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The exhibition, Magiciens de la Terre/ 5, was conceived 
in 2009 by Jean Fleischer. It restages the original show 
organized by Jean-Hubert Martin.  This show halves the 
number of artists originally included in the exhibition, 
reducing the participants from 50 Western and 50 Non-
Western artists, to 10 artists from “centers” of contemporary 
culture and 10 artists from the cultural “margins.”  This 
show intends to restage the original show’s controversial 
intention, albeit in smaller scale and to commercial ends, 
to explore practices of artists in Asian, African and Latin 
American countries, juxtaposing a selection of work from 
those cultural contexts with contemporary works from the 
United States and Europe.
What follows is my translation of a dialogue between 
myself and Jean Fleischer.  While this dialogue expresses 
our shared concern in what seems to be a long overdue 
and courageous attempt to depart from the hegemonic and 
monocentric cultural perspectives of Western European 
and American institutions and their exhibition projects, it 
was also inevitable that I would to want to challenge some 
the underlying assumptions of this exhibition.  

-Ludwig Fischer

LUDWIG FISCHER:  In discussions of the last forty 
years, the question of cultural decentralization has 
emerged as increasingly important.  It encompasses 
efforts to decenter traditional conceptions of the 
author/subject construction, as well as challenges 
to the centrality of the oeuvre and to the concept 
of the work of art as a unified substantial object.  
But there are broader ramifications: the question of 
decentralization is related to the on-going critique 
of the hegemony of the class structure of bourgeois 
modernism and to analysis of the dominance of the 
Western capitalist world’s cultural production and 
its markets over cultural practices in the social and 
geo-political “margins.”  Cultural decentralization 
aims at a gradual recognition of the cultures 
of different social and ethnic groups within the 
societies of the so-called “First World,” as much as 
at recognition of the specificity of cultural practices 
outside—that is, in the countries of the so-called 
“Second World” and “Third World.”  
Does the project “Magiciens de la Terre/5” originate 
in these critical discussions or is it just another 
exercise in stimulating an exhausted art world by 
exhibiting the same contemporary producers in a 
different topical exhibition framework?  
 JEAN FLEISCHER:  Obviously the problem of 
center and periphery has been much discussed in 
European-American avant-garde culture in recent 
years, and our exhibition, and our exhibition, 
“Magiciens de la Terre/5,” takes off from those 
discussions.  First of all, from a geographical point of 
view, we want to treat contemporary art production 
on a global, worldwide scale.  But the questions of 
center and periphery are also related to issues of 
authorship and oeuvre that concern us, especially 
since the artist’s role and the object’s functions 
are defined in an entirely different manner from 
our European way of thinking in a number of the 
contexts with which we will be dealing.  As for the 
problem of marginality, it is difficult and delicate to 
include artists from different geo-political contexts 
in an exhibition of Western (Euro-American) 
contemporary art, the dominant art of the “centers.”  
But we have come to recognize that in order to have 
a center you need margins, and the inverse is true as 

