvanised 
iron, but the global circulation of that material is only expressed through the 
architectural structure alongside it, which supported the bark painting and 
reproduced a building some nine thousand miles away.226 Concomitantly, in 
order to function critically as contemporary art, the bark painting needs the 
slogan set out on the work alongside it: ‘The art of today belongs to us’. For 
Weiner, this slogan, which he coined with and for those he met in Papua 
New Guinea, emphasised an alternative to art made for an Australian dealer, 
or indeed for a French curator – suggesting that art primarily or ultimately 
belongs, or should belong, to those who make it.227 Weiner’s words point 
viewers in the direction of those nine thousand miles to the paired bark 
painting produced for Apangai rather than Paris audiences. At the same time, 
we may expand the meaning of the statement, taking from it that ‘contem- 
porary art belongs to everyone’. The Utopian message here is that, whether 
or not ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and its curators, visitors or critics recognised 
it at the time, from 1989 this ‘everyone’ meant a global public – indeed, 
transnational publics. 

We may be reminded here of Jean-Marc Poinsot’s contemporaneous state- 
ment regarding art specifically conceived and made for major exhibitions: 

— 
224 As such, it bears comparison with the work that he had installed on the floor 
of the Grande Halle for the Biennale de Paris four years earlier, which repeated the 
words of its title, The sands of here poured upon the sands of there (1985).
225 L. Weiner in interview with E.C. Baker in ‘The Peripatetic Artist: 14 
Statements’, op. cit., p.134; reprinted in G. Fietzek and G. Stemmrich (ed.), 
Having Been Said, op. cit., p.200.
226 As already flagged, this choice of material was accepted rather than proposed 
by Weiner. In email correspondence with the author on 19 November, the artist 
reflected: ‘I thought it was odd but in fact why not. !ere is no di"erence between 
corrugated metal and sheet rock as a means to present a work. Having worked 
quite a bit in the Pacific, corrugated metal is just corrugated metal. No metaphor. 
But remember that sheet rock cannot exist for very long in tropical climates.’
227 L. Weiner in interview with E.C. Baker in ‘!e Peripatetic Artist: 14 Statements’, 
op. cit., p.134; reprinted in G. Fietzek and G. Stemmrich (ed.), Having Been 
Said, op. cit., pp.199–201.
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‘every visitor … effects the commission’.228 Weiner actually attempted to 
reach beyond European or North American gallery-goers by distributing a 
medal or coin stamped with his slogan in the local region within the South 
Pacific that had inspired it. The project-based nature of his work returns us 
to early understandings of what ‘project-based’ might mean, for instance to 
O’Doherty’s 1976 assertion that art projects ‘have a somewhat vernacular 
existence in the world’.229 At the same time, Weiner updates this under- 
standing, enabled by the travel funds provided by ‘Magiciens’, to expand the 
geopolitical territory implied by the word ‘world’.

The contribution made by Jambruk and co-workers more generally operates 
as a hinge between sculpture and wall painting in the show. While three-
dimensional work – that which might be called sculpture or sculpturally-
anchored installation – dominates the opening sequence of ‘Magiciens’ at 
La Villette,230 the mounted bark painting enacts a transition into wall-based 
work. This is immediately picked up by Weiner beyond it and then dev- 
eloped through contributions by further artists along the ensuing anti-
clockwise path envisaged by the curators.231 Two of the works by Alberola 
fall in this middle and rear area of the main space, while all four rely on the 
backdrop of a dedicated wall, painted a distinct colour. The only works to 
be distributed throughout the exhibition in either venue, Alberola’s offerings 
punctuated or paced one’s journey around the ground-floor installation in 
the Grande Halle de La Villette.

At the back of the space, yet visible from many points, was a pairing that 
was forcefully criticised at the time: the floor-based Yam Dreaming by the 
collective of artists associated with Yuendumu lay in front of Long’s wall-based 
Red Earth Circle, and this juxtaposition was seen to suggest a hierarchical, 
indeed neocolonial, relationship – one that allowed the British work to 
preside over the Aboriginal Australian.232 This impression is emphasised in 

— 
228 J.-M. Poinsot, ‘Les Grandes Expositions: Esquisse d’une typologie’, op. cit., 
p.139; and (trans. Robert McGee) in R. Greenberg, B.W. Ferguson and S. Nairne 
(ed.), Thinking about Exhibitions, op. cit., p.63. 
229 B. O’Doherty, ‘Context as Content’, Inside the White Cube, op. cit., p.70.
230 From Haacke to Adams; Anselmo; Alberola and Wululu; Dimitrijevi#, Huang 
and Houshiary; Kirkeby; and – with a possible sidestep via Kingelez, Fundi and 
Munyaradzi – Jambruk and co-workers.
231 In the anticipated order in which they would be encountered: Unsworth, 
Bowa Devi, Mahlangu, Long and Tokoudagba.
232 See J. Fisher, ‘Fictional Histories: “Magiciens de la Terre’’’, op. cit., p.161, and 
reprinted in this volume, p.255. See also Thomas McEvilley, ‘Marginalia: 
Thomas McEvilley on The Global Issue’, Artforum, vol.28, no.7, March 1990, 
p.19, and in this volume, p.269. Fisher convincingly saw in Red Earth Circle 
both ‘the rose window of Notre Dame’ and, referencing Georges Bataille, a ‘solar 
anus’. As already noted, the black background further prompts a vision in this work 
of the moon. With further ambiguity between positive and negative associations, 
while more attentive to the work’s precise form, Huang has described the impression 
of a wreath – Huang Y.P. in response to questions posed by the author, 18 April 
2008, trans. James Kao.
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certain photographs of this section of the exhibition that have been widely 
reproduced. However, other viewpoints giving more attention to the floor 
than the wall – simply by changing angle or lens, or by assuming an elevated 
and sidelong position by taking the stairs to left or right, for example – have 
a different effect,233 raising questions about how we judge exhibitions once 
they have closed to the public. Long has described ongoing conversations 
with Paddy Jupurrurla Nelson and his co-workers during the installation 
period in Paris, emphasising a mutual interest and immediate rapport.234 
While each resulting work was made with the other in mind, and conscious 
of global cultural production generally, neither addresses the latter explicitly 
and, more specifically, neither demonstrates transnational awareness, in the 
absence of the other: it is only through their particular material relationship, 
involving pigmented earth from disparate points on the globe, and through 
their physical co-emergence in the process of their installation side-by-side, 
that they demonstrate transnational projecthood.

This pairing of works at the far end of the Grande Halle allows us to consider 
another shift of medium, loosely understood, within the exhibition. Contem- 
plating the return through the central space towards the exit, a path opens 
up taking us past the ground-based works not only of Jupurrurla Nelson and 
associates but, further, the Tibetan mandala, Knight’s carpet and Ben Junior’s 
sand painting. All these contributions to the show – excepting Knight’s – had 
semi-ceremonial value and, in the absence of claims to commercial perma- 
nence, would be destroyed after the close of the exhibition. Given questions 
over what should be done with the sand used in his work once ‘Magiciens’ 
was over, Ben Junior asked for it to be sent back to him for return to the 
desert, while the Nepalese monks requested that theirs be deposited in a 
non-fixed location, and it was therefore thrown into the Canal Saint-Martin. 
The ceremonial activation of Tokoudagba’s contribution to the exhibition 
drew a considerable amount of comment at the beginning of the show’s run 
because not only did it involve the ritual sacrifice of a chicken, but it did so 
to camera.235 Bedia has described how he and other artists assisted each 
other in their rituals, further involving interested support-staff working in 
the space.236 As a viewer rather than participant, Abramovi# has also recalled 

— 
233 If the wall painting had such a scale and prominence that, when viewed 
frontally, it tended to dominate, then it arguably did so over everything in the 
exhibition. !is was not unanticipated: in correspondence regarding the commission, 
Long pointed out, with a French pun and/or some reservations about pretension, 
that ‘the bigger the wall, the “grander” the work’, with Francis replying with a des- 
cription of the end wall on offer at La Villette as ‘enormous … spectacular’ (CGP 
archives, box 95026/170–172). Having installed his work, Long left instructions 
that it was to be lit using half blue-filters and at 60 per cent, not ‘100 per cent 
megablast’ (CGP archives, box 95026/173). 
234 R. Long in conversation with the author, 21 March 2008.
235 This footage is included in the video-catalogue produced to accompany the 
exhibition. G. Barberi and M. di Castri (dir.), Magiciens de la Terre, op. cit.
236 J. Bedia in conversation with the author, 16 November 2010. See also  
J. Bettelheim and J.C. Berlo, Transcultural Pilgrim, op. cit., p.177.
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the religious or spiritual inauguration of works in the show. Her account 
suggests that this happened in the course of a night vigil in the exhibition 
space, prior to the official preview the following day.237 From the informal 
photographic record, this opening event for ‘Magiciens’, itself something of 
a ceremonial occasion,238 seems to have involved the staging of at least one 
activation ritual at the Centre Pompidou.239 Back at La Villette, Abramovi# 
recollects Tokoudagba’s reply on being asked by a member of the press what 
he thought of the work by Claes Oldenburg and Coosje van Bruggen 
adjacent to his own: ‘No sacrifice, no good.’240

