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Shortly after I joined YYZ in 2.004, I came across an old e-mail addressed to my predecessor. The 
correspondence was from Marc Neissen, co-director and co-curator of De Overslag, an artist-run centre in 
Eindhoven, The Netherlands. The message was direct. De Overslag was interested in working with YYZ on 
the co-production of an exhibition, I_wanna_see_YOU_[Y.Y.Z.ca_DE_overslag.nl].

I became fixated, rather fashionably, on the idea of facilitating a self-organizing exhibition that would proceed 
without a definitive plan or expectation of prescribed outcomes. I was also intrigued by the possibility of 
unhinging the exhibition from curatorial (read institutional) directives and providing participating artists with a 
basic infrastructure and some resources: a scenario, not a plan.

The basic structure for the project was three interdependent manifestations: an exhibition at YYZ in Toronto in 
May and June of 2008, an exhibition at De Overslag in Eindhoven in October 2008 and a publication to follow 
a short time after. The further elaboration of the idea was the decision to not foist collaboration on the artists 
invited to participate but to leave this option open as just one possibility among others. (1)

I was particularly pleased with the manifestation of the project at YYZ. Although I did not participate in the De 
Overslag incarnation, reports suggest it was a successful continuation of the project. In Toronto, 
I_wanna_see_YOU ... started with a series of conversations between the artists about how the exhibition could 
come together. One of the questions we faced was how to construct an exhibition that would extend over two 
venues over seven months? What would the second manifestation learn, if anything, from the first? Without 
creating a prototype of an end state, the artists were invited to proceed. Through the course of its development I 
came to speculate about how the show might be structured as a "learning system" (to borrow a term from 
Hans-Ulrich Obrist), and started to ask the question: Can you teach an exhibition new tricks?

In the model of British architect Cedric Price and British theatre director Joan Littlewood's Fun Palace, I found 
a model for what I call a learning exhibition. In a text written by Littlewood and Price in 1968, the architect and 
director explain that Fun Palace was to be an ever mutable and changing venue, never to be fully completed, in 
order to leave space for the creative actions and interactions between artists and audiences. The architecture was 
to remain incomplete, ephemeral and informal, and would adapt to the needs and interests of the temporary 
communities that would shape and be shaped by the activities that made use of it. Their text opened with the 
heading "Non-Program," which argued against the setting out of a definitive program directing the activities of 
artists and audiences. Rather, the non-program would support multiple configurations to accommodate the 
interpenetration of diverse disciplines and activities over different times and spaces. The Fun Palace would 
learn rather than teach. The non-program does not mean "no-program," rather it functions simply as a diagram 
of possibilities or as a prototype of potentialities around which activities are improvised. Similarly, the idea 
behind I_wanna_see_YOU ... was to create a system that would enable the artists to improvise the format, 
methods and goals of the exhibition over time.

Approaching the exhibition as a learning system focuses not only on what can be learned solely through the 
development process but also on consideration of how the exhibition "learns" once the artists have left the 
building. As Philippe Parreno has observed, "The exhibition should never be a model narrative, rather a 
stimulant." (2)

An important component of the exhibition as a system for generating knowledge, rather than as an object that 
transmits what is already known, is the incorporation of time itself as an essential constituent of an exhibition 



structure. As Hans-Ulrich Obrist observed in a 1999 interview: "It is less a question of finding different spaces 
now than a question of the temporal aspects of exhibitions." He continues: "Time is the key because of the 
whole nature, not just the presentation of materials and ideas, but the actual consumption of ideas and images as 
they exist in time." (3) Liam Gillick extends this idea in writing about an exhibition structure that is focused on 
its "becomingness" rather than one of "aboutness." (4) This observation suggests that the exhibition need not 
be regarded as a single event.

