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Parallel Stories. 
Educational activities in Moderna Museet’s early years

Ylva Hillström

The 1960s have been described as the happy decade, when the Mu-
seum, according to Pontus Hultén, was “totally unbureaucratic and 
imagination-driven”.1 The pedagogy during this period has been 
scrutinised in various contexts before.2 This study takes three ex-
hibitions as its point of  departure: Egyptian Youths Weave (1960), 
Movement in Art (1961), and Vincent van Gogh (1965). Together, they 
represent the span of  the Museum’s exhibition activities: one pres-
entation of  young people’s weaving and the pedagogy behind it, one 
extensive, experimental exhibition featuring mainly contemporary 
art, and one monographic exposition of  one of  the great classics 
in modern art history. The term mediation is used here in its wider 
meaning, to include the design of  the exhibition space, various ped-
agogical tools (such as wall texts and catalogue essays), guided tours 
and events (lectures, talks, film screenings).3 

We do not know for a fact whether Pontus Hultén took an interest 
in pedagogy. The books that were donated to the Museum together 
with his art collection and archive do not include works by the prom-
inent writers on pedagogy at the time.4 Hultén was eager, however, 
to attract a wide audience to the Museum, and even though he rarely 
held guided tours, an article in Dagens Nyheter in 1963 claims that his 
introductory talks at the Museum’s film screenings were appreciated.5

The exhibition programme in Moderna Museet’s early years 
included both monographic presentations and experimental idea-
based exhibitions. Established artists such as Siri Derkert (1960), 
Paul Klee (1960) and Vincent van Gogh (1965) alternated with ideas 
and artists that were new to the public, such as Movement in Art 
(1961), 4 Americans (1962), and The Inner and the Outer Space (1965). 
Pontus Hultén had no fears that visitors would be discouraged if  the 
Museum focused on new tendencies. The audience will come if  the 
quality is high, he claimed, and quality included generous opening 
hours, good lighting, a restaurant and a children’s workshop.6 

The visitor programme featured not only art exhibitions, but also 
readings, guided tours, film series, lectures and discussions. This 
broad programme was made possible by collaborations with other 
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organisations, such as Fylkingen and the Swedish Film Institute.7 
The Museum could also operate outreach activities to attract visi-
tors, for instance, at the Nalen nightclub: “From the stage, to the hard 
accompaniment of a saxophone and dancing feet, the curator Carlo 
Derkert showed a painting and invited us to a jazz concert at Moderna 
Museet on Monday.”8 For children, a film club was started in 1959. Ini-
tially, it was run by Louise O’Konor, and later by Anna-Lena Wibom.9 
In 1966, Pontus Hultén described it in the following words:

For seven winters, we have shown films for children every Saturday af-

ternoon, 300-400 children and adults have watched Chaplin farces, ab-

stract films, animal movies, Buster Keaton, Harold Lloyd etc. and Carlo 

Derkert has ended the shows with a 15-minute talk about a few art works 

in the Museum’s collection or part of  an exhibition.10 

In effect, Moderna Museet grew into a place for all sorts of  artistic 
activities under Hultén’s directorship. One of  the ideas behind this 
interdisciplinary and broad range was to open the Museum to cit-
izens regardless of  social class, which was in line with the Swedish 
welfare state’s agenda.11 The new TV medium was utilised effectively 
to launch the Museum as an exciting and experimental house for all 
kinds of  activity.12 From the mid-1950s, the Museum’s development 
was covered by TV, which often reported on the exhibitions, with 
various perspectives on the Museum and the art.

