ARCHVOPAPERS

ARCHIVES AND
CONTEMPORARY VISUAL ART

Normalised Practices and
Non-normative Historiographies

Annalisa Lagana (Guest Ed)

R

A

ARCHIVO PRESS

ARCHVOPAPERS

JOURNAL OF PHOTOGRAPHY AND VISUAL CULTURE

ISSN (Online) 2184-9218

ARCHIVES AND CONTEMPORARY ART
A MATTER OF INDIVIDUALITY

Annalisa Lagana

To cite this article:
Lagana, Annalisa. “Archives and Contemporary Art: A Matter of Individuality.” Archivo
Papers 5 (30 June 2025): 7-24. https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.15757101.

Published online: 30 June 2025.

Link to this article &

Submit your article to this journal &

© Archivo Papers / Archivo Press, 2025

Archivo Papers Journal is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International license.



https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://archivopapersjournal.com/ojs/index.php/apj/article/view/148
https://archivopapersjournal.com/ojs/index.php/apj/about/submissions

INTRODUCTION: ARCHIVES AND CONTEMPORARY ART | Annalisa Lagana

INTRODUCTION

ARCHIVES AND CONTEMPORARY ART
A MATTER OF INDIVIDUALITY

ANNALISA LAGANA
Universita degli Studi di Napoli “Federico II", Italy

INTRODUCTION

In the contemporary scenario, a trend unites the interests of artists and scholars:
the archive. Within the inclusive field of artistic and academic research, the archive
assumes a dual identity: on the one hand, it serves as a productive model that
provides artists with a structure in which to develop their creative ideas, offering a
language capable of articulating narratives and systems of meaning. On the other
hand, the archive retains its historical significance, continuing to provide scholars
with the materials necessary to write the history of the arts and artistic practices.

The archive is, therefore, a place of intersection, thoroughly explored by
contemporary artists and academic literature; so thoroughly that, to avoid dispersing
the archive subject into interpretations that do not adhere to its historical essence, it
is necessary to take a step back and reflect with new methods on both the meaning
of historical research conducted in archives and the meaning of archival art.

How can we attempt to bring the ‘art archive’ — understood here broadly
as archival art and artist archives — back to a coherent definition? This volume
proposes to seek it in those experiences of study and artistic practice that maintain
the epistemological approach which is typical of the archive as a place where
history is invented.
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ARTISTS ARCHIVES

At the inaugural conference of the 36th Congres du Comité International d’Histoire
del'Art-CIHA 2024, Orhan Pamuk recalled the key points of A Modest Manifesto for
Museums, published in 2012 on the website of the Masumiyet Muzesi in Istanbul?
and presented at the opening of the General Conference of Museums organised in
Milan by the International Council of Museums in July 2016.2

As is well known, the document encourages a radical and ideal rethinking of
museums, so that they become capable of 'speaking for individuals’, as the history
of countries and communities is already commemorated by the world's leading
national heritage institutions. According to Pamuk, museums can only fulfil their
role of deeply analysing human culture by resizing and reshaping their narrative on
a human scale, as if the museum were a home rather than a monument, a place
where human culture can express itself rather than be represented.

Although these theories initially explained the museological significance of
the Museum of Innocence, which was created alongside his novel, Pamuk intends
the Manifesto as a general proposal for revising the form and tasks of museums.
This belief is even more striking given that the writer reaffirmed it less than two years
after the new definition of a museum was announced, which ICOM achieved through
a massive mediation effort (Prague 2022). Indeed, it is possible to agree that, despite
being more open to conceiving the social community as a rich and complex set
of publics with different interests, sensibilities and access capabilities, the ICOM
definition still hides the individual in a more generic and all-encompassing concept,
lacking the specificity that Pamuk has sought so far in the role of the museum.

Perhaps in response to this persistent vagueness, during the conference,
the writer cited the French visual artist Christian Boltanski and the Swiss painter
and dancer Daniel Spoerri as examples of an artistic practice that tells stories of
real or imaginary individuals through the collection, ordering and display of objects
directly connected to the lives of those subjects or communities of subjects, just
as it happens in the Istanbul Museum.

