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Towards a Museum of the Future. 
Interview with Pontus Hultén

Yann Pavie

Opus International was a French journal for contemporary art 
(1967–1995) that covered and commented on new tendencies in art 
in three issues per year. The collective of art critics that wrote for the 
journal included Alain Jouffroy, Jean-Clarence Lambert and Anne 
Tronche. Yann Pavie, an art critic since the late 1960s, was a curator 
at ARC (Animation – Recherche – Confrontation) at the Musée 
d’art moderne de la ville de Paris between 1973 and 1976. The inter­
view with Pontus Hultén is part of a theme in the journal “Vers le 
musée du futur” (Towards the Museum of the Future). In his intro­
duction, Pavie refers to the fundamental issue of the role of museums 
in society and the social purpose of art. He mentions a few European 
initiatives he finds interesting, one of which is Peter F. Althaus’s 
project “Le musée ouvert” (The Open Museum) at the Kunsthalle 
in Basel, and another is Pontus Hultén’s activities at Moderna 
Museet in Stockholm. The model with four circles that Hultén used 
to describe the museum of the future is the most acknowledged in 
recent times of these initiatives. Hultén’s ideas were formulated in 
discussions with Pär Stolpe and others, in connection with the plans 
to relocate Moderna Museet to Kulturhuset in central Stockholm.

OPUS: How would you define the role and function of  a modern art 
museum?

PONTUS HULTÉN: Your question actually raises the problem 
of the future of  such a museum, or that of  the “museum of the 
future”. It is with this in mind that we have set out to analyse the 
roles, functions, and structures of  our museum.

Until 1960 museums were based on the same conceptions 
informing the 19th-century museum. Nothing had fundamentally 
changed, other than the fact that the focus was on modern objects.

This was a “museum for visits”, dedicated to the worship of  ob-
jects. In around 1960, we discovered that in a museum of this kind, 
things could be shown and done that society did not accept else-
where: “works of  art” that were inadmissible anywhere but in such 
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a space … We have attempted to expand this conception. We have 
played music that couldn’t be played in concert halls, screened 
films that couldn’t be projected in movie theatres … The space be-
came a Cour des Miracles, a place where society tolerated acts that 
were out of  the ordinary. This situation was recognised by artists, 
musicians, filmmakers, museum professionals and so on, as much 
abroad as in Sweden.

But, in my opinion, this situation lasted only from 1960 to 1968. 
In 1968, as a result of  the events in May, it could not continue 
because it would have it lent itself  to the idea that the modern art 
museum was simply a Cour des Miracles, a closed, isolated place 
where everything was permissible because there were no repercus-
sions on social reality.

We came to realise that events in the street had a more powerful 
creative force. Thus, we have to prove that the actions and objects 
in our intuitions can serve as examples for all the activities that 
renew people’s mentalities. We have to demonstrate that our events 
and activities, at their own level and with their own means of  exist-
ence, have value as a reality and can thereby inspire a new concep-
tion of  life.

OPUS: On what elements, from this perspective, does your anal-
ysis focus? No doubt, four could probably be identified: contem-
porary art, the museum as such, the public and the notion of  a 
society’s culture.

P.H.: We started from the last point and tried to see the role the 
museum could have in the public arena. During the days of  May 
1968, the prevailing mentality, the state of  mind was informed by 
spontaneity. Our objective is to ensure that ideas that expand the 
conception of  life find a place where they can be expressed and 
developed in a permanent way. 

We asked ourselves if  it would be possible to hold onto the essence 
of the May 1968 situation, the “situation in the streets” where every-
one was out there, regardless of class and without necessarily having 
a particularly “cultivated attitude”, without feeling rejected. 

We started with this question to build up a theoretical model for 
a modern museum. We imagined an abstract three-dimensional 
model, spherical in appearance. The sphere comprises four concen-
tric layers.
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The outer layer, the spherical envelope, that corresponds to the 
universe of  daily life, is characterised by an accelerated concentra-
tion of  information. This information must be filtered as little as 
possible. The materials for us in this layer are raw and direct. There 
will be, for example, tickers from all the news agencies. 

This will represent a sort of  “degree zero” of  information, a 
place where the individual is assaulted by information of  all sorts. 
Obviously it is impossible to obtain non-manipulated information, 
but the very fact that the information will often be contradictory 
will create a conflictual situation, one that lends itself  to critique. 
The situation in the streets is thereby recreated and intensified, and 
the conditions for discussion are enhanced.

