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Art on Stage 
Happenings and Moving Images at  
Moderna Museet

Moderna Museet’s first manifestation in the refurbished 
premises on Skeppsholmen was a series of film screenings. 
Pablo Picasso’s Guernica had, admittedly been shown there 
in 1956 and a first catalogue had been published, but the 
avant-garde film festival Apropos Eggeling was the first event, 
a few days after the inauguration. The museum published a 
small catalogue, with a lithograph by Pontus Hultén on the 
cover of the first edition.1 The collection was shown in the 
galleries, but the ensuing exhibition on Le Corbusier already 
demonstrated an inclusive approach to what art is. The 
exhibitions were not confined to paintings, drawings, prints 
and sculptures. Prior to the inauguration, two programmes 
of film screenings had also been organised, with works by 
Luis Buñuel, Joris Ivens and Jean Vigo, among others, and 
the museum had its own film club. Film was a priority area 
for Moderna Museet from day one, but it did not immediate-
ly have the same status as other art. Film shows were also a 
means of attracting a broader public to the museum than the 
usual crowd that visited Nationalmuseum to look at paint-
ings.2 The museum premises were suitable for a variety of 
events, and the spaces were used for more than just exhibiting 
the collection. The ambition was that the museum should be 
a living forum for everyone interested in culture.

In this essay, we will look at Moderna Museet as a stage 
for time-based art, that is, art that, unlike paintings and 
sculpture, has not only a spatial but a temporal scope, such 
as plays, films or music. The emphasis will be specifically 
on film, since this medium was a central feature of activities 
from the start and is now a natural part of the collection. 
In consideration of the development of art, and especially 
the evolution and establishment of video art, it is justifiable 
to study how Moderna Museet, over the past decades, has 
related to the changes in the position of film in the art world. 
Performances, happenings, concerts, poetry readings, de-
bate series, lectures, and so on, have been an addition to what 
is generally perceived as the core activity, i.e. exhibitions. 
Moreover, we will address the question of why film is such an 
important element in the museum’s activities. With regard to 
the other events, the emphasis will be on the illustrious 1960s, 
which have been embellished in nostalgic memories.3 The 
1980s will serve as a reference point to provide contrast and 
add nuances to the picture.

The temporal distance to the 1960s is one of the essen-
tial reasons why some events have become so mythical. In 
addition to this, if we refer to the literature about this period, 
some critics have had the preferential right of interpretation 

because they have first-hand experience that others lack. 
They have been in a position to highlight the aspects they 
considered important, while other things have been exclud-
ed. An objective historiography of Moderna Museet as a 
stage requires another kind of distance. This situation per-
sisted over the ensuing decades, but they are too close in time 
to have attained the same status. New critics will focus on 
other events as being significant. Since only a small number 
of people, then and now, witnessed the events, they will in 
time grow just as legendary. What you cannot know about 
with certainty attains a special allure.

It should be pointed out from the start that vital differ-
ences exist between events, in how they are perceived by the 
audience. Whether they are organised in conjunction with an 
exhibition, as a programme of events or as separate features 
influences how they are received. It would be neither appro-
priate nor possible in this context to study all the events at 
Moderna Museet in depth. We will leave it to future research 
into time-based art to look more profoundly at how the mu-
seum has perceived its role in events in relation to the cultural 
field in Stockholm, Sweden, Europe and the world.

A scrutiny of the collection and the archive – Moderna 
Museet is a preserving institution with a mission to protect 
the cultural heritage – soon reveals clearly that the source 
material for events is entirely different from that relating to 
exhibitions. Events are, to put it briefly, transient, tempo-
ral, and do not exist as objects in the same way as paintings, 
films or sculptures. It will become apparent, as a result of 
this study, that Moderna Museet has striven from the start to 
appear less museum-like and more dynamic than its parent 
museum, Nationalmuseum. Or, to put it differently, rather 
than having a continuous programme of events, it has pro-
moted artistic happenings.4

Regarding research on Moderna Museet’s film-related 
activities, and the museum as a venue for events, the docu-
mentation relates mainly to specific occasions, and there is 
no general report. Famous and acclaimed events such as Five 
New York Evenings have been more extensively discussed 
than other events – and have impacted more strongly on the 
museum’s image.5 The selection of examples here takes this 
into consideration, avoiding the most well-known events of 
the 1960s and highlighting one typical performance from the 
1980s. Leif Nylén and Bengt af Klintberg, both of whom have 
written about Moderna Museet without limiting themselves 
to dealing exclusively with the museum itself, have contribut-
ed valuable accounts of various types of events. In Den öppna 
konsten (1998), Nylén focuses on 1960s happenings, while af 
Klintberg highlights the Swedish fluxus movement in Svensk 
fluxus (2006). The seminal and initially intense collaboration 
between Moderna Museet and Fylkingen for music events 
in the 1960s is presented in Fylkingen. Ny musik och inter-
mediakonst, published by Teddy Hultberg in 1994. Film at 
Moderna Museet has been written about where Moderna 
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100Museet has participated as a joint organiser. Konst som rörlig 
bild – från Diagonalsymfonin till Whiteout (2006), edited 
by Astrid Söderbergh Widding, is an informative historic 
review of film-based art in Sweden, with Moderna Museet as 
one of the scenes.

Different Movements
In the 1960s, the character and focus of the events are closely 
interwoven with the individual Pontus Hultén. His interest in 
books and film, and his artistic ambitions and network, were 
crucial to the museum’s activities, in addition to favourable 
circumstances – Hultén was one of very few employees and 
rarely needed to consider other people’s wishes or demands. 
Moderna Museet was exploring uncharted territory and had 
great liberty.

Together with the architect Hans Nordenström, Hultén 
had made the films Det tryckta ordet 500 år (1949) and En dag 
i staden (1955–56), in which Per Olof Ultvedt, Oscar Reuter
svärd and Jean Tinguely participated. With the American 
experimental film-maker Robert Breer he made the film Ett 
mirakel (1954), and on his own Hultén created the animation 
X in 1957, that is, when he was already working at the muse-
um.6 Together with Billy Klüver and others, he was deeply 
involved in the Stockholm Students’ Film Society (Student-
filmstudion) and this involvement he transferred to Moderna 
Museet, prompting the film screenings there. Hultén linked 
the museum’s activities firmly to his own experiments in the 
1950s – including the student magazine Blandaren, Agnes 
Widlund’s gallery Samlaren, and Denise René’s gallery in 
Paris, as Leif Nylén and Hans Nordenström write.7

Naturally, Hultén was not the only one who was inter-
ested in film. The museum had a lively children’s film studio, 
which was a club for members, indicating a lively and more 
general interest. Anna-Lena Wibom, later active in the Swed-
ish Film Institute, and Louise O’Konor, who wrote a thesis 
on Viking Eggeling in 1971, were responsible for the pro-
gramme during the first years.8 In the years after the opening 
they screened films by Robert Breer, Charlie Chaplin, René 
Clair, James Finlayson, Robert Flaherty, Joop Gesink, Bust-
er Keaton, Colin Low, Georges Méliès, Hans Nordenström 
and others. In addition, they showed countless documen-
taries and films with an emphasis on contents rather than 
on who made them (such as Corral, a Canadian film about 
a cowboy who captures a half-tame horse, shown in the 
autumn of 1960). The film screenings were on Saturdays and 
Sundays, consisting of two one-hour films for kids aged 6 and 
upwards. Members paid admission for each show. This gave 
enough money to cover the costs for the activity.9 The film 
series were highly popular, and they were often attended by 
more than one hundred children.10 In spring 1959, a typical 
programme may have been as follows: the film was intro-
duced by Louise O’Konor, followed by the film show, where 
silent film was accompanied by a pianist – sometimes this 
would be Ulf Linde or Karl Axel Pehrson – and then Carlo 
Derkert would present a work in the collection.11 Posters were 
printed with the programme for the season, and these were 
often artistically designed, with, for instance, motifs by Niki 

de Saint Phalle.12 Another sign of how highly-appreciated 
and influential the film club was is the early sponsorship pro-
gramme involving a Swedish chocolate manufacturer.13

A crucial aspect, which helps to explain how Moderna 
Museet could attain such a central position as an alterna-
tive venue for Swedish art life in its first decade, is that there 
were no other art scenes available. Leif Nylén even writes: 
“In Moderna Museet the experimental 1960s culture gained 
its most poignant and typical venue.”14 When art began to 
look for new roads, there were not many venues for interme-
dia art. A few smaller scenes existed, such as Fylkingen and 
Pistolteatern, but Moderna Museet, as a public institution, 
could nevertheless acquire a strong position among these 
avant-garde settings. One explanation lies, perhaps, in the 
collaborations with the smaller venues and, thus, that the mu-
seum was not perceived as a competitor but as an alternative.

It is also vital to remember that art in the 1950s was pro-
gressing towards performance and transcending boundaries. 
In order to serve as a credible presenter of contemporary art, 
Moderna Museet was more or less obliged to host this kind 
of event, not just show paintings on walls. In consideration 
of this need to contrast against Nationalmuseum to demon-
strate that a museum for contemporary art was necessary, it is 
hardly surprising that Moderna Museet chose a different path 
from merely offering the public traditional exhibitions of a fa-
miliar and well-tried recipe. Youthful energy and change were 
called for, and it was there in much of the art in question.

Seen from this angle, Hultén’s exhibition Movement in 
Art (Rörelse i konsten, 1961) appears like a programmatical 
manifesto. The exhibited works included not only Viking 
Eggeling’s modernist film Diagonalsymfonin (1924), but also 
mobile works by Alexander Calder (The Four Elements, 1961, 
which is standing outside the museum to this day and is a 
veritable symbol of the new museum), Jean Tinguely and Per 
Olof Ultvedt, Robert Rauschenberg’s changing work Black 
Market (1961), Allan Kaprow’s site-specific installation Spa-
tial Construction.15 The exhibition itself could be likened to 
a moving stage where things happened; many of the interi-
or shots, for instance, show children playing with Calder’s 
sculptures. Here, contemporary movements in art were cap-
tured and turned into themes by Hultén in a way that points 
to the importance he gave to mobile art.16 It represented not 
only a vital shift in art history, but also highlights the role of 
the museum in spreading knowledge about mobile art. Both 
as a venue and as a space but changeable and dynamic rather 
than static – which compares well to the demands on flexible 
architectonic design for modern museums. It is significant 
that Hultén ends his catalogue essay with the following lines 
on moving art: “It is a latent attack on the established or-
der.”17 In other words, the new museum embodied a rebellion 
in a sector burdened with tradition.

A short summary of the development of art enables us 
to understand this shift more clearly, since the change had a 
decisive effect on the instutional framework and thus gives 
more depth and perspective to Moderna Museet’s pioneering 
contribution to the Swedish and international art scene with 
regard to new art. The purpose is to underline the tendencies 



101 that were perceived by the museum, revealing that Moderna 
Museet, in line with the art it was to exhibit, continued to 
monitor and highlight certain trends at the time, and that the 
break with Nationalmuseum was not merely for the sake of 
rebellion or for profiling itself.  To put it more bluntly, their 
ways parted because art came to comprise so much more 
than just sculptures and oils on canvas.