Between the late 1980s and early 1990s, after having handled Inventories,
Boltanski worked on the series Archives, Monuments, Réserves, continuing the
work of cataloguing and displaying objects linked to the uniqueness of different
individuals.* The installations in this project consisted of photographic portraits,
containers and objects that depicted the lives of ordinary, unknown women and
men, whom the artist valued simply for being human beings with a story to tell.
Powerful examples of this endeavour are the pieces now kept at MoMA (The
Storehouse, 1988)° and the Tate Gallery (The Reserve of Dead Swiss, 1990).°

Around the same time, Daniel Spoerri continued to create and exhibit his
tableaux-piéges, which he had first conceived during the Nouveau Réalisme phase.’
In the Palettes dartistes series, Spoerri's artist friends” work tools (Erik Dietmann,
Ugo Dossi, Marcel Duchamp, Katharina Duwen, Karl Gerstner, Julian Schnabel) were
‘trapped’ (namely the English translation of the French word “piége”) in the artwork
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by being fixed to a shelf to summarise in a single image a collection of brushes,
paints, cigarettes and other materials through which the individual experience of the
artists involved had been realised.®
In Pamuk’s view, works of art as personal collections and, more generally,
heritage as a collection of testimonies of a life or individual experiences, are the ideal
model for every contemporary museum. Although these conceptions still seem
revolutionary in contemporary museology, archives—places for preserving heritage
and processing historical memory par excellence, together with museums and
libraries—have been embracing the demands of individuality for more than a century.?
Indeed, the creation of ‘author archives’is a phenomenon that began in Europe
between the 19th and 20th centuries, when public libraries and museums acquired
numerous private archives belonging to writers, artists, and intellectuals to form the
documentary heritage of nation-states.™ Similar events also impacted non-European
Western countries and their nation-building. Since then, parallel to the emergence
of History as an academic discipline, archives, far from being mere repositories
of documents, have been the forge of national memory almost everywhere in the
world, collecting, organising and making accessible documents and other materials
that reveal something about the lives, culture and knowledge of their owners, even
when told from a biased perspective or an authority perspective.' This is even more
evident in the structure of archives and museums established during the colonial era,
which, as widely commented in contemporary literature, sought to propagandise the
history of power in opposition to the history of identities outside the Empire.'?
Although in a very different form from contemporary art, which is more
interested in the archives of ordinary women and men than those of widely known
human beings, the secularisation of personal archives has demonstrated that even
national history can be explored in depth starting from individual storylines, local
voices, and issues arising on the State's periphery. This depends on the shape of
the archive and how split up its contents are, which fosters specialised and detailed
research rather than broad research. The archive—both when it exists and when
it is lost, erased or destroyed—is a place for digging deeper, as it holds specific
and fragmentary evidence of history. The history of archives can be affected by
interruptions, reactivations, demolitions, relocations, and continuity is not always
a distinguishing feature. Among the many multifaceted approaches to archival
materials, however, the specificity of the sources remains a constant component.
So far, the archive has been evolving into new forms. However, it still closely
relates to the ancient task of framing historical memory, even if betraying a different
Zeitgeist. In particular, the ‘art archive’ settlement, which includes personal archives
of artists, critics, collectors, and art dealers, is internationally scattered by being
purchased and kept in museums, libraries, and art foundations.™ In the same way
that personal archives from the 19th and 20th centuries can offer useful sources
for writing national history, artist archives can help build or enrich the general
history of art through biographical information and data about the art system the
owner was involved in gleaned from these collections.
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While specific reflection on the artist archives as mines of raw materials for
producing art was already initiated in the early 2000s at the Tate Gallery, through two
insightful conferences, inthe current panorama of museology and contemporary art
historiography, artists' archives have recently taken on a privileged position owing to
their suitability to unveil what is still untold about the art of the present or the recent
past.”* Compared to institutional archives, artists’ archives hold some important
specificities because they often house items already endowed with artistic regard,
capable of creating authentic taxonomies of contemporary art. According to some
archival studies, the artist’s archive can sometimes be attributed a historiographic
importance equal to that of a catalogue raisonné (annotated catalogue) of the
owner's works of art.’”® Their significance for the history of art history emerges
even when, as often happens, the archive is collected a posteriori, usually—but not
always—after the author’s death. Effectively, many organisations have been active
for several years, assisting contemporary artists in creating an archive to be left for
public use.™®