Knight’s carpet might be assessed in conjunction with Ben Junior’s adjacent 
sand painting as an infra-national variation on transnational projecthood, 
given the former’s reference to Navajo rugs and to (radioactive) uranium 
mined by US companies in Navajo territory, together with the latter’s more 
elliptical invocation of Navajo means for healing. A less witting relationship 
between adjacent works might be perceived in a raised side-space within the 
venue, where the bulging and sprouting figures commissioned from Seni 
Awa Camara were encountered on the approach to Articulated Lair (1986) 
by Louise Bourgeois, in which bulbous forms lured visitors into an abstracted 
domestic setting. Like Knight, Bourgeois was represented by an existing 
work, but she did not go to Paris to be involved in its installation. Nor did 
Camara, and the visions of gender, sex and the family scenario that are 
presented by these two artists remain culturally disconnected. More convin- 
cing claims for transnational projecthood might be made by the installations 
in the mirroring spaces upstairs on the other side of the Grande Halle – 
specifically, and separately, those by Jaar and Meireles. Jaar’s work, at the 
back of the building, resulted from his investigations into Western corp- 
orations dumping toxic waste in Nigeria,241 while that by Meireles, at the 
front of the building, addressed the matter of colonialisation in the name of 
faith rather than nationhood.242 Meireles rebuilt his macabre and glittering 
cathedral interior with 600,000 coins, 2,000 bones and 800 communion 
hosts sourced locally after having toured the original work in Brazil.
—

— 
237 M. Abramovi# in email correspondence with the author, 15 April 2008.
238 As officially captured on camera it involved Jack Lang and Danielle Mitterrand, 
amongst other invited dignatories, shaking hands with artists introduced by Martin, 
the latter representing not only his exhibition but the Musée national as its Director. 
239 Deidi von Schaewen – who was asked by Martin if she would like to take 
photographs of the exhibition, but not formally commissioned – and Francis 
capture Philidor consecrating his contribution to the show titled Espace de danse 
d’un temple vodou, 1989 (Dance Space in a Vodun Temple, 1989). A snap by Francis 
shows an audience including Lang, Martin and Mitterrand.
240 M. Abramovi# in email correspondence with the author, 15 April 2008. Uncor-
roborated by Tokoudagba.
241 A. Jaar, La Géographie, ça sert, d’abord, á faire la guerre (Geography Serves, in the 
First Place, to Make War, 1989).
242 C. Miereles, Missão/missões: como construir catedrais (Mission/ Missions: How to 
Build Cathedrals, 1987).
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Daniel Soutif, in his review for Libération, writes that ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ 
involved ‘not only the great umbrella of La Villette but also the miraculous 
picture rails of one of the very spaces where our art is constituted as such’.243 

Concurrent at the Centre Pompidou were solo exhibitions for Haacke and 
Richard Artschwager, a show of drawings by Henri Matisse and – indicative 
of the centre’s broader cultural remit – ‘Yves Saint Laurent: Photographies de 
mode’, showcasing fashion photography. Immediately preceding the occu- 
pation of the grande galerie on the fifth floor of the building was an exhibition 
of work by Jean Tinguely and, immediately following, there were paintings 
by Bram van Velde.244 The novelty of the geographical reach of ‘Magiciens’ 
is brought home by the European (often Paris-based) or North American 
(and New York-based) individuals represented in all these surrounding shows. 
While Martin’s curatorial statement from 1986, made when La Villette alone 
was envisaged as the venue for the exhibition, was tweaked for its re-release 
in 1989 to suggest that the Centre Pompidou would offer just as distinctive 
an installation, the reality would fall short owing to its purpose-built and 
museologically conventional galleries. !ere was an attempt, however, to match 
the ambition of the installation at the Grande Halle, with large-scale works 
on the façade and in the forecourt of the Beaubourg building, for example, by 
Dimitrijevi# and Dawson respectively. These must have commanded public 
attention from the square and marked the unusualness of ‘Magiciens’ for the 
passing visitor.245

Hiroshi Teshigahara’s project for the open-air gallery on the fifth floor, 
Bamboo Corridor (1989), was harder to spot from ground level yet reso- 
nated with particular freshness against the postmodern architecture of the 
building. This immersive environmental work drew on the artist’s ikebana 
practice, whilst rethinking it through Land art of the 1970s and installation 
art in its various guises in the 1970s and 80s. Applying the thinking of 
Rosalind Krauss a decade prior to the exhibition, we might describe the 
work as a ‘site-construction’, defined – in contrast to sculpture and as part 
of an expanded field that she characterises as postmodern – in terms of its 
being both architecture and landscape.246 A decade following the exhibition 
and Krauss would come back to this subject forcefully, apparently feeling 
threatened by a ‘post-medium condition’ that disregarded her understanding 
of postmodern sculpture and the associated constellation of categories, not 
least on the basis that they were yoked to a modernism that, coming from 
the First World, is not necessarily relevant in the Second or Third Worlds, 
or rather to the world at large.247 She would rail convincingly against art 

— 
243 D. Soutif, ‘La Prevue par le musée’, Libération, 28 May 1989, p.33. 
244 What was known at the time as the fifth floor has been referred to as the sixth 
since building renovations in 2000.
245 Contrast Buren’s installation of flags on Parisian rooftops to be viewed from 
the Centre Pompidou, as commissioned by Martin for the opening of the building 
in 1977.
246 See Rosalind Krauss, ‘Sculpture in the Expanded Field’, October, vol.8, Spring 
1979, p.37.
247 See R. Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium
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‘complicit with a globalisation of the image in the service of capital’, which 
is ruled by the ‘homogenising principle of commodification’ and by ‘the 
equivalency principle that levels objects to the measure of their exchange 
value’; yet she seemed unconcerned that, through globally applying the 
‘regime of postmodern sensation’ that she read in Fredric Jameson, she extends 
a US vision in an imperialist manner that fails to perceive different interests 
active in the world surveyed.248 Peter Wollen, also writing in the 1990s, 
would contrastingly describe the ‘discourse of postmodernism, even more than 
that of modernism’ as ‘stiflingly Euro-centric’ and ‘provincial’.249 Teshigahara’s 
work quietly recognises this possibility, provincialising a postmodern icon by 
making the Centre Pompidou look somehow Euro-homespun, and pointing 
to the limited reach of the transnationalism claimed for the movement. 

This potential was not necessarily perceived in the work at the time. Fumio 
Nanjo, speaking as a critic and curator during the colloquium staged in con- 
junction with ‘Magiciens’, expressed some concern that Bamboo Corridor 
would suffer from looking too traditionally Japanese, yet he saw its location 
outside the gallery as a redeeming aspect that, through allowing it to relate 
to the postmodernism of the building’s architecture, freed it from too close 
a proximity to the ‘tribal works’ inside.250 This comment is interesting in its 
suggestion of concern that Japan might not have been effective in associating 
with Western regions since 1945 – through alignment initiatives such as the 
Group of Six or G7, for example – or that it might be relegated in Western 
eyes to a developing country again, and aligned with what is today referred 
to as the Global South. 

Positioned opposite the entrance to Bamboo Corridor, inside the galleries, 
was a mask over 3 metres in height by Mike Chukwukelu, titled simply Ijele 
(1989) for the purposes of exhibition. As perhaps registered by Nanjo, African 
masks were notably present in this venue, while absent from La Villette.251 
Works by the most celebrated Western painters – Clemente, Cucchi, Kiefer 
and Polke – were also to be found in the Centre Pompidou galleries. In the 
white-cube space immediately preceding that given over to Polke,252 hundreds 
of drawings by Frédéric Bruly Bouabré were shown. Carefully installed on 

— 
Condition, London: Thames & Hudson, 1999. Her given example of ‘both land-
scape and architecture’ is, in fact, Japanese gardens, however these are permitted 
into her thinking only as an ahistorical cultural phenomenon that clarifies her 
historical argument about modern and postmodern art in the West.
248 Ibid., pp.56, 15, 41 and 56 respectively. 
249 P. Wollen, Raiding the Icebox, op. cit., p.205.
250 Audio recording in bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 [8], side A. 
251 In addition to Chukwukelu’s Igbo Ijele mask there were a dozen Ekpeye masks 
by Unya/Emeden and ten Yoruban gelede masks by Dossou Amidou.
252 While Martin had hoped that Polke might contribute paintings reflecting on his 
travels through South East Asia and Papua New Guinea earlier in the decade (J.-H. 
Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011), ultimately included 
were existing works, most notably his canvas Liberté, égalité, fraternité (1988), relevant 
to the celebrations of the French Revolution latterly associated with ‘Magiciens’.