The second layer will be devoted to workshops. It will provide 
spaces where tools and other means of  production will be made 
available: from hammers and nails to brushes and computers. The 
tools are provided but nothing is decided as to their use, the fields 
to be exploited, or the aims of  experimentation. The museum staff  
could serve as instructors for these machines. These workshops 
could be used by a single artist, a group of  artists, by us, by anyone. 
Specialists in the field of  art or communication will work there on 
all types of  problems. 

The third layer of  the sphere will present the productions from 
the workshops and will be dedicated to events: visual arts, films, 
photographs, dance, concerts, but also exhibition of  ready-made 
products. While the area is dedicated to recognised cultural activi-
ties, the contacts with the workshops will endow them with a more 
revolutionary dimension.

The last layer, the core, will contain the memory of  the infor-
mation processed. This is the museum’s role of  preservation and 
collection. 

OPUS: This latter function, it would seem, is open to debate.

P.H.: True. There are differences of  opinion among curators on 
this issue. As far as I’m concerned, I have a positive response to 
this. Collecting must remain, even if  this poses practical problems 
regarding the works that we have a historical responsibility to 
conserve. These would be works we decided to keep as testimony 
to the events we organise, but they could also be elements, such as 
artworks, films, and tapes, acquired elsewhere …
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In my opinion, the collection represents a necessary continuity. 
Collective memory is important and the image seems to me to be 
one of  the most concentrated forms of  human experience that can 
be consulted. 

One last point: an institution like ours is quite vulnerable to the 
reactionary forces of  society. The collection can be a safeguard, the 
guarantor of  the trace left by the passage of  people at a given point 
in time. Let’s not forget the thirties in Germany …

OPUS: That said, you are announcing innovations?

P.H.: What’s new is the addition of the two first layers that connect 
the museum institution to the social phenomena of everyday life, in 
which it thereby participate directly – a critical participation with all 
that we can bring to it that is upbeat, joyful and a little bit more insane.

Our theoretical model is based on a complete communication 
in both directions, not only between the concentric layers but also 
between the outside world, the public arena, and the inside, the 
museum.

We also need to devise a permanent system of transmissions 
between the different layers, not only within the institution, but 
also with all institutions of  the same type and with a variety of  dis-
semination and communication organisations: newspapers and 
audiovisual media …

The purpose of  all this is not to monopolise a certain category 
of  information but rather to increase in number the sources of  
information.

OPUS: Practically speaking, do you imagine having distinctive 
spaces designed based on the different functions that you have 
attributed to the “museum of the future”?

P.H.: As a basic principle, in the building that we are having con-
structed, there will not be permanent partitions between the areas 
that could be used as workshops for artists, the public or ourselves. 
This allows for free communication on all levels and facilitates 
exchanges of  ideas at all times. But if  ever someone is working on 
a long project, it would certainly be possible to isolate that person. 
This design solution is incidentally more practical insofar as 
museum surveillance is concerned.
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OPUS: Museum surveillance is a thorny problem. Have you found 
an original way to resolve it?

P.H.: We prefer thinking of  the surveillance staff  as monitors 
rather than guards, because they are there not only to guard the 
tools, but also to inform the public. Obviously, a repressive, polic-
ing attitude on the part of  the staff  must be avoided. At the Mod-
erna Museet, this personnel is strictly female: they are what could 
be called “hostesses”, though I don’t love the word. By their role 
which is essentially to inform and instruct the public, these new 

“guards” have responsibilities towards the public and in this way 
they participate in the life of  the museum.

OPUS: The “education” of the public seems to be one of the major 
obstacles that could ruin the usefulness of contemporary art muse-
ums. Should such a museum take into consideration the population 
regardless of class or should it continue to address an elite, choice 
public? How can you manage to interest as many people as possible?

P.H.: This, to my mind, is not the real issue, since the museum 
alone cannot be expected to resolve this most important problem. 
I can offer a reply based on two observations. When a worker 
comes to repair the roof or the piping, in other words when he 
comes to the museum for a professional reason, he is usually inte-
rested (when he’s being paid, of  course). But the idea of  walking 
into the museum on his own initiative for leisure purposes would 
surely not occur to him. Each class has its own “cultural attitudes” 
and “practices” that are strongly bound up with its conventions 
and ethos. This cultural structure will not change until classes 
in society break down. As things stand right now, we can only 
hope at best to contribute to this change. We must trust in artis-
tic activity as the subtlest and at the same time the most incisive 
means of  expression.