Carlo Derkert became a curator at the Museum in 1958, and was 
joined in 1961 by Karin Bergqvist Lindegren.13 His responsibilities 
included guided exhibition tours. The fact that Derkert, who had 
been a teacher at the Nationalmuseum since 1945, was offered a 
post at Moderna Museet indicates that Pontus Hultén could see 
the importance of  having a good pedagogue by his side.14 Derkert 
had studied art history at Stockholm University and written his Li-
centiate thesis on Vincent van Gogh. Although he had no special 
training in pedagogy, he was deeply interested in both educational 
issues and children and children’s images.15 In the 1940s, he had met 
Jan Thomæus, who had launched a furious debate at the time about 
art education in schools.16 Derkert had also come across the ideas 
of  Herbert Read.17 As he himself  recalled: “If  I were to mention a 
few names, Herbert Read is one of  those who has given me ideas or 
helped me formulate what I believe is important in museum pedago-
gy.”18 Read claimed that all people have an inborn ability to express 
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themselves in images and that creative activities are a basic require-
ment for one’s personality to blossom. 19 

Carlo Derkert wanted to make the Museum into a place for meet-
ings and dialogues. To lighten up the visitors’ presumed respect for 
the museum, he would, for instance, pretend to trip in the National-
museum’s grand staircase.20 Tricks such as this put him on a level 
with his audience – everyone was just as insignificant in relation to 
the imposing architecture. Moderna Museet, however, had no mon-
umental staircases or foyers. Visitors walked right into the art. Since 
modern art had not yet accrued as much historic baggage, it was eas-
ier to talk about than art from more distant periods, Derkert said.21 
He saw pedagogues and visitors as being more like equals when faced 
with modern works. Showing art, he believed, was about discovering 
the works together with the audience. Kristoffer Arvidsson writes in 
his essay about Derkert that he performed his interpretations so that 
the listeners felt that they had discovered the images themselves, and 
in this way he made people feel competent.22 He himself once said, 
“Don’t think that I underestimate knowledge – I just don’t believe in 
knowledge for its own sake. To live, that is my definition, is a voyage 
of discovery. To visit a museum involves discovering oneself in the 
pictures – through them, we can formulate all kinds of experience.”23 

Mette Prawitz was employed at the Board of  Education. She 
worked for Moderna Museet in 1964 to 1967, with compulsory guid-
ed tours for all 4th-grade children in Stockholm. Carlo Derkert was 
responsible for all other tours, such as the well-frequented open 
guided tours on Sundays. Eventually, Prawitz also organised tours 
for other groups, including adults and children, and also helped out 
in other activities at the Museum.24 Although she discussed pedagog-
ical issues constantly with Derkert, she does not recall ever having 
talked about pedagogy with Hultén.25 The American-inspired idea of  
dedicating a room in the Museum to practical creative activities for 
children had been around since 1963.26 It was not implemented until 
1967, however, after Prawitz read in the newspaper that another Swed-
ish museum had created a special room for children. She recalls tell-
ing Pontus Hultén about this and pointing out that Moderna Museet 
ought to spearhead this field and immediately establish a space for 
the youngest visitors to the Museum. Within a few days, Hultén had 
made sure walls were erected and a separate space had been created 
for what became Barnens Museum (the Children’s Museum).27 Not 
until the refurbishment of the Museum in 1975, when the Workshop 
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moved to new premises with large windows overlooking the greenery, 
did it become a proper creative studio for all sorts of activities.28 

Children from Egypt Weave

Egyptiska ungdomar väver (Children from Egypt Weave, 2 Decem- 
ber, 1960–22 January, 1961) was the first of  three exhibitions at Mod-
erna Museet featuring woven works from the Egyptian village of  
Harrania.29 Carlo Derkert curated the exhibition, but the initiative 
came from the journalist Anne Gyllenspetz, who brokered contacts 
between the architect Ramses Wissa Wassef  and Moderna Mu-
seet.30 Together with his wife, Sophie, Wissa Wassef  had started an 
innovative weaving school in Harrania in 1951. A number of  woven 
 works were presented in Moderna Museet’s exhibition halls on white 
walls, with large spaces in between each work. An archive photo- 
graph shows screens set at right angles from the walls to achieve 
more display surfaces. The exhibition appears to have been hung in 
a non-didactic way, that is, without any specific beginning or end, 
and without any text in the exhibition room.31 Nor do pictures of  the 
exhibition show any visible name signs by the works. 