well.  Therefore, “Magiciens de la Terre/5” will invite 
half of its approximately 20 artists from marginal 
contexts, and will include artists who are practically 
unknown in the contemporary world.
LF: How will you go about this project without 
falling into the seemingly inevitable and worst of 
all traps—that is, without once again deploying 
ethnocentric and hegemonic criteria in the selection 
of participants and their works for the exhibition?
JF: I agree that this is the first trap one thinks of.  
But I would argue that it is actually an inevitable 
trap. It would be worse to pretend that one could 
organize such an exhibition from an “objective, 
unacculturated” perspective, from a “decentered” 
point of view. Where could one find a “correct” 
perspective? By including artists on a proportional 
scale? Or by basing the selections made by cultural 
functionaries in each country, functionaries whose 
principles are infinitely less elaborate than ours? 
Or by political commissaries from UNESCO, and 
according to the size of the population of each 
country? 
I have therefore argued for the exact opposite: since 
we are dealing with objects of visual and sensual 
experience, let’s really look at them from the 
perspective of our own culture. I want to play the 
role of someone who uses artistic intuition alone to 
select these objects which come from totally different 
cultures. Thus my approach will also be the opposite 
of what you might have suggested: I intend to select 
these objects from various cultures according to my 
own history and my own sensibility. But obviously 
I also want to incorporate into that process the 
critical thinking which contemporary anthropology 
provides on the problem of ethnocentrism, the 
relativity of culture, and intercultural relations.
LF: If I may interrupt here.  It seems evident that your 
problem is characteristic of all modernist art history, 
which has traditionally contemplated only objects 
of high culture, even though modernist avant-garde 
art was in fact constituted in dialectic relationship 
with mass culture from its very beginnings. The 
objects and users of mass culture—if considered at 
all—were at best compartmentalized into a different 
discipline (sociology), or more recently into the 
area of mass cultural studies. In the same manner 
that traditional art history has always excluded 
the plurality of cultures within “bourgeois” culture, 
your attempt to select only the “highest artistic 
quality” from the cultural practices of “the Others” 
runs the risk of subjecting them to a similar process 
of selection and hierarchization.
JF: Works of art are always the result of a ritual or 
a ceremony, and that is just as true for a famous 
painting of the 19th century, where in a manner of 
speaking, we are also looking at a “mere residue.” 
One always speaks of the problem of “context” when 
it comes to other cultures, as though the problem 
did not exist for us in our confrontations with a 
medieval miniature, or even with a Rembrandt 
painting, when we visit the museum. Only a few 
specialists really know anything at all about the 
contexts of these objects, even though we would 
claim that, after all, they are part of our own cultural 
tradition. I know that it is dangerous to extricate 
cultural objects from other civilizations. But we can 
also learn from these civilizations, which-just like 
ours--are engaged in a search for spirituality.
LF: This concept of an abstract transhistorical 
experience of “spirituality” seems to be at the core 
of your project.  In that respect, it reminds me of 
the “’Primitivism’ in 20th Century Art” exhibition, 
which took place at the Museum of Modern Art in 
1984.  There a presumed spirituality was also placed 
at the center of the exhibition and considered to be 
operating regardless of social and political context, 
and regardless of the technological development 
of particular social formations. Don’t you think 
that the search for the (re-)discovery of spirituality 
originates in a disemboweling of the politics of 
everyday life?
 JF: Not at all. As you will recall, the main criticism 
leveled at the “Primitivism” exhibition at the time 
was that it was a formalist project.  To me. it seems 
important to emphasize the functional rather than 
the formal aspects of that spirituality—after all, 

Margin of Utility
The Revolution Is Televised!
The looming anniversary of the 2008 
presidential elections and the recent Nobel 
Peace Prize awarded to President Obama 
affords an apt opportunity for reflecting 
on the new image of the American 
presidency. 

The Obama Presidential Campaign won the 
Titanium Grand Prix and Integrated Grand 
Prix at the Cannes Lions international 
advertising festival. The Titanium Lion 
celebrates breakthrough ideas and work 
that is so provocative that it “causes the 
industry to stop in its tracks and reconsider 
the way forward.”  Replete with slogans like 
“yes, we can!” and the catchwords “change” 
and “hope,” as well as a charismatic front 
man whose eloquence and elegance made 
his presidential predecessor look like a 
Neanderthal, brand Obama marshaled 
unprecedented economic means into an 
advertising endeavor of rare proportions. 
There continues to be a widespread 
mythology concerning the number of 
small donors to his campaign, a mythology 
that often implicitly justifies a market-
place democracy in which financial 
donations count more than votes (Obama’s 
unparalleled decision to opt out of the 
government campaign financing system 
sets a dangerous precedent in this regard). 
Only approximately a quarter of his image 
war chest came from small donors making 
contributions of $200 or less (slightly less 
as a percentage than President Bush in 
2004), and Goldman Sachs was his single 
largest private contributor, along with 
many other corporate donors.  Big business 
always wins two party elections because it 
bets heavily on both candidates.  

56.8% of the voting population turned out 
for the election and, of these, 53% voted for 
Obama/Biden. This means that a little over 
_ of the voting population in the United 
States actively supported their campaign. 
This is a significant portion compared 
to the precedent of past elections, and 
strategically speaking, Obama no doubt did 
more to deserve the two Grands Prix from 
the Cannes Lion advertising festival than 
he has done to merit the Nobel Peace Prize.  
It is important, however, to mitigate the 
administered image of a near unanimous 
populist upsurge.  Indeed this groundswell 
was itself packaged and sold as the “new 
image of change” consecrated by the 
presidential inauguration, which was paid 
for in large part by corporate contributors 
(who anticipated—correctly!—that they 
would be paid back with exponential 
interest in continued Wall Street bailouts):  
the managing director of Citigroup bundled 
$300,000 for the inauguration, the vice 
president of Goldman Sachs bundled 
$100,000, etc.  The “revolution” was 
indeed televised in the euphoric image of 
change finally coming to America! And the 
aesthetics of change, the branding of a new 
era, was presented as the incarnation of a 
new or renewed American spirit promising 
great things.