OPUS: In that case, is the solution purely political?

P.H.: I don’t believe that it is purely political insofar as the worker 
will hold on to the same cultural attitude dictated by the morality 
of  the class to which he belongs, even if  he steps into a managerial 
position in his business.
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OPUS: Yes, but everything is connected. I mean that political 
and economic thinking, social attitudes and artistic production 
form a coherent whole in the history of  society. For example, 
the art market maintains a warped relationship to the artwork 
and to the function of  the museum by providing them with a 
specific brand image: an object of  speculation and a temple 
of  universal knowledge dedicated to the cult of  the “valuable” 
object …

P.H.: In that sense, it is political. But I’d like to add that since 
around 1960, the modern art museum has no longer been consid-
ered a temple of  culture with a capital C. This idea seems outdated 
to me. The difficulty resides in the fact that we have to promote the 
modern art museum as a haven of  freedom, perhaps the only one 
that can exist among institutions. 

This can only be achieved by way of  a profound change in the 
global structures of  our society, a shift toward a so-called civilisa-
tion of  leisure.

OPUS: And what about galleries? What about the art market? 
How does Moderna Museet fit into this market?

P.H.: With our mode of  society being what it is, we cannot ask 
artists to be beggars. 

Galleries are useful, but it seems to me that the commercialisa-
tion of  art has been driven to extremes since 1960. Galleries have 
gone too far and this is dangerous. 

Sellers and artists have been corrupted by the enormous ease 
of  a “consumer society” that regards the art object as a product of  
speculation and nothing more. 

It is, of  course, impossible for us to put a stop to such a system. 
Actually we have tried to do what we could to encourage pur-
chases directly from the artists instead of  through the galleries, 
with artists coming to propose their works, to leave them or images 
of  them, in the museum. In that way, our museum becomes like 
an open square where artists and the public meet each other in a 
healthier way. This extra role, which is necessary to my mind, cre-
ates a new, parallel and complementary situation that makes it pos-
sible to escape a warped pricing system, one that does not corre-
spond in the least to the reality of  the visual arts.
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OPUS: We have so far spoken little of  the artist and of  contempo-
rary art. Do they contribute to the changes in the conception of  the 
museum?

P.H.: Yes, without a doubt. The evolution from 1960 to 1968 which 
I have briefly outlined is related to the conversation that has 
been established between artists and the museum. Driven by the 
demands of  producing their art, artists were always pushing back 
against the confined limits of  the enclosed space, against the insti-
tutional sclerosis of  traditional museums. The Pop Art phenome-
non involved reviving the connection with everyday life and, by its 
impact on day-to-day life, it tested in its own way the reality of  the 
everyday. So the museum too had to rediscover these links. 

The history of  the modern art museum may very well be the 
history of  “reconnections” that have not yet come to fruition. 

OPUS: In this regard, it seems to me that artistic production since 
the beginning of  the century, followed by contemporary produc-
tions, have been characterized by a reflexive approach to the history 
of  art and the history of  societies. Thus, there is an attempt these 
days to equate activities that are cultural in nature – art history, for 
example – with research activities of  a scientific nature. Is this of  
interest to you?

P.H.: Very much so. We have to be continually available to receive 
and tap the constantly shifting information of  our environment. 
The theoretical framework proposed earlier, which situates the role 
of  the museum in society, in relation to the artists and the public, 
not only permits ongoing research activity concerning the systems 
of  critical analysis capable of  continuously processing information, 
but in fact it cannot function without it.

Conversations and discussions are the mainstay of  our preoccu-
pations in trying to channel and unpack information and its modes 
of  presentation.

We would like to do what the Surrealists called a “critique of  
life”. Of course, such a mechanism is of  interest only if  it both 
operates continuously and is grounded in a methodology. A genu-
ine information science is being developed in conjunction with the 
new direction taken in the fields of  science and humanities – com-
puter science, cybernetics, linguistics, semiology, art history and 
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so on – challenging concepts of  theory, history, space, time, the 
sign …

These are, in my opinion, some indications that will define the 
fundamental options of  the contemporary art museum. 

OPUS: What then is the role of  the curator?

P.H.: The “museum of the future” will be regarded as a base for 
direct contacts between artists, the public and society. It will be the 
locus par excellence of communication, meeting and dissemination. 
It will be an instrument of reflection, a center of para-scientific 
research into present-day and future socio-cultural practices. 

The curator will be a coordinator in this center of  research.

Interview from the magazine Opus International, nos. 24–25, 1971.


