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Playing with Time 

Reading museological collections through contemporary site-specific art 

installations. The case of Tomorrow by Michael Elmgreen and Ingar Dragset 

at V&A Museum (London). 

This essay aims to shed light on the idea of reading a museological 

collection thanks to a work, or rather, as a work of contemporary art. This 

strategy embraces the time distance as a tool to reveal the potentiality of 

objects collected within museum spaces. That contemporary artists use 

museum collections to produce an artwork but also to reflect on the 

collection itself, and more widely on the museum institution, is not 

something completely new in the realm of art. This kind of artistic gesture 

blurs boundaries between art, curatorship and museology and should also 

be seen as part of a museological practice based on the dual presence of 

past and contemporaneity. 

My contribution takes the Swedish duo Elmgreen& Dragset’s installation  

Tomorrow , as a starting point. In 2013 they were invited by the Victoria 1

and Albert Museum (London) to create an installation-exhibition at the 

Textile Gallery, merging pieces belonging to the collection with their own 

artworks, but also working on a new display. I will then outline a reflection 

on some previous experiences, namely the work of Joseph Kosuth and 

Marcel Broodthaers, to show the historical tendency for artists to work with 

the museum format and the idea of a narrative applied to museum 

collections as a fundamental step in reaching the idea of trans-history and 

cross-historicity in the context of museology and curatorial practice. 

  

- 

In 2013 V&A decided to invite the Swedish artistic duo to work specifically 

with its museum collection, letting the artists ‘transform the V&A’s former 

 The exhibition took place between 1 October 2013 and 2 January 2014 at V&A 1

Museum, London.
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textile galleries into an apartment belonging to a fictional, elderly and 

disillusioned architect’.  2

Tomorrow, in fact, transformed the galleries into a set for a film, never 

actually made, with a script published in the form of a book for the 

exhibition visitors. The installation has featured a hundred works belonging 

to the museum collection in juxtaposition with artworks made by the artists 

as well with items found in antique markets. 

This miscellany of ancient and contemporary works questions the 

temporality issue. Presenting items belonging to different ages, in the same 

context and bound to the same narration, and much more important, not in 

a chronological order, threw into confusion the traditional mode of looking at 

art. Furthermore, objects with a past history, and therefore having a 

renowned cultural and economic value, were juxtaposed with those ‘without 

history’ and whose cultural and economic value came from the fact of being 

produced by contemporary leading artists, and also juxtaposed with items  

which were not valuable found in the antique markets. Hence the danger of 

the museum being accused of unorthodoxy in presenting its cultural 

heritage. Tomorrow ‘create[d] ambiguity and raise[d] questions about 

cultural heritage’ , or rather, raised questions about our gaze on the cultural 3

heritage as museum visitor, as curator and as museum conservator. 

I would suggest the idea of Tomorrow being a museological action disguised 

as an art installation due to the amount of space given to the collection 

pieces in the whole work. The artists claimed: ‘So we wrote a script. It was 

sort of a reversed process where the props in our film set initiated the 

narrative’.  4

 See exhibition press release: Tomorrow – Elmgreen & Dragset at the V&A. 2

Available at: http://www.vam.ac.uk/__data/assets/pdf_file/0015/233232/
elmgreen_press_release.pdf (last accessed on 4 January 2016).

 Ibidem.3

 Ibidem.4
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Even if, at that time, the objects were not considered the aim of the display 

but the means which enabled the creation of the display, they gained power 

from this action of rearrangement, also thanks to the dialogue with the 

contemporary items. The juxtaposition was not merely physical, but rather 

conceptual. The consequence of this gesture is a reactivation of the 

capability of an object belonging to the past to assume new meanings 

through a process of re-contextualization in a contemporary realm. 

The work of selection was carried out in close dialogue with the curator 

Louise Shannon of the V&A museum textile collection, in order to build a 

strong connection between artifacts and to define this gesture as a 

collaboration between curator and artists whose objective was speaking of 

something to someone, namely art (collections) and public. This also comes 

as a variation of the already recognized tendency of the ‘artist-curator’ or 

less frequently, curator-artist’.  5

Art history has indeed been marked, beginning from the late 60’s, by a shift 

in the relationship between artists and museums. After a period when the 

artist has to be accepted and hosted by a museum, the artist became aware 

of the possibility of using the museum as a device to make art, seeing it as 

a space, as a format, as a material. 

One of the first artists to show this possibility was Marcel Duchamp who, 

between 1935 and 1941, created an edition of twenty boxes, known as 

Boîte-en-valise (de ou par Marcel Duchamp ou Rrose Selavy), which are a 

portable miniature monograph including sixty-nine reproductions of 

Duchamp's own work. Of Particular interest in this work is the hybrid shape 

chosen by Duchamp, arguably explained by Elena Filipovic as a shape that 

 See for example: Mary Anne Staniszewski, A Curatorial Declaration (2010), 5

available online here http://issuu.com/studiomjolk/docs/mag_03/1?e=0 or The 
Artist as Curator, edited by Elena Filipovic, published by Mousse (serial publication - 
10 booklets, 2013-2015).
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‘confounds the boundaries between contents and context, container and 

contained’.   6

Similarly, Tomorrow by Elmgreen&Dragset is at the same time a physical  

displayer, in the sense that is a real set to host pieces of the collection but 

also a conceptual container, in the sense that it is a story, a narration, 

complicated by the fact of being fictional, not truly connected to the past life 

of the displayed objects. Obviously, being conceived as an art installation, it 

is also content, in the sense that the whole operation should be seen as a 

compound, performative object. The trans-historicity is here both the 

content and the strategy of displaying or rather of re-thinking a collection. 

