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I’m Michael Rock. I’m a creative director and designer in New York with a studio 
called 2x4, and we are deeply involved in all different kinds of projects around the 
art world that include exhibition design, catalogues, events and happenings, and I’ve 
been a collaborator with the curator Germano Celant for over 20 years. 
 
This show has a very special meaning for me and context for me, because I had 
worked with Germano for almost 20 years on all different kinds of exhibitions all 
over the world. And we worked very closely, both on the exhibition concepts and 
oftentimes the physical space of the exhibition, but especially on the books that 
went along with them. And, you know, Germano has about 40,000 books in his 
library, I think, and he also is the author of hundreds of catalogues and books over 
his lifetime. And it was equally as important to him, the book project and the 
exhibition project, and how they related. And so for a designer like me, that’s an 
incredible opportunity because we deal with both those kinds of spaces, and we’re 
really interested in the overlap between the physical experience and a literary or 
text experience and how the two go together. 
 
And so, working with Germano that long, it was always a super interesting process 
because he traveled all over the world—I oftentimes traveled too—and so we would 
kind of come together in different places and keep up on our projects, which we 
always had several going on simultaneously. And this project is special because it 
was really the last one we worked on right before he died, and in a way, I think this 
project is one of the most quintessential Germano projects in my mind because it 
brings together so many different strands of thoughts that he had, and ways that he 
was thinking about his work, and in a very special way in this museum at this time. So 
what I would say about that is that, you know, I think that working with Germano on 
lots of different kinds of things, one of the trajectories I would say his work was on 
increasingly these shows that brought together a lot of different kinds of 
information—not just art, but cultural information, media, product design, 
advertising, information—to build these very deep and rich contexts around 
artworks. So not to see art as kind of an isolated object in a space, but really see it 
as the essential outcome of a cultural moment. 
 
So when we approached this project—and just to be clear, I didn’t work on 
exhibition design on this project, I worked on the book, and I worked on some of the 



graphic components of it—but when we approached the concept for this project, he 
was coming out of that same mindset, was really thinking about work in this very 
narrow sliver of time, like a three year period. And to try to really understand it, that 
there were so many different overlapping and counter forces at work in New York in 
that period, and how the work that we’re seeing in the show was really part of a 
much bigger moment that these forces were expressing. And so, you know, the 
research went through a similar kind of process of, you know, looking at all the 
different things that were written about the work and the different things that were 
happening at the same time. And because this show was very chronological, and also 
very temporal, we could say very specifically like, you know, the World’s Fair opens 
on this day, and kind of do a shot on that day, so we were having these very specific 
kinds of references relating to the work that you were seeing. 
 
So when we had to think about a book for that, we were thinking about, well, what’s 
the right form of a book? And, you know, Germano had like a series of metaphors 
that he used, I think, to describe the way that he put work together. And, you know, 
I still think of them oftentimes in his absence because of their ways that we really 
internalize in our own work. And, you know, one was this idea of the chess game, 
and the chess game was really this idea of moving pieces around very carefully. And 
each time you took a move, everything else changed somehow, so he thought about 
that in the way that he designed an exhibition but also the way he designed a book 
that you were carefully putting these pieces together to make a story. But he also 
used this metaphor of islands and rivers, and the idea there was that context was a 
kind of river that was flowing around, and oftentimes artwork or bodies of artwork 
were these kinds of islands in that river, and that they were places to pause and 
think, but you were always surrounded by the river in some way. And so we took 
those two ideas of the chess game and the islands and river and started to build up a 
book structure around it. And the result was, I think, a very unusual catalogue, and I 
think that the catalogue for the show will be a really remarkable object but very 
unusual, our catalogue. 
 