One of  the intentions of  Egyptska ungdomar väver was to intro-
duce a new pedagogy for visitors: 

We took it not just for its beautiful textiles. We also wanted – as we did in 

the catalogue – to make propaganda for Wissa Wassef’s pedagogy: His 

interesting and radical approach to getting children and youths to work 

with tapestry. One of  his secrets was that they always worked without 

cartoons or other patterns. This idea was soon adopted by the Konstfack 

University College of  Arts, Crafts and Design, as an alternative method 

in the textile department.32 

In a radio programme from 1969, Carlo Derkert also extolled the ex-
hibitions Anna Casparsson (1960) and Egyptiska ungdomar väver as 
an example of  a new pedagogy that the Museum was adopting: 

I would say that these exhibitions demonstrate, among other things, that 

all of  us, the very old and the very young, are creative, naturally creative, 

if  only we are left free of  pointers and prejudices. What we have here is 

a new pedagogy, and a new society, with new values, that Moderna Mu-

seet wants to fight for.33 
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This pedagogical position seems to have a great deal in common 
with Herbert Read’s ideas. According to Read, art is a means of  
bringing individuals together, and practising art, that is, personal 
creativity, is a road to perfecting one’s personality: “Art, we might 
say, can make us completely human.”34 

The Museum, thus, had a clear objective with Egyptiska ungdo-
mar väver: to promote a pedagogy “free of  pointers and prejudices”, 
as Carlo Derkert puts it above. The exhibition catalogue was vital to 
spreading this pedagogy: “People don’t understand the immense im-
portance of the material, either artistically or pedagogically, unless 
you tell them about it.”35 This may seem contradictory, this desire to 
point at the importance of not pointing, to authoritatively preach anti- 
authoritarianism. Derkert would probably have explained this para-
dox by saying that people sometimes need help to see: 

In a society where art is a part of  society, say, the middle ages, an art 

guide would be rather superfluous – or in an African culture. I have 

politically radical friends ... who look with scepticism at our collection 

of  art and regard museum guides as something weird. Is it reasonable, 

Carlo, they ask, that if  we come to the museum with a couple of  friends 

from work, that someone like you has to be there for us to understand 

how to experience Brancusi’s sculpture “The Newborn”? Yeees – it is 

reasonable, I reply, as long as there are people who don’t understand his 

language... the result of  a reduction in many, many phases, of  what orig-

inally was a fairly realistic depiction of  a face. 36 

There is no data in the Museum’s archives on any programmed ac-
tivities in the form of lectures or concerts, for instance, relating to 
Egyptiska ungdomar väver. Anyone wanting to know more about the 
works in the exhibition and the weaving school in Harrania would, it 
seems, have been referred to guided tours and the catalogue, which 
consisted of  a folding poster with a large picture of  a tapestry and a 
text about the curriculum at the weaving school, written by Ramses 
Wissa Wassef. 

Derkert recommended his colleagues at the County Museum in 
Umeå, which was also showing the exhibition, to talk to the news-
papers and provide them with informative articles, and to send in-
formation sheets to all the schools, with information about the exhi-
bition and visiting hours. These measures were needed, he claimed, 
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to attract visitors.37 Egyptiska ungdomar väver was seen by 15,000 
in Stockholm.38 It was reviewed in the press, and several critics re-
marked on the extraordinary creative energy that the tapestries con-
veyed, noting that the exhibition should indeed be seen as a contri-
bution to the debate on art pedagogy, exemplifying the importance 
of  allowing children to create freely and without matrixes.39

Movement in Art

Rörelse i konsten (Movement in Art) drew more than 70,000 peo-
ple in Stockholm, and provoked strong reactions.40 The debate was 
furious in the daily press. In a radio interview in 1969, Hultén remi-
nisced that many visitors appreciated Rörelse i konsten while others 
were indignant and wanted the Museum closed.41 

The exhibition itself  had no definite beginning or proper end. The 
works were installed in an open architecture through which view-
ers could move freely. Several works invited interaction with the be-
holder. One review, for instance, mentions that, “There are no signs 
saying ‘Do not touch’ at Moderna Museet this summer. Visitors are 
welcome to explore Japanese artist Kobashi’s wooden sausages ... 
and can move freely in Alexander Calder’s ‘leafy forest’ of  cut and 
welded sheets of  iron.”42 However, the alleged absence of  “Do not 
touch” signs in the exhibition is contradicted by the actual signs pre-
served in the archive. 43 But even if  physical interaction was only al-
lowed with some of  the works, the atmosphere at the Museum was 
obviously perceived as permissive. 