fig.7–9

fig.35

fig.20; 13 and 38

fig.33 and 34



76

wall panels and in tilted, free-standing display cases, Bouabré’s work offered 
a visual encyclopaedia rooted in the oral tradition of the Bété people, 
inflected with the Romantic poetry of Victor Hugo and the modernist art of 
Picasso. The work was part of his abiding Connaissance du monde (or World 
Knowledge) project, whilst being consciously partial and anchored in his 
‘corner of Abidjan’.253 The installation in Paris was subtly transnational in the 
way it drew contrast with the French Enlightenment’s commitment to a written 
Encyclopédie, playing with its rational or systematic (raisonné) character.254

On the other side of Polke’s room, Kabakov’s installation The Man Who 
Flew into Space from His Apartment (1985–88) could be found. Immersing 
visitors in the narrative of an escape scenario, this work turned a tale of 
cosmic flight into a mise-en-scène: a bedroom wallpapered with Soviet 
posters has a ceiling with a hole blasted into it; the catapult contraption 
apparently responsible is left dangling below. The installation had been shown 
in a commercial gallery in New York the year before and in this earlier context 
there were national and international resonances given the US-USSR relations 
and Mikhail Gorbachev’s recent announcement of glasnost.255 Seen in Paris 
in ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, the vision of a ‘magical’ departure from ‘the Earth’ 
is prioritised instead, with an emphasis on the staging of a supra-global 
project under Soviet conditions.256

Somewhat similarly, Wodiczko’s Homeless Vehicle (1988–89), a prototype 
unit for nomadic living, gained its own transnational edge through its relo- 
cation from New York to the Centre Pompidou, where it occupied the 
liminal zone of the entrance hall on the ground floor. In its transatlantic 
move between cities, the work developed its commentary on welfare issues 
by itself demonstrating the common condition of global migrancy and the 
concomittant risk of marginalisation.
—

In her ongoing work on the post-medium condition, Krauss attacks what 
she refers to as ‘installation art’, having previously bracketed this together 
with the ‘mixed-media installation’ and ‘intermedia work’.257 With this term 
she has sought to label a weak or impoverished Esperanto-like art developed 

— 
253 Frédéric Bruly Bouabré in response to questions posed by the author, 26 April 
2008, and reprinted in this volume, p.274.
254 Bouabré’s work could be compared with the extended sequence of drawings by 
Gómez at La Villette, which did not develop a local position in relation to a 
global context. 
255 !e work was shown in the exhibition ‘Ilya Kabakov: Ten Characters’ at Ronald 
Feldman Gallery, New York, 30 April–4 June 1988. 
256 For more on this work, see Boris Groys, Ilya Kabakov: The Man Who Flew into 
Space from His Apartment, London: Afterall Books, 2006.
257 See R. Krauss, Under Blue Cup, Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press, 
2011. The expressions ‘mixed-media installation’ and ‘intermedia work’ feature in 
R. Krauss, A Voyage on the North Sea: Art in the Age of the Post-Medium Condition, 
op. cit., p.20 and p.56. 
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to satisfy the global and unregulated market that was just beginning to 
emerge in 1989. While a reasonable critique within the terms of progressive 
Western thought before 1989, Krauss’s argument lacks the capacity to adapt 
to a context in which others can not only speak back to, but may also ignore, 
modernist artistic movements, while still justifiably demanding a place within 
the discourse and institutional display of contemporary culture. Art character- 
ised by transnational projecthood, such as emerges in ‘Magiciens’, is certainly 
open as regards medium; indeed it might use or develop any – or several – 
visual languages or idioms. However, it demands a complex audience response, 
one that is sensitive to a plurality of production and reception conditions, 
rather than one looking for examples that address certain Western criteria, or 
one seeking to establish new and diluted criteria (the weak common denomina- 
tors condemned by Krauss). Under the terms of transnational projecthood, the 
viewing context provided by the exhibition becomes crucial. The moment 
and setting in which such art finds its public produce the specific and active 
forum for its critical assessment, and enable a test of its potential to resist 
impoverishment through homogenisation. 

Interviewed for Les Cahiers du Musée national d’art moderne in 1986, before 
he became Director of the Centre Pompidou, Martin was asked about how 
the display (l’accrochage) of a work of art contributes to our understanding 
of it. He responded: ‘according to the relations that it establishes with the 
other surrounding works!’258 In all its apparent simplicity, this may prompt 
a reflection that seems to elude Krauss and specifically, although not phrased  
in her terms, a consideration of the relationship between the transnational 
projecthood of art on the one hand, and transnational project-based exhi- 
bitions on the other. The latter have to be understood as more than just shows 
bringing together work that demonstrates the former. As such, transnational 
project-based exhibitions assert the general need to look very closely at the 
moment of an artwork’s display and, rather than prioritising its point of 
origin remote from the exhibition context (a point classically located in the 
studio), they highlight this moment of finding a public as a defining one for 
the production of meaning, knowledge and criticality. Particularly, given 
the instance under discussion, the relationship between artwork and show 
becomes one of mirroring and amplification, of fractalisation, perhaps.  
To achieve this, the artwork and the exhibition at issue must be both 
conscious of their potential global status and aware of the significance of 
their locality. A show needs to address worldwide rather than national 
representation in its selection of artists, and be responsive to its historical 
and socio-geographical situation. Whether ‘Magiciens’ consistently fulfilled 
this demanding set of criteria is open to doubt, but together with the Bienal 
de La Habana of the same year it marked a point after which large-scale 
exhibitions could only ignore these issues wilfully and out of contempt for 
large parts of the world.

— 
258 J.-H. Martin, quoted in Fabrice Hergott, ‘Réponses au questionnaire: “Accrocher 
une oeuvre d’art”’, Les Cahiers du Musée national d’art moderne, no.17–18, 1986 
(‘L’Oeuvre et son accrochage’), p.207. 
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Contributing an essay to the same issue of the Cahiers, Catherine David 
suggested that ‘The terminology of the 1970s (installation, environment, in 
situ) does not truly do justice to the pertinence, originality and diversity of 
contemporary works [a decade later] that proceed, rather, by what one 
might call the “invention” of place.’259 Shifting the focus of this comment 
from art of the 1980s to exhibitions following ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, we 
might see the invention or reinvention of the city as a task that would be 
made the responsibility of the transnational project-based show. Since 1989, 
it is often on this basis that such shows have secured funding, which in some 
ways validates Krauss’s critique that the development and spread of biennials 
affirms the globalisation of art in the service of capital. However, there was 
and is no going back to forms of Western liberalism that pre-date this moment, 
and Catherine David might be said to make this argument in her 1997 
documenta X – an argument paradoxically strengthened by the vehemence 
with which Krauss has targeted this exhibition.260 

Exhibitions following the model of ‘Magiciens’ are also projects in their core 
reliance on the convening of collective artistic labour to deliver the final 
results. While the commissioning or installing of much of the art that we may 
describe as having transnational projecthood might make this seem inevitable, 
Martin’s statement that the relations established between works in an 
installation define our understanding of them pushes this further, arguing 
that an exhibition is more than the sum of its individual artworks. However 
partial the success of ‘Magiciens’ was in these terms, the bringing together of 
so many geopolitically diverse artists for the installation period remains highly 
significant. As Richard Long – an artist involved in ‘Op Losse Schroeven’, 
‘When Attitudes Become Form’ and documenta 5, so a contributor to 
project-based exhibitions from early on – has put it: 

I had a strange experience. Completely by chance, a month later, I had to 
come back through Paris and I went back to see the show. Without the artists 
it seemed rather sad and empty, even though the work was still interesting. 
The best time of it was being there when the show was being made.261

4. Framing the Exhibition: Autour de l’exposition 262

From its launch in 1977, the Centre Pompidou prided itself on the effective 
communication of its endeavours to both specialist and non-specialist 
audiences. ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ not only had its two compelling straplines – 
‘the first worldwide exhibition of contemporary art’ and ‘one exhibition, two 