Because what we did was we knew that in the early 60s on the newsstands in New 
York, a passerby would be very likely to see Life Magazine and Look Magazine, these 
what were called, at the time, called “picture magazines,” which were really, you 
know, kind of revolutionary forms where they were magazines that had all different 
kinds of stories. They relied very heavily on visual material to tell the stories and 
shorter writing in captions. And some of those pieces were longer photo essays, and 



some of them were, you know, just like a single column or a piece. And we thought, 
well that’s a really interesting format because it was all about flow—the magazine is 
about flow—but it’s also all about telling the story of a time. And so we adopted 
wholesale the size and the kind of format of Life Magazine for this catalogue. And 
Life Magazine at the time was quite a large magazine, so you’ll see the catalogue’s 
quite oversized. And that big page allowed us for all different kinds of things to 
happen. So first of all, the editors—Sam (Sackeroff, Lerman-Neubauer Associate 
Curator), Darsie (Alexander, Senior Deputy Director and Susan & Elihu Rose Chief 
Curator), and the rest of the team—put together this really remarkable set of 
authors. I can’t remember how many, but there’s scores of different authors who 
wrote all different kinds of pieces—some really short, you know, they might be 50-
word articles, and some much longer pieces like an editorial article. And we put 
those all together in chronological order, so you really have this magazine 
experience of lots of different points of entry that you can read different sized 
stories, different things, and it really tells the story of everything that was going on 
from the March on Washington to, you know, early space program, to cultural things 
that were happening to political things that were happening. And so you really had a 
sense of, you know, the news of the day. And it’s told through a remarkable number 
of photographs like Life Magazine would have had. And so all of these different 
stories and all of these different articles really tell the story of 62-64 in New York 
and what was happening.  
 
But then the question is, how do we go and bring the artwork into that? And, you 
know, if you’re a designer, the logic of an editorial magazine is that you have 
advertising and you have editorial, and that’s the division between church and state. 
And so, you know, traditionally the advertising—individual pages—they’re all different 
styles depending on what’s being advertised. And then editorial is consistent, has 
the same look and feel, and so you know that when you’re reading the editorial 
you’re different from the advertising. So we took that logic and we applied it where 
the artworks actually were advertisements that intersected the editorial. So the 
editorial is the flow, the river, and then the ads are the islands, and so they’re really 
presented as, you know, paintings and sculptures and things that interrupt the flow 
of the magazine and presented as the ad pages in a magazine. And why that works so 
well is that we’re used to the idea that an advertisement in a magazine is not 
coherent or contiguous to the rest of the magazine. It just interrupts it, like 
suddenly you have an ad for, you know, Gucci or something like that in the middle of 
the story you’re reading, and that doesn’t faze us because we’re used to that 



format. So that allowed us to basically insert all different kinds of artwork wherever 
we wanted to as kind of interruptions to the text and create this relationship 
between context and an island or the artwork itself. 
 
And then, finally, you know, we had some other materials, like we had this 
interesting conversation—a roundtable—this also a kind of another interruption or 
insert into it. And then we had longer articles which took on, you know, more 
thematic subjects, and those really appear like the editorial articles that might 
appear over two or three pages in a magazine. So much more text heavy, that might 
be 1,000 or 1,500 words, and so those, you have the kind of substance of those 
essays, but surrounded by all of these other short pieces and photo essays and 
other things as well. So it was really trying to take this Germano’s methodology and 
thought process and build it into the structure of the book, and then let the book 
really reflect the eclecticism of the exhibition, because the exhibition also includes 
not only artwork but these contextual moments like a living room or a shop floor or 
pages from newspapers and things like that. So the show does the similar thing and—
designed by Annabelle Selldorf—and it has, you know, it has this mixture of what 
would be seen as kind of the author pieces and then really the ether that all those 
pieces sat in and how those relate together. And, of course, that finally in a bright 
taxi yellow cover with the big black text on it, so you know, it has this kind of blunt, 
brash New York quality to it as well. So, you know, I think that all told it’s a really 
remarkable cultural document, and I think not only represents that period in a really 
interesting way, it also represents what has come to be from that moment because I 
think that was the beginning of this media culture that we’re now living in the kind of 
middle of. And that world of, you know, big pictures versus photo essays, shortness 
of writing, kind of finds its fruition finally in something like Instagram. And so the 
book, I think, while it depicts basically 62-64, it also comments, I think, on where we 
are now. And so in that way, it kind of plays both sides of that moment and really, I 
think, represents both a historic moment and a contemporary moment 
simultaneously. 