In line with Rosalind Krauss’ theories on the develop-
ment of sculpture in connection with postmodernism – she 
refers to “sculptures in the expanded field” – we can identify 
a few turning points in twentieth-century art.18 These relate, 
not least, to a new approach to the exhibition space and art in 
relation to reality. The collage technique initiated by Georg-
es Braque and Pablo Picasso, which, in simplified terms, 
opened the surface of the work of art to new materials apart 
from oil paint, was one such pivotal change that had a strong 
impact on other movements, for instance dada. Kurt Schwit-
ters’ environmental constructions made of diverse waste 
material and Marcel Duchamp’s readymades were essential 
to the extension of this tradition, not least in the way they 
impacted on American 1950s art. The neo-dada art of Jasper 
Johns and Robert Rauschenberg developed and established 
a new profusion of materials in art.19 The movement out 
into the space led to installations incorporating a rich array 
of materials, which in turn were used in happenings. For 
Allan Kaprow, it was a short step to happenings. He missed 
onlookers in his environments and wanted to engage them 
more actively. Visitors became part of the work of art, and 
towards the late 1950s, Kaprow began to direct these visitors 
to greater extent. He coined the term “happening” in 1959, 
in connection with the work 18 Happenings in 6 Parts.20 The 
extended field was manifested in installations that filled the 
whole space and demonstrated an altered attitude to place.21

In painting several vital conquests were made that also 
influenced the museum’s self-perception. The movement in 
art, in mechanical artworks with moving elements, can also 
be said to reside in the very act that precedes and leads up to 
the artwork itself. Action painting was one exceedingly direct 
expression of this.22 Jackson Pollock, Georges Mathieu and 
artists in the Japanese Gutai group were all experimenting at 
around the same time – the first half of the 1950s, with an ener-
getic painting style that emanated, among other things, in ab-
stract colour traces and physical alterations to the canvas it-
self. Hultén’s early discovery of Sam Francis, who was shown 
at Moderna Museet in 1960, demonstrates the museum’s 
openness to this new style of painting at an early stage.23 The 
role of the audience changed gradually. In the same way that 
a visitor must move around an installation in order to per-
ceive the work, s/he must visualise the artist’s movements in 
the act of painting. The colour is the traces left by the action, 
which can be followed.24 In some cases, the audience comes 
even closer to the action of painting, when invited to wit-
ness the actual conception, enacted as a performance. Yves 
Klein’s anthropometries (the nude women who, smeared 
with International Klein Blue, leave trails on the canvas with 
their bodies) are one famous example; others are the Gutai 
group’s performances, or Mathieu’s painting/performance 

La Bataille de Bouvines (1954).25 Niki de Saint Phalle fired a 
shotgun at canvases prepared with paint filled plastic bags so 
they burst and coloured the surface, as in Tir de Jasper Johns 
(1961) which is in the Moderna Museet collection.

Another pivotal point is the interdisciplinary happening 
that evolved from, and alongside, the collage tradition and 
the painterly movement. The manifestations of artist groups, 
such as the aforementioned dadaists and surrealists, and the 
futurists in Italy and Russia, were more than mere recitals of 
programmatic tracts. Cabaret Voltaire in Zürich, the Swed-
ish and Russian Ballets in Paris, and the theatrical stages in 
Milan and Moscow were all arenas where the boundaries 
between the arts were transcended.26 Encounters between 
different disciplines, between music, literature, drama, 
film and fine arts were central not only to moving art away 
from the traditional setting of orderly viewing in a gallery 
to a more temporary meetingplace outside the institutional 
framework, but also away from the passive audience towards 
a more active, participating audience. The development at 
the Bauhaus school in Germany, and the ideas on a fusion of 
arts may be relevant to an interpretation of what took place 
at Black Mountain College in North Carolina, USA, after 
the Second World War. One of the teachers there was Josef 
Albers, who came from Bauhaus; another of the pioneers was 
the composer John Cage, also known for crossing discipli-
nary boundaries in his work. The Untitled Event, initiated by 
John Cage, took place in 1952 at Black Mountain College and 
became famous throughout the art world as a new kind of 
event. This was a transcending performance set in the entire 
performance space, featuring the dancer and choreographer 
Merce Cunningham, Robert Rauschenberg and the poets 
Charles Olsen and Mary Richards.27 A few years later, Cage, 
Rauschenberg and Cunningham were engaged by Moderna 
Museet and performed works in Stockholm – Cage appeared 
at the museum as early as in October 1960.28 In Europe the 
Fluxus movement pioneered the introduction of happenings 
in art. Artists such as Joseph Beuys, Henning Christiansen, 
Nam June Paik, Emmett Williams and George Maciunas 
experimented with all the arts.29 Interestingly, Bengt af 
Klintberg points out that the breakthrough of Fluxus was 
slower in Sweden than in other countries, and claims that 
this was because Moderna Museet promoted other trends 
that became popular instead. This would give some idea of 
Moderna Museet’s impact at the time.30

Hultén’s fascination with movement and happenings is 
probably associated largely with the artist Jean Tinguely. In 
his works, abstract painting – critically parodied in his paint-
ing machines – meets movement in the present that required 
an audience for his scrap iron objects. In the catalogue for 
Movement in Art, Hultén declared how important an artist he 
believed Tinguely to be, mentioning him in the same breath 
as John Cage, by virtue of the boundary-crossing quality of 
his work.31 Of Tinguely’s self-destructing Hommage à New 
York (1960), Hultén writes in a caption: “Rarely have so few 
seen a work of art that so many have talked about.”32 Herein 
lies the key and the explanation to why some art has become 
legendary, so well-documented and stored in photographic 



102form – an issue we will return to further on.
This summary of how art moved out into the space infers 

a new relationship to the beholder. Michael Fried’s admit-
tedly negative approach to the theatrical side of minimalism 
emphasises this aspect of 1960s art.33 The new role of the on-
looker, requiring a performative position, formed the basis 
for the new self-perception of institutions. No longer did it 
suffice to display art in the form of paintings hung on walls; 
instead, the institutions were also forced to supply places for 
temporary events, such as performances presented in con-
junction with the exhibitions. The audience also changed its 
attitude accordingly, learning that the museum was not sim-
ply a space for long-term exhibitions but also for short events 
that required them to keep up to date.

Development accelerated in the 1950s internationally, 
and Moderna Museet was open to this type of events from 
the start. Using a museum as an alternative venue for events 
was far from unusual at the time. On the contrary, it was in 
line with the general tendency as outlined above. Temporary 
projects also migrated from the galleries to the museums, of-
ten in the form of complementary events connected to an ex-
hibition project. The Museum of Modern Art, for instance, 
opened its garden to jazz concerts and other events, such as 
Tinguely’s construction of the aforementioned Hommage 
à New York.34 At the end of the 1950s, the studios, galleries 
and universities were the dominant venues for the emerging 
art form, while the museums were increasingly drawn to this 
kind of activity in the 1960s.35 Stedelijk Museum in Amster-
dam and Moderna Museet were among the earliest, which 
reflects their respective exhibition activities. Allan Kaprow’s 
environment, for instance, featured in the exhibition Move-
ment in Art, consisted partly of instructions for actions. The 
influence of the institutional framework can also be inter-
preted in another way. The art historian Oskar Bätschmann 
emphasises the evolution of the museum official from a 
background figure to a presenter of personal visions in com-
petition with the artist. He mentions Harald Szeemann and 
Pontus Hultén as examples, and in view of Hultén’s contribu-
tion, based so obviously on his own background, on the one 
hand, and on the exhibition itself as an event on the other, 
Bätschmann’s account appears reasonable.36

The early film screenings revealed not only a person-
al involvement but also paved the way for the museum as 
a scene for other activities. Therefore, it was exceedingly 
fortuitous that Moderna Museet could gain a position at 
the very spearhead of developments internationally in its 
first decade of existence. Moderna Museet was an influen-
tial player from the very start and was able to provide artists 
with a venue that suited their purposes. Since there were few 
(if any) alternatives at the time, the museum soon became 
famous. As other arenas emerged, however, the situation 
changed. When new alternative venues were needed again in 
the 1970s, an institution no longer had the same allure as in 
the past. The openness was also lost, and things moved on. 
Moderna Museet continued to be an active place for events, 
but it became harder to discern a specific orientation, apart 
from a clear political stand, in what went on there. Nor was 

it easy to claim a central position when there were so many 
alternatives. Moderna Museet was still a vital film venue 
and succeeded in creating an impressive collection, while 
happenings and performances took a back seat.37 Politics 
were paramount, along with alternative music events, and 
this politicised state lasted into the 1980s. Compared to the 
dynamic development of the art scene in the 1950s and 1960s, 
the momentum had been somewhat lost, and thus the things 
that happened after 1970 appear less significant compared to 
the events of the 1960s that have been restyled into myth. This 
does not necessarily have any relation to Hultén’s departure 
from the museum but may simply reflect the general historic 
trend in art. New approaches would be needed to maintain a 
position at the forefront.

Happenings and Performances at Moderna Museet
Two examples of happenings and performances in different 
decades can highlight the evolution of events at Moderna 
Museet and help to relativise and add nuance to the image of 
legendary occurrences in the 1960s.

In autumn 1966, Claes Oldenburg had a solo exhibition 
at Moderna Museet. He stayed in Sweden for long periods 
prior to the opening and started preparing for a happening. 
The first notes after his arrival give no clue to how the idea 
would eventually materialise.38 The artist tried different 
approaches and perspectives, such as a boat trip and a film 
screening, and also associated around various words, such as 
tub (“tub = bed”), “polar bear” and “massage–massacre”.39 
It is interesting how Oldenburg created an associative web of 
fairly precise instructions for the four evenings on which this 
happening would take place. Both prejudices and knowledge 
about Sweden and the USA were intertwined into a totality. 
Massage was also created in consultation with the people 
who would be acting within this totality, including Gabrielle 
Björnstrand, Olle Granath, Mette Prawitz, Claes and Pat 
Oldenburg.

Visitors reached the dark museum via the garden, where 
they could see three bears tearing up cardboard (“perhaps 
a soft picasso sculpture”).40 The audience were assisted in 
taking off their outdoor clothes by two “nurses” with masks. 
They were led into the large gallery where grey blankets were 
spread out on the floor. The bears had come indoors and 
were tearing paper bags apart. Organ music was played and 
the room resembled a church. A film was shown on the oppo-
site wall above a woman dressed in brown pyjamas, who got 
into a bed of balloons under a coverlet that looked like a fried 
egg (”Pat sleeping in meat-and-potato hash”). A woman sat 
typing. A masseur kneaded an enormous tube so small tex-
tile sausages came out one end. The audience members were 
led out on to the floor to the blankets, which they wrapped 
themselves in and lay down. A man ran up and down the 
staircase to “Hyllan” (The Shelf, a part of the former muse-
um building) – “Claes (as Nisse) – a busy man.” The audience 
were given blindfolds and were told to go to sleep, hot dogs 
were distributed, Hawaiian music was played and then it was 
time to wake up and leave the museum.

Four evenings between 3 and 7 October 1966, were filled 



103 with this happening, which lasted for some 35 minutes and 
admitted an audience of 60 on each occasion. Many partici-
pants means that several things can happen at the same time, 
and a description such as this can never do justice to the sim-
ultaneity. The happening was not filmed, but there are a large 
number of photographs by Hans Hammarskiöld. These give 
some idea of the various elements, the five acts, according to 
the reports, and the course of events.

Oldenburg’s descriptions developed gradually, but even 
the later instructions, which are detailed and include notes 
on lighting, sound and the movements of the audience and 
the participants in the room, deviations occurred. This 
means that the notes are merely Oldenburg’s sketches, rather 
than definite plans. Unforeseen events may, for instance, in-
fluenced the entire sequence and meant that no performance 
was exactly like the other.

