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THE EXHIBITION PROJECT “THE FINITENESS
OF FREEDOM?” (BERLIN, 1990) AS AN EXAMPLE
OF CURATORIAL RESEARCH INTO CURRENT
CONTEXTS OF THE PRESENT

Ekaterina Kenigsberg

Keywords: The Finiteness of Freedom, Berlin, curator, artist, Berlin Wall, site-specific, installation

Berlin in 1990 shortly after the fall of the Berlin Wall.

strategy in the late 20" and early 21 centuries. The

most important areas of curatorial research include
the actual contexts of the present—philosophical, geopo-
litical, ecological, social, gender, etc.

An outstanding example of curatorial research into
current contexts of the present is the exhibition project
“The Finiteness of Freedom”, which was shown in the
public space in East and West Berlin from 1 September
to 7 October 1990. The project participants were Chris-
tian Boltansky, Hans Haacke, Giovanni Anselmo, Rebecca
Horn, llya Kabakov, Jannis Kounellis, Via Lewandowsky,
Mario Merz, Raffael Rheinsberg, Krzysztof Wodiczko, Bar-
bara Bloom. The original idea for the project, conceived
in 1986 by the artists Rebecca Horn, Jannis Kounellis and
the playwright Heiner Miiller, was based on the possi-
bility of art to find common ground, to reveal links and
differences between East and West. It was only after the
opening of the Berlin Wall in November 1989 that the idea
was developed, and in a short period of eight months the
curators Wolf Herzogenrath (FRG) and Christoph Tannert
(GDR) in collaboration with Johannes Sartorius (German
Academic Exchange Service, FRG) were able to realise
the project.

According to the German art critic and curator Marius
Babias, the title of the exhibition is “as indecisive, am-

( : uratorial research is becoming a leading curatorial

1 Babias, Die Endlichkeit, 1990.
2 Eswareine Ausnahmesituation.
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The article explores the exhibition project “The Finiteness of Freedom” shown in the public space of East and West

biguous and contradictory as the art itself and the condi-
tions of its creation. In this respect, it also very accurately
reflects the political indecision that contemporary art is
said to possess. But it also reflects the general political
indecision shortly before or shortly after the German-Ger-
man unification”. Speaking about the complex process of
creating the exhibition, Heiner Miiller quoted a phrase
from one of his plays: “Turning a bicycle into an aeroplane
in motion is exactly what we do”

Each of the participating artists was supposed to
make two works in the immediate vicinity of the Berlin
Wall—one in East Berlin and one in West Berlin. It should
be noted that the Berlin Senate set its own conditions:
the curators had to invite artists from the countries of
Eastern Europe, the Western allies and one artist each
from East and West Berlin to participate in the exhibition.

Christian Boltansky chose a quiet street in the former
Jewish Quarter of East Berlin to create his installation.
The part of the yellow block of flats built in 1911 at GroRe
HamburgerstralRe 15/16, which overlooked the garden,
was destroyed by bombing in 1945. Christian Boltansky
and his assistants conducted research, using the surviv-
ing address book and archival data to identify the names
of the building’s occupants, their occupations and family
members. The chronological framework of the research
covered the years 1930-1945.
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Christian Boltansky photocopied all the found doc-
uments, supplemented them with maps of the Jewish
Quarter and the surrounding area, and exhibited them in
two rows in ten glass cases in a public space in West
Berlin, on an abandoned site near the city train station
Lehrter Bahnhof (now the area of the Hamburger Bahnhof
Museum of Contemporary Art) as the installation called
“The Museum”.

At the same time, Christian Boltansky created the in-
stallation “The Missing House” on the firewalls of the two
houses of Grolle Hamburgerstrake, between which house
15/16 was located: on 23 white metal plaques framed by
a black mourning border, three lines are inscribed in
black lettering: the years of a particular person’s life in
the house in small letters, followed by the initial and sur-
name in large bold letters, then again in small letters the
profession or occupation. All the data is authentic, recon-
structed from the surviving house book. These plaques,
reminiscent of death notices in newspapers, are placed
on the walls of the houses on the levels where the flats of
the people in question were located. The memory of the
victims, personalised by the artist in this case, simultane-
ously refers to the memory of the collective, anonymous
memory—the statistics of the victims of Nazism are anon-
ymous, the numbers are known, but not all the names.