A catalogue was produced for the exhibition in a very special, 
oblong format. Its first part includes quotes from manifestoes and 
other texts by artists and philosophers such as Ludwig Wittgenstein, 
Gottfried Wilhelm von Leibniz, and Jean-Paul Sartre. Although 
these passages can reasonably be assumed to have been rather ab-
struse to a reader without extensive previous knowledge, they are 
printed without explanatory comments. They are accompanied by 
an index of  some artists who have worked with kinetic art, a list of  
the exhibited works, and, lastly, an essay by Hultén on the history 
of 20th-century kinetic art. Hultén writes: “The camera is the pic-
ture-making machine that is available to everyone. But there are oth-
er art machines, more independent, perhaps, which also speak to us 
and tell us who we are.”44 Worth noting is the choice of words such as 
“us” and “we”, that make the visitors and the Museum and exhibition 
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curators equals, while the Museum’s voice authoritatively declares 
what art does to us all.45

In addition to the catalogue, visitors were offered an extensive pro-
gramme of events linked to the exhibition, alternating concerts with 
films, shadow theatre and puppet shows.46 To attract school pupils to 
the Museum, a presentation of the exhibition was sent to headmasters 
and teachers at elementary and upper secondary schools:

This is the world’s first exhibition of  its kind, and we hereby invite all 

school children to follow the artists’ attempts to use movement as an 

artistic form of expression ... Mobile art illustrates our relationship to 

technology and its blessings, our joy, our hesitation, the irony of  our re-

lationship to machines. It helps us see ourselves and our situation. This is 

expected to be one of  the most enjoyable exhibitions conceivable.47

The tone of  this mail shot is decidedly didactic – the Museum de-
clares exactly what could be learned from the exhibition. Still, the 
wording the artists’ attempts stresses that a process is involved, rath-
er than something final. Rörelse i konsten presented experiments and 
attempts, and people could visit simply to have fun.

Dagens Nyheter printed a highbrow intellectual exchange in 
which the art historian Sven Sandström, the critics Folke Edwards 
and Ulf  Linde, Dagens Nyheter’s editor-in-chief  Olof Lagercrantz, 
the author Lars Gyllensten, and others, discussed concepts such 
as meaning and meaninglessness, life and ennui.48 Well-penned ar-
guments, which, however, required a high level of  knowledge in its 
readers.49 This can be compared to the visitors’ own reactions to 
the art, as presented in the weekly press. The cover of  Folket i Bild 
shows two men laughing out loud in the exhibition, and the headline 
“Laughter at Moderna Museet – is junk art junk or art?”50 The article 
relates audience reactions: 

“A scandal,” says one faithful museum visitor. “Fantastic,” says the 

new wave of  young people. “This year’s PR coup,” serious advertising 

execs assure us.“Fun,” says the general public.“Not so fun,” says young 

Bollnäs-based artist Mårten Andersson.. “Headless,” comments (artist 

Sven) X:et (Erixson). Curator Carlo Derkert sides with the defence.51

The magazine Vi also highlighted the visitors, who seemed genuine-
ly entertained, even if  they admitted to not understanding one bit of  
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the ideas behind either the exhibition or the artworks. One caption 
says: “Not one iota do I understand, but never would I have believed 
that it could be this incredibly fun going to an art museum!” And an-
other: “You see, the new realism abstains from individual creation, 
it seeks to reveal reality and... – Oh give over! This is just hilarious!”52 
It is important to stress that this contradiction between so-called high 
culture and the people’s reactions was what newspapers and TV fo-
cused on in their coverage of Rörelse i konsten. It can reasonably be 
assumed that however sensational this angle was in the media, it did 
not necessarily reflect how the general public perceived the exhibition.

