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Exhibition as Object  
and Image

Sara Knelman The invention of photography, as a technology and as a 
creative form, occurred in tandem with the advent of art 
museums in the nineteenth century, and its position within 
art institutions, as both an archival tool and a collectible 
thing, has always been distinctively complicated. So, there’s 
a certain logic in the idea that photography exhibitions—in 
addition to photographic objects—might be integral to our 
understanding of the evolution of the medium. The fact that 
exhibitions are significant, however, stands in contrast with 
how difficult it is for us to engage with them as historical 
objects. Unlike photographs or books, they are unwieldy 
and fleeting. Although we have the capacity to share and 
examine images freely, and to reprint faithful copies of now-
rare books in the medium’s history, how can we “reproduce” 
exhibitions?

In recent years, many historical photography exhibitions, 
including “landmark” shows in the medium’s history, such as 
Film und Foto (1929) and The Family of Man (1955), have 
been restaged—some of them multiple times.1 As an immer-
sive means of exploring ephemeral episodes of the past, 
reproduction arguably offers a way of reviving exhibitions 
not simply as archival documents, but as mutable human 
experiences. Revisiting exhibitions, much like restaging a 
performance or conducting a historical re-enactment, entails 
an imaginative leap across time and, necessarily, involves a 
reconfiguration of past events from contemporary perspec-
tives. Even a “faithful” reproduction of the original will, inevi-
tably, produce an entirely different experience. 

Photography holds a special 
role here, as it often provides a 
visual record of the original event 
that makes such re-examination 
possible. In the act of restaging 
shows in which photographs were 
themse lves key objects, photo-
graphs become doubly significant, 
as both insta l lation views and 
works of art; as both objects and 
images. Photography exhibitions, 
in turn, become not only frames for 

1 Film und Foto has been revisited 
numerous times: it was partially 
restaged in 1975 for Fotographie 
1929/1975 in Stuttgart; more substan-
tially revisited for its fiftieth anniversary 
in Film und Foto der zwanziger Jahre, in 
Essen; examined in the 1989  exhibition 
L’invention d’un art at the Centre 
Pompidou, Paris; and revisited from a 
more scholarly perspective in Film und 
Foto: An Homage at the Staatsgalerie, 
Stuttgart, in 2009. See David Campany, 
“Modern Vision,” Aperture 231 
(2018): 32—35. As the most trafficked 
 exhibition of all time, The Family of 
Man was perpetually restaged around 
the world for eight years after its initial 
presentation at MoMA, and is now 
permanently installed, as a kind of 
exhibition-monument, at the Château 
de Clervaux in Luxembourg.
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understanding images, but also valuable historical objects 
in themselves. 

Let’s take as an example one of the great early- 
twentieth-century spaces for photographic exhibition, Alfred 
Stieglitz’s Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession—or, as it’s 
better known, 291, after the gallery’s address on Fifth Avenue 
in New York. Operational from 1905 to 1917, its activities 
spanned a shift in photographic style, from the impression-
istic, painterly work of the photo-secessionists to the sharp, 
clear lines of modernism. Its trajectory traced the medium’s 
growing self-confidence as an art form untethered to the aes-
thetics of painting and sculpture—and, ironically, paralleled 
Stieglitz’s persistent exhibition of (mainly European) modern 
painting and sculpture, in addition to photography. 

Over the decades, as 291 took its place in photographic 
history, it gained a kind of mythic status, due in part to an 
unusual volume of writing and documentation surround-
ing its activities (inevitably, we have lost many exhibitions 
that lacked documentation). Stieglitz’s international jour-
nal Camera Work, which began in 1903, before the gallery 
opened, often acted as a record of, and space for conver-
sation around, gallery exhibitions.2 Unusually for the time, 
Camera Work occasionally included installation views of 
exhibitions as part of its presentation of the gallery’s activ-
ities.3 Issue 14, which appeared shortly after the gallery 
opened, included four installation views, as well as a lengthy 
description of the gallery spaces and design. The textual 
account of the gallery is as rich and mannered as are the 
photographs:

The Secession Galleries were arranged so as to permit each individual 
photograph to be shown to the very best advantage. The lighting is so 
arranged that the visitor is in a soft, diffused light while the pictures 
receive the direct illumination from a skylight; the artificial lights are 
used as decorative spots as well as for their usefulness. One of the 
larger rooms is kept in dull olive tones, the burlap wall-covering being 
a warm olive gray; the woodwork and moldings similar in general color, 
but considerably darker. The hangings are of an olive-sepia, and the 
ceiling and canopy are of a very deep creamy gray. The small room 
is designed especially to show prints on very light mounts or in white 
frames. The walls of this room are covered with a bleached natural 
burlap; the woodwork and molding are pure white; the hangings a dull 
ecru. The third room is decorated in gray-blue, dull salmon and olive 
gray. In all the rooms the lampshades match the wall-coverings.4