Art institutional programs are cumulative: one exhibition follows another and another. Over time, the history of 
a program develops and can become the basis for knowledge but only at the point where this history (of 
program and of form) becomes subject to critical reflection. Institutional temporality has provided a field of 
engagement for a number of contemporary artists. One example is Garry Neill Kennedy's 1978 exhibition 
Recent Paintings at Galerie Optica in Montreal. Kennedy had gallery representatives trace the outline of each 
canvas included in the painting exhibition that preceded his on the wall. A commercial sign painter then filled in 
the resulting outlines using yellow oxide paint. The preceding exhibition thus constituted the armature upon 
which the successive exhibition was constructed. The first exhibition was extended into the future of its own 
past in Kennedy's exhibition. In a more recent and conceptually related example, for Michael Asher's exhibition 
at the Santa Monica Museum of Art this year, the artist rebuilt (sans drywall) all of the temporary walls that the 
museum has built over the past 10 years to accommodate its temporary exhibitions. The maze created by the 
studs filled the space as it hollowed it. The permanent walls and ceiling and floor could still be seen through the 
skeletal walls. As the past exhibitions have disappeared, the institution remains and so too does the knowledge 
accumulated by the past exhibitions. Kennedy and Asher both create a situation in which their respective 
exhibitions rest upon the memories of past exhibitions. In reflecting back on I_wanna_ see_YOU... the 
Toronto exhibition was extended by the show in Eindhoven. The first exhibition needed the second as much as 
the second needed the first, each in effect determining the other. On the other hand, each one can be viewed 
episodically; they do not simply follow each other as a sequence of discrete events. Two episodes of the same 
event separated by time and place, the link between them is the way each one describes the other.

[ILLUSTRATION OMITTED]

   The structure of episodic television provides a
   useful analogy. In TV sitcoms, each episode
   is self-contained in that it tells a distinctive
   story with an independent story arc that is
   not wholly dependent upon knowledge of
   the characters or storylines from preceding
   episodes. Although seemingly simplistic,
   this form has developed a sophisticated
   collection of internal and external conventions
   that govern the way each episode is
   constructed. For example, the demands of
   syndication dictate that each episode be
   comprehensible outside of the logic of causal
   chronological development; i.e., the first
   episode needs to make sense when followed
   by the 30th episode followed by the sixth
   episode. As such, situation comedies generally
   have a set number of unchanging (or
   virtually unchanging) locales and very rarely
   do they make reference to current political
   events or technologies that would pin them
   to a particular time. Each episode must be
   able to exist outside of the stream of its own
   time but within the stream of every time in



   which it is broadcast. Every episode needs always
   to be present again and again.
A situation comedy also follows an evolutionary trajectory as characters, situations and relationships continue 
to develop over time. Put crudely, the individual characters develop mannerisms, catch phrases and 
relationships to other characters and situations. The audience plays a role here: if it finds a character funny, the 
show's creators will continue to develop the character further. If he or she is not deemed funny, the character 
disappears. The situation comedy learns as much from its own internal workings as it does from audience 
response. This structure demands a high degree of planning and an equally high degree of non-planning. There 
needs to be enough of a structural presence so that a series can develop over time. At the same time, this 
development should be open enough to learn from the time when it was developed.

   I want to propose the idea that an exhibition
   structure can take the form of episodic television.
   As with Asher and Kennedy's projects,
   such an exhibition takes into account the institutional
   context of its development and
   presentation. It learns from its place in a programming
   stream, and institutional conditions
   form a meaningful backdrop against which it is
   played out. In this way the exhibition also exemplifies
   its "becomingness" by throwing itself
   into the stream of time. An episodic series
   could thus be comprised of two or more episodes
   and include the participation of a largely
   unchanging ensemble of, for example, six
   to eight artists. Most of the artists would participate
   in each exhibition episode. However,
   as dictated by the specific arc of each episode,
   some artists would participate only once in one
   episode, or multiple times but discontinuously.
   Each episode would be related to the other exhibition
   episodes through the participation of
   the same ensemble of artists and the employment
   of related presentation strategies within
   the same institutional setting. The 'story arc'
   of each exhibition would be designed to stand
   on its own, distinct from the other, but some
   works would be included in more than one episode.
   The idea is not split a single exhibition
   (story) into two parts nor is the first exhibition
   episode designed 'to be continued' in the
   second. Nor is the idea to 'remake' the first
   exhibition in the second exhibition but rather
   the idea is to revisit the 'characters' under
   a different set of circumstances. Each exhibition
   episode is thus distinct but familiar: the
   same but different.

In effect, I_wanna_see_YOU_[Y.Y.Z.ca_DE_ overslag.nl] was a series of two episodes in an exhibition-
situation comedy. The pilot episode in Toronto put into process a way of thinking about the work that was 
revisited and expanded upon in the Eindhoven episode.