Symbol and Substance:  
The Dual Position
Cornel West has convincingly argued that 
it is imperative to distinguish between the



magic practices are functional practices. Those 
objects which have a spiritual  function for the 
human mentality, objects which exist in all societies, 
are the ones of interest for our exhibition.  After all, 
the work of art cannot simply be reduced to a retinal 
experience.  It possesses an aura which initiates 
these mental experiences.  I would go even further 
and argue that it is precisely those artistic object 
which were created 40 years ago by artists with the 
explicit desire to reduce the auratic nature of the 
work of art by emphasizing its material objectness 
that now appear as the most spiritual ones.  In fact, 
if you talk to the artists of that generation, you will 
often hear about their own involvement with the 
concept of the “magic” of the work of art.  We have 
to admit that there is a sphere of social experience 
which has taken over the space of religion, and while 
it does not fulfill religion’s communal functions, it 
does involve large segments of our society. 
LF: It sounds as though you were arguing that 
the failure of the artistic practices of the 60s 
to emancipate art from ritual (what Benjamin 
called art’s parasitical dependence) could now be 
compensated for best by ritualizing these practices 
themselves.  Inevitably your project operates like an 
archeology of the “other” and its authenticity: you 
are engaged in a quest for original cultural practices 
(magic and ritual), when in fact what you will most 
often find, I presume, are extremely hybridized 
cultural practices in their various stages of gradual 
or rapid disintegration and extinction—a condition 
that results from their confrontation with Western 
industrial media and consumer culture. 

-Ludwig Fischer

Like a Nightmare 
on the Brain of the Living
With Back to Earth, Oct. 15-Dec. 5, 2009, Fleisher 
Ollman Gallery has assumed the cripplingly 
ambitious task of revisiting the infamous exhibition 
Magicians of the Earth (Magiciens de la Terre), which 
opened at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris in 
1989 (the same year fall of the Berlin Wall).  That 
such a show demands revisitation is by no means 
in dispute.  Magicians of the Earth has become 
an important historical reference point, being the 
first truly international exhibition of contemporary 
art.  Situated within the context of the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, the exhibition, like that symbolic event, 
appears to have ushered in within the art world the 
era of globalization now familiar.  
Since Fleisher Ollman Gallery situates its own 
artistic concerns quite explicitly within the set of 
problems that Jean-Hubert Martin intended to raise 
with his initial curatorial effort, it makes perfect 
sense for the gallery, upon Magiciens de la Terre’s 
20th anniversary, to reflect on the exhibition’s 
legacy.  For the gallery no doubt identifies with 
Jean-Hubert Martin’s vision to establish a cultural 
dialogue that transgresses the geo-political borders 
between east and west, north and south and the 
economic and racial divisions between the 1st, 2nd 
and 3rd worlds.  
Yet, its legacy is by no means without contestation. 
On the surface the exhibition appeared to challenge 
the cultural hegemony of the West—the latter’s 
near total neglect of “80% of the earth”— by trying 
to establish a non-hierachical exhibition space in 
which the dominant and the marginal (Western and 
Non-Western) were equally represented and thus 
equalized by the shear fact of their co-habitation.  
The spectator as she moved throughout the 
exhibition would encounter unlikely juxtapositions 
that occasioned, at least in theory, a reflection on the 
shared aims of these radically divergent practices.  
Rather than emphasizing divisions and conflicts, 
Martin envisioned the exhibition as a space in 
which the shared animus of the artists and their 
objects could be contemplated—an animus that 
Martin posited in magic and ritual.  All the artists in 

