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ABSTRACT 
 

Curator Jean-Hubert Martin’s 1989 exhibition Magiciens de la terre is considered the 

first exhibition of global contemporary art, displaying recent works by 50 Western and 50 

Nonwestern artists. Most of the scholarship concerning Magiciens focuses on its legacy, 

including critiques of the exhibition model in addition to the show serving as a 

springboard for subsequent exhibitions of global contemporary art. My thesis analyzes 

the exhibition within a larger history of French display of nonwestern and western objects 

and artworks in Paris. By placing Magiciens within this history, this thesis project 

examines how this exhibition which opened during the bicentennial celebrations of the 

French Revolution in Paris reified Paris’ claims of being an international center of art and 

culture in addition to positing Martin as “curator-as-artist.” 
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Introduction 
 

 
Magiciens de la Terre  is the self-proclaimed first exhibition of global 

contemporary art, organized by Jean-Hubert Martin and his curatorial team at the Centre 

Pompidou and La Grande Halle de La Villette in Paris, France in 1989. Inspired by 

nineteenth and early twentieth-century French colonial ethnographic expeditions in 

addition to responding to curatorial shifts in western art institutions’ display of 

contemporary art of other cultures, Magiciens was an ambitious attempt by curator Jean-

Hubert Martin to propose a new exhibition model in an attempt to universalize the 

creative impulse across varying cultures.1 The show was the result of four years of 

planning and an unorthodox exhibition methodology with the aim of displaying work by 

both western, established artists from North America and Europe, and nonwestern artists, 

creators with a practice originating outside of the West. Historically, exhibitions of art in 

western cities such as Paris has focused on displaying mainstream North American and 

European artists who have been educated in western art institutions while nonwestern 

works were often limited to objects, oftentimes from colonized subjects working outside 

of western art institutions, that were brought to western museums and collections. For 

Magiciens de la Terre, Martin and his curatorial team selected artists working in the West 

who were veterans to exhibiting in national venues, like Lawrence Weiner and Claes 

Oldenburg, alongside nonwestern artists, both with formal art making practices akin to 

the western artists and those “discovered” by the curatorial team in remote parts of the 

world—traditional artisans or shaman-types engaged in creative activity for religious or 

 
1 “The Family of Man: MoMA.” The Museum of Modern Art. Accessed May 1, 2020. 
https://www.moma.org/calendar/exhibitions/2429. 
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spiritual purpose. Martin and his curatorial team gathered artworks from 50 nonwestern 

and 50 western artists in an endeavor to solve the problem of displays of contemporary 

global art, particularly works by nonwestern artists, before the categories of ‘global’ or 

‘contemporary’ had emerged as definitive categories .  

Magiciens was organized during a historical period characterized by significant 

cultural shifts occurring within different spheres including politics, economics and the 

increasing speed of the transmission of communication across the world. In particular, 

1989 marked several important world events that signaled the end of the Cold War period 

that had pitted communism against capitalism, such as the Tiananmen Square Massacre 

in China and the Fall of the Berlin Wall in Germany. Economically, western markets had 

expanded to developing countries during a specific historic moment known as 

globalization during the eighties and nineties. The deregulation of markets allowed 

western businesses to invest into developing countries by outsourcing their labor as well 

as holding political pull within that country. The increased influence of western 

commodities and media to nonwestern markets resulted in a significant global cultural 

shift during a period recognized as postmodernism. In the artistic sphere, this translated 

to both a market desire for contemporary art produced outside of the west and a new 

means of displaying global art that did not belong to a western-centric paradigm. Martin 

proposed with his exhibition, Magiciens de la terre, that he was not going to attempt to 

tell a linear progression of art but rather he wanted to display a plurality of cultures on 

equal terms in respect to what he recognized as postmodernism.  

The 100 artists selected for Magiciens were exhibited in different ways in two 

venues at the Centre Pompidou and La Grande Halle de la Villette. Opened in 1977, the 
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Pompidou is the city’s modern and contemporary art collection and cultural center, 

centrally located in the Right Bank Marais neighborhood. La Grande Halle de la Villette 

in the northeast periphery of the city was a former nineteenth-century slaughterhouse that 

was designated a historic site and reopened in 1985 as a multipurpose venue. Individual 

artists at the Centre Pompidou were exhibited in their own galleries snaking throughout 

the fifth floor, alternating between displays by western and nonwestern artists. The open-

air design of La Grande Halle permitted a display akin to a biennale or a world’s fair of 

the past, with each work compartmentalized by maker with the use of temporary walls 

but not completely enclosed—the viewer could make visual connections between 

displays at La Grande Halle unlike at the Pompidou. Martin initially booked La Grande 

Halle as the venue for his exhibition- both as a curator wanting to propose a new 

exhibition model of organizing global contemporary art in addition to promoting the 

venue as an important project space.  

Thirty years after its opening, Magiciens de la Terre continues to be a key point 

of reference for curators and art historians examining theory and practices of exhibiting 

global contemporary art. In their exhibition planning, Martin and his team responded to 

criticisms generated by curator William Rubin and Kirk Varnedoe’s 1984 exhibition 

“Primitivism” in 20th Century Art: Affinity of the Tribal and the Modern at the Museum 

of Modern Art (MoMA) in New York. Art historian Thomas McEvilley exposed many 

issues of the MoMA show in his essay “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief” which discussed 

at length how the ethnographic works in Rubin’s show were at the service of the western 

which established hierarchies of value prioritizing western works. Years after 

Primitivism, Jean-Hubert Martin commissioned McEvilley to contribute an essay to the 
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Magiciens’ catalog because of his critique of the MoMA show, written during his tenure 

as editor of ArtForum.2 McEvilley’s approval of Martin’s vision concerning Magiciens 

would be crucial so that the Paris exhibition did not fall prey to the same critiques as the 

MoMA show had. While McEvilley is best known for his art criticism, his formal 

academic training was in Classical Philology and he wove concepts from ancient western 

and eastern philosophies seamlessly in his writings on contemporary art from the 1960s 

and afterwards. His writings on contemporary art were deeply shaped by Ancient Greek 

skepticism and his response to the MoMA show expressed doubt in the authoritarian, 

ethnocentric and universalist stance that Primitivism exhibited in the display of western 

works with nonwestern works.3 While Magiciens de la Terre attempted to resolve the 

main problem of the MoMA show by addressing the issue McEvilley raised of granting 

nonwestern artists agency in the western art institution rather than using their works 

merely as inspiration to serve Western Modernist art, Martin’s exhibition exposed other 

issues that the West continues to grapple with in the display of works from cultures 

outside the U.S. American and European artworld.  