Krzysztof Wodiczko’s two-part project included two
parallel projections. In East Berlin, the projection was
carried out on the Lenin monument in the centre of the
square of the same name. Through the artist’s efforts, the
most famous figure of the Soviet system was represent-
ed in the recognisable average image of a Polish tourist
who filled their trolley full of cheap household appliances
in a local shop. “In his reinterpretation of the monument,
Wodiczko replaced the monumental heroization of a cult
figure of Soviet power with the image of an anti-hero,
as unwelcome in the former era as it was inconvenient
now, amid the euphoria of regained freedom and opening
of borders between the countries of the former Eastern
bloc. This attempt to appropriate the monument’s sym-
bolism found its epilogue a year later when, following a
heated public debate, the monument was removed and
destroyed”. In West Berlin, an eagle projection was dis-
played at night on the firewall of one of the surviving of-

3 Wodiczko, Lenin, 2023.
4 Babias, Die Endlichkeit, 1990
5 Alberti, Die Freiheit.

fice buildings on Potsdamer Platz. In this way, Krzysztof
Wodiczko criticised the project to build huge office spac-
es for the Daimler-Benz Group on the former border area
that divided the city.

llya Kabakov’s total installation was entitled “Two
memories of fear” and was located on the former neu-
tral border strip, the so-called “death strip”. Parallel to
the course of the recently demolished Berlin Wall in the
Potsdamer Platz neighbourhood, the artist built two nar-
row wooden corridors in which objects found near the
Berlin Wall were placed on ropes at the level of the view-
er’s head: crumpled empty cigarette packs, tin cans from
carbonated drinks, chocolate foil, nails and fragments of
packaging. Each of the objects was accompanied by a
small text note in German, English and Russian, remind-
ing at the same time of footnotes in the texts or hand-
written notes and announcements that could be seen on
fences, drainpipes, entrances of every settlement in the
countries of the socialist camp: “I have no more strength,
I’m just crying...”; “When there will be no more wall, but
itis hard to imagine, no one will be able to believe how it
all was and what kind of life it was”, etc.’. llya Kabakov’s
typical reference to everyday life not only demonstrated
the difference of ideologies that created mental walls,
but also became a visual chronicle of a specific historical
moment. “Two memories of fear” should be understood
as a site-specific variation of llya Kabakov’s famous to-
tal installation “16 ropes”, created in 1984 and presented
many times around the world.

Hans Haacke transformed the East German border
watchtower into a monument to Western consumerism
(“Now Freedom is simply sponsored”). On the roof of the
tower, a replicated and highly recognisable Mercedes
logo was mounted, glowing neon blue at night, and the
Goethe and Shakespeare phrases respectively used in
Mercedes advertising were projected onto the walls of
the tower: “Art remains art” and “Readiness is all”. Ac-
cording to the German researcher Sarah Alberti, “in the
summer of 1990, the watchtower project emphasised the
superiority of the West while prophesying the capitali-
sation of the East. Haacke also provided the tower with
a symbol of consumption at precisely the time when the
wall became a consumer product”.? It is worth mentioning
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that already in 1987 Hans Haacke explored the boundaries
between advertising and art in his installation “Continu-
ity” at documenta 8, which criticised the economic and
political influence of large international corporations.®

Raffael Rheinsberg’s site-specific installation “Joint
Venture” consisted of 50 cable drums of East German and
West German companies lined up along the course of the
Berlin Wall in front of the Martin Gropius Bau building
as a symbol of the shared past and future of two parts of
one country. “.. the installation of 50 huge cable drums
that are condensed into a barrier, forming an archaic im-
age of forceful confrontation, is ambiguous and entirely
appropriate to a situation of political upheaval. Confron-
tation and communication, the mythological archetype
and the standardised industrial sign come together and
leave room for interpretation. The dazzling and uncertain
nature of Berlin is summed up in a powerful image, the
boundaries of space are blown up by a barrier,” wrote
Gerhard Ullmann in a review of the exhibition published
in the Swiss magazine “Werk, Bauen + Wohnen” in De-
cember 1990

Via Lewandowsky covered the Anton von Werner
mosaic depicting the victory over France and the founding
of the German Reich on the plinth of the Victory Column
in West Berlin with fabric, making it invisible. Using the
frottage method, he transferred the image, creating a
monochrome painting, and placed it in front of Max Ling-
ner’s iconic ceramic panel showing the happy life in the
state of workers and peasants on the fagade of one of the
houses in East Berlin, the so-called “House of Ministries”.
An idealised historical picture of one country superim-
posed on an equally idealised and already historical pic-
ture of another country showed the possibilities of artistic
transfer and critique of chronicle events.