Another source is the articles that were published about 
this happening. There were a few reviews in the daily press 
and a longer article by Olle Granath in Konstrevy.41 Since 
Granath took part as a “masseur” he has first-hand experi-
ence and an insider perspective. Granath places Oldenburg 
in a historical context and discusses American pop art in the 
light of two opposites: Andy Warhol (cynicism) – Claes Old-
enburg (love). This is an interpretative article that also gives 
some interesting details on what happened, for instance that 
Oldenburg altered the instructions according to the partici-
pants’ wishes.42 Although the article is worth reading, it does 
not give a clear picture of what it was like to be a masseur, 
of what the atmosphere was like at the nightly events, and 
how Granath experienced his relationship to the audience. 
In some ways, the article signed “Mrs Johansson” in Da-
gens Nyheter is more rewarding.43 This was the first time she 
attended a happening, she writes, presenting herself as an 
innocuous person who arrives at the museum full of wonder. 
Naturally, “Mrs Johansson” does not have Granath’s critical 
perspective, but delivers personal observations about the 
things that took place around her. This gives a fairly good 
idea of the atmosphere (“I began to feel a bit sleepy”, “field 
hospital”), the audience (“I didn’t really look the part. One 
should have been twenty and dressed in an orange-yellow 
Marimekko tunic, handcrafted silver bracelet and purple 
stockings.”), the smell of hot dogs mixed with “perfume 
odour”, the masseur (“kneaded a young heman [sic] in a 
vest on a huge inflatable mattress”). Göran Fant writes in 
Svenska Dagbladet about the same happening and, like “Mrs 
Johansson”, he mentions Winnie the Pooh. The whole affair 
is described as “friendly, brief and harmless”, and afterwards 
you feel more “relaxed”, but that was all.44 Other articles fill 
out the picture, but it remains hard to grasp everything that 
happened.45 “Mrs Johansson’s” naïve perspective captures 
other details than Olle Granath’s trained art historian’s eye, 
and both versions are biased and selective.

The artists Marina Abramović and Ulay performed their 
Fragilissimo in the cinema at Moderna Museet twice, on 9 
and 10 November 1985.46 In addition to Ulay and Abramović, 
two of their friends took part: Michael Laub who represent-
ed the theatre company Remote Control Productions, and 

“Mr. Mondo” – Edmondo Za’s stage name. The play in three 
parts was about “a woman seen by three men from differ-
ent angles.”47 Abramović played the mother, sister, lover. 
Abramović and Ulay were otherwise accustomed to appear-
ing only with each other, and this was their first performance 
with other participants. The press images show the woman 
particularly. She is seated on a stool, smoking, or standing on 
a pale, carpet-like surface, raising her arms upwards in two 
pictures; Ulay is in the background in one of the pictures. 
One photograph shows all four. The men are seated around 
a table and Abramović is standing at the back in a light dress 
which she holds out. The pictures convey nothing of the 
performance but appear distinctly still. They do not provide 
much information about the interaction between the four 
characters or how the different parts relate to one another. A 
stronger impression is made by the photographic documen-
tation of parts of their performance. In one picture, Ulay and 
Abramović are sitting at a table, she on one side and he at the 
end to her left. Under the plain table, on which there is only 
a decanter of water, a glass and an ashtray for the smoking 
man, lies an enormous dog gnawing at a bone.

Monica Nieckels, who was a curator at the museum at 
the time, tells us about this performance, which she helped 
organise.48 Everything was totally silent and all that could be 
heard was the dog’s gnawing. It was dark, only the table was 
lighted. Nieckels describes Ulay and Abramović as sitting 
opposite each other, unlike the pictures from this scene.49 
This may seem like a small discrepancy, but it is not unim-
portant since it demonstrates how different sources approach 
the event in different ways and that time blurs the contours. 
Nieckels recalls the sound and the lighting as the essential 
elements. It is suggestive to imagine a couple sitting at a table 
and hearing a dog gnaw a bone. In the photographs the dog 
is barely visible, the bone is much more prominent. The bru-
tality is emphasised, also in Nieckels’ memory, which can be 
regarded as a condensed version. The photographs from this 
performance, as from others, appear to be arranged. They 
are not snapshots for posterity, but serve to convey a special 
impression and mood from the event. The picture is intended 
to match what the artists wanted to convey.50

Abramović and Ulay had embarked on their artistic col-
laboration in 1976, and had been engaged in performance art 
separately before then. By the time they parted in 1988 (they 
were also a couple in private), they had appeared in a large 
number of performances all over the world. They started in 
an exceedingly physical way in the 1970s – presenting them-
selves as an androgynous couple, but eventually went on to 
more “silent” work, to which Fragilissimo can be counted.51 
It is interesting, in the context and in view of the develop-
ment of performance art, that they toured and showed the 
same performance in several places or presented others that 
changed and evolved from one occasion to the next. They 
adapted to the situation and absorbed impressions but also 
developed their own aesthetic that was not linked to one 
place but to their collaboration. A vital aspect was that they 
included the audience and related to the specific conditions 
surrounding each new occasion and also, as Chrissie Iles 



104writes, that they looked for the energy that was generated in 
these encounters.52 Without having seen a performance of 
this kind, however, it is hard to convey an impression of the 
relationship between the artists and their audience. Remark-
ably, the documenting photographs usually only depict the 
artists and the stage, but not the reactions.53 In the 1970s, 
performance grew into an established art form and it became 
possible for artists to tour between different institutions 
and events to present their works. Performance is no longer 
necessarily regarded as a small, marginal movement but 
has a given place in all institutions. Boundary-crossing is no 
longer an element of the art form as such, albeit possibly in 
the works themselves.

Authorised Documents
The background outlined above shows how happenings and 
performances were established at Moderna Museet, and 
how the museum grew into a significant venue. The evolu-
tion of the art form  contributed to this development and to 
the position of the museum at the centre of events during its 
first decade. Naturally, these art forms have continued to 
develop over the years, and Fragilissimo is one example of a 
different route compared to Oldenburg’s Massage. Ulay and 
Abramović created performances together that formed their 
joint oeuvre, which they also toured. The performances were 
not always engendered on site, at least not in the same way as 
Oldenburg’s Massage. Since the 1960s, performance art has 
established itself and advanced into an even more independ-
ent genre. It can form part of an artist’s repertoire, but it can 
also be the only form of art produced by an artist. As a rule, 
these activities take place in connection with an exhibition.54

Both happenings and performances at Moderna Mu-
seet involve a problem for the audience: there is no collected 
documentation.55 Paintings, sculpture and even films and 
videos are collected and stored, but time- and site-specific 
art such as a happening cannot be collected. It takes place on 
a certain occasion and is only stored as a personal memory 
by the audience and participants. It can be documented, but 
there is no way of obtaining first-hand experience without 
personally attending the event. This applies to all art in this 
genre and forces museums to consider whether it should 
be documented and, if so, how. It is worth noting that the 
museum’s database of works includes an art classification 
called “authorised document”.56 This is used for works that 
are associated with performances. Currently, only one object 
sorts under this classification – Elin Wikström’s “activated 
situation”, Rebecka väntar på Anna, Anna väntar på Cecilia, 
Cecilia väntar på Marie… from 1994. What Moderna Museet 
has is an instruction on CD for how the work should be per-
formed. No physical work of art exists, but if the work is to be 
presented, a situation is to be enacted using several people. In 
other words, the museum’s CD is a potential performance.

For art historians, this lack of documentation involves 
a special situation that requires another type of theory 
and method than for dealing with, say, an existing paint-
ing. Verbal sources are more crucial due to the information 
gap, but cannot be verified in the same way as a statement 

about a material work of art. The audience’s impressions 
fade with time, they can be confused with other impressions 
and new knowledge, and the experience cannot be verified 
afterwards. Moreover, second-hand sources become more 
profuse over the years. The fact that relatively few actually 
witnessed the happenings or performances means that the 
sources that do exist have more scope, while fewer can actu-
ally confirm or dispute their statements. Nor can those who 
witnessed the event return in time or check if their memory is 
correct. The situation is a perfect breeding ground for myth 
and legend.

In view of this trend in art and due to the nature of the 
source material, documentation came to take another form 
– primarily photography but eventually also more and more 
film. Moreover, video art has generated an entirely new 
trend in itself.57 As the art historian Henry M. Sayre points 
out, the documentation problem also provides the museums 
with a new task to consider when it comes to preserving and 
showing this kind of document – art itself acknowledges its 
historicity.58 There rarely exist any concrete remains from a 
happening that can be collected, although it does happen.59 
Nor do these remains provide any first-hand experience of 
the event, although they may convey more aspects than, say, 
photographs. Like the 1960s, the 1980s are now beginning 
to fade from the memory of those who attended the events. 
As before, it makes no difference how carefully an event is 
documented or that media are used to convey an impression, 
because it is nevertheless impossible to achieve a total pic-
ture. All the details that cannot be captured by various me-
dia will be lost. As shown, the documentation that does exist 
must also be scrutinised critically. Moreover, as the artist 
Laurie Anderson emphasises, many artists were opposed to 
documenting an event which related to memory and contem-
poraneity and where they actually wanted to avoid institu-
tional, preserved art. However, Anderson stresses, when she 
realised that the audience’s recall was far from perfect and 
that mythicising indeed increased, she changed her perspec-
tive and began to allow documentation.60 Other artists work 
consciously on documenting and ensure that the picture they 
want to convey is the one that is spread. With this intent, 
they can contribute to the desired myths on their own and 
according to their instructions. Joseph Beuys’ collabora-
tion with the photographer Caroline Tisdall is one famous 
example of this, Chris Burden who intentionally published 
material about himself is another.61 Their control does not 
necessarily have to adhere to the artists’ explicit directives, 
but can also be a more or less coincidental effect. Going back 
to Five New York Evenings, the photograph by Stig T. Karls-
son which is associated with the series of happenings is one 
of the more spectacular ones. It shows Robert Rauschenberg 
climbing into the barrel on a wagon that was pulled out of the 
room by a cow. This happening, merely one among all those 
performed, has perhaps become the main image for the five 
evenings. The picture has been spread and the effect went far 
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106beyond documenting an event – it became an icon in itself.62

As for the actual site, the place where the performance is 
set, there have been vital changes since the 1960s, influenc-
ing not only the audience’s perception of the event, but also 
expressing the changes that have occurred in the art form, 
along with changes in the museum. If we study photographs 
from happenings in the 1960s, it is clear that they were inte-
grated in a natural way with the exhibition spaces. The au-
dience moves among the works of art and the mood usually 
seems relaxed.63 The premises were not distinctly limited but 
were used if they suited the purpose. It appears, for instance, 
that the exhibition spaces were suitable for concerts.64 In 
view of tightened security, the same liberty would not be pos-
sible today. And it is very unlikely that a cow will ever visit 
the museum again.65 As the museum has been rebuilt, and es-
pecially after the new museum was built in 1998, the facilities 
have become more specialised for the activities. A cinema is 
used for film shows, an auditorium for major events.66 The 
exhibition halls are still used for various events, however.

Another aspect of the space and the audience relationship 
to the event/art is the destabilisation of relationships that has 
grown increasingly prominent since the 1960s, that is, that 
the boundary is blurred. Claes Oldenburg is one of those who 
experimented with the perception of the space, and with the 
boundary between art and reality in works such as The Store. 
In his Mouse Museum (1972) he developed this in relationship 
to the museum as a space. The museum space was conse-
quently a vital venue in the early days of performance art and 
happenings. The defined, institutionalised space served as 
an opponent that the artists could relate to and develop their 
art in relation to. This is one reason why the museum played 
a crucial part even though there were other available venues, 
at least internationally. As mentioned, art continued to relate 
directly or indirectly to the museums. Land art is perhaps 
the most distinct reaction against this, along with video art, 
which uses other spaces and follows the pattern marked out 
earlier by cross-disciplinary performance art.

As performance art and happenings were gradually in-
tegrated with established art, their alternative and provoca-
tive character began to fade. The challenge was no longer as 
clear when it became more difficult to provoke the audience. 
Moreover, the genre was no longer groundbreaking, and 
hosting a performance did not entail that the institution was 
daring or different. Thus, it was harder to achieve legend-
ary status. This also impacted on the venues. There was 
more going on, with more kinds of events, and new venues 
appeared.