In addition to serving as a proposed solution to the problem of global 

contemporary art display, Magiciens de la Terre was also planned with the institutional 

and national constraints of the yearlong celebrations of the bicentennial of the French 

Revolution and the centennial of the 1889 world’s fair in Paris—most famously 

monumentalized by the Tour Eiffel. The 1980s in Paris was marked by public works 

projects in preparation for the bicentennial celebration, including the redevelopment of 

 
2 George. Thompson “On Thomas McEvilley: A Postmodern Pyrrhonist,” International Journal  of Hindu 
Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1/3 (Jan. 2005), 46. 
3 Thompson, “On Thomas McEvilley: A Postmodern Pyrrhonist,”  47. 
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La Grande Halle de la Villette, and the display of Magiciens in two venues from the 

center of the capital to the periphery seemingly paralleled two hundred years of French 

cultural influence following the 1789 Revolution from the national center to colonized 

countries outside of this center. Press material generated in French and English prior to 

the May 1989 opening of the show referenced the exhibition as one of the celebrations of 

the bicentennial being planned throughout the city of Paris. Many critics responding to 

the show after its opening addressed this inconsistency of creating a nationalistic tone in 

presenting a pronounced “global” art show and attacked the colonial undertones of the 

curatorial team’s trek into remote places to “discover” unknown nonwestern artists. This 

thesis analyzes how Magiciens, despite announcing itself as the world’s first global art 

show, was more accurately France’s first global contemporary art show belonging to a 

larger history of exhibiting nonwestern objects in Paris.  

References to Magiciens for the next several decades in subsequent global 

contemporary art exhibition catalogs and significant secondary source essays and even a 

book consider many of the same critiques that critics pointed out in their 1989 exhibition 

reviews, dissecting Martin’s methods in curating the “first” postmodern art exhibition. 

Primary sources that I consult include the 1988 catalogue published by the Centre 

Pompidou in advance of the opening of Magiciens and the 2014 catalog of the 25th 

anniversary exhibition at the Pompidou examining the legacy of the 1989 exhibition, 

Magiciens de la Terre, retour sur une exposition légendaire. The original catalog for the 

1989 Magiciens, published the year prior to the opening of the show, included images, a 

small custom map denoting place of origin, and short interviews with the artists selected 

but did not show or discuss the specific works displayed in the show. Catalog essays and 
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many of the pre-1989 press concerning the exhibition expand upon Martin’s aspirations 

cited in his Art in America interview for a “whole earth show” and his methodology 

grounded in anthropological practices. The show had tremendous press outreach from 

across the world, with state sponsorship and media coverage from major exhibition 

sponsor Canal +. The 1989 catalog essays, written by leading cultural experts like 

postcolonial scholar Homi Bhabha and art historian Thomas McEvilley served to 

legitimize Martin’s aspirations for erasing hierarchies in exhibiting western and 

nonwestern art. Including Bhabha and McEvilley in the catalog legitimized Martin’s aims 

of developing an exhibition conscious of postcolonial theory and critiques of MoMA’s 

Primitivism in 20th Century Art exhibition. These catalog essays, in addition to essays by 

the curators and art critics, were written in the spirit of Martin’s goals of organizing the 

first exhibition of global contemporary art, rather than responding to the works and 

display design of the resulting exhibition. 

This thesis closely contextualizes the historical moment in which Magiciens de la 

Terre occurred and how shortcomings in the exhibition exposed problems that American 

and European art institutions still confront in planning and exhibiting shows of global 

contemporary art including the problems with value-laden binaries such as “western and 

nonwestern” and “First World” and “Third World” Chapter 1 will discuss influences on 

the production of the show, including a brief history of nonwestern display in Paris, an 

institutional background of the Centre Pompidou and La Grande Halle de la Villette, 

MoMA’s Primitivism show from 1984 and institutional mandates reflecting the interests 

of the French government. After understanding the context in which the show was 

planned, Chapter 2 will examine Martin’s planning of the show, looking at the 
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exhibition’s organization and the actual display while considering the essays in the 1988 

catalog and curator interviews to understand the objectives of the exhibition and thought 

process behind the selection of artworks exhibited. The reception history of Magiciens 

from 1989 through today will be the focus of Chapter 3 to closely examine both criticism 

of the show following its opening and how organizers of subsequent exhibitions of global 

contemporary art often looked to Magiciens as a reference point.  

The final chapter and conclusion reflect on both the legacy of Magiciens de la 

Terre and how the exhibition belongs not only to a French history of display of 

nonwestern art but also how it functioned to bolster Paris’ status as the capital of global 

culture during the bicentennial celebration in 1989 alongside other relevant 

programming.  
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Chapter 1: Paris, Capital of Global Culture 

 

Since the nineteenth century, the image of Paris has projected glamour and 

modernity through both its innovative infrastructure and its representations in literature 

and art by French and expatriate writers alike. The museums and attractions available in 

Paris for culture and amusement featured worldly exhibitions and encyclopedic displays. 

The wealth generated by colonial exploitation afforded the city the ability to build these 

institutions in addition to supplying artifacts for display. Such artifacts in ethnological 

museums emerging from the mid-nineteenth century across the continent inspired new 

forms in European modernist painting, especially by artists visiting ethnographic 

museums, gallery exhibitions and private collections in Paris—perpetuating the 

Wunderkammer display model of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, positing 

nonwestern objects as curiosities to be appropriated and collected by the West.4 To 

understand the production of 1989’s Magiciens de la Terre, it is necessary to consider 

this history of display of nonwestern objects and its intersections with display of 

contemporary art in the Paris art world. Additionally,  the goals of the establishment of 

the Centre Pompidou as both a national monument and an international competitor with 

New York for the position of capital of contemporary art provides a foundation from 

which to understand the motives of the organization of the 1989 exhibition. 