In addition to shedding new light on the conservation practices of papers
and artefacts, studies on artists’ archives are invaluable to understand and rewrite
the history of contemporary art based on unpublished sources such as documents,
letters, photographs, works of art, video and sound recordings, and personal
memories. The outcomes their fruition opens to can be disparate: they allow
reinterpreting from a non-normative perspective the historical development of art,
and make it possible to disseminate and so to directly understand the historical
meaning of a massive amount of sources still concealed in boxes, folders, and
shelves, as were much of those published and commented so far within the genre
of ‘documentary history’.””

This is something that both scholars and artists are aware of, as Pamuk’s
examples show. Itis no coincidence that, just as Boltanski and Spoerri were working
on their archival art inspired by the artistic tradition of the previous two decades,
theories about the archival turn were taking off.

ARCHIVAL ART

Notwithstanding some studies have appropriately framed even earlier experiences
that can be considered initial forms of ‘archival art’, in the 1960s conceptual art and
post-structuralist studies unwittingly cooperated in defining distinct and intentional
aesthetic and formal constraints for creatively reworking the aims and forms of
the Archive.’ This sort of standardisation came out not just in the use of similar
creative tools and materials—like photographs and written sources, installations
and post-production, montage and cataloguing, atlases and displays—but first
and foremost in the sharing of a conceptual and cultural context.” In his book
[Archéologie du savoir, Michel Foucault attributed to archives a symbolic meaning
for the first time, interpreting them as an epistemological metaphor to explain
how historical and philosophical knowledge and linguistic thought in general are
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structured.? In other words, according to Foucault, the archive is a concept that
describes the set of rules, structures, and institutions that make it possible for
knowledge to be transmitted and function in a given era through language.

At the same time, and using different means, artists began to shape the
archive into a productive model for expressing creative concepts and interpreting
the socio-cultural sphere in which they operated. It suffices to recall that the
renowned American artist Joseph Kosuth's One and Three Chairs was exhibited for
the first time at the Museum of Modern Art of New York in 1965: the author did not
create the work, but composed it by combining written, photographic and material
representations of the object, thus exhibiting a small archive of found objects that
reflected on the latest achievements of Semiotics.?’ What literature refers to as
the ‘archival turn’, considered a breakthrough that peaked between the end of the
1990s and the beginning of the 2000s, could be traced back to this period.

Around the mid-1990s, when the first edition of Mal d’archive by Jacques
Derrida was available to be read both in French and English,?? the historical and
social value of Archives attracted an unprecedented attention of theorists and
scholars in the field of Art History, who launched a broad and multidisciplinary
reflection on the many aspects of that ancient cultural institution. The debate
quickly spread and evolved as a pristine concern, since it was looked at through a
fresh approach, other than the established knowledge of archives in the nineteenth-
century connotation.

It is unnecessary to explore the many theoretical implications of Derrida’s
essay in the philosophical and psychoanalytical fields. It is impossible here to
discuss his theories on the human psyche's archival structure or the concrete effect
that the archiving and museumisation of Freud's documentary heritage would
have had on psychoanalytic theory.?® Instead, it is helpful to analyse how these
observations were developed in the realm of art-historical studies and practices.

Between 1998 and 1999, an exhibition entitled Deep Storage: Collecting,
Storing, and Archiving in Art was presented at PS.1 Contemporary Art Centre of
New York and the Henry Art Gallery in Seattle. This event allowed Ingrid Schaffner
to explore further her analysis of archival art, which she had begun to outline
in a short article published in the summer of 1995.2* Schaffner and the other
authors contributing to the catalogue attempted an initial systematic survey of the
phenomenon and provided some preliminary definitions to classify the archival art
of the previous three generations as a homogeneous avant-garde based not on
the simple storage of objects, but on the transformation of archival materials—
themselves bearers of history—into artistic materials or even proper artworks.