Tomorrow has become a practice and was a temporary object and, in a 

word, it was a new context that allowed a new reading of cultural heritage.  

Charles R. Garoian in his essay Performing the Museum suggests 

considering the museum institution with its collections as a performative 

site , proposing to include the viewer’s critical engagement in the museum 7

institution. In this essay the author, quoting Thomas McEvilley, indicates the 

context of the work as one of the bearers of content. In Tomorrow it is quite 

clear that most of the meaning of the pre-existent collection is given by the 

fictional set created by the Swedish duo that in itself constitutes a context 

within the context (the museological one). 

Speaking about content, and how it becomes accessible to the public, 

means speaking about pedagogy and museum education, an interest which 

has become more and more widespread within the art community. Not 

surprisingly Garoian first published the essay in Studies of Art Education. 

Tomorrow’s trans-historicity is furthermore indebted to an increasing 

interest in pedagogy and educational activities connected to the museum; it 

can indeed be seen as a strategy to enable the public to interact in a 

different way with something already seen and experienced. According to 

 Filipovic, Elena, A Museum That is Not in ‘e-flux journal#4’, March 2009, p.8. 6

Available also at: http://www.e-flux.com/journal/a-museum-that-is-not/ (last 
accessed on 4 January 2016).

 Garoian, Charles R., Performing The Museum in ‘Studies of Art Education’, Vol.42, 7

No.3, Spring 2001, pp.234-248.
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Garoian this approach to museum strategies could mean ‘an embodied 

pedagogy whereby new museum myths can be imagined, created and acted 

out’ . 8

Tomorrow characterizes itself for has being a gesture which comes from a 

new museum culture:   

The “new” viewpoint […] understands museology as cultural 

studies or cultural theory—which aims to define new possibilities 

and methodologies of working with artworks, acquisitions, 

collections, and exhibitions, along with the past, history, and 

display.’   9

The close dialogue between display and history, its trans-historical 

dimension of the installation, should be seen as a sign of this new sensibility 

in dealing with museological issues. 

There has also been a shift in considering the collection, no longer as 

something given once and for all but as an ‘object’ with its own potentiality 

of creating narration and meaning. 

Mieke Bal, Dutch curator with an interest in methodology and practice,  

describes the “meta-function” of objects as ‘the situation in which an 

artwork appears not only as an individual object/artwork, but also, through 

its display, the museum and the gesture of museologizing become visible’.  10

Nowadays it seems that museology comes both as a practice and as an  

objectified gesture. Some suggest the museology has become a ‘craft’ in 

the sense that a museological discourse can be developed through an 

installation or a conceptual work using the pieces of a museum collection as 

raw material, objects whose meaning goes beyond the intrinsic quality of its 

material features, individual history and economic value. 

 Ibid. p.234.8

 In this regard see definition of new museology given by Zsófia Frazon at http://9

tranzit.org/curatorialdictionary/index.php/dictionary/new-museology/#_ftn4  

 Ibidem.10
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According to Zsófia Frazon, who quotes Mieke Bal, 

This is the self-reflexive response to the historical and ideological 

role of institutions, as well its integration into the exhibition 

practices. Through making the meta-function of the artworks 

visible, the forms and meanings of the objects become 

perceptible in the exhibition, so does the critique and knowledge 

of the curator on the (or his/her own) institution.  11

Also, the creation of such a space, namely the new context formed by the 

narrative discourse around the exhibition and the set in its materiality,  

makes public participation easier in the creation of the meaning of the 

collection and ‘re-positions viewers as critical participants and enables their 

creative and political agency within museum culture’ . 12

The new context serves the mission of creating a more democratic and 

comprehensible level playing field, of building a bridge to connect the 

viewer and the museum. It guarantees a space for artworks to reveal ‘the 

potential to dialogue with history’ and to insert new interpretations and 

contents ‘introduced by museum viewers’  into the museum. 13

Considering Tomorrow, I would suggest looking at Elmgreen&Dragset as 

artists but also as aware viewers who re-imagine and make the artworks 

reveal their history. Tomorrow is in fact exactly the product of their 

interpretation as viewers that can be used later as an intermediation 

between the museum and ourselves. 

A new narration, in this case literally applied to the V&A collection - the 

story of the elderly architect - allows to challenge the very univocal and 

dominant voice of the museum about itself to be challenged, showing its 

 Ibidem11

 C. R. Garoian, Performing The Museum, Op.cit. p.235.12

 Ibid. p.236.13
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capacity to also host new narratives and, in this way, a new museum 

practice.  