Moderna Museet has always featured events such as po-
etry readings, dance, happenings and discussions. A look at 
the chronology and a comparison between decades will also 
reveal that there are no obvious differences – the museum has 
been a permanent stage and has always been an important 
venue for performances of a less established nature. Hap-
penings and performances are often staged in connection 
with an exhibition, and that was the case also in the 1960s. 
They are a complement to the art that is featured for a longer 
period.

Film Series
At the beginning of this essay it was mentioned that Moder-
na Museet did not embark on its activities with a regular ex-
hibition but with a manifestation – the avant-garde film festi-
val Apropos Eggeling in May 1958. The festival was organised 
jointly with Académie du Cinéma, Paris, The Historic Film 
Collection in Stockholm and Det Danske Filmmuseum. For 
the four evenings between 13 and 21 May a programme was 
composed with screenings open only to the members of the 
Moderna Museet film club. The comprehensive programmes 
included films by Robert Breer, René Clair, Maya Deren, 
Marcel Duchamp, Viking Eggeling, Pontus Hultén and 
Hans Nordenström, Len Lye, Bruno Munari, Hans Richter 
and Robert Wiene. A catalogue was also published for the 
festival, with the subtitle “a collection of short essays on film 
published on the occasion of the avant-garde film series at 
Moderna Museet”. The authors include Hultén’s network 
in the film sector, most notably Nils-Hugo Geber, Hans 
Nordenström and Robert Breer, but also Hans Richter, Eivor 
Burbeck and Peter Weiss. Several of the authors also partici-
pated as presenters at the events: Breer, Geber, Hultén, Nor-
denström and Gösta Werner. Hans Richter wrote not only 
about his friend Viking Eggeling, but also a section on “Film 
as an art form” in which he disparaged the feature film and 
highlighted visual experimentation and the exploration of 
the film medium as an end in itself, not as a means of telling a 
story.67

In his foreword to the catalogue, the editor Pontus Hultén 
writes: “It will become more common that artists stop paint-
ing in favour of film-making. Film is the most potent medium 
available in our age.”68 Hultén made a bold effort to promote 
film as a visual art, and claimed to believe the concept of 
film would disappear when it obtained a natural place as 
one of many artistic media. He also underlined the impor-
tance of being able to exhibit this art form. On the strength 
of the catalogue, with its unequivocal stand, it is justifiable to 
interpret the choice of inaugurating Moderna Museet with 
a film festival as a signal that this genre was considered to be 
the most “modern”, and a genre that would gain even more 
significance in the future.69 

The festival featured experimental film that is more close-
ly related to visual arts than to conventional feature films. 
The museum’s events included feature films, but this was 
initially just one activity among others. Moderna Museet 
served as a venue for this genre too, but Hultén and Derkert 
made no efforts to treat film as such as a visual art, differen-
tiating clearly between feature films and experimental film. 
There was no ambition to collect with a view to copying and 
renting out films – perhaps this was not perceived as desira-
ble. In this sense there was a clear foundation in a modernist 
art perspective.

Similarly to the way Moderna Museet was used as a 
venue for happenings and performance, this film series was a 
temporary event, limited in time and space and only availa-
ble to the visitors who were there for the occasion – and who 
were members of the film club. The membership requirement 
was due to copyright laws concerning public screenings of 



107 rented films. The museum did not have its own collection of 
films and the club structure also provided a loophole with re-
gard to censorship. This format for screenings was elaborat-
ed over the years, and several series of films were organised 
on themes ranging from countries to individual directors. 

In connection with 4 Americans (4 amerikanare, 1962) and 
American Pop Art (Amerikansk pop-konst, 1964) ambitious 
film programmes were organised under the title The New 
American Cinema.70 The first programme focused on New 
York and included films by John Cassavetes, Shirley Clarke, 
Robert Frank, Alfred Leslie and Jonas Mekas. It filled a few 
days in March. The same year, in the autumn, the museum 
also put on a programme of Italian feature films by Michel-
angelo Antonioni, Ugo Gregoretti, Pier Paolo Pasolini, 
Francesco Rosi, Vittorio de Seta and Luchino Visconti. In 
spring 1964, the second series of American films was shown 
over two weeks. The New American Cinema included films 
by Kenneth Anger, Stan Brakhage, Ken Jacobs, George 
Landow, Gregory Markopoulus, Adolfas Mekas, Ron Rice, 
Jack Smith and Andy Warhol.

Although the screenings were for club members only, as 
a means of avoiding censorship, this was to no avail when 
the turn came to the screening of Jack Smith’s film Flaming 
Creatures (1963). The film had been reviewed beforehand by 
Stockholms-Tidningen, and this had caused publicity for the 
event.71 Moderna Museet was reported by a private individ-
ual prior to the screening, since the film had been described 
as offensive. The person who filed the complaint maintained 
that a public museum, funded with the taxpayers’ money, 
should not be showing indecent films with pornographic con-
tent: “Nationalmuseum should clean up Moderna Museet 
so it does not insult people’s intelligence. I have not had the 
opportunity to see [the film] myself, but I contacted the artist 
Knut Hallström, who has seen it, and was informed that it 
was atrocious.”72 After receiving a phone call from a criminal 
investigator, Hultén decided not to challenge the authorities 
and risk prosecution and cancelled the screening of Smith’s 
film. The other films were shown, and Andy Warhol’s eight-
hour film Sleep replaced Flaming Creatures.73 Although the 
censors could not legally have banned the film, the museum 
could have been prosecuted, something the directors wished 
to avoid. Jack Smith’s film had also been banned by the cen-
sors in the USA, and this was a heated subject of debate on 
the art scene.74

In view of the many film programmes, screenings and 
other events relating to film that have taken place in the ensu-
ing decades, it is justifiable to say that film takes a prominent 
position at Moderna Museet. Nevertheless, the collection 
had not increased. Film art was not purchased for the muse-
um collection. It is remarkable that an avid promoter of the 
film medium like Hultén did not also emphasise the impor-
tance of collecting and acquiring film.

It was not until 1973, in connection with The New York 
Collection for Stockholm that a few video works were 
added to the collection. These included Walter de Ma-
ria’s film Hard Core (1969), a 28-minute film in an edition 
of 100, curtly described by the artist in the catalogue as “a 

Minimal-Land-Mystery-Historical-Western. God help us 
all.”75 The work T.V. Chair (1968) by Nam June Paik, consist-
ing of a small TV screen under a chair with a glass seat, was 
also acquired, along with Robert Whitman’s work Dining 
Room Table from 1963.

In this perspective, a film series such as The Pleasure 
Dome. American experimental film 1939–1979 is invaluable 
to the museum’s history.76 More than 40 films were bought in 
connection with the series, with screenings between 16 Feb-
ruary and 4 April 1980. The original idea was to buy all the 
films shown in the series, some 80 films in all, but there was 
not enough funding. Olle Granath tried to find sponsorship, 
but the only sponsor was AB Svensk Filmindustri, whose 
then director, Kenne Fant, supported the project. Claes 
Söderquist and Jonas Mekas prepared two possible budgets. 
If all the films were rented, the cost would be SEK 74,000 
for the entire project, excluding the catalogue; if all the films 
were purchased instead, the total project cost would be SEK 
145,000.77

The Pleasure Dome is, incidentally, a long film series at 
Moderna Museet but not in the form of an exhibition in one 
of the galleries that could be visited at any time. Unlike pre-
vious film series, however, the catalogue that was published 
was comparatively extensive and was also given a catalogue 
number in the Moderna Museet catalogue list. The Pleas-
ure Dome can be regarded as a turning point, marking the 
acceptance of film as a collection area and an art form in its 
own right, rather than a complementary activity. The series 
approaches the exhibition format, and one of the purposes 
of the series was precisely to promote the collection to the 
museum, i.e., there is a long-term museum policy behind the 
series and this sets it apart from the previous, temporary film 
activities.

The Pleasure Dome was organised by Claes Söderquist, a 
film artist, together with Jonas Mekas.78 Söderquist took the 
initiative and made the selection, together with Jonas Mekas 
at the Anthology Film Archives in New York. Mekas’ prom-
inent position in American experimental film – not only as a 
film-maker but also, and more importantly in this context, 
as a writer, founder of several organisations for showing and 
launching experimental film, and with a broad network of 
contacts – and his firm roots in American east-coast culture 
influenced the selection, which consists primarily of men from 
the east coast. The dynamic west-coast film scene was more 
or less ignored. The programme included films by Kenneth 
Anger, Stan Brakhage, Robert Breer, Marie Menken, Pat 
O’Neill, George Landow, Michael Snow, Yvonne Rainer and 
others and, of course, Mekas himself. The catalogue is com-
prehensive, and generously illustrated with black-and-white 
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111 stills from virtually all the films. A long essay by P. Adams 
Sitney introduces all the films and their originators.79 In that 
respect, this is a film programme that presents a broad se-
lection and provides a great deal of information – a laudable 
effort for this art form, taking up the baton from Apropos 
Eggeling. The catalogue and press releases juxtapose com-
mercial film, with its focus on telling a story, with the greater 
artistic freedom of experimental film.

The fact that the films were shown in the cinema, and that 
the organisers had compiled a programme does not really 
differentiate this series from the previous ones. The Pleasure 
Dome may be a more ambitious and comprehensive presenta-
tion than New American Cinema in the 1960s, but it never-
theless follows in the wake of the previous film series. The 
collaboration with Mekas broadened the selection, which 
nevertheless adhered to the former programmes’ focus on 
male film-makers from the east coast. Two women, Menken 
and Rainer, were included, however. Mekas is aware of this 
imbalance and writes to Söderquist:

I should tell you right here that although my selection is very 
classical – the retrospective is made up of works recognized by 
most of the “avantgarde” film authorities as important works; 
however there is one very controversial aspect to it which I have 
no doubt will be noticed by someone and you may come under 
some attack: there are only THREE women in the whole retro-
spective (Levitt, Deren, Menken). There were simply no other 
important women film-makers I could include (Barbara Ru-
bin’s films being not available presently). The women have been 
very productive in the seventies here but no work of substance 
has come to my attention created by them. If anyone will attack 
you on this point – send them to me, I’ll handle them.80

It is interesting that Mekas alerts Söderquist to this fact, and 
that no one at Moderna Museet contradicts him. The quote 
makes it blatantly clear that Mekas, assisted by P. Adams 
Sitney, determined the selection from a New York-cen-
tric perspective.81 In consequence, the series was merely a 
development of the preceding series – more extensive, but 
with a similar orientation. One instance of a more independ-
ent choice of films, far from Mekas’ influence, nevertheless 
occurred already in the autumn of 1980 at Moderna Museet. 
The museum’s programme featuring women film-makers 
exclusively can possibly be seen as a reaction against Mekas’ 
male-dominated selection. On 14–19 October, Moderna Mu-
seet presented the series We Film for Life (Vi filmar för livet). 
Swedish and international works by women film-makers, in-
cluding Gunvor Nelson, Mai Zetterling, Chantal Akerman, 
Ulrike Ottinger, Marguerite Duras and Frida Kahlo were 
compiled into a short programme.

The importance of The Pleasure Dome lies mainly in 
that film became fully accepted as a collection category. But 
the growth of the collection of moving images at Moderna 

Museet is also connected with the rise of video art, and it is 
highly plausible that, even without the investment that The 
Pleasure Dome entailed, the museum would have followed 
the tendency and started collecting video art and other 
works in the field of moving images. Moderna Museet has 
continued to organise film series events over the years, for 
instance Contemporary Film and Video (Samtida film och vid-
eo, 1998–99), and has compiled programmes in collaboration 
with others, in the same way as Söderquist and Mekas.82

At times, the selection criteria may appear strange. In 
1993, for instance, Moderna Museet invited “a young Swed-
ish gallery owner in New York”, Thomas Nordanstad, to 
choose and present film and video art to give a taste of what 
was going on in New York. Nordanstad chose three artists 
who in turn took part in selecting a total of 20 works by five 
artists.83 All the films were bought by Moderna Museet – in 
other words, a specially-invited gallery owner placed his 
selection of films in the museum. This was a convenient way 
of obtaining and communicating an insight into the contem-
porary art scene in New York. Consulting a private gallery 
owner entails the risk that the selection will be criticised as 
being biased and based on financial interests. In this case, it 
was lucky, not to say crucial, that Nordanstad in turn con-
sulted artists to broaden the selection. This venture, Red Cut 
(Rött snitt), was followed up in 1995 by Blue Cut (Blått snitt), 
but this time the selection, by Monica Nieckels, was Swedish.