Looking at the activities underway in Europe and America, Hal Foster
subsequently identified a “notion of artistic practice” that united many contemporary
artists despite the differences in their subjects.?® What inspired the archival art
analysed by Foster was the creation of historical information through the post-
production of archival materials found or selected by artists. Beyond the modes of
creation and outcomes of these practices, what is even more important here is the

ARCHIVO PAPERS JOURNAL | Volume 5, 2025 11



INTRODUCTION: ARCHIVES AND CONTEMPORARY ART | Annalisa Lagana

general process that, according to Foster, makes contemporary art an archival art
form: “The work in question is archival since it not only draws on informal archives
but produces them as well, and does so in a way that underscores the nature of all
archival materials as found yet constructed, factual yet fictive, public yet private.”?®
In short, archival art is not confined to replicating a formal model; it does not
merely adopt the archive as a layout for exhibitions and artistic operations, but also
embraces the archive's historicist logic concerning the implications of meaning
and knowledge that it entails.?”

Therefore, it is possible to say that archival art was first conceived in
art theory as a visual language with a syntax and semantics that go beyond the
domain of artistic practice and touch on the sphere of archiving, expanding outside
aesthetic research to produce culture or knowledge. The archival artworks derived
from this springboard are not representations, assemblages or showcases of
items, but rather intricate narratives that emerge from a system of relationships
between objects and images selected and exhibited by the artist, such as the
monument-like works created by the Swiss artist Thomas Hirschhorn in the late
1990s and early 2000s, cited by Foster.?® In other words, archival art should not
be considered as mere storage of objects, but as a meaningful scheme, made up
through the selective nature of archiving.

Contemporary artistic practices still take up the inventions of such a long-
established art tradition by using the Archive form to classify, which means both
list and catalogue, and reinterpret the World.?® A vast bibliography of historical-
artistic and critical analysis that appeared from the mid-2000s up to today places
at its core this worldwide tendency, undertaken by artists to create or show actual
and fictitious archives for autobiographical, political, and critical purposes.®°

Just being performed, archival art has, therefore, substantially contributed,
in the last few years, to the articulation of an historiography focused on the Archive
and the various artistic declinations of the theme. The list of scientific publications,
exhibition catalogues, and artists’ writings is today extraordinarily vast and
nevertheless still increasing and challenging, to the extent of spawning the need to
deepen the analysis of the limits of the archiving practices, the counter-archiving,
and the not-archivable, and to address other pressing issues for contemporary
society, such as political resistance, gender equality and climate challenges.®'

AIMS OF THIS VOLUME

Despite this enduring rise of archival art theories, attempts to identify a possible
definition of this practice have always proved challenging for critics, who are
understandably intimidated by the relentless evolution of artistic languages and
the uncontrolled proliferation of reference literature, of which this contribution
is also part.®? Nevertheless, this ongoing debate demonstrates that literature on
archival art is not only a specific genre within general art history but also a separate
branch of research devoted to critically examining this phenomenon, which should
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now strive for further conceptual stability. There is no question of establishing a
taxonomy able to differentiate archival art intrinsically, but instead of understanding
its identity within a broad profile, articulated yet recognisable.

To reduce all this to a research question: how could this history of artistic
studies and practices proceed without running the risk of inflating the concept of
the archival? In other words, how can we interpret productive archival art today?
Are there general, replicable criteria to recognise and distinguish it from countless
cases of ‘serial art’ or unproductive archiving passed off as archival art?*

Several authors have already considered the evolution of the archival art
language over the last twenty years, pondering many key issues.?* The purpose of
this volume is to contribute to identifying a paradigm of archival art by analysing
whatis now happening both in contemporary artistic studies and practices. Foster’s
pioneering observations on the one hand, and Pamuk’s more recent insights on
the other, which seem to encompass and resume the whole contemporary history
of archival art, implicitly suggest that two criteria should be considered.® First,
there is individuality, which is the ability of archival art to create authentic, specific,
and subjective stories, even when the work refers not to a single person or actual
events, but at least to a coherent narrative order, a thesis, or a declarative purpose.
Secondly, there is its epistemological value, which is its ability to convey knowledge
through artistic expressions involving ordering, listing, repetition, reproduction,
accumulation and collection.