the show were thus cast as magicians, embarking 
through their creative labours upon a kind of 
transcultural spiritual quest.  Yet, the principle of 
selection that guided the decision as to what objects 
to include and what to exclude unapologetically 
assumed aesthetic criteria commensurable to the 
tastes of a Western aesthete.  The exhibition thus 
seemed to romaticize the shamanesque, archaic 
spiritual forces purportedly discernible in cultural 
regions yet untouched by the ravages of modernity, 
while establishing a safe, contemplative space 
that would not challenge in principle the Western 
aesthete’s sensibilities.  It both fetishized art objects 
and their producers.  It was for these reasons that 
the show was viewed as utterly reactionary, despite 
its apparent progressiveness. 
Martin, and now Ollman, quite explicitly wager on 
the strength of non-Western cultural objects to hold 
up to the intuition of the Western aesthete.  Like 
Clement Greenberg, Martin shared the confidence 
in aesthetic judgment to discern across ethnic 
and regional barriers the good from the bad.  As 
he put it in an interview with Benjamin Buchloh 
in Art in America (May 1989), “I want to play the 
role of someone who uses artistic intuition alone 
to select these objects.” Yet these objects only “hold 
up” through their capacity to communicate in a 
“visual-sensuous” manner to a Western spectator.  
Such a spectator provides the social criteria of 
their selection. As a result, precisely the structural 
relations (chiefly social) of those who are called upon 
to mediate through their judgment the differences 
between these art objects remain unquestioned.  
Even though these assumptions now more than 
ever need to be questioned with renewed vigilance, 
Fleisher Ollman’s revisitation appears strangely 
indifferent, almost oblivious to the controversy that 
has wracked the exhibition’s effective history.  The 
only effort at contextualization is a wall installation 
of images cut and rearranged from the catalogue 
for Magiciens de la Terre.  The catalogue itself is 
set upon a wall mount whose height more befits an 
object of contemplation than a book to be read and 
studied.  This serves to underscore that what we are 
seeing is an homage, a fetish, not a site for historical 
reflection.  If the failings of the original were tragic, 
those of its revisitation verge on farce.   

For Back to Earth cultivates the same kind of 
spectator that Magiciens de la Terre played a hand 
in engendering.   It is hard to not see in retrospect 
that the spectator that Martin’s exhibition helped 
to produce is the globetrotting aesthete, the urbane 
cultural consumer armed with the comforting 
notions of multi-culturalism and democratic 
capitalism.  In short, Magicians of the Earth 
foreshadowed the new breed of 21st century flaneur 
whose tastes are engendered less by museums 
and more by the international circuit of Biennials 
and art-fairs.  A flaneur whose tastes echo the 
sentiments—rather than disturb the agenda—of a 
good neo-liberal who identifies freedom, equality 
and above all democracy, with “equal” access to 
new markets.  
In short, although the show is framed as a historical 
reflection, as a return to earth, it seems rather to be 
oddly suspended in time, strangely abstracted from 
the history that it attempts to make more concrete.  
The image of an inverted world that accompanies 
the press release thus appears to be strangely apt.  

-Alexi Kukuljevic

symbolic importance of electing a mixed-
race candidate to office and the substantial 
changes he has or has not introduced. 
Obama’s election surely introduced 
important symbolic shifts in American 
politics (it is essential to recall, at the same 
time, that George W. Bush’s administration 
was arguably the most multicultural in 
American history). Moreover, Obama is 
clearly a more interesting candidate than 
John McCain, and in comparison to the man 
ironically marketed as the quintessential 
maverick, the election results need to be 
applauded. 

At the same time—this is the necessary 
dual position—the substance of Obama’s 
actions need to by submitted to severe 
scrutiny rather than allowing ourselves 
to be blinded by the pop-psychological 
“positive thinking” that dominates so many 
well-meaning liberals.  Let us consider a 
few key features of his presidency to date:
Economics: Obama is not only a 
longstanding supporter of neo-liberal 
economics, but his economic team is 
composed of Friedmanites from the Clinton 
administration, many of whom are directly 
responsible for the current economic 
crisis due to their stalwart support of the 
deregulation of the banking industry.  The 
repeal of the Glass-Steagall Act in 1999, 
which had prevented co-ownership of 
commercial banks and investment banks, 
was one of the key moments. Then Treasury 
Secretary Lawrence Summers rejoiced over 
the bill repealing Glass-Steagall:  “With this 
bill, the American financial system takes a 
major step forward toward the 21st Century 
– one that will benefit American consumers, 
business and the national economy” (NYT, 
Nov. 13, 1999).  In spite of the fact that 

the repeal of Glass-Steagall—which had 
been enacted after the Great Depression 
to avoid similar calamities in the future—
precipitated the current financial crisis, 
Obama appointed Summers as the director 
of the White House National Economic 
Council.
The Military Industrial Complex: The man 
awarded the Nobel Peace Prize has deployed 
more U.S. troops in Iraq and Afghanistan 
than any time under the presidency of 
George W. Bush. Obama recently signed 
a record $680 billion War Bill, the largest
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