— 
259 C. David, ‘L’Invention du lieu’, ibid., p.118. 
260 documenta X, Kassel, 21 June–28 September 1997. Krauss takes this exhibition 
as a focus for criticism in Under Blue Cup, op. cit., further describing David as 
‘the antagonist to this book’s crusade’ (p.84).
261 R. Long in conversation with the author, 21 March 2008. 
262 ‘Around the exhibition’ is the title that was given to the final page of the Petit 
journal where further contextual material and events programmed in connection 
with the exhibition were listed, op. cit., p.13.
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venues’ – but it was also given distinctive visual branding by designer Peter 
Saville. Celebrated for his work for Factory Records amongst others, Saville 
gave the show a strong logo that would feature on all the material produced 
to accompany the exhibition – from the catalogue to entry tickets, headed 
stationery and banners adorning the façades of both venues. In its fullest 
form, the logo involves a wandering yellow line that turns into a spiral – 
derived from a drawing by Laumu Baiga, an Indian artist not ultimately 
included in the exhibition263 – and this hovers above a purple mountain 
range, created by tinting the photograph of a geography model snapped 
from above. The accompanying exhibition title takes a serif font, in lower 
case, with the ‘casual classicism … on-trend for 1980s postmodernism’.264

Les Cahiers du Musée national d’art moderne dedicated an issue to the 
exhibition ahead of its opening, edited by Yves Michaud independently of 
the Centre Pompidou’s curatorial team, although several of the contributing 
authors seem likely to have been proposed by Martin or Francis and the 
publication was advertised in literature accompanying the show.265 Following 
a testing interview of Martin by Benjamin Buchloh,266 there were three 
essays on art in specific regions distant from France by individuals from 
these regions (Mundine on indigenous art in Australia, Nanjo on Japan, Jain 
on Madhubani painting), three Western writers on contemporary art who 
had some specialism in work being made outside of or marginalised within 
these regions (Brett, Fisher and Lippard), three essays by European and North 
American anthropologists (Louis Perrois, Sally Price and Severi) and a further 
two essays, one by the editor and one by Clifford, whose influential book on 
twentieth-century ethnography and art, The Predicament of Culture, had 
appeared the year before. Almost the whole issue would be released near 
simultaneously in English by Third Text, with an additional introductory 
essay by Araeen – a move that was significant for the reception of the exhi- 
bition across the Channel and the Atlantic.267

The catalogue produced to accompany the show contained commissioned 
essays as well as texts by Martin, his deputy and two assistant curators.268 
Pierre Gaudibert was invited to write out of deference to his earlier and 

— 
263 The artist is credited in the exhibition catalogue, J.-H. Martin (ed.), Magiciens 
de la Terre, op. cit., p.2.
264 Peter Saville in conversation with the author, 1 July 2009. !e designer described 
the purple as a response to Yves Klein’s blue and, by extension, as intended to 
reference the artist’s interest in the elemental and the void, which seemed to offer 
‘a way out of postmodern hybridisation and ornamentalism’.
265 See Les Cahiers du Musée national d’art moderne, no.28, Spring 1989 
(‘Magiciens de la Terre’). 
266 See this volume, pp.224–37. Martin gave numerous interviews ahead of the 
exhibition, speaking not only to Buchloh but also, for example, to Jérôme Sans (Flash 
Art) and, with Francis, to Marianne Brouwer and Paul Groot (Museumjournaal).
267 See !ird Text, vol.3, no.6, Spring 1989 (‘Special Issue: Magiciens de la Terre’). 
268 Installation plans, not quite reflecting the final exhibition layout, are repro- 
duced in the catalogue and Luque’s text there works in conjunction with these. 
Pages from the travel diaries of Martin and Magnin are reproduced in the booklet

p.215
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related curatorial interests;269 Soulillou contributed on the basis of his 
connection to certain African artists in the exhibition;270 Bhabha expanded an 
existing essay under the new title of ‘Hybridity, Heterogeneity and Contem- 
porary Culture’; and Thomas McEvilley developed his previous critique of 
MoMA’s ‘“Primitivism”’ exhibition by adding reasons to hope that ‘Magiciens’ 
might represent a postmodern retort to the earlier show’s modernism. A brief 
extract from McEvilley’s essay and from Martin’s interview in the Cahiers 
were also reproduced in the Petit journal. 

Arguably the major effort and gamble of the catalogue is the collage of 
existing images and texts contributed by Bernard Marcadé, as the result of 
extensive discussions with Martin. The section was conceived in eighteen 
chapters, each given a double-page spread and dedicated to different themes 
that ‘seemed important for putting the exhibition into (historical and critical) 
perspective’, from ‘primitivism’ and ‘exoticism’ to ‘issues of the object in the 
era of globalisation’ via ‘colonialism’ and ‘wars of liberation’.271 The material, 
culled from the fields of anthropology, philosophy, literature, art, cinema 
and the press, was then assembled in conjunction with designer Ruedi Baur 
into ‘a constellation of texts and images so as to form conversations between 
them’.272 If this work has been largely ignored, it is perhaps because it 
defies conventional discursive form, but equally perhaps also because its 
attempt to map Western views of non-Western cultures both visually and in 
text could be seen to reiterate – without questioning – those very views.273 

The rest and indeed the majority of the catalogue is made up of artists’ 
pages, with each spread typically displaying an image together with a panel 
of information.274 Almost all artists have a small map of the world on their 
pages, with a large dot indicating their place of residence and, importantly, 
with the version of the map shifting so that every dot appears near the 
centre.275 Several artists living or working in Europe or the US resisted 
giving their place of birth, nationality and place of residence, and often 

— 
that accompanied the video-catalogue, and interviews with selected artists feature 
here too. 
269 J.-H. Martin, in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011, referred to 
the commission as ‘something of a homage’.
270 He also writes on several of the African artists in the exhibition – Chukwukelu, 
Tokoudagba, Twins Seven Seven and Unya – on their catalogue pages.
271 Bernard Marcadé, in email exchange with the author, 16 and 18 February 2009. 
272 Ibid.
273 In a footnote Terry Smith notably describes it as ‘an extraordinary “museum 
without walls” album of colonialist imagery’. See T. Smith, Thinking Contemporary 
Curating, New York: Independent Curators International, 2012, p.118.
274 James Lee Byars avoids such representation and contributes only the letters 
‘JHMBPF0MDFF’ at the opening of the catalogue in a font so small that it is 
barely legible. This replicates the text engraved at the centre of the golden expanse 
of his work at the Centre Pompidou, suggesting that ‘Jean-Hubert Martin bought 
perfection for 0 million dollars for France’. 
275 Byars, Brouwn, Kiefer and Long are the exceptions. 
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responded playfully (for example, Ulay states ‘the world is my country’, 
while his dot is firmly placed over North West Europe). Most of the artists 
have a short text about their work, written by different named individuals, 
and each artist typically contributes a definition of art, as requested by 
Weiner. Described in the exhibition literature as ‘An Atlas: The Catalogue of 
Works and Artists’, the publication was a large and lavish object. 

Cheaper to purchase and more novel in form was the video-catalogue.276 Almost 
an hour long and as lavishly produced as the book catalogue, it features 
almost a fifth of the artists, typically filmed producing or installing their work. 
Some answer questions and a few – notably the most distinctively dressed 
– are shown out and about in Paris more broadly. There is a suspicious 
emphasis on artists new to or defining themselves in distinction to the West, 
but Abramovi#, Boltanski, Long and Paik also feature. Taking the curatorial 
emphasis on individual artistic practice to a frustrating extreme, the video 
makes no particular attempt to portray the overall installation or relate the 
works to each other. Nonetheless, there are exceptional moments in which 
artists come together. The only actual conversation is between Mahlanghu 
and the wife of Ben Junior, who have an exchange about clothes and, in doing 
so, trip over their cultural differences. More evocative of the curatorial intent 
behind the exhibition is an extended moment in which one of the Nepalese 
monks hovers silently alongside the Australian artists working on their 
ground painting – he studies their materials, not so different from his own. 

Footage of participating artists working in other environments was included 
in the accompanying film programme put together for the Centre Pompidou 
by Jean-Michel Bouhours and Gisèle Breteau.277 This included monographic 
documentaries about the work of Kane Kwei, Long, Merz and Vilaire, as 
well as documentaries on painting in what was then Zaire, or on Navajo 
sand painting, indigenous Australian culture, African masks, and Vodun or 
Tibetan rituals. These ethnographic works were complicated by footage by 
Maya Deren and the films of Jean Rouch. Scarcely any films presented the 
cultures of the film-makers themselves, specifically only David Byrne’s True 
Stories (1987, a loose response to tabloid tales set in a fictional US town) and 
Dziga Vertov’s Sestaja "ast’ mira (A Sixth Part of the World, 1926, a travelogue 
bringing together footage shot across the USSR). Notable as bids to open up 
normative Western culture were Len Lye’s Tusalava (1929), abstract film-
making under the influence of Australian Aboriginal art, and Pier Paolo 
Pasolini’s Medea (1969), a rethinking of European culture through an 
African imaginary. In addition, the programme gave the public the oppor- 
tunity to see filmwork by artists exhibiting in the galleries,278 and, in the 

— 
276 Martin has uploaded several clips of the footage to YouTube. Some of the same 
footage, together with additional material, plus a soundtrack and an introduction 
by Martin, features in an Italian film. An excerpt can be watched online at  
http://vimeo.com/14421900 (last accessed on 1 November 2012). 
277 Afternoon screenings took place in the Centre Pompidou’s Cinéma du musée 
during the first two months of the exhibition. 
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case of Marc Allégret and André Gide’s Voyage au Congo (1928), to see the 
film referenced in the ‘special project’ commissioned for the galleries from 
Baldessari.279 Yet, while the programme includes some fascinating material 
and is historically wide-ranging, it is remarkable that so little diasporic or 
indigenous post-colonial film found its way into the Centre Pompidou. It 
seems that while the exhibition sought a genuine balance between Western 
and non-Western production in terms of art, cinema was presented more 
narrowly, privileging Western (especially European) depictions of non-
Western cultural forms. By ignoring important examples of non-Western film- 
making, the critique of the exhibition as naïvely searching for an authentic, 
‘unmodernised’ voice outside Europe and North America is reinforced. 