Despite the startling fact that Stieglitz’s gallery rarely showed 
photography after the first few years—there were only a 
handful of photo shows in the last decade of the gallery’s 
operations—the eccentric and precise mise en scène illus-
trated in this issue and the psychic space that these descrip-
tions have engendered have become significant touchstones 
for the history of the medium.5 A desire to revisit or resur-
rect 291, as a way of exploring this historical moment, or 

perhaps of questioning our collective understanding of it, 
has prompted various acts of restaging. 

As it happens, the first “restaging” of 291 was made by 
Stieglitz himself. Only a few years after the gallery opened, 
the landlord quadrupled the rent, forcing it to close unexpect-
edly. Private support eventually enabled Stieglitz to reopen 
in a single room across the hall in the same building—a move 
that altered the address to 293, though the name remained 
unchanged. Stieglitz did not dwell on the move in Camera 
Work, and there were no immediate installation images 
depicting the new space; instead, this second incarnation 
was modelled to resemble the original design, despite its 
much smaller scale. In fact, there were no installation views 
of the new space published until the penultimate issue of 
Camera Work in 1916, and these showed mainly sculptures 
and paintings; a lone photograph from March, 1906 showing 
an exhibition of Viennese photography seemed inserted to 
blend and blur any distinctions between the two physical 
iterations of the gallery.6

The first exploration of 291 made at a historical distance 
came more than seventy years later, in 1989, at the Centre 
Pompidou in Paris. L’invention d’un art was an ambitious 
exhibition staged in celebration of the 150th anniversary 
of the medium.7 Quite a few exhibitions were in fact orga-
nized around this anniversary, as it presented an occasion for 
 taking stock and summing up the medium’s still-brief history. 
The Pompidou show stands out for 
its attention not only to photographic 
works and individual contributions, 
but also to influential and innovative 
exhibitions.8 As the installation view 
of this restaging shows, L’invention 
d’un art generated a creative inter-
pretation of 291’s original spaces, 
maintaining such key elements as 
the skirt, the lighting, and the warm 
wall tones, which project a nostalgic, 
sepia cast. Though the Pompidou’s 
291 included photographs likely to 
have appeared on the walls of the 
original, it stopped short of acting 
as a faithful reproduction of any sin-
gle exhibition. Instead, the gallery’s 
presence evokes the energy and 
aesthetic of a space that helped 
make these images iconic. 

Twenty-five years later, in 2014, 
Vancouver-based artist Kelly Lycan 
took on 291 as a discrete subject for 
Underglow, a multi-part installation 

2 Pam Roberts, “Alfred Stieglitz, 291 
Gallery and Camera Work,” in Camera 
Work: The Complete Photographs 
(Cologne: Taschen, 2013), 15.

3 Although exhibitions were frequently 
mentioned in issues of Camera Work, 
only two included installation views: 
issue 14 (1906), which announced the 
opening of the gallery, and issue 48, 
the penultimate issue (1916), which 
included five installation views, from 
shows in 1906, 1914, 1915, and 1916, 
including paintings, sculptures, and 
photographs.

4 Camera Work editors, “The Photo-
Secession Galleries,” Camera Work 14 
(1906): 48.

5 Though photography was a focus 
of the gallery in its early years, the 
last decade of the gallery’s operation 
saw a decisive shift toward painting 
and sculpture after its move: from 
1908 to 1917, there were only ten 
photographic exhibitions mounted. 
See “Introduction,” in Alfred Stieglitz 
Camera Work A Pictorial Guide, ed. 
Marianne Fulton Margolis (New York: 
Dover, 1978), x.

6 See Camera Work 48 (1916).

7 Alain Sayag and Jean-Claude 
Lemagny, L’invention d’un art (Paris: 
Éditions du Centre Georges Pompidou, 
1989).

8 In addition to 291, the Centre 
Pompidou show staged rooms after Film 
und Foto and The Family of Man.

Installation view of 291, The Little Galleries 
of the Photo-Secession, New York, 
established by Alfred Stieglitz in 1905 and 
open until 1917.