To select a very few convincing examples of this pattern, we might mention
Georges Adéagbo's Lexplorateur et les explorateurs devant I'histoire de I'exploration..!-
Le théatre du monde..!, held in 2002 at documenta 11, Platform 5, which recounts
the colonial history through the display of meaningful objects; Oceanomania, the
installation-opera for the Musée Océanographique in Monaco created in 2011
by Mark Dion, which combines the needs of a permanent installation with the
history of early modern Central and Northern European collecting; Zoe Leonard'’s
photographic collection entitled Analogue, exhibited in the summer of 2015 at
MoMA, which explores one aspect of the technical, material and social history of
photography through a photographic inventory.

Because repetition, collections, and lists are across most contemporary art
practices, many scholars believe that the archival model is now integrated into
contemporary art as a style, a language, and a way of communicating.®” In an
inspiring and entirely agreeable statement, Ernst van Alphen said:

‘Archival artworks’ probe the possibilities of what art is and can do. But also, the
other way around, they explore and challenge the principles on which archival
organizations are built. Such an exploration of the archive through art is timely.
The reason for the current relevance of an exploration of “archival thinking” is a
generally cultural one. Whereas the role of narrative is declining, the role of archive,
in a variety of forms, is increasing. [..] The archive has become the dominant
symbolic and cultural form.3®
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However, acknowledging the generalised use of the archival model in
contemporary art does not necessarily mean generalising the concept of archival
art, which, as mentioned earlier, is a recognisable artistic trend because, rather
than being a mere instrumentalisation or passive replication of the archival model,
it derives from a discernible artistic and cultural tradition: it is utterly modern, driven
by conceptual and structuralist ideas, shaped by the development of technologies for
archiving objects and documents, and inevitably linked to the 19th- and 20th-century
history of the archive institution, as a place where History, Stories, and Memory in
general, whether real or fictional, historical or literary, are created.®® Actually, because
of how this archival model spreads so easily and the risk that everything could be
seen as archival art, theoretical research should try to give it a framework, develop a
method to identify it, and save its subject from getting lost.

As Van Alphen has already pointed out in the same book, photography is one
of the artistic media that most incisively guides the contemporary trend in archival art:
thanks to their formal characteristics, photographs are both artworks and documents.#°
This volume examines the intertwined developments of archival art and contemporary
art historiography from various perspectives by placing technical images and other
expressions of contemporary visual culture at the centre of its analysis.

An Archival Impulse: Twenty Years Later by Rita Cépa opens the volume by
looking at how far contemporary art has come from Hal Foster's seminal ideas over
the last two decades. The author questions how archival art practices today have
become so reliant on new technologies and how, as a result, we need to update our
critical approach to archival art, considering these developments.

Costanza Caraffa combines a reflection on contemporary art with an in-
depth study of the photographic archive and its role as a think tank for both artists
and art historians. Her investigation zooms in on the research and artistic creation
recently carried out at the Photothek of the Kunsthistorisches Institut in Florenz,
which she has been directing for many years, to show how art can reinterpret the
role of archives in the contemporary era.

Francesca Zanella focused on a similar topic, which is the relationship
between archives, contemporary art practice, and historiography, highlighting
how archival art today is approaching archives with new critical tools that let both
scholars and artists challenge the principles of objectivity, provenance, consistency,
and authority that are traditionally associated with archival institutions. The ‘After-
Archive' is a living archive that can be used in new ways to produce historiography
and knowledge, in line with the many cultural demands of the contemporary world.

Massimo Maiorino, by contrast, adopts a viewpoint on the contemporary
that starts from some historicalassumptions. The author addresses the relationship
between the processes of objects and artworks accumulation that spontaneously
occur in modern and contemporary artists’ ateliers and the art archive formation.
His argument relies entirely on a critical, historical and philosophical interpretation
of this relationship, which he explores to encourage reflection on other crucial
issues in contemporary art theory, such as the modern roots of artists’ archives
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and their institution, the methods of displaying non-artistic archival materials, the
procedures of sorting and cataloguing multi-media items coming from artists’
ateliers and archives.