- 

Traditionally, artistic installation and performances developed within 

museological contexts are associated with institutional critique. If during the 

60’s and 70’s artists involved in this practice had worked to reveal the 

codified narratives which inform the museum, in the 90’s artists decided to 

put themselves in a different position as regards the institutions, embracing 

the roles of the museum, from the curatorial to the educational one.  14

In 1990 the American artist Joseph Kosuth was asked by the Brooklyn 

Museum to produce one of the installation for which he was already well 

known in the art world. First at the Freud Museum in 1982 and later in 

Vienna-Bruxelles for the centennial commemoration of Wittgenstein in 

1989, Kosuth created his installations using material belonging to the 

respective museum collections. As a starting point, all these works have 

taken the belief that: 

the meaning cannot reside in the object or the text alone and is in 

no sense autonomous. The meaning of a work of art depends 

wholly on its context and on its relations with the viewer.   15

For The Play of The Unmentionable, at Brooklyn Museum, exhibited at a 

time when there was a strong national debate around government support 

for art and censorship, Kosuth decided to display together artworks from 

different times and cultures, all works that at the time of their production 

received a form of strong or soft censorship. At the same time he chose to 

 See: Marstine, Janet, New Museum Theory and Practice: An Introduction, 14

Hoboken, NJ: John Wiley & Sons, 2008.

 Freedberg, David and Kosuth, Joseph, Joseph Kosuth and the Play of the 15

Unmentionable, Columbia University Academic Commons, 1992, available at http://
hdl.handle.net/10022/AC:P:8613 (last accessed on 4 January 2016).
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display ancient and contemporary texts together, giving them the same 

weight in the exhibition.  16

So, what is the difference between the juxtaposition of past and 

contemporary elements in Kosuth and the Swedish duo’s installation? In the 

former case the miscellany was just the result of collecting things being 

affected by an act of censorship, they had indeed been given the same 

label. In the later case the juxtaposition is functional, the contemporary 

becomes an instrument to create a new context and to look at past objects 

with a different gaze. We can assume that today there is a different 

awareness about the power of two objects in dialogue with each other and 

the power of the relationship between some objects and the viewer’s gaze.  

I would also like to take into consideration Marcel Broodthaers’ institutional 

critique to demonstrate how an other fundamental aspect of 

Elmgreen&Dragset's artwork is indebted to art history. I am referring to 

Musée d’Art Moderne Département des Aigles opened by the artist in 

Brussels in 1968. Broodthaers, anticipating other artists of the 90’s, 

assumed the role of curator and museum director of a fictional museum 

between 1968 and 1972, a museum composed of 12 sections, with 

departments in different cities and that had been working as a real art  

institution. Broodthaers also carried out a trans-historical and trans-cultural 

operation, gathering together artworks from different ages and cultures. 

However the most interesting aspect in his gesture is in fact the fictional 

support to the exhibition, the idea of collecting material related to the whole 

concept of eagles. Quoting Broodthaers’s words: ‘This Museum is a fictitious 

 See a partial excerpt from the press release of the exhibition available online on 16

The Brooklyn Museum website: 

‘Drawing on the permanent collection of The Brooklyn Museum, Kosuth will create 
in the Grand Lobby an installation that simulates a traditionally curated exhibition. 
In a selection ranging from an Egyptian stone relief from 1300 B.C., to a recent 
work by Barbara Kruger; from a Kashmir sculpture of the 8th century to late 19th-
centu- ry bronzes by Auguste Rodin; from engraved 17th-century English glas-
sware, to Marcel Breuer’s Bauhaus club armchair, the meaning of cultural produc-
tion is pre- sented to the viewer to consider’.
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museum […] a work of fiction allows you to capture reality and at the same 

time what it conceals.  17

This ‘reality’ of Broodthaers referred to a number of political and 

institutional issues, of course. But still his statement is important in defining 

the fiction as an instrument of narration within the museum frame, an 

instrument, not misleading, but able to create real support to the fruition of 

the meaning of the exhibition. 

If we all agree on the idea that the museum has changed from a collection 

of objects to a narration created thanks to a collection of objects, it is 

perfectly reasonable to accept that this narration is fictious.  

These two references to previous art works are very useful to illustrate the 

history of the experiences which have led Elmgree&Dragset to use the 

museum collection for an installation and to understand that using 

museological collections not only means creating a physical, material 

installation but, above all, creating an over-structure, intellectual, 

educational, conceptual which enables the public to partecipate in the 

creation of new meanings and myths. 

Elmgreeen and Dragset's Tomorrow cast of all the explicit polemical and 

political messages of the previous examples to embrace a more pacific way 

to inhabit a museum space, or better, to be a museum display being at the 

same time a product of history and presenting itself more as an educational 

and mediatory apparatus to allow the public to be in dialogue with history, 

museum narratives and museological experiences. Trans-history, both 

content and strategy, thus appears to be a natural development of 

institutional critique practice but also an operation which comes to terms 

with the museum itself, not creating a new one, but working with the 

embodied codes of the existing institution. 

 See more about Broodthaers’s Musée d’Art Moderne Département des Aigles at: 17

http://moussemagazine.it/taac5-a/#sthash.6BooXIih.dpuf
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