French Colonial Art in Modern Paris 

In the late nineteenth century, looted objects imported from the expansion of 

French colonial power in Africa, Asia and Oceania had been collected by private 

 
4 Annette B. Fromm, “Ethnographic Museums and Intangible Cultural Heritage return to our roots,” Journal 
of Marine and Island Cultures (December 2016), 90. 
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collectors, sellers and ethnography museums in France.5 Interest in these “exotic” 

cultures piqued the curiosity of French painter, Paul Gaugin decades earlier, representing 

“the Other” he lived among in the former French colony of Tahiti in the Pacific Islands 

during the late nineteenth century. In the early twentieth century, poets and artists like 

Guillaume Apollinaire, André Breton and Paul Eluard often encountered and purchased 

nonwestern works at flea markets and galleries. As early as 1906, Apollinaire recognized 

and wrote art criticism proclaiming these works as art with support from gallerists like 

Paul Guillaume and writer Felix Fénéon, who continued promoting artifacts after 

Apollinaire’s death in 1918 up until the 1920s.6 In addition to viewing these works in 

private collections, many turn-of-the-century visual artists, most famously Pablo Picasso, 

sought inspiration for their avant-garde paintings and sculptures in the colonial artifact 

collections at Le Musée d’Ethnographie du Trocadéro in Paris, which was open from 

1878 through 1935. Nonwestern objects on view in Paris introduced many artists to new 

pictorial conventions inspiring new visual languages and direct expression in their 

artworks. These objects were not only popular with émigré artists in Paris, also popular 

with museum visitors from a general public. Following the public success in 1923 of the 

L’Art indigène des colonies françaises et du Congo Belge exhibition at the Louvre’s 

Pavillon de Marsan, critical response to works began to shift concurrent to the art nègre 

craze of 1927.7 While artists such as Picasso and writers like Apollinaire were proponents 

of recognizing nonwestern objects as art as early as 1906, critics and other figures in the 

artworld during the 1920s began to acknowledge and appreciate formal associations of 

 
5 Thomas McEvilley, “Lawyer, Doctor, Indian Chief,” Art and Otherness (1992), 57. 
6 John Warne Monroe, “Charles Ratton and the Landmark Auctions of 1931” Tribal Art Magazine. (2019), 
93. 
7 Monroe, “Charles Ratton and the Landmark Auctions of 1931,” 97. 
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the nonwestern objects through the lens of contemporary art movements, such as 

Fauvism and Cubism.8 Just as art critics’ perceptions of these works changed, interest in 

nonwestern objects shifted from amusement and novelty in foreign works as objects of 

colonial conquest or anthropological inquiry to a professionalization through 

connoisseurship and understanding the aesthetic qualities of the object in the 1930s.9 In 

1931, Charles Ratton became recognized as the first expert on the new field of “art 

primitif” by the Commission des commissaires-priseurs, a state organization which 

organizes and conducts sales including auctions of art.10 That same year, teaming up with 

Louis Carré, Ratton held three auctions on African, Native American and Oceanic arts 

concurrent with the 1931 Exposition Coloniale Internationale—which attracted more than 

eight million visitors in the seven months it was open. Two of the three auctions were 

connected to important cultural figures including the combined lots of writers André 

Breton and Paul Eluard.11 Using their names to advertise the auction not only cemented 

Ratton’s authority of these works, but also connected these nonwestern works as aesthetic 

objects tied in with the Avant Garde, which now includes Surrealism and Dada in 

addition to Fauvism and Cubism. 

Despite emerging interests in studying these nonwestern objects as a new and 

legitimate field of study, as in the case of the emerging discipline of art primitif, the 

ethnography museum still exhibited these works as artifacts of the Other that sparked the 

Modernist spirit. This attitude toward display, however, changed under the direction of 

 
8 John Warne Monroe, “Charles Ratton and the Landmark Auctions of 1931” Tribal Art Magazine. (2019), 
97. 
9 Monroe, “Charles Ratton and the Landmark Auctions of 1931,” 98. 
10 Ibid. 98. 
11 Ibid. 105. 
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Paul Rivet, appointed director in 1937, at the Musée de l’Homme, which opened in 1939 

in the same site at Trocadéro that had previously housed the ethnography museum. 

Rivet’s approach to the display of these objects as objets témoins aimed to exhibit objects 

based on the information they can provide about the culture that created them rather than 

selected based on aesthetics and western conceptions of beauty.12 This approach, aiming 

not to create a hierarchy among the objects but rather present them equally, was 

suggested decades later as a solution to remedy the outdated modern art museum of post-

war Paris—one of many institutions challenged during the May ‘68 protests.  

Mid-century Nascence of the Modern and Contemporary Art Museum 

 The historical May ’68 protests in Paris with their primary concerns in class 

struggle, education reforms and objection to the Vietnam War poured over into the public 

desire for a more accessible art museum displaying art that reflected contemporary 

society.13 The ’68 student protests wanted more variance in the class backgrounds of the 

students accepted into French universities and modernization of the curriculum, 

expanding from a foundation of canonized knowledge that was accessible to a privileged 

class to a type of education that sought to improve the lives of all.14 In regard to French 

museums, this meant shattering the conception of museums as privileged spaces of 

national collections for a more flexible understanding of how art could embody the 

identity and collective memory of a diverse democratic and modern society.15 The 

policies of André Malraux, Minister of Cultural Affairs, in the decade prior to 1968 were 

 
12 Rebecca J. DeRoo. The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968 (Cambridge UP: Cambridge, 2006), 37. 
13 De Roo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in France 
after 1968, 1. 
14 Ibid. 4-5. 
15 Ibid. 5. 
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seemingly democratic in their intentions to provide visual arts literacy to places outside 

of Paris.16 These plans included making reproductions of French masterpieces from the 

Louvre old masters collections and exhibiting them across the country to suburban and 

rural communities both underserved by arts programming as well as promote a national 

French identity through significant works of art. However, this initiative neglected to 

consider the exhibition of modern or contemporary art, nor did it address international 

art.17 This issue was shared by the Paris Musée National d’Art Moderne, which from the 

end of World War II through the 1960s exhibited the works of pre-war School of Paris art 

created by immigrants living in Paris and inspired by the metropolis. However, the slim 

pickings on display at MNAM was not just an issue of an out of touch institution with 

passé tastes but also the lack of a budget to acquire examples of post-war and 

contemporary art. Several state projects throughout the 1960s attempted to address the 

lack of contemporary art display in France but ultimately could not succeed because of 

the lack of funding.18 It was not until 1969 when Georges Pompidou assumed the 

presidency from Charles de Gaulle that the state developed plans and allotted funding for 

the development of a national culture center as part of a larger modernization project to 

bring the capital up to speed with cultural hubs like New York City.  

Construction of a Modern Monument: the Pompidou 

 When he assumed his presidency in 1969, President Pompidou approved many 

urban development projects to promote economic development in the capital, including 

 
16 Rebecca J. DeRoo. The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968 (Cambridge UP: Cambridge, 2006), 38. 
17 De Roo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in France 
after 1968, 39. 
18 Ibid. 41. 
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an underwater tunnel connecting France to Britain, the La Défense business center in the 

west of Paris and a new international airport.19 In December of that year, he adopted 

plans to construct a multipurpose center in the working-class neighborhood of Beaubourg 

which fulfilled both the need for a public library as well as museum of modern and 

contemporary art.20 In addition to its function as a library and exhibition space, Pompidou 

also wanted the center to serve as a new monument of Paris and reassert its importance in 

the international art scene. 

