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Unlearning Westkunst, 1981
Mathilde Arnoux and Maria Bremer

‘Unlearning is not forgetting, it is not deletion,
cancellation nor burning off. It is writing bolder and
writing anew. It is commenting and questioning. It is
giving new footnotes to old and other narratives. It is the
wiping off of the dust, clearing of the grass, and cracking
off the plaster that lies above the erased. Unlearning is
flipping the coin and awakening the ghosts. Unlearning is
looking in the mirror and seeing the world, rather than a
concept of universalism that indeed purports a
hegemony of knowledge.”*

A detour sparked our interest in the Westkunst exhibition (Cologne, 1981): we discovered Tomas
Strauss’s critique of the exhibition in his book Beyond the Great Divide.? There, Strauss, a Czechoslovak-
born critic who settled in West Germany, highlighted the inadequate definition of ‘Western art’
proposed by the exhibition organisers and how this affected the understanding of Eastern European
art. Reading Strauss’s text gave us the strange impression of dealing with a historical account rooted
in a Europe still divided by the Iron Curtain, but which remained valid for much of the art history that
we have inherited.

[...] More recently, media coverage of Russia’s disgraceful invasion of Ukraine has revealed the
persistence of a general tendency to speak about ‘Eastern Europe and Eastern Europeans without
listening to local voices or trying to understand the region’s complexity’,> a phenomenon which
political theorists such as Jan Smoleriski and Jan Dutkiewicz have termed ‘westplaining’.* The survival
and indeed strengthening of ‘Westernising’ views within and beyond the realm of art history
compelled us to engage in a close reading of Westkunst as an instance of their historical emergence.

Initiated by Cologne politician Kurt Hackenberg and Museum Ludwig director Karl Ruhrberg,
Westkunst was organised by art impresario Kasper Konig in collaboration with art critic Laszlo Glozer,
and held at the Rheinhallen in the city’s Trade-Fair centre. [...] Westkunst brought together some
800 works, primarily paintings, drawings, and sculptures from the global North-West; women artists
and socially engaged art from the 1970s were largely excluded. According to the two organisers, the
exhibition represented a second phase of modernism (German: die Moderne, here translated in the
artistic context as ‘modernism’ with a small ‘m’), which started with the outbreak of World War Il and
the accompanying exile and disparagement of certain artists, and, in their rather heterodox view,
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lasted until 1968. In his essay for the exhibition catalogue (hereafter, following the author’s own term,
‘handbook’), Glozer contended that the works showcased derived their lasting contemporaneity from
the ‘unexploited’ [unverbraucht] potential of modernism, which was itself anchored in the values of
freedom and individual expression.® In dialogue with this historiographic ambition, which was never
clearly endorsed by the organisers, architect Oswald Mathias Ungers’s white-cube conversion of the
Trade-Fair premises imposed developmental and synchronic perspectives on the art exhibited. It was
structured into twelve historical units plus a contemporary one titled heute (today), centred on the art
of the 1980s and curated by gallerist Rudolf Zwirner. In the main body of the show, the presentation
of the artworks, most of which were loans from Peter and Irene Ludwig’s collection, was interspersed
with occasional vitrines holding historical documents, partial exhibition- or artist-studio-
reconstructions behind glass walls, and nine didactic films specially conceived for the occasion.®

[...] Westkunst was the subject of impressive media coverage at the time — not least due to its
budget of 7 million German marks and its prominent role in Cologne’s city branding — and generated
considerable public debate, but it has not, till now, been the object of a comprehensive scholarly
reconsideration. [...]