Vincent van Gogh 

The exhibition Vincent van Gogh. Målningar, akvareller, teckningar 
(Paintings, Water Colours, Drawings, 22 October–19 December, 
1965) comprised a terse and spacious presentation of  more than 
one hundred oil paintings, watercolours and drawings. Vincent van 
Gogh’s oeuvre belongs to the period covered by the Nationalmuse-
um, and the exhibition would have taken place there, had it not been 
for the fact that the Nationalmuseum was busy planning its major 
exhibition on Christina, Queen of Sweden. A European Patron of 
the Arts, due to open the following year.53 The curator for Vincent 
van Gogh was Carlo Derkert, who also edited the catalogue together 
with Karin Bergqvist Lindegren. The catalogue for the exhibition in-
cludes a page with information on opening hours, admission, pub-
lic guided tours and school visits.54 In addition to a preface by Carl 
Nordenfalk and Derkert, it contained an essay by the artist’s neph-
ew, Willem van Gogh, a biography, a few excerpts from van Gogh’s 
letters, and a list of  literature about van Gogh in Swedish. This is 
followed by reproductions of  the works in the exhibition and a list 
of  the same, some with explanatory text taken from Vincent van 
Gogh’s letters to his brother Theo van Gogh. These texts are writ-
ten in what could be galled a general tone that does not require the 
reader to have much previous knowledge. The exhibition was a great 
public success and was seen by more than 100,000 visitors.55 

The Moderna Museet archive does not contain any material re-
lating to mediation activities linked to the exhibition, except for a 
contract for a lecture by the nephew Willem van Gogh (or Vincent, 
as he calls himself  in his correspondence with the Museum).56 To at-
tract visitors to the museum, a campaign was launched with posters 
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and advertisements in taxi cabs: “Take me to van Gogh”.57 Guided 
tours were advertised in the daily press repeatedly, presenting the 
guides by name.58 

The Vincent van Gogh exhibition got a great deal of  press cover-
age, focusing especially on the artist’s biography and the high price 
tags on his works.59 The press seems to have contributed to attract-
ing visitors. Readers were reminded repeatedly that the exhibition 
at Moderna Museet was the last chance to see the works in Sweden, 
since a van Gogh museum was being built in Amsterdam (it opened 
in 1973). It was also reported that the exhibition was a success, and 
success breeds success, as we all know. One critic bemoaned that 
biographical facts and reproductions in the form of postcards and 
posters stood in the way of  his experience of  van Gogh’s art: “All 
this mediation in texts and reproductions that obscure his oeuvre 
make it harder to access. But if  we give ourselves time to l o o k at 
one of  his paintings, we notice how the scales suddenly fall from our 
eyes …”60 The initiated visitor’s slightly contemptuous reaction to 
the explanatory texts can be seen as a symptom of the psychological 
mechanisms that incline us to want to protect the exclusiveness of  a 
group (in this case, art connoisseurs) to which we have gained access 
through certain ordeals, social or otherwise.61 

Parallel stories: inclusion and exclusion

These three case studies highlight exhibitions with different purpos-
es and content: one that takes a pedagogical model as its subject, 
one which is expressly experimental and interactive, and one with a 
more traditional art historic content. Although all three exhibitions 
have didactic features in their rhetoric, the most prominent medi-
ation model is dialogical, that is, it assumes that the viewer’s own 
experiences will influence how the art is perceived. At times, there is 
an obvious tension between these two approaches. The ever-relevant 
question of  how knowledge can be shared without the pedagogue 
appearing authoritative, was obviously in evidence also at Moder-
na Museet in the 1960s. Carlo Derkert’s ambition that the Museum 
should be a place where visitors could discover themselves through 
art is in line with the co-creative mediation model that Nina Simon 
and many others are promoting today, more than fifty years later.62

Pontus Hultén was fully aware of the importance of using the press 
to stir interest. His goal was that the Museum should be mentioned in 
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Above: Carlo Derkert with Willem van Gogh, 
Moderna Museet, 1965. Below: Vincent van Gogh, 
Moderna Museet, 1965
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some newspaper every day.63 Whether he succeeded has not been ex-
amined here, but random searches in the Nationalmuseum press ar-
chive show that the Museum and its exhibitions were certainly wide-
ly reviewed during this period. After around one year of  operating, 
the media were already reporting about a place where children were 
welcome and where the atmosphere was open. At Moderna Museet 
you could have fun, even play hide and seek, according to one re-
viewer. The works of  art invited play.64 