Finally, a round-table discussion was staged three weeks into the exhibition’s 
run.280 On the panel, moderated by Daniel Soutif, the core curatorial team 
was joined by five other participants, including advisor Fei and, less intrinsic 
to the project, the art theorist Thierry de Duve, for example.281 The list of 
themes to be approached included: ‘the notion of authenticity; the displace- 
ment of artists outside of their geographical and cultural context; tradition 
and the avant-garde; the split between urban and rural art; purity of art and 
the market for art’. The event presumably also picked up on issues raised in 
the colloquium held a week before, in which a dozen 30-minute papers were 
given by exhibiting artists, contributors to the Cahiers and catalogue as well as 
additional art critics, ethnographers and theorists.282 The first day’s discussion 
was billed as ‘Artists in Societies: The Diversity of Aesthetic Criteria’; the 
second as ‘Alterity, Identity and Cross-fertilisation’. Araeen’s blasting contri- 
bution in the first session of the first day would echo throughout proceedings, 
with Bhabha, Nanjo and Spivak all referring back to it in their own 

— 
278 Films by Abramovi#/Ulay, Boltanski, Horn, Kirkeby, Oldenburg, Spoerri, 
Teshigahara and Wodiczko were included.
279 On his website, Baldessari describes his contribution to the exhibition, Two 
Stories (Yellow and Blue) and Commentary (With Giraffe) (1989), as both an 
installation and a special project. See http://www.baldessari.org/special_proj.htm 
(last accessed on 1 November 2012).
280 Programmed for 3–6 pm on 10 June 1989 in the larger basement room of the 
Centre Pompidou. 
281 Also Chérif Khaznadar, theatre director and founder of the Maison des Cultures 
du Monde, Gaudibert and Michaud, all billed with their nationality (French), 
like the other contributors (Chinese, Belgian and English). Members of the press, 
without these or their associated publications being named, are also noted  
as participants.
282 Programmed for 3 and 4 June 1989 in the smaller basement room of the 
Centre Pompidou. Speaking on the first day were Brett, Adriana Valdés, Araeen 
(referred to as coming from Paskistan, although the catalogue gives his nationality 
as Pakistani/British, describing him as born in Karachi and living in London), 
Maestre Didi, Lucien Stephan, Jain and Francesco Pellizzi, with Martin providing 
opening words and with discussion chaired by Severi. Speaking on the second day 
were Robert Farris Thompson, Remo Guidieri, Bhabha, Spivak, Soulillou and 
Nanjo, with discussion chaired by Khaznadar who, along with Martin and Severi, 
provided a conclusion. 

‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and … Transnational Project-Based Curating

fig.31



83Lucy Steeds

contributions.283 Setting the tenor for the discussions, when Martin intro- 
duced Araeen, he described the artist’s work as combining European and 
traditional codes, suggesting that Europe connoted the avant-garde and that 
tradition was associated with elsewhere.284 In response to the challenging 
assertions made in Araeen’s paper, Martin moved to cite modernism as the 
Western tradition, while ignoring the impact and reuse of modernism beyond 
Western con nes.285 Here, the political dimension to what ‘Magiciens de la 
Terre’ had undertaken as if it were non-political comes to the fore. The idea 
that certain modernist principles, such as the neutrality of the gallery space 
– and that underlying modern assumptions about what constitutes freedom, 
equality or social progress – indicate universal values, is exposed, through 
Araeen’s criticism, as untenable. 

5. Project Legacy: Is There Life after Death? 286

‘Magiciens de la Terre’ was well attended but not exceptionally so.287 Yet the 
press response was copious and widespread, with over 120 articles in France 
and nearly 150 internationally, plus additional television coverage in France, 
Belgium, England, Japan and Mexico.288 The subject of the show filled five 
pages in Libération shortly after opening, with editorial comment, reviews, 
interviews and features.289 Most articles published in areas of the world less 
commonly contributing artists to such a forum welcomed the occasion. 
Even the Cuban Juventud Rebelde, founded by Fidel Castro, included a 
celebratory text, together with photographs by their reporter.290 Of course 
praise was sometimes qualified. K.K. Man Jusu, writing an opinion piece in 
the state-run daily of Côte d’Ivoire, Fraternité Matin, welcomed the ‘oppor- 

— 
283 For Gayatri Spivak’s contribution to this colloquium, ‘Looking at Others’, see 
this volume, pp.260–66.
284 Audio recording in bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 [1], side A.
285 Ibid., cassette BS 424 [2], side A.
286 The cover of Artscribe International, no.77, September–October 1989, carried 
the words ‘Baudrillard: Is There Life after Death?’ underneath a line flagging a 
review of the exhibition, specifically ‘Magicians in Paris’. The author of the 
review published inside, Clémentine Deliss, condemns the show, concluding that 
Buren’s critical catalogue contribution and his quizzical work for the Centre 
Pompidou, installed in the final space in the galleries, offered the last word on the 
show (‘Conjuring Tricks: “Magiciens de la Terre”’, p.53). 
287 In a letter to Munyaradzi a few days after ‘Magiciens’ closed, Magnin writes 
that ‘almost a hundred thousand visitors attended the exhibition’, presumably 
giving figures for La Villette alone (CGP archives, box 95026/164). More than 
double this number (205,206) visited the exhibition at the Centre Pompidou, 
according to its activity reports for the year; however, more attended the preceding 
Tinguely exhibition (231,716), which was open for a similar period. 
288 There are three hard-bound books compiling copies of the press coverage. See 
bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: IN–4 6007, IN–4 6008, IN–4 6009. For an 
assessment of the reception, see Jean-Marc Poinsot’s contribution to this volume, 
‘Review of the Paradigms and Interpretative Machine, or, The Critical Develop-
ment of “Magiciens de la Terre”’, pp.94–108.
289 Libération, no.2493, 28 May 1989, pp.32–36.
290 Alejandro G. Alonso, ‘Magiciens de la Terre’, Juventud Rebelde, 2 July 1989.
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tunity for cultural dialogue … even if we regret that the organisers insist a 
bit too much on the opposition of Western culture and cultural “others”.’291 
Sandra Lancman, a Brazilian artist and art historian based in Paris, wrote 
two articles for Infos Brésil, a French periodical, and was generally positive, 
although she found ‘real dialogue between all these juxtaposed universes’ to 
be lacking, being troubled specifically by the staging of religiously ritualistic 
practice within the given ‘mise-en-scène’.292 Such criticisms notwithstanding, 
the global ambition of the exhibition was well-received around the world 
and often presented as a news item as well as featuring in cultural reviews. 
The specialist art press gave considerable space to the exhibition, with whole 
issues of respected titles dedicated to it and surrounding concerns.293 Previews 
were extended and developed through reviews and then retrospective reflect- 
ions on the show, with these discussions becoming an essential part of the 
exhibition’s legacy. 

While ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ may not have been built on clear theoretical 
foundations, theory was clearly put to good use in response.294 In a catalogue 
for another exhibition that opened later that year, Gavin Jantjes wrote that 
‘Magiciens’ ‘laid open the Western/Eurocentric consciousness like a surgeon 
dissecting his own body without an anaesthetic’,295 and many would subse- 
quently step in to ease the patient’s pain or intensify the operation. Cesare 
Poppi offered critical ‘afterthoughts’ on the exhibition in 1991, for instance, 
setting it up as ‘a paradigm of postmodernist trends in the visual arts’ in order 
to highlight its aporias as regards global history and power differentials.296 
His essay appeared in Third Text, the journal that focused a whole issue pre-
emptively on the show in 1989, and indeed debate of the exhibition contin- 
ued in this forum for a number of years.297 In the final chapter of Peter 
Wollen’s book Raiding the Icebox: Reflections on Twentieth Century Culture, 
published two years after Poppi’s article, ‘Magiciens’ would be presented as 
a showcase for ‘what we might call the global development of “para-tourist” 
art, alongside and as an alternative to the postmodernism of the core’, of 
‘the old colonial empires’.298 A decade on from the show and Okwui Enwezor 
and Olu Oguibe would open the introduction to their anthology Reading 
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291 K.K. Man Jusu, ‘Félix [sic.] Bruly Bouabré: “Magicien de la Terre”’, Fraternité 
Matin, 5 June 1989.
292 Sandra Lancman, ‘Magiciens de la Terre, côté jardin…’, Infos Brésil, July–
August 1989.
293 May’s artpress, carried a dossier on ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ and July’s Art in America 
– packaged as ‘The Global Issue’ – provided extensive coverage of the show.
294 In interview a year after the exhibition, Martin suggested that ‘the show was 
deliberately intended to set off a debate – that was the idea’. J.-H. Martin in 
‘Overheard’, op. cit., p.111.
295 G. Jantjes, ‘Red Rags to the Bull’, op. cit., p.127.
296 C. Poppi, ‘From the Suburbs of the Global Village’, op. cit., p.87.
297 See, for instance, texts in Third Text by Gerardo Mosquera (vol.6, no.21, 
Winter 1992–93), John Picton (vol.7, no.23, Summer 1993), Stuart Hall (vol.13, 
no.49, Winter 1999–2000), R. Araeen (vol.14, no.50, Spring 2000) and Andrew 
Budge (vol.16, no.58, March 2002).
298 P. Wollen, Raiding the Icebox, op. cit., p.191.
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the Contemporary: African Art from Theory to the Marketplace by citing the 
exhibition, summarily assessing it as an attempt to be postmodern that 
neglected to be postcolonial, before going on to note that ‘Many of the texts 
contained in the present volume were written in the days following “Magiciens 
de la Terre” and have created a textual network through which Martin’s 
articulation can be better understood’, if not always appreciated.299

Consistently overlooked is the fact that the Western world spent the following 
decade continuing to produce showcase exhibitions for the art of marginalised 
nations or continents, before catching up in the new millennium with ideas of 
the transnationally global. The facilitating drive that boldly brought together 
so many artists from so many places and enabled them to present major work 
is also all too often neglected. Moreover, the physical and discursive afterlife 
of the art given public exposure in ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ proves worthy of 
further study, while the legacy overall is due for reconsideration.

While certain artists’ projects resulted in temporary installations that were 
painted over or disposed of after the show’s end – including those by Long, 
Huang, Mahlangu and Weiner, for example – a significant number of works 
became available for acquisition. Some that had been purchased for the 
purposes of display with the exhibition’s funds, without being accessioned 
in the process, actively needed homes, as did those by artists who didn’t 
intend to keep them afterwards, and for which return costs had not been 
budgeted. The Centre Pompidou’s Musée national d’art moderne, together 
with the show’s major sponsor, Canal+, had their pick. Founding a start-up 
collection for Canal+, the company’s president André Rousselet selected a 
significant number of works, including all those identified as ‘tantric paintings’ 
(25 by Sharma and nine by Vyakul), further paintings by Samba and Yang, 
painted wooden sculpture by Efiaimbelo and Agbagli Kossi, so-called ethno- 
syncretic work by Spoerri, which incorporated African and Australasian 
masks, and a photo-based triptych by Araeen.300

Acquisition for the French national collection was more complicated because 
a purchasing committee had to be persuaded, against a historical background 
of nearly exclusive Western interests. Martin chaired the committee but 
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299 O. Enwezor and O. Oguibe, ‘Introduction’ to Oguibe and Enwezor (ed.), 
Reading the Contemporary, op. cit., p.9. Online at http://www.iniva.org/publications_ 
prints/voices_on_art_amp_culture/reading_the_contemporary/introduction_
reading_the_contemporary (last accessed on 1 November 2012).
300 The sales list for works displayed by Jean-Marc Patras in Paris in 2002 addi-
tionally details work by Bowa Devi, Cleitus Dambi/Nick Dumbrang/Ruedi 
Wem, the Linares family, Sharma and Twins Seven Seven. Archival research at the 
Centre Pompidou by Benjamin Barbier (Labex Arts H2H) further indicates that 
work by Kuniulusee, for instance, was purchased by Canal+ from the show. 
Information distributed in conjunction with ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ announced 
that half of the sum donated by the company would go towards the purchase of 
works, but it is not made clear whether this was for display in the exhibition or 
for starting up the Canal+ collection; see ‘Par ses liens uniques...’, op. cit.
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found most of his institution’s curators against him.301 A painting by Polke 
had been reserved for the collection prior to the exhibition, but there was a 
moment in the meeting when it looked as if no other works would be 
acquired.302 Nonetheless, the following were ultimately agreed upon in 
addition to the Polke: a wall-mounted iron relief by Bien Aimé, drawings by 
Bouabré, a sculpture/sceptre by Maestre Didi, two blackwood figures by 
Fundi, the bark painting by Jambruk and his co-workers, the installation by 
Kabakov, a whalebone sculpted by Kuniliusee, the onion-shaped coffin by 
Kane Kwei, three pastel drawings by Malich, a freestanding iron relief by Pereira 
Rego, a canvas by Samba, a throne by Vilaire and a work on paper by Zush.303 
Some of these have not been exhibited since, and the vast bark painting 
shown at La Villette, for instance, has never been on display at the Centre 
Pompidou. By contrast, the works by Bouabré and Kabakov, artists unknown in 
Paris at the time, have been much seen and widely celebrated and discussed. 

The implications of ‘Magiciens’ for the collecting policies of Western museums 
of modern art inspired cautious marvelling at the time – a sentiment under- 
lying a UK review of the show by a curator at London’s Tate Gallery, perhaps.304 
A few institutions in regional cities responded to the opportunity, with the 
Musée d’art contemporain de Lyon gaining two large-scale donations (the 
twelve painted cement figures by Akpan and the installation of recycled 
plastic by Gu), for instance, while Frans Haks, the founding director of the 
Groninger Museum, purchased works by at least five non-Western contri- 
butors to the exhibition for this new collection.305 A Kingelez maquette was 
bought for 10,000 francs by Haks, after the artist’s works had been valued at 
2,000 francs by the curators a year before the show opened.306 However, 
profits like this, indeed sales of works at all, proved the exception rather 
than the rule at the time of the exhibition.307

Martin drew on contributions to ‘Magiciens’ that were still unclaimed in the 
early 1990s when working as the artistic director for the Château d’Oiron in 

— 
301 J.-H. Martin in ‘Overheard’, op. cit., p.110.
302 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011.
303 Document titled ‘Oeuvres de l’exposition “Magiciens de la terre” présentées 
par Jean-Hubert Martin à la commission d’acquisition du MNAM Centre 
Pompidou le 5 septembre 1989’, provided by Martin. Martin’s document addi-
tionally indicates that works by Lakhdar, Felipe Linares and Munyaradzi were 
considered for the collection but rejected, as were further works by Bien Aimé 
and Kane Kwei. 
304 Jeremy Lewison, ‘Paris and Cologne: “Bilderstreit” and “Magiciens de la Terre”’, 
The Burlington Magazine, vol.31, no.1037, August 1989, pp.585–87.
305 Document titled ‘Oeuvres de l’exposition…’ provided by Martin. According 
to this, the Groninger Museum acquired work by Maestre Didi, Kingelez, the 
Linares family, Unya/Emeden and perhaps also Shyam.
306 Sales document and a handwritten sheet titled ‘Bodys Kinguelez’ (sic.), CGP
archives, box 95026/164. 
307 In a similarly striking way, although presenting an opposing scenario, Araeen, 
in conversation with the author and P. Lafuente, 16 June 2008, angrily recalled 
the destruction of several of his works after the exhibition’s close.
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western France. There he exhibited work by Bouabré, Kingelez, Kane Kwei 
and Linares in the display that inaugurated the building in 1993, ‘Curios & 
Mirabilia’. Five years later these were added to the Fonds national d’art 
contemporain, the French collection of contemporary art for loan.