Gabriela Sa shifts the focus away from the archive and analyses the
use of archival materials—photographs, films, letters, diaries, documents—in the
performance-lectures of three contemporary artists who use them to offer a non-
hegemonic account of history, thus a different image of collective memory. Heba
Y. Amin, Mabe Bethénico and Joana Craveiro become artist-historiographers: they
highlight the performative potential of archival materials and transform them into
artistic materials.

By hinging the problem on a historical fact, Defne Orug holds together
the themes of ontology of photographic images, photographic documentation,
preservation of visual documents and their historical and creative reinterpretation.
Mediating the Past Making (in) the Present addresses the pogrom of 6 and 7
September 1955 across the Turkish Republic through photographic images taken
during those days and confiscated by the government until the beginning of 2000,
with the ambition of creating a photographic archive capable of finally telling the
impartial version of that tragic event.

Nesli GUl's article uses archive files to make up a particular story. Her paper
investigates the role of archives in writing the memory of visual artists from Turkey
who have moved to the Netherlands since the 1960s. Focusing on migration and
diasporic cultural exchange also means imagining a non-normative history of art,
based on the study and dissemination of materials that are often difficult to access
and yet represent a frequently overlooked part of contemporary cultural history.

As can be observed from these examples, the archive is adept at
connecting itineraries across time and space, establishing pertinent connections
between remote experiences, individual stories, and sources generated by different
authorities. The theme of travel is also the subject of the article by David Lopes,
which begins with the concept of ‘combination’ developed by Georges Didi-
Huberman and based on Warburg's Mnemosyne model. Engaging with relevant
literature, the author presents his artworks as a translation of the archive into an
atlas to tell two biographies, that of his father and that of his grandmother, as two
parallel lives, unfolding into two different times and two distinct geographies.

Annemarie Kok undertakes a kind of reverse exploration, shifting her
attention from the object of contemporary art to the artist's activity, questioning
the practices required to preserve ephemeral or, more generally, fluid” art. Updating
reflections on the preservability of performative art that began in the 1960s,
the author suggests new criteria for documentation and archiving suited to
contemporary art’s participatory and politically engaged manifestations, such as
Dutch sculptor Tjebbe van Tijen.

Martina Denegri also attempts to address an issue closely linked to
contemporary artistic practices, particularly the works of the duo Fadi Houmani
and Ster Borgman, albeit from a different perspective. The author analyses Moths
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Dreaming of Electric Waters to theorise the possibilities of ‘rewilding’ contemporary
culture, that in the author's discourse is of restoring importance to feminist,
inclusive, Indigenous and environmentalist issues, which together fuel the artistic,
sociological and political debates of the present day. Through the bug metaphor,
the author introduces an innovative proposal into the challenging and perhaps
unsolvable argument of the decolonial archive/museum/heritage.

Addressing both the concept of fluidity in archival practices and the issue
of museum decolonisation, Livia Dubon examines the museum representation of
the heritage of the IsIAO archive in Rome. Much has already been written about
the decolonisation of archives. However, the literature does not always provide a
convincing explanation for how the structure of an archive formed through a history
of colonisation can be transformed into a decolonised one without destroying
its provenance history. Part of the historical significance of archives is inevitably
determined by the social and political process that led to their creation. This means
that, unless carefully projected and calibrated, a genuine decolonisation of archives
can lead to a reckless and, in some cases, anti-historical or at least inappropriate
deconstruction of heritage. Instead, in this case, the author employs the storytelling
method for the decolonial description of archive heritage without censoring or
mutilating the history of this heritage, but rather explaining it differently. While the
use of storytelling in art museums can prove problematic in many cases due to
the personalisation of the narrative at the expense of the historical objectivity of
heritage materiality and iconographic meaning, storytelling for decolonisation is
perhaps the most effective choice, given that the ambition of this approach is to
personalise that history, taking away the colonisers’ power of speech and restoring
memory, identity and voice to colonised populations.