The division between mediation, communication (eg. press and 
marketing), and exhibition production was not as definite in the Mu-
seum’s early years as it is today. Carlo Derkert might curate an ex-
hibition, just as Pontus Hultén might handle the introduction at an 
event.65 When Hultén was travelling or on holiday, Derkert stepped 
in as director.66 Mette Prawitz felt that Hultén and Derkert should 
both be credited for creating the famously open and accessible at-
mosphere at the Museum.67 They had a great team spirit. However, 
for the opening of  Rafael Moneo’s new museum building in 1998, 
when the press wrote profusely about the Museum’s history and 
possible future, Hultén was given all the credit for this atmosphere, 
whereas Derkert was mentioned primarily as a charismatic tour 
guide. A 1998 caption in Dagens Nyheter, for instance, reads: “Pon-
tus Hultén opened the Museum to children. They had their own 
film club and painting workshop, and were playfully guided into 
the world of  art by Carlo Derkert.”68 A few years earlier, the same 
newspaper had written: “He is fully aware of  his reputation for being 
‘audience oriented’. Hultén’s policy so far has been to give museums 
the accessibility of  streets and the possibility of  workshops, and it 
was he who created a ‘living room for art’ at Moderna Museet.”69 In 
the 1960s, collective efforts were promoted, but in the 1990s, Hultén 
was presented as more or less solely responsible for creating the ped-
agogical museum.70

On many levels, Moderna Museet under Hultén’s direction was 
an inclusive, playful and accessible place for a broad audience. Art 
exhibitions were complemented by an extensive programme of events, 
and Derkert’s guided tours probably helped to open many visitors’ 
eyes to art. Both printed material in the form of books and catalogues, 
and radio and TV broadcasts about art and exhibitions have been 
preserved for posterity. In connection with the Museum’s opening in 
1958, for instance, a book was published about modern art, edited by 
Bo Wennberg, who was a senior curator at the Nationalmuseum at the 
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time. A newspaper cutting describes it as exceptionally lucid and in-
formative.71 Critic Leif Nylén noted that the catalogues, although they 
omitted certain basic data about the works, provided beautiful and 
lavish, accessible, detailed and stimulating introductions to the art. 72 

Nevertheless, there was a great deal that was neither mediated nor 
communicated. Especially in Rörelse i konsten where people were al-
lowed to touch, interact and laugh.73 This most fun exhibition of  all 
had another level that the Museum did not strive to make as easily 
accessible to the public. To the uninitiated, the essays in the exhi-
bition catalogue would hardly have been easy to comprehend. The 
art debate around the exhibition was polemic and highly intellectual. 
Readers were treated to a public debate that would be regarded as 
esoteric today, with initiated gentlemen doing their best to outshine 
one another with their opinions and insights. The Museum’s elit-
ist side is excellently illustrated by an observation from an evening 
event, published as Christmas reading in Svenska Dagbladet in 1962: 

One of  the most memorable evenings at the Museum was when John 

Cage, a pioneering American composer, held a lecture titled “Where are 

we going and what are we doing?” More accurately, this was four differ-

ent lectures held simultaneously on four different tapes ... Chaos arose at 

the Museum, a chaos that K.G. Hultén and Carlo Derkert regarded with 

the greatest satisfaction from their protected observation post.74

According to the journalist, the Museum’s representatives were 
watching the perplexed visitors with amusement, apparently with-
out getting involved or explaining the concept. The lion’s share of  
the audience at that event were thus part of  a kind of  art happening 
staged by the artist and the Museum. This was something that they 
were probably not aware of  when deciding to attend the lecture. 

For those who did not take a guided tour, the art was left to speak for 
itself. Visitors had to make sense of what they saw as best they could. 
Svenska Dagbladet columnist Viola touched on this in a text from 1963: 

The task now was to try to understand Jackson Pollock. It wasn’t easy. 