Based on the study day ‘Westkunst, 1981: A Historiography of Modernism Exhibited’,
organised by Thomas Kirchner, Mathilde Arnoux, and Maria Bremer at the German Center for Art
History in Paris on March 10-11, 2022, this book refrains from engaging with the historical protagonists
directly, while bringing together new research perspectives on Westkunst, thus adding to the existing
body of first-hand accounts’ and the few assessments of the exhibition in secondary literature.® The
editors and authors of this volume have scrutinised Westkunst’'s universalising claims by focusing on
the artistic tendencies exhibited, from abstraction to the expressionisms and the so-called ‘exit from
the picture’; on exhibitionary discourses and practices of decontextualisation, comparison, and
appropriation; on the alleged realisation of the values of progress, freedom, and autonomy; on the
enacted conceptions of temporality and the architectural devices of narrativisation; on the exhibition’s
blind spots and exclusions and the critical reactions it elicited. This analytic output makes fresh use of
the archival materials on Westkunst, which are neither centralised nor systematised, and range from
press clippings preserved at the Kunst- und Museumsbibliothek (KMB) and the Historisches Archiv der
Stadt Koln, project files from the Kasper Konig holdings at the Zentralarchiv fur deutsche und
internationale Kunstmarktforschung (ZADIK), drawings, correspondence, and concept papers from the
Ungers Archiv flur Architekturwissenschaft (UAA), to the nine films conceived and realised to
complement the exhibition, along with supplementary media coverage, kept in the archives of
Westdeutscher Rundfunk (WDR). These readings and viewings, of which we republish significant
excerpts,® have helped us discern the historical and geo-cultural positionality from which Westkunst’s
assertions were made.
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[...] If we examine Westkunst in the light of the Cold War division of Europe, and especially of
the marks this left in Cologne, the exhibition is revealed as paradigmatic of the ways in which
hegemonic concepts of ‘Western art’ and the accompanying processes of othering were fashioned in
the art world. [...]

We [...] called upon researchers who, having received most of their training in the ‘West’ or
‘former West’, nevertheless use different methods and individual specialisations; these include
architectural history through the lens of artefact theory (Samuel Korn), constellational approaches to
curatorial studies and Bildwissenschaften (Britta Hochkirchen), media and cultural history (Mathilde
Arnoux), close readings of artworks through art theory from its historical context (Stefaan Vervoort),
the history of critical curation and exhibition display (Friederike Sigler), the history of diplomacy
through exhibitions (Kristian Handberg), and discourse history and the historiography of art history
(Andrea Batorova). Taken together, these approaches allow one to grasp the extent to which the
historiography of modernism and its counterarguments — an entangled history of modernism, as it
were — were enacted on this occasion through the works exhibited, architectural spaces, visitor
circulation, displays, handbook, films, critical reception, as well as through the exclusions operated,
and the interrelations of all of these elements.

It seems essential to consider how this fabrication of Western art occurred, by reintegrating
what it has repressed, rendered invisible, and excluded; these in turn constitute an essential part of its
character. Focusing not only on what the exhibition declared but, more importantly, on what it
enacted, best allows us to consider its omissions. Our goal was not merely to fulfil a superficial demand
for diversity — we make no claim to exclusivity (other perspectives could further enrich the discourse)
— but rather to reintroduce ambiguity, explore uncharted possibilities, evoke a sense of complexity,
restore fragmented meanings, and reopen inquiries where the exhibition seems to categorise
everything rigidly in order to suggest a singular narrative of Western art. [...] The exclusion of female
artists, of artistic practices other than drawing, painting, and sculpture, of art produced outside urban
centres, and of art from the other side of the Iron Curtain and Colour Line, can be seen as essential to
the formation of the concept of modernity and its connection to a certain conception of art that was
central to the exhibition.

Just as art is never independent of its conditions of production, geographical locations are
never ‘free of myth and fantasy’,’° never free of the histories that unfold within them. It is
historiographical perspectives that delineate and isolate these spaces — spaces that are not critically
assessed remain unthought. By highlight the extent to which Western art’s representation is shaped
by these overlooked elements, we hope to destabilise the historical and geographical confines that
have traditionally framed our inquiries, particularly when examining a specific case study. It is in this
spirit that we should like our first publication dedicated solely to the Westkunst exhibition to be
received. Throughout its pages, diverse viewpoints meet to shed light on this historical event and its
fragmented documentation. Through critical analysis, past and present debates related to it are
revisited; our aim is to ignite alternative approaches to the kind of exhibition that has historically
perpetuated dominant narratives in art history — and thus ‘unlearn’ these narratives.
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