 The 1968 protests brought about a call for art museums to be socially relevant, 

reaching out to the community and democratizing culture in opposition to the bourgeois 

museum models of previous decades.21  In addition to responding to post ’68 demands for 

a more accessible cultural center for people of all social backgrounds, Pompidou was also 

responding to the ’68 protesters’ occupation and damage to centuries-old monumental 

institutions including the Comédie Française and the Sorbonne, feeling the need to 

develop a new national symbol that citizens would recognize as both culturally relevant 

and a means to rebuild trust in the government.22 This new multipurpose art center would 

reach beyond national borders and project the prominence of France in the international 

art scene.23 Not only was this new museum intended to address a more inclusive and local 

audience and obscure class and social differences, but it also served as a symbol of a 

 
19 Nathan Silver. The Making of Beaubourg: A Building Biography of the Centre Pompidou, Paris. MIT 
Press: Cambridge (1994), 4. 
20 Silver,  The Making of Beaubourg: A Building Biography of the Centre Pompidou, Paris, 2. 
21 Rebecca J. DeRoo. The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968 (Cambridge UP: Cambridge, 2006), 42. 
22 Andrew McClellan. The Art Museum From Boulée to Bilbao. UC Press: Berkeley (2008), 86. 
23 Silver,  The Making of Beaubourg: A Building Biography of the Centre Pompidou, Paris, 5. 
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broader humanist vision concerning culture and communicating essential truths through 

art on a global scale.24 

 An international competition, the first of its kind in France, was launched in 1970 

for a design of a museum that could serve as a “live center of information”.25 A jury 

composed of renowned architects including Philip Johnson, Oscar Niemeyer and Jean 

Prouvé selected the post-modern building plan, the first of such an architectural design in 

France, designed by the young team of Richard Rogers and Renzo Piano.26 Rogers and 

Piano’s building was selected for its cutting-edge design which included facilities for a 

public library, galleries for display of the permanent collection, spaces for contemporary 

art projects, a café, a restaurant and a bookstore. The exterior of the building with its 

translucent walls and views of the city as well as extended hours, and multiple entrances 

reflected Pompidou’s objectives in developing a monument that reinforced the 

government’s transparency in responding to the demands of its people post 1968, “open”-

ness and accessibility for all classes of people and projected France as progressive in the 

international art scene.27  

 When the Centre Pompidou opened in 1977, many locals criticized the unusual 

postmodern architecture of the building, its cost and its location. Rather than perceived as 

a new monument of a liberal government concerned with the needs of its citizens, it was 

denounced as a symbol of a state that ignored the pressing cultural needs of both the 

newly gentrified area it created in the Beaubourg neighborhood and  the need for more 

 
24 Rebecca J. DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968, Cambridge UP: Cambridge, (2006), 26. 
25 Nathan Silver. The Making of Beaubourg: A Building Biography of the Centre Pompidou, Paris. MIT 
Press: Cambridge. (1994), 8. 
26 Silver, The Making of Beaubourg: A Building Biography of the Centre Pompidou, Paris, 178. 
27 Andrew McClellan. The Art Museum From Boulée to Bilbao. UC Press: Berkeley (2008), 86. 
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than one public library throughout the city.28Additionally, while the spirit of the ’68 

protests helped shape the development of the center and resonated in other art institutions 

through the implementation of multicultural programming and public outreach, critics 

condemned the institutionalization of contemporary culture and lack of engagement in 

provocative political discourse.29 The opening of the Centre Pompidou in 1977—nearly a 

decade after the ’68 protests—appeared less as an egalitarian space exploring timely 

issues concerning economic, gender and social struggle and more like a cathedral of 

consumption with sources of entertainment and consumerism.30 After the Centre 

Pompidou’s opening, the neighborhood surrounding it was transformed from a working-

class neighborhood in the heart of the Right Bank to ground for around 30 new 

commercial galleries of contemporary art, eager to financially gain from the museum 

institutional stamp of approval on modern and contemporary art in Paris.31  

 Despite the criticisms, the Centre Pompidou was wildly successful. Originally 

anticipating 5000 visitors a day, the museum saw daily attendance rates that exceeded 

that amount threefold or more. Construction of contemporary art museums with such 

distinctive postmodern architecture and moveable wall panels in the interior display 

spaces popped up around Europe, inspired by Piano and Roger’s design and the 

popularity of the institution.32 Throughout the eighties, the Centre would see changes in 

the layout of its spaces for the permanent exhibition of modern and contemporary, 

 
28 Nathan Silver. The Making of Beaubourg: A Building Biography of the Centre Pompidou, Paris. MIT 
Press: Cambridge (1994), 174. 
29 Rebecca J. DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968, Cambridge UP: Cambridge (2006), 46. 
30 DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in France 
after 1968, 168. 
31 Ibid. 172. 
32 Ibid. 167. 
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collected with allotted federal funds from socialist president François Mitterrand.33 

Originally designed to be flexible in their design with the use of wall panels, the layout of 

these wall panels needed to be customized in order to fully engage with the viewing of 

the growing collections of paintings and sculptures from early twentieth-century avant-

garde movements such as Dada and Surrealism through more recent bodies of work in 

Abstract Expressionism, Minimalism and Pop Art.34 Subsequently these spaces were 

developed from experimental spaces into white cube galleries, even further de-

radicalizing the ideas of the democratization of culture demanded by the ’68 protests.35 

Gallery spaces that were formerly open and flexible for display of contemporary works 

became sanitized of any outside context and tailored for Modernist masterpieces in white 

cube galleries which promote aesthetics as social elitism, excluding a diverse public of 

varying class backgrounds.36 Compared to the Louvre, a museum formed from centuries 

of collecting by monarchs, the Pompidou which had aims of being the modern and 

contemporary art version of the Louvre was created as a symbol of  French democracy.  

Additionally, the growing reputability in its collections and the popularity of the 

Pompidou as a tourist destination led to development and gentrification of the Beaubourg 

neighborhood, pushing out the very working-class community it sought to attract.  