Another vital project was Blick. New Nordic Film & Vid-
eo, organised in 1999, 2001 and 2004. The common principle 
was that a jury selected works among submitted contribu-
tions and compiled a programme that was toured. In 2001, 
for instance, the jury chose works from approximately 600 
submissions. Around 50 films by some 40 artists were com-
bined into a two-day programme that was first shown in Hel-
sinki, then at Moderna Museet in Stockholm, before going 
on an international circuit. The entire project was run jointly 
with the Nordic Institute for Contemporary Art (NIFCA) 
and the jury consisted of Rebecca Gordon Nesbitt from 
NIFCA, Maria Lind and Cecilia Widenheim – both from 
Moderna Museet. Films by artists such as Tobias Bernstrup, 
Johanna Billing, Saskia Holmkvist and Salla Tykkä were 
included.84 A couple of themes were also identified in the ma-
terial: “Narrative is still central in many works, occasionally 
with a purely documentary slant, sometimes in the spirit of 
the family video’s private story-telling. Several film-makers 
comment on structure – urban models, social and political 
structures – focusing their explorative gaze on ‘the sys-
tem’.”85 They also emphasised that the concept was adapted 
to the exhibition format, and that they had striven to create 
a rhythm to facilitate screenings. This ambition underlines 
the fact that the series was adapted to a varied international 
audience, rather than being composed in conjunction with a 
thematic exhibition or for an audience that would return for 
several consecutive evenings.

Film programmes are often compiled as a complement 
to exhibitions, enhancing the impression of the exhibit-
ed art works in various ways. In connection with Wounds 
(1998), the audience was treated to an exceedingly ambitious 
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112programme. It was divided into categories, including video 
on monitors, video projections, film on video and film. The 
programme included not only works by visual artists such as 
Dara Birnbaum, Raymond Pettibon, Pipilotti Rist and Bill 
Viola, but also feature films – ranging from Ingmar Berg-
man, Jean-Luc Godard and Pier Paolo Pasolini, to Larry 
Clark, Rebecca Horn and Martin Scorsese. The exibition 
strove to give a broader picture of the present day from a po-
litical perspective and a moral standpoint – “that beauty has 
a moral dimension,” as David Elliott puts it.86 Interestingly, 
the selection of films mixed “high and low”, from Hollywood 
blockbusters to narrow cult movies. The museum was pro-
moting itself as a broad cultural scene, commenting on the 
times in various media and avoiding the pitfall of “only” con-
veying impressions of art on an aesthetic plane. The ambition 
was to make visitors aware of how all cultural expressions are 
linked and how culture and society are closely entwined and 
shed light on one another mutually. More recent examples 
of such projects include Africa Remix (2006) and Time and 
Place: Rio de Janeiro 1956–1964 (Tid och plats, 2008). Feature 
films from the African continent and Brazil were shown to 
give new insight into the cultures and to add nuance to the 
picture. Often these film programmes have been put together 
in collaboration with other organisations, for instance Cine-
mAfrica and the French Embassy.87

Film programmes are an actively used element and a 
complement to the museum’s exhibitions activities. They fill 
a vital purpose per se but do not work on their own or outside 
the context provided by the museum. They are not to be 
regarded as exhibitions and they are not tied to the galleries. 
Still, a film series can serve as an introduction and a start-
ing-point, a knowledge source, for making further acquisi-
tions for the collection. Moreover, they can form a backdrop 
for a whole exhibition, as in the case with The Pleasure Dome.

From Performances to Exhibitions
Parallel to the film programmes in the cinema, film and vid-
eo have been an integral part of happenings, performance 
art and exhibitions in other parts of the museum. In short, 
moving images have been incorporated in the collection after 
occurring mainly as film series events in the first decades. 
Today, film and video is presented in exhibitions and in the 
permanent collection in much the same way as painting and 
sculpture. 

Several of the artists who were central to Moderna Mu-
seet’s original profile – for instance, Robert Rauschenberg 
and Öyvind Fahlström – worked in a cross-disciplinary way 
with painting, sculpture, dance, sound and moving images. 
Five New York Evenings is typical in this respect. To quote 
Fahlström: “In my performances, I elaborated on the sound 
and music rather than on the visual elements; worked more 
on illusion (projection, textual references, gestures) than on 
materiality; with a complex large format and kaleidoscopic 
variation of subject matter.”88 Another example is Pistol
teatern’s happenings in the autumn of 1967, incorporating 
projections. Leif Nylén reports: “Staffan Olzon was assisted 
by the National Forensic Laboratory to make a high-speed 

film of a hand stroking a female breast, screened at normal 
speed the film lasted 20 minutes. It was projected on a convex 
film screen that Staffan Olzon climbed, spraying paint, while 
Sören Brunes slashed a film screen from behind on which 
the same female breast was projected.”89 Considering that 
the first portable video camera, the Portapak launched by 
Sony in 1965, was also used to document the performance 
and other things, it is only natural that the boundary-cross-
ing includes moving images.90 The next step is that artists 
work directly with performance art for the camera in the 
studio. Nevertheless, it is important to remember that the 
incorporation of film in multimedia installations was a result 
of the development of installation art, not an extension of 
experimental film of the kind that was presented in a cinema 
instead of as spatial installations.

Film was also included directly in exhibitions. Movement 
in Art has been discussed previously and is a perfect example 
of an exhibition where experimental film was incorporat-
ed naturally – and also figured distinctly in the catalogue. 
In Andy Warhol (1968) the intention was that film should be 
a prominent part of the exhibition, being shown alongside 
other works and not secluded in a darkened room.91 The 
ambition was to show loops from extremely long films like 
Sleep, Eat and Empire. Shot in one uninterrupted take with 
a static camera, these films approach paintings’ aesthetics. 
Due to copyright issues, Olle Granath explains, none of 
the films could be sent to Stockholm. The programme was 
altered, and instead of showing films in the exhibition space 
Chelsea Girls was shown in the cinema.92 A striking example 
in Moderna Museet’s history is She – A Cathedral (Hon – en 
katedral, 1966) by Niki de Saint Phalle, Jean Tinguely and 
Per Olof Ultvedt. In addition to a café, the combined work of 
art and venue contained a small cinema; i.e. film shows were 
integral to the exhibition, and the cinema was a vital meeting 
place rather than a mere work of art. 

In later exhibitions with Swedish artists, including Olle 
Bonniér and Åke Karlung, film and projections were used in 
a cross-disciplinary way, revealing the link between installa-
tion, film and exhibition. For the exhibition Minos’ Palace. 
Communications – Simultaneously Insulated in Man and 
Open Towards Cosmos (Minos palats. Kommuniceranden – 
samtidigt slutna inom människan och öppnade mot kosmos, 
1967), Bonniér designed a “theatrical” room which included 
a film screen with film projections, in addition to sound and 
light effects in the otherwise dark chamber.93 The work was 
originally created for the opening of the European space re-
search centre ESRO in Kiruna in 1966, before going on tour.94 
The purpose, according to Beate Sydhoff, was to create “a 
new kind of art work, a theatre of the senses, where the spec-
tator, with the guidance of a theme, is the recipient of (and 
physically surrounded by) a system of independent images 
(light) and sound.”95 The interesting aspect here is the ambi-
tion to create a total experience, and the inclusion of film in 
Bonniér’s work. A few years later, in the autumn of 1972, the 
museum showed Åke Karlung’s filmic work Aliena Kadab-
ra – a porno-puritanical failure (Alienakadabra – fragment av 
ett PornoPuritanskt Misslyckande). This was an “exhibition 



113 of ideas” in the black-curtained cinema – “like a film reel”.96 
The spatial experience was also created by “rotating lights” 
that adhered to a “pseudo-Hellenic hexameter”.97 A film was 
also shown, but the artist states in a letter to the museum that 
the film is not viable on its own but must be seen as parts of a 
space and in a greater context.98 The film snippets should be 
regarded as separate scenes, Karlung continues.

 These traditions lived on, and Moderna Museet was a 
venue for various forms of film shows throughout the 1970s. 
Film gained a status in its own right, and in connection with 
the previously mentioned Pleasure Dome project, the col-
lection was substantially enlarged. This trend went hand in 
hand with the emergence and improved status of video art.99

In 1985, the museum showed Bill Viola’s Room for St John 
of the Cross (1983). This was one of the first video installa-
tions to be presented at Moderna Museet. It was shown in 
the film gallery, and the brief programme produced for the 
event describes the installation: “The size of the cube in this 
video/audio installation is the same as the cell in which the 
Spanish mystic St John of the Cross (1549–91) was incarcerat-
ed for nine months in 1577.”100 Videos from 1977 to 1983 were 
also shown in the cinema. These were introduced briefly 
in the programme by Bill Viola himself. Two of the videos, 
Anthem (1983) and Chott el-Djerid (A Portrait in Light and 
Heat) (1979), were bought and added to the Moderna Museet 
collection.

A few years on, in 1993, Bill Viola returned to Moderna 
Museet for a more comprehensive exhibition: Bill Viola – 
Unseen Images, produced jointly with Kunsthalle Düsseldorf 
and a couple of other European art museums.101 In the fore-
word to the catalogue, the then director of Moderna Museet, 
Björn Springfeldt, writes about the medium and emphasises 
that one of Bill Viola’s strengths is that he has succeeded in 
transcending its limitations. He writes:

No medium has so changed our understanding of our own 
situation and of the world at large as the electronic image. […] 
Thus it is both a surprise and an inspiration to be confronted 
with the work of an artist who has so skilfully succeeded in 
transcending the limits which, one was convinced, governed the 
medium.102

 
Bill Viola’s video art exhibition in 1985 was an even greater 
step than The Pleasure Dome in Moderna Museet’s history 
with regard to the moving image as a feature of the museum’s 
activities. Video was manifested spatially and plenty of room 
was freed up for an international artist – rather than merely 
including his work in a series with several others.103 Hand in 
hand with the progress of video art, new works were shown 
at the museum, but combining moving images with installa-
tion, a format that became more pronounced and developed 
in Bill Viola’s art over the years, required a different form of 
viewing than the museum cinema could provide. Moreover, 
the fact that installation was related to sculpture made it eas-
ier to assert the status of video installation as art.104 Consid-
ering that Bill Viola had his first major exhibition in Europe 
in 1983 and did not become known to a wider public until 1979 

with his work Chott el-Djerid, Moderna Museet was one of 
the earliest museums to feature this pioneer of video art.105

Another seminal exhibition after the various exhibi-
tions of Bill Viola’s work was Tall Ships (1995) by Gary Hill, 
co-produced with Riksutställningar – Swedish Travelling 
Exhibitions.106 After being shown at Moderna Museet, a 
smaller version of the exhibition, consisting of the work Tall 
Ships, but excluding the other works shown in Stockholm, 
went on tour.107 The centrepiece of the exhibition was the title 
work Tall Ships (1992), an interactive video installation incor-
porating advanced technology. The work is built like a corri-
dor, with a floor, walls and a ceiling. Sensors under the carpet 
register where the visitor is standing and start the projections 
on the walls.108 The exhibition also prompted the museum to 
purchase ten early single-channel video works from the 1970s 
and 1980s for the collection.109

At the opening of the exhibition, Gary Hill said in a 
conversation with the curator Tom Sandqvist that “video 
was accepted as art five years ago.”110 According to Gary Hill 
and many others, the entrance of video and film art into the 
gallery is intimately associated with the potential of the vid-
eo projector, which made it easier to show videos in a gallery 
setting. Prior to the video projector, videos could only be 
viewed on monitors in exhibition spaces while film could be 
shown in cinema-like spaces. Monitors were hard to inte-
grate in a satisfactory way in the exhibition context, being 
far too similar to a domestic TV set. This, in turn, inspired 
many artists, including Warhol and Paik, to focus on TV and 
work actively with TV as an artistic medium and material. 
Like Viola, Hill says that the space surrounding the moni-
tor is crucial to video art. Movement through the exhibition 
space influences how the work is experienced. If Viola and 
other artists paved the way for video art, Hill followed up 
their intentions and contributed to establishing video art in a 
museum context.