Before leaving the Centre Pompidou and the Musée national d’art moderne,308 

Martin had donated works including Tokoudagba’s painted cement figures 
to the Musée national des arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie. When he became the 
director of this institution in 1994, his successors at the Centre Pompidou 
proved keen to pass on further works on permanent loan.309 In this way, 
work celebrated for its status as global contemporary art by the curators of 
‘Magiciens’ in 1989 was set back within a timeless and geographically 
marginalised frame, with the lead curator temporarily accompanying them 
as ambassador. The MNAAO collections merged with those from the 
ethnographic department of the Musée de l’Homme and were moved to the 
Musée du quai Branly in 2003, where they were gathered under the rubric 
of ‘the arts and civilisations of Africa, Asia, Oceania and the Americas’.310 
The website for this institution now lists over a hundred drawings by Bouabré, 
donated by the Management Association of the Grande Halle de La Villette 
and previously in the collection of the MNAAO,311 presumably those not 
purchased by the Centre Pompidou, whose website lists thirteen.312

If ‘Magiciens’ is to be seen as a project in a new mode that would take hold 
in the ensuing era of global aesthetic capital, then we might note how 
limited the returns have been for the Centre Pompidou, Paris and France. 
Given that the exhibition was announced as heralding a planetary scope that 
we might recognise in today’s art world, ‘Magiciens’ is conspicuous for  
not leading to many of the benefits that might have been anticipated at the 
time of its shifting to coincide with the bicentennial of the French Rev- 
olution. After 1989, Paris did not become the new centre of European creative 
industries, nor did it manage to renew its former status as the most signifi- 
cant art-world hub. The failure to accrue artistic capital on the back of the 
show is perhaps most clearly highlighted by certain belated purchases made 
for Musée national d’art moderne. For instance, in 2006 the museum 
acquired Takis (C.G. Pompidou) (1982) by Samba, which questions both 
European progress and African invention while referencing an exhibition 
that the artist saw at the Centre in 1982. This painting, bought for approx- 

— 
308 When Martin’s contract came up for review the year after ‘Magiciens’, it was 
not renewed. For a discussion of this see J.-H. Martin in ‘Overheard’, op. cit., p.110.
309 J.-H. Martin in conversation with the author, 7 September 2011.
310 http://www.quaibranly.fr/uploads/tx…/BROCHURE-INSTIT_GB_WEB.pdf  
(last accessed on 1 November 2012).
311 http://www.quaibranly.fr/cc/pod/recherche.aspx?b=1&t=1 (last accessed on  
1 November 2012).
312 http://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/ressource.action;jsessionid=6BBC974D2
0883A5916E14001F0EF5EB1?param.id=FR_R-8b6e5125b6ca9b3e51ede423d126 
b7e&param.idSource=FR_P-8b6e5125b6ca9b3e51ede423d126b7e (last accessed 
on 1 November 2012).
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imately 20,000 euros,313 complements the one acquired for the collection 
from the ten gathered for ‘Magiciens’ and costing significantly less at this 
time: 6,000 francs.314

Similar works were acquired at the same price in 1989 by Canal+ and then 
sold on, together with others from the show, a little over a decade later, for 
considerable profit.315 Initially Rousselet had collected works from ‘Magiciens’ 
with the intention of displaying them and they were duly installed in the 
Canal+ headquarters, a flagship building designed by Richard Meier and 
constructed 1984–92. However, the architect apparently complained and, 
highlighting the relevant clause in his contract, excercised the right to veto 
the art hung in the space. The paintings by Samba and other works from 
‘Magiciens’ were then kept in storage until Rousselet left the company, 
when they were sold off. The four works by Yang, for instance, raised some 
100,000 euros, the three by Samba a little more.316

In terms of the individual trajectories of the artists and curators following 
the exhibition, it is abundantly clear that ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ had a major 
effect on many of those involved. While Samba knew commercial success 
prior to the show, he has described being ‘propelled into the international 
art world’ by it.317 Playing a crucial role in this and in the newfound success 
of Bouabré, Kingelez and other artists from Africa in particular was Magnin, 
who has moved into managing the sales and circulation of their works – at 
first crucially supported by, or working for collector Jean Pigozzi. According 
to a story that is often told, the businessman came to see the show on its final 
day and, apparently stunned by the African art on display, practically employed 
Magnin on the spot to start a collection for him.318 Archival documents tell 
their own version of this story, although without mentioning the funder’s 
name: four days after the exhibition had closed, the assistant curator wrote 
to Munyaradzi to commission more sculptures like those displayed in 
‘Magiciens’, typing on paper bearing the show’s branding but adding by hand 
at the bottom his home address and a request for reply.319 In Magnin’s own 

— 
313 J.-M. Patras in conversation with the author, 10 October 2012. Patras sold the 
work on behalf of Jean-François Bizot, who – having invited the artist to Paris  
– commissioned twenty paintings from him for reproduction in Actuel (no.33–
34, 1982).
314 ‘Prix unitaire des oeuvres achetées’, op. cit.
315 J.-M. Patras, in email correspondence with the author, 28 October 2012, 
reports them selling for 34–40,000 euros each in the period 2000–03.
316 Approximate figures mentioned by Patras, who narrated this account of  
what happened to the Canal+ collection in conversation with the author,  
10 October 2012.
317 C. Samba in response to questions posed by the author, 18 December 2008.
318 All the members of the curatorial team have a version of this story and it is also 
published, for instance, in J. Picton, ‘In Vogue, or the Flavour of the Month’, op. 
cit., p.94 (and p.120 in reprint). For Magnin’s own version see ‘A Prospecting 
Life’, op. cit., pp.26–27, and online. 
319 A. Magnin in letter to Henry Munyaradzi, 18 August 1989; see CGP archives, 
box 95026/164.
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words, he took on ‘the prospecting life’ by working in Africa for the new 
collector,320 who would later adopt the role of patron, while Magnin himself 
effectively developed into a dealer in African art with a stable of successful 
artists. He visited Efiaimbelo annually for the fifteen years between ‘Magiciens’ 
and the artist’s death, leaving each time with several new works.321 Pigozzi’s 
collection rapidly became the major source for African art shown in 
contemporary art circles in Europe and North America, with Magnin not 
only doing all the liaising with the artists represented, but also curating 
several exhibitions from amongst the works included.322 Now known as the 
Contemporary African Art Collection, it has remained almost definitive for 
certain artists and perhaps a certain era, with Enwezor, for example, 
borrowing two ‘cities’ of maquettes by Kingelez and approximately 1,500 
drawings by Bouabré for Documenta11 in 2002.323

Contrary to Araeen’s predictions in the exhibition colloquium, ‘Magiciens 
de la Terre’ gave a significant number of artists lasting access to the Western 
scene for contemporary art.324 For example, Huang has said: ‘This exhibition 
was a turning point in my art career … It informed the way I worked in the 
1990s, as I travelled round the world and participated in various shows.  
It also taught me how to be accepted in the international art world as well 
as to resist it, to keep myself myself but at the same time to overcome 
myself.’325 Huang would represent France at the Venice Biennale in 1999. 
Of the three Chinese artists included in the exhibition, only Gu returned  
to his country as planned: the others stayed on in France as political exiles 
following the Tiananmen Square massacre, which took place during the 
opening weeks of the show. Other artists in the exhibition who returned 
home after its opening would also be given opportunities in Europe, North 
America and increasingly worldwide as a result of their work’s exposure in 
Paris.326 Bouabré has described the show as making him something of a 

— 
320 A. Magnin, ‘A Prospecting Life’, op. cit., p.22 and online.
321 A. Magnin in conversation with Sophie Barnett, 30 April 2008; text shared 
with the author by Magnin.
322 See, for instance ‘Out of Africa: The Jean Pigozzi Contemporary African Art 
Collection’ at the Saatchi Collection, London in 1992 (with five of the eleven 
artists having shown in ‘Magiciens’) and ‘Worlds Envisioned’, co-curated by 
Magnin and Lynne Cooke for Dia Center for the Arts, New York in 1995 (pairing 
Bouabré and Boetti). 
323 A. Magnin, email correspondence with the author, 12 October 2012. Magnin 
ceased to be the curator of the CAAC in 2008, working since as an independent 
dealer and curator. A gateway to the artists he represents, Magnin acted as a go-
between for some of the research on the African participation undertaken for  
this publication.
324 Audio recording in bibliothèque Kandinsky, CGP: cassette BS 424 [1], side B.
325 Huang Y.P. in response to questions posed by the author, 18 April 2008, trans. 
James Kao. 
326 Bedia, Bouabré, Huang, Kabakov, Kingelez, Mahlangu and Samba all described 
it as a transformative event for their careers (responding between 14 April 2008 
and 16 November 2010 to questions posed by the author). Meireles, who had 
been exhibiting internationally since the 1970s, noted the importance of the 
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celebrity,327 indicating the potential for transnational fame as a contemporary 
artist. Clearly, outside a neoliberal mindset, financial gains and opportunities 
for further income are not the only measure of success. After working with 
Martin several times following their 1989 experience, Ben Junior apparently 
told the curator that he had decided not to continue exhibiting his work 
publicly because he felt he was being turned into a circus act.328