Paris Monuments of the 1980s: Les Grand Projects 

 The fixation of building modern monuments, like the condition that resulted in the 

construction of the Pompidou, continued decades later when in 1982 French president 

 
33 Rebecca J. DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968, Cambridge UP: Cambridge (2006), 200. 
34 DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in France 
after 1968, 181. 
35 Andrew McClellan. The Art Museum From Boulée to Bilbao. UC Press: Berkeley (2008), 86. 
36 Brian O’Doherty. Inside the White Cube (Santa Monica: The Lapis Press, 1986), 76. 
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François Mitterand spearheaded a new monuments-making project sponsored by state 

funds to be carried out throughout the next two decades called les Grand Projets. This 

government-backed project provided funding for the construction of new buildings in 

addition to funds to revamp current heritage structures into a new era further reinforcing 

Paris’ identity as the capital of culture. New heritage sites such as the Institut du Monde 

Arabe and a new home for the Bibliothèque nationale with distinctive architectural 

features were built to represent French-speaking North African cultures and house the 

French national library respectively. Older heritage sites such as the Louvre obtained 

funds to build I.M. Pei’s glass pyramid, infusing the national old masters’ collection with 

international contemporary architecture. La Grande Halle de la Villette was a former 

abattoir located in the northeast Parisian suburb of La Villette—the Haussmann 

designated warehouse district of nineteenth and early twentieth-century Paris. La Grande 

Halle was originally built as one of three slaughterhouses in the 1860s, and the existing 

structure was known as La Grande Halle aux Bœufs because of the cattle that were 

brought there to be butchered.37 In 1974, La Grande Halle ceased operating as a 

slaughterhouse four years after the suburb was annexed to Paris as the nineteenth 

arrondissement, receiving designation as a Monument Historique.38 In 1985, La Grande 

Halle reopened with state-funded restorations of Jules de Merindol’s nineteenth-century 

design by architects Bernard Reichen and Philippe Robert. The new design enlarged the 

structure to 20,000 square meters incorporated elements of the former construction’s iron 

and glass elements with the entrance made completely of glass. The new La Grande Halle 

 
37 Alan Tate . Great City Parks. (London: Taylor & Francis, 2001), 58. 
38 Ministère De La Culture. “Marchés et abattoirs de la Villette (anciens).” 
https://www.pop.culture.gouv.fr/notice/merimee/PA00086767. 
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could host temporary events, such as fairs and trade shows in its multipurpose function 

and flexible space.  

In March of 1985, the Nouvelle Biennale de Paris was organized by arts journalist 

Georges Boudaille and hosted at La Grande Halle as an ambitious attempt to rival 

popular European biennales with the presentation of large-scale works by artists such as 

John Cage, Gilbert and George, and Daniel Buren. The selection of artists, critiqued as a 

means to liken the most expensive Parisian biennale to Venice, Kassel, and Sao Paulo, 

were intended to present Paris in such a way as “to attract creative spirits and take its 

place in the forefront of current trends.”39 As with the Centre Pompidou, this reveals the 

state’s desire to reassert the French capital as a nexus for art and culture. However, the 

1985 show differed from previous Paris biennales because the art shown was selected by 

a committee of five organizers, including Boudaille and four other organizers from Italy, 

Germany and the U.S., rather than by individual national committees. Additionally, work 

was selected according the general theme of figuration rather than strictly compose of 

contemporary artists of varying origins. The majority of the work exhibited during the 

1985 biennale included artists of European, North American and South American origins. 

According to Boudaille, a focus on securing large names in the western art world was 

prioritized over the exhibition of the most recent works created by those artists, which 

generated critique that the biennale was not successful in its aims to exhibit cutting-edge 

contemporary work from around the world.40 

 

 
39 Paul Tucker, “Paris Attempts to Reassert Itself as a Creative Force.” The New York Times, (New York, 
NY), May 12, 1985.  
40 Denys Zacharopoulos, “Denys Zacharopoulos on Nouvelle Biennale De Paris.” Artforum International 
(New York, NY), September 1, 1985. 
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Magiciens de la Terre: Two Venues, One Exhibition 

 The Centre Pompidou and La Grande Halle, in addition to Biennale de Paris of 

1985, were all developed as modern monuments—or in the case of the Biennale a 

significant international exhibition— to promote both national pride and assert Paris’ 

importance as a world capital of arts and culture. These two monumental venues hosted 

Marin’s Magiciens during bicentennial celebrations taking place throughout Paris and the 

country, with the exhibition serving as the reification of Paris as global pinnacle of 

contemporary art. Magiciens was originally conceived by curator Jean-Hubert Martin, 

who worked as an assistant to Boudaille during the 1985 Biennale. Inspired by his 

experience and responding to the underwhelming criticism of the show, he began 

brainstorming the exhibition that would eventually become Magiciens de la Terre. He 

shared his original ideas for a truly global contemporary art exhibit with the director of 

La Grande Halle, François Barré, and received approval to move forward with the 

planning of this exhibition to be hosted by La Grande Halle. The Centre Pompidou was 

booked as the second venue in 1987 when Martin was appointed director of the Musée 

nationale d’art modern at the Pompidou. 

 Martin explains in interviews about the exhibition, that there was no hierarchy in 

the works that were selected to exhibit in either venue.41 However, the Pompidou’s 

portion of the show was visited in greater numbers than La Grande Halle. The museum 

had several aspects of planning working in its favor, such as its central location, iconic 

architecture and more than a decade spent establishing its reputation as a tourist site 

which can explain the majority of visitors only viewing half of the show. Additionally, in 

 
41 Annie Cohen-Solal. “Entretien avec Aline Luque et André Magnin,” Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2014), 360.  
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a later interview assistant curators Aline Luque and André Magnin explain that the 

show’s organization coincided with the schedules of the artists who were arriving into 

Paris to install. Artists arriving closer to the late May opening, most of whom were 

nonwestern, were placed in La Grande Halle. Some of the western artists who were able 

to install earlier selected to be exhibited at the Centre Pompidou because of its clout and 

the increased visibility of their work.42 

Paris, New York  

After World War II and the rise of  the New York avant-garde of the 1950s and 

1960s, French art institutions shared many of the same anxieties that Georges Pompidou 

had about France’s reputation on the international scene.43 Much like how the late 

president of France wanted to see Paris rise in global importance at the same level of 

New York City, the Centre Pompidou aimed to assert itself as a global center of 

international art rivaling the reputation that the Museum of Modern Art in New York 

(MoMA) had developed. One of the first exhibitions posited Paris, just as much as New 

York was an important site of twentieth-century western art organized at the center was 

Paris-New York in 1977. Curated by Pontus Hultén, Paris-New York was one in a series 

of four exhibitions, Paris-Berlin (1978), Paris-Moscow (1979) and Paris-Paris (1981) 

that explored artistic exchanges between the capital of France and other significant 

international art centers, ending with examining work produced from 1951-1981 in 

Paris44. These blockbuster exhibitions also served as a means for the Pompidou to 