In her now classic essay “Video: Shedding the Utopian 
Moment”, Martha Rosler identifies similar aspects, and the 
development outlined above is in no way unique for Moderna 
Museet.111 The advent of the video projector in the exhibition 
space has been critical in transforming video from an under-
ground art form in ideologically radical rebellion against 
the art market and the existing art system, to a genre that is 
presented in much the same way as painting. The new distri-
bution channel was also crucial, since it made the works more 
exclusive on the art market and more desirable as collectibles, 
and thus moved the new medium even closer to painting. 
The presentation methods also impact on, and interact with, 
the spectator in different ways. In a video installation where 
the spectator is surrounded by large screens, as in Pipilotti 
Rist’s seductive installations, it is harder to remain critically 
detached from the work. The spectator is veritably immersed 
in an ocean of images and sounds. Watching a single-channel 
video on a monitor, the spectator has few opportunities to in-
teract, unlike being faced with several projections, where the 
spectator can edit his or her experience by focusing on differ-
ent projections and perhaps even casting a shadow on them.

A further aspect of Moderna Museet’s history vis-à-vis 



114the moving image is that the museum has also produced of 
many film and video works over the years. An early example 
is Nothing (1971) by Suzanne Nessim and Teresa Wennberg.112 
More recently, Moderna Museet Project has been respon-
sible for several productions and has enabled Maria Lind-
berg (1998), Philippe Parreno (2001), Simon Starling (1998) 
and others to produce new works for the museum.113 Other 
examples include Yinka Shonibare’s Costume Ball (Un Ballo 
in Maschera) and Hussein Chalayan’s Anaesthetics for the 
exhibition Fashination (2004).114 Moderna Museet’s com-
missioning of works by artists in the form of moving images 
is no different from commissioning, say, a sculpture. This, 
of course, depends on which artist the museum commis-
sions, and the techniques s/he habitually uses. The museum 
provides the space required to the extent that this is possible. 
The commissions should, in other words, be interpreted as a 
relationship to the development of art.

The Collection
The first films to be registered as part of the Moderna Museet 
collection were, in addition to the works by Viking Eggeling, 
Entr’acte by René Clair, L’age d’or and Un chien andalou by 
Buñuel and Dalí, The Man with the Film Camera by Dziga 
Vertov and Dreams that Money can Buy by Hans Richter. 
They were added to the collection already in 1958, but it is 
not known how they were acquired, or from where the films 
came.115 A few experimental films were subsequently ac-
quired, the most comprehensive purchases being those made 
in connection with the previously described film series The 
Pleasure Dome in 1980 in accordance with Jonas Mekas’ 
proposed selection. Apart from that major one-off invest-
ment, the number of film and video acquisitions has grown 
steadily, despite the relatively steep increase in price since 
the commercial galleries started selling limited editions of 
film and video art. The distribution channels have changed, 
as has the character of the works of art, and this has meant 
that collecting of film and video works has increased in vol-
ume and significance. It has also become a way for artists to 
finance and facilitate their work.

There was some confusion in the initial phase concern-
ing the rights adhering to an acquisition or donation. There 
were no formal procedures and the market was still a vague 
and untested playing field. It was not until the mid-1990s 
that an inventory was made of the collection of video tapes 
in various formats, and at the same time the legal rights were 
clarified where uncertain.116 Other film and video material, 
including documentation of performances and happenings 
at the museum, interviews with artists, recorded TV pro-
grammes and news reports about the museum from specific 
exhibitions, were also continuously registered and filed.117

One could understandably see Moderna Museet’s ap-
proach to collecting video art up to the early 1990s as rather 
unstructured, but this was far from unusual for museums at 
the time. It reflects the position of video art in the art world, 
not to mention the rather tepid interest from the market, up 
to the turning point in the 1990s. It was, above all, when film 
and video works began to be sold in limited editions that 

collecting and collections started to be taken more serious-
ly and regarded in the same light as painting and sculpture. 
Distributors such as Electronic Arts Intermix (EAI) in the 
USA have been highly influential in this process. The EAI 
sells unlimited editions of video works, but the legal rights 
are nevertheless restricted. Naturally, the prices are consid-
erably lower than for works published in a small, limited edi-
tion. Incidentally, Moderna Museet has been involved since 
2005 in a research project run by the EAI with the purpose of 
formulating guidelines for collecting and preserving film and 
video art.

It is remarkable that the museum did not follow in the 
footsteps of the otherwise so seminal pioneering institution 
– the Museum of Modern Art in New York. In 1935, MoMA 
had already started a film library and now has a collection of 
more than 22,000 films of varying age and style. This proves 
that it was possible for a museum institution, if there was a 
will, to collect film. It also demonstrates that although Mod-
erna Museet had a definite interest in film, and later on in 
moving images as art, there were no facilities for the museum 
to collect film. Nor was there any ambition to collect any-
thing other than art film. This is a consequence of Moderna 
Museet’s public assignment as an art museum, to the exclu-
sion of collecting design or other objects bordering on art but 
not included in the definition of art. When the definition of 
art was extended and became more inclusive, the museum’s 
exhibitions and collections changed accordingly.

In connection with the return in 2004 to the museum 
buildings on Skeppsholmen after the temporary exile at 
Klarabergsviadukten, the Moderna Museet collection was 
presented in a new way. The presentation is chronological, 
although reversed, considering that most visitors start by go-
ing to the galleries nearest to the entrance. In this presenta-
tion, film and video were integrated in a way that is entirely 
new to the museum. From having figured primarily as part of 
temporary exhibitions or in the cinema, film and video works 
were now presented in the same halls as paintings and sculp-
tures, even though the lighting conditions often meant that 
the exhibition architecture had to be modified or that entire 
rooms in the permanent collection presentation were used 
exclusively for film and video works. It should be remem-
bered that these media require different lighting, technolo-
gy and space compared to paintings and sculptures, often 
involving more extensive alterations to the space and thereby 
influencing the conditions for exhibiting other art in the same 
space. For the same reasons, and with the same ambitions, 
photographs and prints are also presented as part of the col-
lection – to give an idea of how these different media co-exist 
and are explored, often by the same artists. Although these 
media have separate histories, the specific characteristics 
of the genres are not emphasised by showing them sepa-
rately. The boundaries between media are not considered 
in the same way as before, and this is a continuation of the 
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116development that was started by the intermedia happenings, 
performances and installations of the 1950s and 1960s.

A special room was built for the newly acquired film 
installation Out of Blue (2002) by Zarina Bhimji. The rooms 
showing early modernist art also featured integrated moving 
images, such as Viking Eggeling’s Diagonalsymfonin in an in-
serted room with an opening facing works by Malevich and 
other early modernists, but with seating and walls against the 
strong light that illuminates the rest of the hall. 

The movement towards dedicated spaces continued when 
the museum redesigned one of the halls for the collection 
in 2006 to create a permanent place for presenting film and 
video art from the breakthrough of video in art up to today. 
Although this is a purpose-built area, just as the cinema was 
used previously to show films, there is a substantial differ-
ence in that it is a permanent place where video works are 
shown continuously in loops and are consequently just as 
accessible as other works in the collection. The programme 
changes, but visitors do not have to come at specific times.

Another new feature which was launched in connection 
with the return to Skeppsholmen was the Studio, a place for 
individual study of the museum’s collection of films and vid-
eos. The Studio replaced the former video library that was 
part of the Photography Library. The Studio also presented 
temporary exhibitions in the series The 1st at Moderna (Den 
första på Moderna), including Carsten Nicolai, Xu Bing and 
Claude Closky’s interactive exhibition featuring works on 
the boundary between design/typography and art. The artist 
duo Heavy Industries, with the internet as their primary ex-
hibition forum, also used the computer screens in the Studio 
as a complement to projections for their exhibition in this 
series.

Movement in art has been a key concept for Moderna 
Museet from the very start, and it will remain so in the years 
to come. As we have attempted to demonstrate in this essay, 
Moderna Museet has striven to achieve great flexibility in 
its activities, with the ambition to cater for the changing de-
mands of art. Temporal art, from film, via video, to perfor-
mance art and happenings, has been a living feature parallel 
with the major exhibitions. The myths engendered by these 
events have given them a place in the memory of our visitors. 
Over the years, the museum has developed towards not only 
showing but also collecting works in new artistic media in a 
way that corresponds to new demands from artists and the 
public. Temporal art now has a firm place in the museum.
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	Seen from this angle, Hultén’s exhibition Movement in Art (Rörelse i konsten, 1961) appears like a programmatical manifesto. The exhibited works included not only Viking Eggeling’s modernist film Diagonalsymfonin (1924), but also mobile works by Alexander Calder (The Four Elements, 1961, which is standing outside the museum to this day and is a veritable symbol of the new museum), Jean Tinguely and Per Olof Ultvedt, Robert Rauschenberg’s changing work Black Market (1961), Allan Kaprow’s site-specific instal
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	A short summary of the development of art enables us to understand this shift more clearly, since the change had a decisive effect on the instutional framework and thus gives more depth and perspective to Moderna Museet’s pioneering contribution to the Swedish and international art scene with regard to new art. The purpose is to underline the tendencies that were perceived by the museum, revealing that Moderna Museet, in line with the art it was to exhibit, continued to monitor and highlight certain trends 
	In line with Rosalind Krauss’ theories on the development of sculpture in connection with postmodernism – she refers to “sculptures in the expanded field” – we can identify a few turning points in twentieth-century art. These relate, not least, to a new approach to the exhibition space and art in relation to reality. The collage technique initiated by Georges Braque and Pablo Picasso, which, in simplified terms, opened the surface of the work of art to new materials apart from oil paint, was one such pivota
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	In painting several vital conquests were made that also influenced the museum’s self-perception. The movement in art, in mechanical artworks with moving elements, can also be said to reside in the very act that precedes and leads up to the artwork itself. Action painting was one exceedingly direct expression of this. Jackson Pollock, Georges Mathieu and artists in the Japanese Gutai group were all experimenting at around the same time – the first half of the 1950s, with an energetic painting style that eman
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	Another pivotal point is the interdisciplinary happening that evolved from, and alongside, the collage tradition and the painterly movement. The manifestations of artist groups, such as the aforementioned dadaists and surrealists, and the futurists in Italy and Russia, were more than mere recitals of programmatic tracts. Cabaret Voltaire in Zürich, the Swedish and Russian Ballets in Paris, and the theatrical stages in Milan and Moscow were all arenas where the boundaries between the arts were transcended. E
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	Hultén’s fascination with movement and happenings is probably associated largely with the artist Jean Tinguely. In his works, abstract painting – critically parodied in his painting machines – meets movement in the present that required an audience for his scrap iron objects. In the catalogue for Movement in Art, Hultén declared how important an artist he believed Tinguely to be, mentioning him in the same breath as John Cage, by virtue of the boundary-crossing quality of his work. Of Tinguely’s self-destru
	-
	31
	32