I_WANNA_SEE_YOU_[Y.Y.Z.CA_DE_OVERSLAG.NL] IN TORONTO AND EINDHOVEN

In the two weeks prior to the opening of I_wanna_see_YOU_[Y.Y.Z. ca_DE_overslag.nl] at YYZ, the artists 
began to occupy the space as a workshop, meeting space, bar, think-tank and studio. They began searching for 
context and sought points in common for their individual practices. In their explorations of downtown Toronto, 
Elke Uitentuis, Wouter Osterholt, Rob Moonen and Robin van't Haar speculated that the nearly universally 
positive and optimistic language used on billboards, posters, banners and stickers best described the city. A 
large selection of such texts was pencilled on the walls of YYZ's exhibition spaces, in the lounge, in the 
offices, in the window vitrine and even in the hallway of 401 Richmond. The texts also provided the basis for 
two videos by Moonen, a performance at Toronto's Speakers' Corner and an accompanying video document 
produced by Uitentuis and Osterholt. For his part, van't Haar presented three series of photographs of 
Torontonians on the go with their cups of coffee; in Eindhoven he revisited the idea and produced a similar 
series. In Toronto, Corwyn Lund presented a video of a Poul Kjaerholm designed chair that serves as a dog 
sled; he initiated another chair project in Eindhoven, referencing the iconic modernist Ball Chair.

This included a large, black rubber ball wedged in the doorway dividing the gallery from the office at de 
Overslag. Back at YYZ, Sandy Plotnikoff presented a collection of magnets that he had made of unadorned 
pizza pies, which were stuck to the tin-clad ceiling, and an incongruous agglomeration of hundreds of 
commercial postcards with images of places such as the Tyrol mountains and downtown Calgary and moose, 
among others, all hot-foil stamped with the word, "Toronto." Plotnikoff also put his hot-foil-stamp machine to 
work, liberally stamping items from belts to books to stickers with the words "Good Karma," from one of 
Moonen's videos. In Eindhoven, Plotnikoff offered a variation on his Toronto work. painting the gallery wall 
with the words "No Karma" and presenting a collection of medium-sized, no topping, no cheese, no sauce, 
unsliced pizzas ordered from pizzerias in Eindhoven. Plotnikoff's wall provided the backdrop for Rob Moonen 
and Lund's collaborative Karma Swing, a tire swing suspended in the centre of the gallery. Katie Bethune-
Leamen presented two different works featuring her ongoing exploration of the life, times and art of Tupac 
Shakur. At YYZ, Shakur was depicted as the ground on which mushrooms could grow in works such as A 
Proposal for the use of Tupac "Mink" blankets as a substrate for the indoor propagation of Amanita 
Pantherina; while at De Overslag she presented Picaresque/picturesque: shiny machine for bringing Tupac back 
to life (drawings of all the covers of Fanny Hill I found through a fast Google search, plus Tupac's post-
humous discography). Luis Jacob's contribution in Toronto consisted of a series of photographs based on his 
installation Habitat, which was first exhibited at the Art Gallery of Ontario in 2005; in Eindhoven he presented 
a DVD projection of Image Bank's 1977 work Light On Shadow. At de Overslag, Uitentuis and Osterholt 
presented the performance Celebrate Diversity, whereby, for a period of 10 days, they drove around the city in 
a car that each day carried the flags of one of the 10 most common nationalities in the city of Eindhoven. 
Nicoline van Harskamp did not travel to Toronto but sent a script of a panel discussion entitled The Cultural 
Entrepreneur. In the Toronto episode, a collection of actors read the script in front of an audience; later, a video 
document of the reading was presented in the gallery. This reading provided the source for a re-enactment in 
the Eindhoven episode. The final installment of the project will take the form of a publication, to be published 
in December 2008.

(1) The participating artists chosen from the two countries were: Luis Jacob, Katie Bethune Leamen, Corwyn 
Lund and Sandy Plotnikoff, Toronto, and Robin van t'Haar, Nicoline van Harskamp, Amsterdam, The 
Netherlands; Rob Moonen (Tilburg, The Netherlands), and Wouter Osterholt & Elke Uitentuis (Warns, The 
Netherlands).

(2) Phillipe Parreno, "Kind of Equal: DGF--Dominique Gonzalez Foerster, Pierre Huyghe and Philippe 
Parreno in Conversation with Jean-Chrisrophe Royoux," DGF PH PP, (Paris: Editions des musees de la Ville 
de Paris, 1998) p.101 Pulp Press, 2007,

(3) Gillick, Liam "Utopia Station. For a ... Functional Utopia (2003)," Proxemics: Selected Writings 
(1988-2006), Lionel Bovier. ed. (Geneva and Dijon: JRP/Ringier & Les Presses du reel, 2006) p.279



(4) Hans-Ulrich Obrist in Carolee Thea, Foci: Interviews With Ten International Curators, (New York: Apex 
Art, 2001 pp. 91-93.

Gregory Elgstrand is a curator, writer and artist in Toronto. He is co-editor with Dave Dyment of a survey of 
artists multiples to be publisbed in 2009 by YYZBOOKS.
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