 
42 Annie Cohen-Solal. “Entretien avec Aline Luque et André Magnin,” Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2014), 360.  
43 Rebecca J. DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in 
France after 1968, Cambridge UP: Cambridge (2006), 168. 
44 R DeRoo, The Museum Establishment and Contemporary Art: The Politics of Artistic Display in France 
after 1968, 182. 
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purchase works and further establish their permanent collection of modern art, 

comparable to MoMA’s. In contrast to Hultén, who was director of the Musée nationale 

d’art modern at the Pompidou during the seventies through early eighties, Jean-Hubert 

Martin’s directorship was marked by exhibition interests that reached beyond Europe to 

make connections between Paris and nonwestern cultures. Magiciens not only exhibited 

nonwestern works but purchased many of the works exhibited to diversify their 

contemporary art holdings.45 

Since the Pompidou’s opening in 1977, in addition to its mission of collecting and 

displaying quality artworks to assert itself as the global leader of Modern and 

Contemporary art, exhibitions at the Pompidou responded to trends in exhibitions 

organized at other museums of modern and contemporary art. Contemporary exhibitions 

at the Pompidou tended to feature conceptual American and European artists in their 

temporary display spaces, taking advantage of the experimental open spaces. Throughout 

the globalization of the 1980s, art museums were having to contend with the display of 

works from nonwestern cultures. While the Pompidou of the 1970s was trying to appeal 

to all classes, the Pompidou of the 1980s was trying to be more inclusive of all cultures.  

Magiciens de la Terre in 1989 was planned by Martin in the spirit of exhibition trends of 

inclusivity and conceptual art. MoMA and its authoritative stance on modern art made it 

an important institution which the Pompidou recognized and modeled itself after. Martin 

looked specifically to MoMA’s 1984 Primitivism in 20th Century Art exhibition directed 

by William Rubin and co-directed by Kirk Varnedoe as an important show to which Paris 

could respond because of its own rich history of “primitivism” through the late 19th and 

 
45 Archives at the Centre Pompidou, Magiciens de la terre, 1989. Accessed June 2019. 
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early 20th-centuries as well as propose a new, groundbreaking way of exhibiting works 

from across the globe together.  Primitivism displayed a breadth of works from modern 

artists like Pablo Picasso, Alberto Giacometti, and Max Ernst alongside tribal art to argue 

for an affinity between western artists who adopted non-Western forms in the progression 

of modernist western history of painting and sculpture, an idea adapted from Robert 

Goldwater’s Primitivism in Modern Painting (1938). Rather than attempting to 

understand how these nonwestern cultures were active agents of their own traditions or 

customs concurrent with European Avant Garde movements such as Cubism and 

Surrealism, Rubin’s exhibition nearly 50 years after the publication of Goldwater’s book 

seemed outmoded because of its western-centric display approach reducing the 

nonwestern objects to inspiration for western modern masters.46  

Despite a thoroughly researched two-volume catalogue focused on modern 

western art, the show neglected to provide the same scholarly treatment to the tribal 

works. The Paris-based English art critic Michael Peppiatt wrote an article for 

Connaissance des Arts called “Sujet tabou, exposition risquée” which enraged William 

Rubin who threatened to sue because of its questioning of the premise of MoMA’s 

Primitivism exhibition and even the use of the term “primitivist”.47 However, Thomas 

McEvilley’s article “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief” published in Artforum elaborated on 

many of Peppiatt’s critiques and generated a year’s worth of published correspondance 

between Rubin and McEvilley concerning the exhibition that Rubin did not pursue a 

 
46 Thomas McEvilley. “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief: Primitivism in 20th Century Art’ at the Museum of 
Modern Art in 1984,” Art Forum (New York, NY 1984), 60. 
47 Michael Peppiatt ,“The Trouble with ‘Primitivism’,” The Making of Modern Art: Selected Writings, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020), 72. 
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lawsuit with Peppiat.48 McEvilley’s article and subsequent responses to Rubin break 

down how the curator’s determination to correlate principles of African art with modern 

art proposed underlying assumptions about the nonwestern works displayed, sanitizing 

both the western and nonwestern works.49 Museum labels provided extensive and 

persuasive explanations and discussed how the similarity in appearance between objects 

proved that the values of modernism were universal and present in cultures outside of the 

west.50 This bias underlies catalog essays, which McEvilley dissected, claiming that this 

body of scholarship was based on weak arguments that neglected the agency of the 

nonwestern cultures in the making and presentation of their works.51  

McEvilley posits that these shortcomings could have perhaps been avoided if the 

curators had considered adopting an anthropological approach in interpreting the 

nonwestern objects.52 Rubin’s claim of affinities shared by the African works that the 

modernist works referenced was weakened by the lack of dates or any information 

concerning the nonwestern objects. In neglecting to consider the emic point of view, 

judging a culture according to its own standards rather than exterior criteria, Rubin 

ignores the agency of the culture that produced the object and denies the possibility that 

these nonwestern works on display could possibly be responding to aesthetic qualities of 

western art during a time of increased globalization.53 

 

 
48 Michael Peppiatt ,“The Trouble with ‘Primitivism’”, The Making of Modern Art: Selected Writings, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 2020), 72. 
49 Thomas McEvilley. “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief: Primitivism in 20th Century Art’ at the Museum of 
Modern Art in 1984,” Art Forum (New York, NY 1984), 56. 
50 McEvilley. “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief: Primitivism in 20th Century Art’ at the Museum of Modern 
Art in 1984,” 56. 
51 Ibid. 57. 
52 Ibid. 
53 Ibid. 59. 
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French National Identity and the International Contemporary 

 Martin’s Les Magiciens de la Terre attempted to correct these shortcomings of the 

MoMA show, not only for the sake of providing agency to nonwestern cultures in the 

display of their objects, but also to keep in line with institutional aims to become the 

leading art institution for international contemporary art. Other conditions for the 

exhibition, placed by both the goals on which the institution was founded and federal 

funding sources, was that it be organized in the spirit of the bicentennial of the French 

Revolution and the centennial of the 1889 Paris world’s fair. While Martin’s show 

allotted an equal amount of representation, explanatory labels and display space to 50 

western artists and 50 nonwestern artists in a conceptual exhibition of global 

contemporary art, international press releases for the show advertised it as part of the 

celebration of anniversaries of historic national events.54 The next chapter discusses 

Martin and his curatorial team’s process of organizing the show, selection of the works 

and catalog essays to illuminate how the objectives of the show are tied into histories of 

displays of ethnographic objects in France and colonial history, state and institutional 

requirements and post-colonial and post-modern exhibition practices. 
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Chapter 2: Planning Magiciens de la Terre 

 