The visual essay by Linda Fregni Nagler, How to Look at a Camera,
describes an artistic research project based on analysing an ideal archive of found
photographs’ that involves vernacular photography and images of non-Western
cultures. The artist worked on a series of photographs belonging to the Museum
fir Kunst und Gewerbe (MK&G) in Hamburg, where the project was exhibited
in 2023-2024, to understand the conflict between seeing and being seen that a
photographic image can trigger. Taking the project description as a starting point,
the artist intercepts the themes of visibility and invisibility in the photographic image
and their implications in other realms of contemporary humanistic knowledge.

The volume ends with a portfolio feature by Indian artist Dayanita Singh.
Singh has been reflecting on how photographic artworks are viewed for many
years. Her projects always materialise as new and ever-changing exhibitions of
photographic collections, set up in mobile structures that can be adapted to the size
of the exhibition space, whether it be a museum, a gallery or even an unconventional
exhibition venue. Both a photographer and a bookmaker, Singh has combined the
structure and mission of the photographic archive and museum in her works of
art: to preserve and exhibit photographs as works of art and, simultaneously, as
documents of her professional history and her subjects’ lives.
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CONCLUSIONS

The historical-epistemological approach is the most evident common element
among the many forms of art and archival practices discussed in this volume.
If, on the one hand, artists acknowledge and replicate the historical function of
the archival model and, on the other, historians acknowledge and comment on
the documentary significance of artists’ archives, then artistic practice and art
history merge into a comprehensive and varied theoretical framework which is
nevertheless methodologically consistent.

From these studies, the individualising shift in museology promoted by
Pamuk already appears to have been accomplished in the latest developments in
archival art. When the artist’s specific intent is clearly recognisable, contemporary
art becomes a strong indicator of the desire for institutions responsible for
preserving and disseminating memory to shift their focus to the individual, to
people. If this is true, then art archives have become agents of historiography also
within and through artistic practice. This achievement would lead to a conclusion
that, despite everything, has always been evident: museums and archives are made
up of people’s stories to make up people's history.
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arquitecto: Materiales de archivo: Obra corufiesa (1959-1999), (Fundacion Luis Seoane,
2021).

18 Sven Spieker, The Big Archive: Art from Bureaucracy, (The MIT Press, 2008), 51-129;
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on 27 March 2025. https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/4631. Other archival art
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28 Foster, “An Archival Impulse”, 6-11.
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Books, 2014); Hal Foster, “Archival”, Bad New Days: Art, Criticism, Emergency, (Verso, 2015),
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33 For more details on the difference between productive and unproductive archiving,
please refer to Van Alphen, Staging the Archive, 265-266 and Van Alphen, Productive
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carried out in the archive, but can only be achieved by adopting different approaches to the
sources and based on a differentiated selection of the sources themselves.

39 Van Alphen, Staging the Archive, 21-33. Many studies have been carried out on the
documentary function of photography; among these, see at least Monica Bassanello, llaria
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INTRODUCTION: ARCHIVES AND CONTEMPORARY ART | Annalisa Lagana

Turetta, and Simone Guerriero, (eds.), Per un archivio fotografico dellarte italiana: Vittorio
Cini, la Fondazione Giorgio Cini e la Fratelli Alinari, (Marsilio, 2022); Caraffa and Serena,
Photo Archives and the Idea of Nation; Barbara Cinelli, and Antonello Frongia, (eds.), Archivi
fotografici e arte contemporanea in Italia: Indagare, interpretare, inventare, (Scalpendi, 2019);
Costanza Caraffa, (ed.), Photographic Archives and the Photographic Memory of Art History,
(Deutscher Kunstverlag GmbH, 2011); and in a broader way Allan Sekula, “The Body and the
Archive”, October, no. 39 (1986): 3-64.

40 The book by Massimo Maiorino, Maria Giovanna Mancini, Francesca Zanella (eds.),
Archivi esposti. Teorie e pratiche dell'arte contemporanea, (Quodlibet, 2022) is a significant
addition to the historiography of the exhibition of archives and archival works.
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