And just when you really needed an explanation, an instruction, and 

flicked through the beautiful catalogue, all you found was “Painting”, 

and you could see that much for yourself, or “Untitled”, or “No 5”, and 

that left you no wiser than before... In any case, the most modern art is 

obviously not intended for domestic use.75 
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Apart from Pontus Hultén, Carlo Derkert and Karin Bergqvist 
Lindegren, Ulf  Linde is perhaps the person who made the deep-
est impact on the Museum in the 1960s. Linde was the editor of  the 
Friends of  Moderna Museet Bulletin, and a critic in Dagens Nyheter 
from 1956 to 1968. He also contributed to the process behind sever-
al seminal exhibitions at Moderna Museet, including The Museum 
of Our Wishes (1963) and Anna Casparsson. Embroidery (1960), be-
fore he was recruited as a curator in 1973. In 1960, he published Spe-
jare, in which he argued that it is the viewer who makes the work 
of  art.76 In 1965, he published four articles in Dagens Nyheter on the 
same theme.77 Here, Linde adheres to Marcel Duchamp, who, in his 
lecture on “The Creative Act” at the Convention of  the American 
Federation of  Arts in Houston in 1958, contended that the artist and 
the viewer are of  equal importance to the creation of  a work of  art. 
Giving the viewer more scope, and emphasising the significance of  
personal experience to the interpretation of  works, is in line with di-
alogic pedagogy. This approach was gaining a strong foothold in the 
1960s. 78 Art pedagogy was progressing from popular education on 
good taste, towards allowing more freedom to viewers.79 

This may look like an open, audience-friendly pedagogy. But 
Linde showed no understanding whatsoever for those who wanted 
to communicate art to the broader public. “Art is something for the 
few,” he claimed, but stressed that this was not an elitist point of  
view, since those few could be anyone. 80 Anyone, that is, who had 
sufficient knowledge. To look at, say, Marcel Duchamp’s works, 
where even the titles are word puzzles and the interpretations bear 
allusions to anything from mathematics to alchemy, is hardly for 
someone without background knowledge. 

Carlo Derkert’s pedagogical approach, which was strongly influ-
enced by Herbert Read, as mentioned above, has come to be synon-
ymous with Moderna Museet’s pedagogy: everyone has the ability to 
see and experience art according to their own potential, and art makes 
us completely human. Ulf Linde’s standpoint, that art is for the few, 
was not as prominent but nonetheless present at the Museum in the 
1960s. Dialogue may be a key word used by both, but whereas Derkert 
meant an overt dialogue between viewer, artwork and pedagogue, 
Linde was referring to a tacit dialogue between the art and the viewer. 
Pontus Hultén created the potential for the two approaches to exist 
side by side at Moderna Museet, thereby attracting both the broader 
audience with general interests, and the initiated few.
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The tension between the accessible and the obscure has its counter-
part in the field of religion, where most faiths have an exoteric, acces-
sible and open side, and an esoteric branch that is reserved for a small, 
enlightened circle.81

 
Spirituality and esoteric practices have had a far 

greater influence on modernism than is normally acknowledged in art 
history books and institutions.82 Art historian Peter Cornell points out 
that even something as profane as an exhibition preview is comparable 
to a freemason ceremony, with specially-invited guests adhering to a 
veritably ritualistic order (he takes the preview of The Inner and the 
Outer Space in 1965 as an example).83 He writes,

Nor is there any whole-hearted desire to demystify modernism among 

museums, the cornerstones of  fine arts institutions – be they called the 

Museum of Modern Art, the Guggenheim, the Stedelijk, or Moderna 

Museet in Stockholm. Like the art critics, they are battling with the in-

soluble dilemma of sitting on the fence: to both open their doors to the 

general public, and to keep the esoteric tradition alive.84

It may seem like the visitors to the charismatic and dialogue-oriented 
Moderna Museet were, in some sense, “duped” into thinking they were 
on an equal footing with the institution, while the Museum could carry 
on being a place for the initiated. The more esoteric elements of art’s 
history, those that the traditional initiation rites decree can only be at-
tained after intellectual and social trials, remained unavailable to the 
greater, more generally interested, public. The narratives of  the audi-
ence-oriented museum, on the one hand, and the elitist museum on 
the other, are parallel and do not exclude one another. However, the 
grand narrative that claimed everything was one big, fun party and 
that anything could happen at Moderna Museet obscures the small-
er narrative of  a museum for the initiated. 
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