A New Exhibition Model 

 Thomas McEvilley’s critique of curators William Rubin and Kirk Varnedoe’s 

1985 MOMA exhibition Primitivism in 20th Century Art was an important formative 

influence to Jean-Hubert Martin’s planning of the 1989 exhibition of Magiciens de la 

Terre at the Centre Pompidou and La Grande Halle. McEvilley mentioned in his essay 

“Lawyer, Doctor, Indian Chief,” and subsequent published exchanges with Rubin 

concerning the postcolonial issues in the Primitivism show, that if the MoMA curators 

had considered employing ethnographic or anthropologic methods in the museum labels 

for the nonwestern objects, that these works would have been granted similar agency as 

the western masterpieces they were foregrounding.55 In response to this critique of the 

New York show, Martin and his curatorial team, including Mark Francis, Aline Luque 

and André Magnin, in the years of planning of the show from 1986 through 1988, called 

upon ethnographers and anthropologists to assist in research and selection of the 

nonwestern artists who would subsequently be displayed in the 1989 Paris exhibition.56 

 In addition to proposing an alternative exhibition designed to address the 

shortcomings of the MoMA show, Hubert was also attempting to project a new post-

modern exhibition model that would permit a sense of openness in display of works from 

a plurality of cultures. In the “Preface” to the Magiciens de la Terre catalogue, Martin 

cites Joseph Beuys (1921 – 1986) and Robert Filliou’s (1926 – 1987)  artistic practices as 

 
55 Thomas McEvilley. “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief: Primitivism in 20th Century Art’ at the Museum of 
Modern Art in 1984,” Art Forum (New York, NY 1984), 57.  
56 Jean Hubert Martin, “Preface,” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 10. 
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important frameworks for the conception of the 1989 exhibition. Particularly, he 

references Beuys’ passion for the capacity and power of communication and affirmation 

in the capacity of individuals to create and Filliou’s belief in the power of communication 

through the senses beyond language.57 Martin says: 

“Beuys et Filliou were passionate in a more essential way, each with their own, 
ways of communication in our universe. Beuys’…metaphysical approach earned 
him the title of ‘shaman, ‘which, even if does not please some at a fundamental 
level, indicates accurately the role assigned to him due to the ethics he 
enforced...”58 

 
Filliou’s 1978 exhibition “Le Poïpoïdrome: hommage aux Dogons et aux Rimbauds” 

with Jo Pfeufer at the Centre Pompidou and curated by Martin was an important 

precursor to Martin’s conception of Magiciens. An image from the exhibition appears in 

Martin’s essay for the Magiciens catalogue. Filliou and Pfeufer’s title of the exhibition 

was conceived from a Dogon expression “Poïpoï,” an affirmative response to questions 

concerning the self, family and home in Dogon culture, situated in central Mali in West 

Africa.59 The artwork Le Poïpoïdrome (1975) is a 24 x 24 meter structure that could be 

replicated outside of France. From the relationship he developed with the artists working 

on the 1978 exhibition, Martin even discussed his ideas with Filliou in 1983 for a truly 

international show, to which the artist expressed enthusiasm. In the catalogue, Martin 

writes:  

 
57 Jean Hubert Martin, “Preface,” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 8. 
58 Martin, “Preface,” 8. Translated from the French :“Beuys et Filliou s’étaient passionnés de manière plus 
essentielle, chacun à sa manière, pour la communication dans notre univers…Beuys affirmait que tout 
individu a des capacités et un potentiel de création…Son implication dans une démarche de caractère 
métaphysique lui valut le titre de shaman qui, même s’il déplaît foncièrement à certains, indique bien la 
place qui lui est assignée grâce à l’éthique qu’il a su faire valoir…” 
59  “Le Poïpoïdrome: Centre Pompidou.” L'évènement Le Poïpoïdrome - Centre Pompidou. Accessed April 
4, 2020. https://www.centrepompidou.fr/cpv/resource/ciBGgd. 
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“Filliou… has always defended the idea that communication between men could 
be established without language. Le Poïpoïdrome testified to this possibility of 
dialogue between people of different cultures.”60 

 
Since Beuys and Flliou were deceased be 1989, Jean-Hubert Martin regretted not being 

able to include them as selections for western artists in Magiciens. However, Martin’s 

conceptual framework inspired by the late artists was to manifest specifically in the 

exhibition by inviting participating artists to come to Paris to install their works and 

network with peers. Martin also declares his interest in displaying work by contemporary 

makers outside of Western traditions as art rather than artifacts of imperial conquest like 

in previous display modes including curiosity cabinets of the early nineteenth-century 

and ethnography exhibits throughout the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 

Martin’s methodology for selecting the nonwestern works to be exhibited also permitted 

the makers agency in how their work would be understood or displayed because of the 

studio visits conducted by the curators.61 He says: 

“In contrast to a simple collection of objects, the exhibition [Magiciens de la 
terre] brings together works or objects, enduring or ephemeral, made by authors 
not only clearly identified but who we visited at their homes.62” 

 
In exhibiting nonwestern works in this manner, Martin asserted his affirmation of their 

creators as on par with Western artists headlining blockbuster shows through the United 

States and Europe.63 

 

 
60 Jean Hubert Martin, “Preface,” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 8. 
Translated from the French: “Filliou… a toujours défendu l’idée qu’au delà du langage, une 
communication pouvait s’établir entre les hommes. ‘Le Poïpoïdrome’… témoignait de cette possibilité de 
dialogue entre des gens de cultures différentes…” 
61 Martin, “Preface,” 8. 
62 Ibid. Translated from the French: “Contrairement à une simple collecte d’objets, l’exposition réunit 
des œuvres—des objets— durables ou éphémère réalisés par des auteurs non seulement clairement 
identifiés mais auxquels nous avons rendu visite à domicile.” 
63 Ibid. 
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Selection Criteria for Magiciens 

 These two factors, critiques of the Primitivism show and frame of reference 

borrowed from conceptual art from decades prior, helped Martin devise criteria for the 

selection of both the western and nonwestern artists exhibited in Magiciens de la Terre. 