	This summary of how art moved out into the space infers a new relationship to the beholder. Michael Fried’s admittedly negative approach to the theatrical side of minimalism emphasises this aspect of 1960s art. The new role of the onlooker, requiring a performative position, formed the basis for the new self-perception of institutions. No longer did it suffice to display art in the form of paintings hung on walls; instead, the institutions were also forced to supply places for temporary events, such as perf
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	Development accelerated in the 1950s internationally, and Moderna Museet was open to this type of events from the start. Using a museum as an alternative venue for events was far from unusual at the time. On the contrary, it was in line with the general tendency as outlined above. Temporary projects also migrated from the galleries to the museums, often in the form of complementary events connected to an exhibition project. The Museum of Modern Art, for instance, opened its garden to jazz concerts and other
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	The early film screenings revealed not only a personal involvement but also paved the way for the museum as a scene for other activities. Therefore, it was exceedingly fortuitous that Moderna Museet could gain a position at the very spearhead of developments internationally in its first decade of existence. Moderna Museet was an influential player from the very start and was able to provide artists with a venue that suited their purposes. Since there were few (if any) alternatives at the time, the museum so
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	Happenings and Performances at Moderna Museet
	Two examples of happenings and performances in different decades can highlight the evolution of events at Moderna Museet and help to relativise and add nuance to the image of legendary occurrences in the 1960s.
	In autumn 1966, Claes Oldenburg had a solo exhibition at Moderna Museet. He stayed in Sweden for long periods prior to the opening and started preparing for a happening. The first notes after his arrival give no clue to how the idea would eventually materialise. The artist tried different approaches and perspectives, such as a boat trip and a film screening, and also associated around various words, such as tub (“tub = bed”), “polar bear” and “massage–massacre”. It is interesting how Oldenburg created an as
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	Visitors reached the dark museum via the garden, where they could see three bears tearing up cardboard (“perhaps a soft picasso sculpture”). The audience were assisted in taking off their outdoor clothes by two “nurses” with masks. They were led into the large gallery where grey blankets were spread out on the floor. The bears had come indoors and were tearing paper bags apart. Organ music was played and the room resembled a church. A film was shown on the opposite wall above a woman dressed in brown pyjama
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	Four evenings between 3 and 7 October 1966, were filled with this happening, which lasted for some 35 minutes and admitted an audience of 60 on each occasion. Many participants means that several things can happen at the same time, and a description such as this can never do justice to the simultaneity. The happening was not filmed, but there are a large number of photographs by Hans Hammarskiöld. These give some idea of the various elements, the five acts, according to the reports, and the course of events
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	Oldenburg’s descriptions developed gradually, but even the later instructions, which are detailed and include notes on lighting, sound and the movements of the audience and the participants in the room, deviations occurred. This means that the notes are merely Oldenburg’s sketches, rather than definite plans. Unforeseen events may, for instance, influenced the entire sequence and meant that no performance was exactly like the other.
	-

	Another source is the articles that were published about this happening. There were a few reviews in the daily press and a longer article by Olle Granath in Konstrevy. Since Granath took part as a “masseur” he has first-hand experience and an insider perspective. Granath places Oldenburg in a historical context and discusses American pop art in the light of two opposites: Andy Warhol (cynicism) – Claes Oldenburg (love). This is an interpretative article that also gives some interesting details on what happe
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	The artists Marina Abramovi´c and Ulay performed their Fragilissimo in the cinema at Moderna Museet twice, on 9 and 10 November 1985. In addition to Ulay and Abramovi´c, two of their friends took part: Michael Laub who represented the theatre company Remote Control Productions, and “Mr. Mondo” – Edmondo Za’s stage name. The play in three parts was about “a woman seen by three men from different angles.” Abramovi´c played the mother, sister, lover. Abramovi´c and Ulay were otherwise accustomed to appearing o
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	Monica Nieckels, who was a curator at the museum at the time, tells us about this performance, which she helped organise. Everything was totally silent and all that could be heard was the dog’s gnawing. It was dark, only the table was lighted. Nieckels describes Ulay and Abramovi´c as sitting opposite each other, unlike the pictures from this scene. This may seem like a small discrepancy, but it is not unimportant since it demonstrates how different sources approach the event in different ways and that time
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	Abramovi´c and Ulay had embarked on their artistic collaboration in 1976, and had been engaged in performance art separately before then. By the time they parted in 1988 (they were also a couple in private), they had appeared in a large number of performances all over the world. They started in an exceedingly physical way in the 1970s – presenting themselves as an androgynous couple, but eventually went on to more “silent” work, to which Fragilissimo can be counted. It is interesting, in the context and in 
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	Authorised Documents
	The background outlined above shows how happenings and performances were established at Moderna Museet, and how the museum grew into a significant venue. The evolution of the art form  contributed to this development and to the position of the museum at the centre of events during its first decade. Naturally, these art forms have continued to develop over the years, and Fragilissimo is one example of a different route compared to Oldenburg’s Massage. Ulay and Abramovi´c created performances together that fo
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	Both happenings and performances at Moderna Museet involve a problem for the audience: there is no collected documentation. Paintings, sculpture and even films and videos are collected and stored, but time- and site-specific art such as a happening cannot be collected. It takes place on a certain occasion and is only stored as a personal memory by the audience and participants. It can be documented, but there is no way of obtaining first-hand experience without personally attending the event. This applies t
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	For art historians, this lack of documentation involves a special situation that requires another type of theory and method than for dealing with, say, an existing painting. Verbal sources are more crucial due to the information gap, but cannot be verified in the same way as a statement about a material work of art. The audience’s impressions fade with time, they can be confused with other impressions and new knowledge, and the experience cannot be verified afterwards. Moreover, second-hand sources become m
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	In view of this trend in art and due to the nature of the source material, documentation came to take another form – primarily photography but eventually also more and more film. Moreover, video art has generated an entirely new trend in itself. As the art historian Henry M. Sayre points out, the documentation problem also provides the museums with a new task to consider when it comes to preserving and showing this kind of document – art itself acknowledges its historicity. There rarely exist any concrete r
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	As for the actual site, the place where the performance is set, there have been vital changes since the 1960s, influencing not only the audience’s perception of the event, but also expressing the changes that have occurred in the art form, along with changes in the museum. If we study photographs from happenings in the 1960s, it is clear that they were integrated in a natural way with the exhibition spaces. The audience moves among the works of art and the mood usually seems relaxed. The premises were not d
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	Another aspect of the space and the audience relationship to the event/art is the destabilisation of relationships that has grown increasingly prominent since the 1960s, that is, that the boundary is blurred. Claes Oldenburg is one of those who experimented with the perception of the space, and with the boundary between art and reality in works such as The Store. In his Mouse Museum (1972) he developed this in relationship to the museum as a space. The museum space was consequently a vital venue in the earl
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	As performance art and happenings were gradually integrated with established art, their alternative and provocative character began to fade. The challenge was no longer as clear when it became more difficult to provoke the audience. Moreover, the genre was no longer groundbreaking, and hosting a performance did not entail that the institution was daring or different. Thus, it was harder to achieve legendary status. This also impacted on the venues. There was more going on, with more kinds of events, and new
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	Moderna Museet has always featured events such as poetry readings, dance, happenings and discussions. A look at the chronology and a comparison between decades will also reveal that there are no obvious differences – the museum has been a permanent stage and has always been an important venue for performances of a less established nature. Happenings and performances are often staged in connection with an exhibition, and that was the case also in the 1960s. They are a complement to the art that is featured f
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	Film Series
	At the beginning of this essay it was mentioned that Moderna Museet did not embark on its activities with a regular exhibition but with a manifestation – the avant-garde film festival Apropos Eggeling in May 1958. The festival was organised jointly with Académie du Cinéma, Paris, The Historic Film Collection in Stockholm and Det Danske Filmmuseum. For the four evenings between 13 and 21 May a programme was composed with screenings open only to the members of the Moderna Museet film club. The comprehensive p
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	In his foreword to the catalogue, the editor Pontus Hultén writes: “It will become more common that artists stop painting in favour of film-making. Film is the most potent medium available in our age.” Hultén made a bold effort to promote film as a visual art, and claimed to believe the concept of film would disappear when it obtained a natural place as one of many artistic media. He also underlined the importance of being able to exhibit this art form. On the strength of the catalogue, with its unequivocal
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	The festival featured experimental film that is more closely related to visual arts than to conventional feature films. The museum’s events included feature films, but this was initially just one activity among others. Moderna Museet served as a venue for this genre too, but Hultén and Derkert made no efforts to treat film as such as a visual art, differentiating clearly between feature films and experimental film. There was no ambition to collect with a view to copying and renting out films – perhaps this 
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	Similarly to the way Moderna Museet was used as a venue for happenings and performance, this film series was a temporary event, limited in time and space and only available to the visitors who were there for the occasion – and who were members of the film club. The membership requirement was due to copyright laws concerning public screenings of rented films. The museum did not have its own collection of films and the club structure also provided a loophole with regard to censorship. This format for screenin
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	In connection with 4 Americans (4 amerikanare, 1962) and American Pop Art (Amerikansk pop-konst, 1964) ambitious film programmes were organised under the title The New American Cinema. The first programme focused on New York and included films by John Cassavetes, Shirley Clarke, Robert Frank, Alfred Leslie and Jonas Mekas. It filled a few days in March. The same year, in the autumn, the museum also put on a programme of Italian feature films by Michelangelo Antonioni, Ugo Gregoretti, Pier Paolo Pasolini, Fr
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	Although the screenings were for club members only, as a means of avoiding censorship, this was to no avail when the turn came to the screening of Jack Smith’s film Flaming Creatures (1963). The film had been reviewed beforehand by Stockholms-Tidningen, and this had caused publicity for the event. Moderna Museet was reported by a private individual prior to the screening, since the film had been described as offensive. The person who filed the complaint maintained that a public museum, funded with the taxpa
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	In view of the many film programmes, screenings and other events relating to film that have taken place in the ensuing decades, it is justifiable to say that film takes a prominent position at Moderna Museet. Nevertheless, the collection had not increased. Film art was not purchased for the museum collection. It is remarkable that an avid promoter of the film medium like Hultén did not also emphasise the importance of collecting and acquiring film.
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	It was not until 1973, in connection with The New York Collection for Stockholm that a few video works were added to the collection. These included Walter de Maria’s film Hard Core (1969), a 28-minute film in an edition of 100, curtly described by the artist in the catalogue as “a Minimal-Land-Mystery-Historical-Western. God help us all.” The work T.V. Chair (1968) by Nam June Paik, consisting of a small TV screen under a chair with a glass seat, was also acquired, along with Robert Whitman’s work Dining Ro
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	In this perspective, a film series such as The Pleasure Dome. American experimental film 1939–1979 is invaluable to the museum’s history. More than 40 films were bought in connection with the series, with screenings between 16 February and 4 April 1980. The original idea was to buy all the films shown in the series, some 80 films in all, but there was not enough funding. Olle Granath tried to find sponsorship, but the only sponsor was AB Svensk Filmindustri, whose then director, Kenne Fant, supported the pr
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	The Pleasure Dome is, incidentally, a long film series at Moderna Museet but not in the form of an exhibition in one of the galleries that could be visited at any time. Unlike previous film series, however, the catalogue that was published was comparatively extensive and was also given a catalogue number in the Moderna Museet catalogue list. The Pleasure Dome can be regarded as a turning point, marking the acceptance of film as a collection area and an art form in its own right, rather than a complementary 
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	The Pleasure Dome was organised by Claes Söderquist, a film artist, together with Jonas Mekas. Söderquist took the initiative and made the selection, together with Jonas Mekas at the Anthology Film Archives in New York. Mekas’ prominent position in American experimental film – not only as a film-maker but also, and more importantly in this context, as a writer, founder of several organisations for showing and launching experimental film, and with a broad network of contacts – and his firm roots in American 
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	The fact that the films were shown in the cinema, and that the organisers had compiled a programme does not really differentiate this series from the previous ones. The Pleasure Dome may be a more ambitious and comprehensive presentation than New American Cinema in the 1960s, but it nevertheless follows in the wake of the previous film series. The collaboration with Mekas broadened the selection, which nevertheless adhered to the former programmes’ focus on male film-makers from the east coast. Two women, M
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	I should tell you right here that although my selection is very classical – the retrospective is made up of works recognized by most of the “avantgarde” film authorities as important works; however there is one very controversial aspect to it which I have no doubt will be noticed by someone and you may come under some attack: there are only THREE women in the whole retrospective (Levitt, Deren, Menken). There were simply no other important women film-makers I could include (Barbara Rubin’s films being not a
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	It is interesting that Mekas alerts Söderquist to this fact, and that no one at Moderna Museet contradicts him. The quote makes it blatantly clear that Mekas, assisted by P. Adams Sitney, determined the selection from a New York-centric perspective. In consequence, the series was merely a development of the preceding series – more extensive, but with a similar orientation. One instance of a more independent choice of films, far from Mekas’ influence, nevertheless occurred already in the autumn of 1980 at Mo
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	The importance of The Pleasure Dome lies mainly in that film became fully accepted as a collection category. But the growth of the collection of moving images at Moderna Museet is also connected with the rise of video art, and it is highly plausible that, even without the investment that The Pleasure Dome entailed, the museum would have followed the tendency and started collecting video art and other works in the field of moving images. Moderna Museet has continued to organise film series events over the ye
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	At times, the selection criteria may appear strange. In 1993, for instance, Moderna Museet invited “a young Swedish gallery owner in New York”, Thomas Nordanstad, to choose and present film and video art to give a taste of what was going on in New York. Nordanstad chose three artists who in turn took part in selecting a total of 20 works by five artists. All the films were bought by Moderna Museet – in other words, a specially-invited gallery owner placed his selection of films in the museum. This was a con
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	Another vital project was Blick. New Nordic Film & Video, organised in 1999, 2001 and 2004. The common principle was that a jury selected works among submitted contributions and compiled a programme that was toured. In 2001, for instance, the jury chose works from approximately 600 submissions. Around 50 films by some 40 artists were combined into a two-day programme that was first shown in Helsinki, then at Moderna Museet in Stockholm, before going on an international circuit. The entire project was run jo
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	Film programmes are often compiled as a complement to exhibitions, enhancing the impression of the exhibited art works in various ways. In connection with Wounds (1998), the audience was treated to an exceedingly ambitious programme. It was divided into categories, including video on monitors, video projections, film on video and film. The programme included not only works by visual artists such as Dara Birnbaum, Raymond Pettibon, Pipilotti Rist and Bill Viola, but also feature films – ranging from Ingmar B
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	Film programmes are an actively used element and a complement to the museum’s exhibitions activities. They fill a vital purpose per se but do not work on their own or outside the context provided by the museum. They are not to be regarded as exhibitions and they are not tied to the galleries. Still, a film series can serve as an introduction and a starting-point, a knowledge source, for making further acquisitions for the collection. Moreover, they can form a backdrop for a whole exhibition, as in the case 
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	From Performances to Exhibitions
	Parallel to the film programmes in the cinema, film and video have been an integral part of happenings, performance art and exhibitions in other parts of the museum. In short, moving images have been incorporated in the collection after occurring mainly as film series events in the first decades. Today, film and video is presented in exhibitions and in the permanent collection in much the same way as painting and sculpture. 
	-