A large number of Martin’s curatorial endeavours following ‘Magiciens de la 
Terre’ echo the rhythm of the show. In a period of overlap between ‘Curios 
& Mirabilia’ at the Château d’Oiron and his new directorship at the Musée 
national des arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie, he curated two exhibitions each of 
which he describes as responding to a different specific criticism levelled at 
his major project of 1989. The first addressed his denying non-Westerners a 
curatorial role and it included Bouabré and Tokoudagba, amongst several 
other artists; the second revised his earlier decontextualisation of the artists 
represented and Ben Junior, Bouabré and Huang were three of the five who 
participated.329 He then left the museum to curate the Lyon Biennial of 
2000, which was in many senses a reassertion of the principles of ‘Magiciens’.330 
In his subsequent role leading the Museum Kunst Palast in Düsseldorf until 
2006, his programme included an exhibition resulting from a collaboration 
between Long and Jivya Soma Mashe, the former staying with the latter in 
India at Martin’s instigation, and also a show called ‘Altäre: Kunst zum Nied- 
erknien’ (‘Altars: The Art of Kneeling’, 2000), which Luque worked with 
him to produce.331 Since then, major projects have included the Third 
Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art, for which he curated an exhibition 
called ‘Against Exclusion’ – again seen as a rerun of ‘Magiciens’ and drawing 
similar responses.332

In 1991 Francis moved from Paris to Pittsburgh to co-curate the 51st edition 
of the Carnegie International with Lynne Cooke. His appointment can be 
seen as evidence of a desire to make ‘International’ mean worldwide rather 
than merely transatlantic,333 and demonstrates a determination to take up 

— 
exhibition to him on the basis of the ‘huge and unexpected visibility’ it gave his 
work (in response to questions posed by the author, 19 June 2008).
327 F.B. Bouabré in response to questions posed by the author, 26 April 2008.  
See p.275.
328 J.-H. Martin in conversation with P. Lafuente, 23 May 2008, op. cit.
329 ‘Rencontres Africaines’ at l’Institut du Monde Arabe in 1994 and ‘la Galerie 
des Cinq Continents’ at the Musée national des arts d’Afrique et d’Océanie in 1995.
330 ‘Partage d’exotismes’, Biennale d’art contemporain de Lyon, 27 June– 
24 September 2000. See http://art2000.labiennaledelyon.com (last accessed on  
1 November 2012).
331 ‘Altäre: Kunst zum Niederknien’, Museum Kunst Palast, Düsseldorf,  
2 September 2001–6 January 2002.
332 ‘Against Exclusion: !ird Moscow Biennale of Contemporary Art’, 25 September– 
25 October 2009, http://3rd.moscowbiennale.ru/en (last accessed on 18 December 
2012). For critical responses, see, for instance, Christy Lange, ‘3rd Moscow Biennale’, 
frieze, no.128, January–February 2010, pp.112–13, available at http://www.frieze.
com/issue/article/3rd_moscow_biennale (last accessed on 1 November 2012). 
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the challenge of ‘Magiciens’ to produce a global show of contemporary art. 
In addition, like the Bienal de La Habana, the context was that of a recurrent 
exhibition, or renewable exhibition project. Vasif Kortun has described the 
Paris show as formative for his edition of the Istanbul Biennial in 1992: 
‘“Magiciens” was decisive – the first major postcolonialist exhibition I knew 
at the time’, and instructive because ‘It had a lot of flaws.’334 A considerable 
number of biennials would be established in the 1990s, from Johannesburg 
to Gwangju to Santa Fe, similarly taking their lead from ‘Magiciens’, or 
from the third Bienal de La Habana of the same year, or indeed from 
Kortun’s own Istanbul Biennial. These events were all curated, transnational 
forums for recent art, representing a rejection or modification of the 
national-pavilion system established by the Venice Biennale, and increasingly 
they gave prominence to the role of a curator or curatorial group. Following 
‘Magiciens’, these ambitious exhibitions showed a marked tendency to 
commission projects from artists that would dispel any focus on national 
particularities by addressing both the specificity of the display context and 
transnational issues and audiences. Unlike ‘Magiciens’, however, these 
shows characteristically took place in cities outside the major metropolitan 
centres of the West and focused more overtly on the economic and urban-
development advantages that their locations derived from the events. By the 
start of the new millennium, the worldwide biennial boom was well est- 
ablished, provoking apparently endless debates about the nature and 
sustainability of global art practice, with ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ proving a 
constant, if constantly controversial, reference point.335

In the 1980s Paris had reason to work on its reputation for visual arts; New 
York dominated both the art market and English-language art discourse, 
and the 1989 exhibition seems to have been project-funded at least partly with 
an eye on North America. But the Anglo-American critique of ‘Magiciens’ 
was often censorious and Martin remarked a year on that ‘Many in Paris rejected 
the show on the grounds of good taste’.336 Nonetheless, the polarising debate 
generated in response to the exhibition remains hugely significant and the 
show’s legacy in exhibition practice is undeniable. Moreover, the trans- 

— 
333 Clearly the title of the US exhibition project maintains an emphasis on rela-
tionships between nations in a worldwide context, rather than attempting to 
relegate the nation-state as an entity through transnationalism. 
334 Quoted in Carolee Thea (ed.), Foci: Interviews with Ten International Curators, 
New York: ApexArt Curatorial Program, 2001, p.59.
335 See, for instance, James Meyer et al., ‘Global Tendencies; Globalism and the 
Large Scale Exhibition’, Artforum, vol.42, no.3, November 2003, pp.152–63, 206 
and 212; Elena Filipovic, ‘The Global White Cube’, in Barbara Vanderlinden and 
E. Filipovic (ed.), The Manifesta Decade: Debates on Contemporary Art Exhibitions 
and Biennials in Post-Wall Europe, Cambridge, MA and London: The MIT Press, 
2005, pp.63–84; and ‘Biennialogy’, in E. Filipovic, Marieke van Hal and Solveig 
Øvstebø (ed.), The Biennial Reader: An Anthology on Large-Scale Perennial Exhi-
bitions of Contemporary Art, Bergen and Ostfildern-Ruit: Bergen Kunsthall and 
Hatje Cantz Verlag, 2010, pp.12–27.
336 J.-H. Martin in ‘Overheard’, op. cit., p.110. 
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nationalism and projecthood that are identifiable retrospectively in the 
work of Beuys and Filliou, which inspired Martin’s exhibition, can be seen 
as definitive for art celebrated globally in the ensuing era. 

Transnational and project-based working might also be described, more 
broadly, as characterising the ideal for a world where the neoliberal global- 
isation of capital operates in tandem with the downsized yet still powerful 
nation state. Within contemporary art practice, the cultural tensions between 
transnationalism and a perceived need to update national identity were 
played out in the years after 1989. Recurrent exhibitions of British and 
American art were invented or expanded, often pushed in transnational 
directions by their curators. Something of this may also be seen in the latest 
and most obvious successor to ‘Magiciens’, the Triennial of contemporary 
art, Paris. When this exhibition project was launched in 2006, it was called 
‘La Force de l’art’ and restricted exclusively to French artists. By its third 
edition, curated by Okwui Enwezor and inaugurated under the presidency 
of Nicolas Sarkozy, it had become La Triennale.337 Its catalogue made overt 
reference to ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ as a historical precursor,338 while the 
foreword, written by Frédéric Mitterand – Sarkozy’s Minister of Culture 
and Communication and François Mitterand’s nephew – articulated the 
project’s civic, global and yet resolutely national ambitions. Given increasing 
competition felt by Paris since 1989, the minister’s opening sentence 
included a bid to bolster the city’s cultural capital, hailing the Triennale as 
‘actively contributing to reinforce Paris’s position on the international art 
stage’.339 The image of Sarkozy himself touring the exhibition ahead of its 
opening to the public may now be set alongside that of Martin getting the 
first glimmerings of his own curatorial project when touring the world almost 
half a century earlier. Sarkozy apparently praised ‘the magic’ surrounding 
him,340 describing what the dozen Project Partners – whose logos pepper the 
Triennale catalogue – had bought into: an idea of global creativity echoing 
that announced by ‘Magiciens de la Terre’ in 1989. 

— 
337 The exhibition, titled ‘Intense Proximity’ by Artistic Director Okwui Enwezor, 
was open from 20 April to 26 August 2012.
338 Part five is titled ‘Curatorial License and Ethnographic Form: Exchanges on 
“Primitivism” and “Magiciens de la Terre”’ and it anthologises a number of texts in 
connection with these two exhibitions. See O. Enwezor with Mélanie Bouteloup, 
Abdellah Karrou, Émilie Renard and Claire Staebler (ed.), Intense Proximity (exh. cat.) 
(English edition), Paris: Centre national des arts plastiques – Artlys, 2012, pp.295–355.
339 Ibid., p.9.
340 Reported by The New York Times in their column ‘The Culture at Large’: 
Elaine Sciolino, ‘Sarkozy Praises “Magic” of the New Palais de Tokyo, Opening 
Thursday’, 11 April 2012, available at http://artsbeat.blogs.nytimes.com/2012/04/ 
11sarkozy-praises-magic-of-the-new-palais-de-tokyo-opening-thursday/ (last accessed 
on 1 November 2012).
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