Giovanni Anselmo’s work “Particolare”, first shown
atdocumenta 5 in 1972, was exhibited in the empty rooms
of a private flat in East Berlin and in the office of the So-
viet Art Agency “Inter-Art” in West Berlin. Five projectors
stood in each room, transmitting the word “Particolare”,
in old-fashioned script, onto the walls and onto the bod-
ies of visitors. “Particolare”, translated as “part” or “spe-
cial situation”, emphasised the emptiness of the rooms
and the beginning of a new life outside the Berlin Wall. It
was the only work in the exhibition to be placed outside

6 Keninsberg, Curatorial, 2023, p. 27.
7 Ullmann, Sperrige, 1990, p.18.
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the public space.

Jannis Kounellis used the building of a former coal-
fired transformer station to place his site-specific kinetic
installation “Untitled”. A coal-laden carriage rolled along
the rails in a certain rhythm through the empty workshops
of the substation. Controlled by mechanics, it rolled out
into the yard and returned to the starting point through
the same shops. The monotony of the endless and aim-
less movement referred back to the dawn of industriali-
sation and created links with the new world.

Rebecca Horn’s interactive kinetic installation “The
Room of the Wounded Monkey” was located in a house at
Stresemannstrale 128, the west wall of which overlooked
the border area near Potsdamer Platz. In the installation,
the artist used a found old electric paper-cutting ma-
chine, three pairs of copper wires, three piles of charcoal,
two binoculars and two metronomes. When a visitor en-
tered the installation space, the machine began to work,
the wires sparked rhythmically, and the metronomes beat
a different rhythm. Through two round holes in the wall of
the room, one could look through binoculars from east to
west. The work symbolised the different feelings caused
by the division and reunification of Germany.

Barbara Bloom’s two installations “Regallager” were
exhibited in the Natural History Museum of East Berlin
and in the plaster moulding workshop of the State Muse-
ums of West Berlin. The standard shelving units used in
the museum storage rooms were filled with symmetrical
plaster casts. In this way, the artist conceptualised the
theme of fusion and separation, commonality and differ-
ence, which was important to Berlin throughout its post-
war history.

Mario Merz showed his work “Was machen?”, a
brightly glowing orange-on-red small concise neon sign,
at the city train stations Lehrter Bahnhof in West Berlin
and Marx-Engels-Platz in East Berlin. The simple ques-
tion had different connotations in different parts of the
city long divided into two camps, based on realisations
and perceptions of the past and the present. “..simplicity,
an exemplary example of the loss of memaory of Berlin’s
history, the history of the trains that ran between East
and West Berlin, a memory of time stopping, marked by
fears and failed experiences, labyrinthine spaces and bu-
reaucratic rules, burdened by traumatic experiences that
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lie between the individual stations and accompany the
traveller on their journey through Berlin even today”.?

Many of the project’s installations, which dealt with
the situation in Berlin after the fall of the wall in 1990,
were incomprehensible to East German audiences unfa-
miliar with the languages of contemporary art. Often the
ideas that the artists had thought through and revealed
referred to hidden or implicit contexts. The archives of
the Berlin newspaper “die tageszeitung” contain a note
dated 4 September 1990 by the Berlin resident Gerd Ga-
bel regarding the opening of the exhibition “The Finite-
ness of Freedom” in the city bathing area of East Ber-
lin’s Prenzlauer Berg district, ending with the statement:
“wondering where | should put the bomb first: on Barbara
Bloom’s “Regallager” at the Natural History Museum, or
in Meier’s flat at PasteurstralBe 40 (11a.m. to 5 p.m., Tues-
day-Sunday), or in the “Joint-venture” near Gropius-Bau,
or in Hans Haacke’s “Freiheit, die jetzt gesponsert wird”,
orin Ms Horn’s “The Room of the Wounded Monkey”, or
in the “Ohne Titel” at the transformer station, or directly
in the Labour Office in East Berlin”?

The joint site-specific research of curators and art-
ists realised the idea of showing contemporary art of the
West and East in a situation of a kind of vacuum. “The
dates of the exhibition alone actualise the revolutionary
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