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Currently on view at the Kiesler 
Foundation in Vienna, Frederick 
Kiesler’s 1942 design for Peggy 
Guggenheim’s Art of This Cen-
tury Gallery produces something 
of an epiphany. Presented in the 
form of a 1/3-scale walk-in model, 
it features unframed pictures jut-
ting out into the viewer’s space, 
sculptural biomorphic seating, 
dramatic lighting and sound ef-
fects and curved flesh-colored 
walls that create an enveloping 
womb-like space. In contrast to 
the ubiquitous white cube, it in-
tegrates the artwork in the sur-
rounding space and favors en-
gagement and physicality. 
Kiesler’s design has been charged 
in the past with encroaching on 
the artist’s territory and upstaging 
the artworks, but for the Austrian-
American architect, designer, art-
ist and theorist, it was a means of 
heightening the visitor’s appre-

ciation of the show: the paintings 
were placed at the optimal viewing 
angle, while the lack of frames and 
the womb-like interior blurred the 
boundaries between the inner self, 
the art and the space.  Kiesler’s 
design also evoked Surrealist 
practices, testifying to a shared 
interest in the unconscious. Yet as 
the foundation’s director Monika 
Pessler points out: “Surrealism’s 
concern with particular forms 
of knowledge, for instance the 
subconscious and the dreamlike, 
leads to a kind of ‘over-reality,’ 
whereas Kiesler starts out from 
a ‘co-reality.’” Kiesler’s theory of 
Correalism explored the ongoing 
interaction between man and his 
environment and the correlations 
between material manifestations 
and human needs — as exempli-
fied by the sculptural seats he de-
signed for “Art of This Century,” 
which doubled up as plinths, 

RAHMA KHAZAM: As curator of 
the exhibition “Radical Autonomy” 
at the Netwerk Center for Contem-
porary Art, you contest the promi-
nence of relational aesthetics and 
socially engaged practices by insist-
ing on the need for art to be autono-
mous. Could you explain in what 
sense you are using this term? 
Arno van Roosmalen: I am certain-
ly not promoting the isolation of art 
— on the contrary, I think it should 
always relate to society. I mean that 

art has to be free from utilitarian or 
ideological constraints. Nowadays it 
is constantly being solicited for eco-
nomic or social purposes. Only its 
position of autonomy can prevent 
it from becoming a marketing or 
educational tool and allow it to con-
tribute to society, which it does by 
expanding our awareness of reality. 

RK: The artists in the show range 
from Navid Nuur to Joëlle Tuer-
linckx and Ryan Gander. How do 
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their very different works relate to 
the notion of autonomy?
AvR: They have in common that 
they open up our perceptual 
frame, inciting us not to take what 
we see for granted. Ane Mette 
Hol, for instance, tests our ability 
to differentiate between an origi-
nal and a reproduction with her 
astonishingly life-like remakes of 
day-to-day objects. In the installa-
tions of Gert Robijns and Simon 
Dybbroe Møller, heterogeneous 
objects are arranged in spatial 
compositions — like a combina-
tion of words that cannot gener-
ate a preconceived meaning and 
are not part of a common seman-
tic system. These pieces are open 
systems that generate a new, po-
tentially useful micro-semantics. 
Unconstrained perception can 
yield a different perspective on 
our environment and ourselves. 

RK: This show seems to reflect the 
resurgence of interest in autonomy 
and modernism, as exemplified by 
the writings of Alain Badiou and 
Jacques Rancière, or the exhibition 
“Modernologies” (MACBA, 2009), 
which examined the ways in which 
contemporary artists respond to 
modernism and modernity. 
AvR: “Radical Autonomy” cer-
tainly doesn’t stand on its own. 

While it references certain mod-
ernist strategies, I regard it more 
as a manifestation of a certain 
awareness that is shared by many 
contemporary artists. I see it as be-
ing in line with recent exhibitions 
such as “Chasing Napoleon” (Pal-
ais de Tokyo, 2009) or “Absence 
is the Highest Form of Presence” 
(Museum Dhondt-Dhaenens, 
2009), which share an interest in 
(re)presentation, absence and the 
complexity of perception. 

RK: In any case, autonomy is not 
a new concept. On the contrary, its 
resurgence seems to confirm that 
contemporary art has reached an 
impasse in that it is continually re-
cycling existing ideas. 
AvR: “Radical Autonomy” was 
never meant to be about revival, 
retro- or neo- approaches. Nor 
have I ever considered it from the 
perspective of coining a new con-
cept with which to address the big 
questions raised by modernism. 
That would be a rather ambitious 
gesture, wouldn’t it? I regard it as 
a reminder of the importance and 
potential of art that starts from an 
autonomous position. This is im-
plicit in all good art, but in these 
times it is necessary to make it ex-
plicit. 

among their many other functions. 
Art likewise merged with life in 
Kiesler’s architectural and artistic 
projects, from his visionary End-
less House, which was also intend-
ed for everyday use, through to his 
sculptures. As Pessler notes: “One 
journalist of his time described his 

sculptures as ‘meant to be lived 
in,’ a description Kiesler liked 
very much... They can be seen as 
an extension of his research into 
the connections between objects 
and their surroundings in that 
they constitute a unit of recipro-
cally determining elements. And 
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