Installation view of restaging of 291, part 
of L’invention d’un art, Centre Pompidou, 
Paris, 1989–90.
Photo credit: Konstantinos Ignatiadis
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exploring themes of  display, history, memory, and value at 
Vancouver’s Presentation House (now The Polygon Gallery). 
Seduced and intrigued by the description and illustrations of 
Stieglitz’s gallery in Camera Work, Lycan designed and con-
structed a full-scale replica of the gallery, utilizing a floor plan 
re-created by Stieglitz’s secretary from memory, and titled it 
291, From the Faraway Nearby.9 The constructed nature of 
Lycan’s 291 is purposefully visible, calling up a relationship 
with the artifice of set decoration in theatre and cinema, 
and to the equally unreliable relationship between image 
and memory. 

Though thoroughly architectural, From the Faraway 
Nearby is all image, appearing solid and authentic from one 
angle of view, fugitive and spurious from another. “I was inter-
ested,” Lycan says, “in how an image can exist without an 
image being present.”10 Though Lycan’s installation images 
are made in colour, they, too, perpetuate a sense of confu-
sion between object and image. Rather than try to imagine 
the colours as Stieglitz describes them, each wall of her 
291 was painted a different shade of grey, an approximation 
of the varied tones of Stieglitz’s installation view. Notably 
different from the Pompidou’s replica, Lycan’s is uncannily 
devoid of photographs. Her ambition was not to recreate an 
exhibition, but to materialize an installation view from 1906; 
rather than engender a feeling of walking into a historical 
gallery, Lycan’s restaging evoked the feeling of walking into 
a photograph.11

If the exhibitions that Stieglitz staged were  originally 
a place for working out the status of the photographic 
object, they would later become, in exhibitions such as 
the Pompidou’s, integral events within that history— crucial 
objects in themselves that relate an essential strand in 
development of the medium. Most recently, exhibitions and 
artists such as Lycan are beginning to look back at the con-
junction of these histories—to reframe a more complicated 
conception of photography as a constantly shifting dynamic 
between object and image. Such an expanded view, however 
provisional and incomplete, might offer a deeper understand-
ing of how a “history of photography” has been constructed, 
as well as new perspectives that question or revise it.

9 See William Innes Homer, Alfred 
Stieglitz and the American Avant-Garde 
(Boston: New York Graphic Society, 
1977), 47.

10 Author interview with Kelly Lycan, 
December 11, 2018.

11 See Karen Henry’s review of 
Underglow in Ciel variable 99 (2015): 
83—84 for a more detailed description 
of Lycan’s exhibition.

Installation views of Kelly Lycan, 291, From 
the Faraway Nearby, from the installation 
Underglow, Presentation House, Vancouver, 
2014. A full-scale replica of 291 Gallery, 
the structure mimics a black and white 
installation photograph taken by Stieglitz of  
a 1906 exhibition of Pictorialist photography.
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Curated by María Wills Londoño
With the collaboration of Audrey Genois and Maude Johnson

Today, mass production of objects is tending to redefine the 
lines between material things—supposedly inert and  passive—
and human beings—considered the only subjects endowed with 
agency. Far from being impermeable to this redefinition, the 
image is now spreading beyond the two- dimensional space: it is 
becoming an object in itself. The artists and authors in this book 
thus explore the universes that are being built between individ-
uals and their material environment, highlighting the reciprocal 
relations that are formed between subject and object.

The authors of the texts are Anne-Marie Dubois, Amanda de la 
Garza, Sara Knelman, Maude Johnson, Dominique Quessada, 
and María Wills Londoño. Kapwani Kiwanga and Maryse 
Larivière each present a series of artworks exclusive to this 
publication.

Laura Aguilar
Francis Alÿs
Kader Attia
Elisabeth Belliveau
Karen Paulina Biswell
Maeve Brennan
Jonathas de Andrade
Raphaëlle de Groot
Hannah Doerksen
Patricia Domínguez
Chun Hua Catherine Dong
Alinka Echeverría
Peter Fischli and David Weiss
Jeneen Frei Njootli
Marina Gadonneix
Gauri Gill
Maggie Groat
Felicity Hammond
Jérôme Havre
Laura Huertas Millán
Keyezua
Kapwani Kiwanga
Anouk Kruithof
Maryse Larivière
Taus Makhacheva
Ana Mendieta
Izumi Miyazaki
Bridget Moser
Meagan Musseau
Rafael Ortega
Juan Ortiz-Apuy
Celia Perrin Sidarous
Miguel Angel Ríos
Jamie Ross
Victoria Sin
Cauleen Smith
Batia Suter
Camille Turner

The Life
of Things