	Several of the artists who were central to Moderna Museet’s original profile – for instance, Robert Rauschenberg and Öyvind Fahlström – worked in a cross-disciplinary way with painting, sculpture, dance, sound and moving images. Five New York Evenings is typical in this respect. To quote Fahlström: “In my performances, I elaborated on the sound and music rather than on the visual elements; worked more on illusion (projection, textual references, gestures) than on materiality; with a complex large format and
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	Film was also included directly in exhibitions. Movement in Art has been discussed previously and is a perfect example of an exhibition where experimental film was incorporated naturally – and also figured distinctly in the catalogue. In Andy Warhol (1968) the intention was that film should be a prominent part of the exhibition, being shown alongside other works and not secluded in a darkened room. The ambition was to show loops from extremely long films like Sleep, Eat and Empire. Shot in one uninterrupted
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	In later exhibitions with Swedish artists, including Olle Bonniér and Åke Karlung, film and projections were used in a cross-disciplinary way, revealing the link between installation, film and exhibition. For the exhibition Minos’ Palace. Communications – Simultaneously Insulated in Man and Open Towards Cosmos (Minos palats. Kommuniceranden – samtidigt slutna inom människan och öppnade mot kosmos, 1967), Bonniér designed a “theatrical” room which included a film screen with film projections, in addition to 
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	 These traditions lived on, and Moderna Museet was a venue for various forms of film shows throughout the 1970s. Film gained a status in its own right, and in connection with the previously mentioned Pleasure Dome project, the collection was substantially enlarged. This trend went hand in hand with the emergence and improved status of video art.
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	In 1985, the museum showed Bill Viola’s Room for St John of the Cross (1983). This was one of the first video installations to be presented at Moderna Museet. It was shown in the film gallery, and the brief programme produced for the event describes the installation: “The size of the cube in this video/audio installation is the same as the cell in which the Spanish mystic St John of the Cross (1549–91) was incarcerated for nine months in 1577.” Videos from 1977 to 1983 were also shown in the cinema. These w
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	A few years on, in 1993, Bill Viola returned to Moderna Museet for a more comprehensive exhibition: Bill Viola – Unseen Images, produced jointly with Kunsthalle Düsseldorf and a couple of other European art museums. In the foreword to the catalogue, the then director of Moderna Museet, Björn Springfeldt, writes about the medium and emphasises that one of Bill Viola’s strengths is that he has succeeded in transcending its limitations. He writes:
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	No medium has so changed our understanding of our own situation and of the world at large as the electronic image. […] Thus it is both a surprise and an inspiration to be confronted with the work of an artist who has so skilfully succeeded in transcending the limits which, one was convinced, governed the medium.
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	Bill Viola’s video art exhibition in 1985 was an even greater step than The Pleasure Dome in Moderna Museet’s history with regard to the moving image as a feature of the museum’s activities. Video was manifested spatially and plenty of room was freed up for an international artist – rather than merely including his work in a series with several others. Hand in hand with the progress of video art, new works were shown at the museum, but combining moving images with installation, a format that became more pro
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	Another seminal exhibition after the various exhibitions of Bill Viola’s work was Tall Ships (1995) by Gary Hill, co-produced with Riksutställningar – Swedish Travelling Exhibitions. After being shown at Moderna Museet, a smaller version of the exhibition, consisting of the work Tall Ships, but excluding the other works shown in Stockholm, went on tour. The centrepiece of the exhibition was the title work Tall Ships (1992), an interactive video installation incorporating advanced technology. The work is bui
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	At the opening of the exhibition, Gary Hill said in a conversation with the curator Tom Sandqvist that “video was accepted as art five years ago.” According to Gary Hill and many others, the entrance of video and film art into the gallery is intimately associated with the potential of the video projector, which made it easier to show videos in a gallery setting. Prior to the video projector, videos could only be viewed on monitors in exhibition spaces while film could be shown in cinema-like spaces. Monitor
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	In her now classic essay “Video: Shedding the Utopian Moment”, Martha Rosler identifies similar aspects, and the development outlined above is in no way unique for Moderna Museet. The advent of the video projector in the exhibition space has been critical in transforming video from an underground art form in ideologically radical rebellion against the art market and the existing art system, to a genre that is presented in much the same way as painting. The new distribution channel was also crucial, since it
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	A further aspect of Moderna Museet’s history vis-à-vis the moving image is that the museum has also produced of many film and video works over the years. An early example is Nothing (1971) by Suzanne Nessim and Teresa Wennberg. More recently, Moderna Museet Project has been responsible for several productions and has enabled Maria Lindberg (1998), Philippe Parreno (2001), Simon Starling (1998) and others to produce new works for the museum. Other examples include Yinka Shonibare’s Costume Ball (Un Ballo in 
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	The Collection
	The first films to be registered as part of the Moderna Museet collection were, in addition to the works by Viking Eggeling, Entr’acte by René Clair, L’age d’or and Un chien andalou by Buñuel and Dalí, The Man with the Film Camera by Dziga Vertov and Dreams that Money can Buy by Hans Richter. They were added to the collection already in 1958, but it is not known how they were acquired, or from where the films came. A few experimental films were subsequently acquired, the most comprehensive purchases being t
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	There was some confusion in the initial phase concerning the rights adhering to an acquisition or donation. There were no formal procedures and the market was still a vague and untested playing field. It was not until the mid-1990s that an inventory was made of the collection of video tapes in various formats, and at the same time the legal rights were clarified where uncertain. Other film and video material, including documentation of performances and happenings at the museum, interviews with artists, reco
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	One could understandably see Moderna Museet’s approach to collecting video art up to the early 1990s as rather unstructured, but this was far from unusual for museums at the time. It reflects the position of video art in the art world, not to mention the rather tepid interest from the market, up to the turning point in the 1990s. It was, above all, when film and video works began to be sold in limited editions that collecting and collections started to be taken more seriously and regarded in the same light 
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	It is remarkable that the museum did not follow in the footsteps of the otherwise so seminal pioneering institution – the Museum of Modern Art in New York. In 1935, MoMA had already started a film library and now has a collection of more than 22,000 films of varying age and style. This proves that it was possible for a museum institution, if there was a will, to collect film. It also demonstrates that although Moderna Museet had a definite interest in film, and later on in moving images as art, there were n
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	In connection with the return in 2004 to the museum buildings on Skeppsholmen after the temporary exile at Klarabergsviadukten, the Moderna Museet collection was presented in a new way. The presentation is chronological, although reversed, considering that most visitors start by going to the galleries nearest to the entrance. In this presentation, film and video were integrated in a way that is entirely new to the museum. From having figured primarily as part of temporary exhibitions or in the cinema, film 
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	A special room was built for the newly acquired film installation Out of Blue (2002) by Zarina Bhimji. The rooms showing early modernist art also featured integrated moving images, such as Viking Eggeling’s Diagonalsymfonin in an inserted room with an opening facing works by Malevich and other early modernists, but with seating and walls against the strong light that illuminates the rest of the hall. 
	-

	The movement towards dedicated spaces continued when the museum redesigned one of the halls for the collection in 2006 to create a permanent place for presenting film and video art from the breakthrough of video in art up to today. Although this is a purpose-built area, just as the cinema was used previously to show films, there is a substantial difference in that it is a permanent place where video works are shown continuously in loops and are consequently just as accessible as other works in the collectio
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	Another new feature which was launched in connection with the return to Skeppsholmen was the Studio, a place for individual study of the museum’s collection of films and videos. The Studio replaced the former video library that was part of the Photography Library. The Studio also presented temporary exhibitions in the series The 1st at Moderna (Den första på Moderna), including Carsten Nicolai, Xu Bing and Claude Closky’s interactive exhibition featuring works on the boundary between design/typography and a
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	Movement in art has been a key concept for Moderna Museet from the very start, and it will remain so in the years to come. As we have attempted to demonstrate in this essay, Moderna Museet has striven to achieve great flexibility in its activities, with the ambition to cater for the changing demands of art. Temporal art, from film, via video, to performance art and happenings, has been a living feature parallel with the major exhibitions. The myths engendered by these events have given them a place in the m
	-
	-
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