In his “Preface” to the catalogue and in various interviews to French and American 

publications, Martin explained the main selection principles for the artists chosen. Martin 

and his team considered the relation of the artist to his (or her) environment; the artist’s 

intention and resulting work; sense of imagination to reinvent formulaic models or 

cultural aesthetic norms in comparison to their peers and the act of creation of the work 

rather than solely formal elements.64 Guided by the “optical appeal” or visuality of the 

objects and an “artistic intuition”, aware of their own bias for the visual and aesthetic 

appeal in viewing art in the Western art museum, the curators aimed to locate works that 

contained an inexplicable aura that “transcends the material of the rational” rather than an 

objective criteria of quality.65 The aura of nonwestern works existed both in the visual 

appeal described by the Magiciens’ curators as well as the uniqueness of the object that 

has not been replicated.66 Martin says: 

“All these objects, from here and elsewhere, have in common an aura. They are 
not simply objects or tools for functional and material use. They are intended to 
act on the mind and the ideas from which they were bore. They are the containers 
of metaphysical values. They communicate meaning.67” 
 

 
64 Jean Hubert Martin, “Preface,” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 9. 
65 Martin, “Preface,” 9. 
66 Walter Benjamin, “Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction.” Illuminations (New York: 
Scholken Books, 1969), 4. 
67 Martin, “Preface,” 8: Translated from the French: “Tous ces objets, d’ici ou d’ailleurs, ont en commun 
d’avoir une aura. Ce ne sont pas de simples objets ou outils à usage fonctionnel et matériel. Ils sont destinés 
à agir sur le mental et les idées dont ils sont le fruit. Ils sont les réceptacles de valeurs métaphysiques. Ils 
communiquent un sens.” 
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Rather than looking at the quality of the materials or techniques or against western 

aesthetic standards, the curators were trying to select contemporary nonwestern works 

that both intrigued them and would be interesting to art museum visitors. 

 Selection of both Western and Nonwestern artists adhered to these criteria. 

However, western artists selected for the exhibition were already familiar names, some of 

whom had received several solo shows in American and European art museums. The 

curatorial team affixed additional criteria in the selection of the nonwestern artists. For 

these artists, the curators desired to “discover” unknown artists, including those who were 

self-taught, practitioners of religious-based or ritual traditions and crafts or tradesmen 

whose creative act was not recognized as museum or fine art in their own cultures.68 As 

mentioned previously, the curators relied on local contacts to help them “uncover” these 

artists reminiscent of nineteenth-century French-sponsored treks into colonies, advising 

them on both research and travel in addition to functions of formal and visual languages 

in their works.69 Anthropologists and ethnographers were among other local individuals 

including librarians, gallerists and other artists who shared their creative networks to 

assist the curators with assessing the role of individual artists in their society and their 

specialized activities.70 Many of these correspondences were achieved through post, but 

the initial meeting with the exhibiting nonwestern artist took place with curatorial 

consultations in person at the maker’s workspace in order to determine if their work 

 
68 Jean Hubert Martin, “Preface,” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 9. 
69 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin.” Art in 
America (1989), 153. 
70 Martin, “Preface,” 10. 
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contained an artistic aura or “magic” and did not operate simply as functional or 

decorative objects.71 Martin says:  

“This definition [of magic] excludes decorative and artisanal objects, provided 
that categories, established by our culture once again, have an appropriate 
meaning.72” 
 

The curators of Magiciens were aware of their western bias in the choices of nonwestern 

artists, which were not contingent on the quality of work but on visual appearances and 

the socio-political or cultural context in which they found the work among the other 

mentioned criteria.73 The exhibition of all these works together in Paris would provide an 

experimental platform functioning as a form of translation or mediation comparable to 

foreign literature or theater rather than imposing a singular, dominant western idea of 

global contemporary art.74  

The curators understood the limitations imposed by their selection criteria of these 

nonwestern works in a western art institution, weighed heavily by their ability to 

communicate in a “visual-sensuous” manner—works that appealed to the Western 

viewer’s proclivity to be drawn to works with strong sensory appeal. However, they 

aspired to exhibit this potpourri of cultures in an attempt to project a new manner of 

display of so-called “Third World” objects. Inspired by conceptual art practices cited in 

the Magiciens catalogue’s preface, Martin did not want the exhibition to be interpreted as 

a “world art catalogue”, but rather encouraged presenting artists with different creative 

 
71 Jean Hubert Martin, “Preface,” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 9. 
72 Martin, “Preface,” 9. Translated from the French: “Cette définition [de la magie] exclut les objets 
décoratifs et artisanaux, sous réserve que ces catégories, établies par notre culture une fois encore, aient une 
signification appropriée.” 
73 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin.” Art in 
America (1989), 158. 
74 Buchloh, “The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin,” 154. 
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approaches to create new dialogues by connecting with their global peers75.  Exhibited 

artists were invited to Paris during the installation of works and the show opening.76 

Ivorien artist Frédéric Bruly Bouabré in a later interview reflected positively on his 

experience working with Martin on the exhibition. Prior to meeting Martin, Bouabré was 

a linguist of the Bété language, having invented an alphabet of 448 monosyllabic 

pictograms, and researcher of the arts, traditions, religion and philosophy of the Bété.77 

He began drawing small, figurative works in postcard format and contributed 500 small 

drawings to Magiciens de la Terre. While the title of the exhibition, most specifically the 

term “magiciens,” irked the western artists, Bouabré interpreted his invitation to show in 

Paris as a prophecy. He had never had the opportunity to know any other artists, local or 

beyond, and the exhibition was a site of paradise to him, filled with “diversity and 

beauty.”78 Bouabré also recognized that exhibiting in Magiciens de la Terre was “the 

beginning of his celebrity,” exposing his artwork to the world in a major exhibition that 

introduced him to prestigious private collectors like Jean Pigozzi and distinguished art 

institutions like the Pompidou—which purchased 27 of the hundreds of drawings that 

were exhibited in Magiciens.  

Bouabré was one of several nonwestern artists who gained entry into the western 

art world after Magiciens. Even though the selection criteria permitted more customary 

artists to participate in the exhibition such as the aboriginal sand painters, it was the 

nonwestern artists whose artistic traditions mirrored western art, such as figuration in 

 
75 Lucy Steeds et al. Making Art Global (Part 2) : Magiciens de la terre 1989 (London, Afterall Books, 
2013), 221. 
76 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin.” Art in 
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77 Steeds, Making Art Global (Part 2) : Magiciens de la terre 1989, 274. 
78 Ibid. 275. 
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drawing, painting and sculpture, who continued to find success in the art world in the 

form of exhibitions and art market participation. The aforementioned Pigozzi Collection 

was assembled by Andre Magnin following Pigozzi’s viewing of the show and resulted in 

ensuing exhibitions of contemporary African art around the world.  

A New Paris Biennale 

Another factor in the development of this special criteria for nonwestern artist 

selection was Martin reconsidering the Biennale model. In a series of interviews in 1986 

and 1988 with art historian Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, Martin explains his desire to replace 

the historical format of countries selecting artists that would serve as cultural 

representatives in order to display talent outside of the respective country’s definition of 

fine art.79 In the previous Biennale format, oftentimes artists were selected that worked 

within traditional styles or were exemplars of a well-known, mass-produced style typical 

of the specific nation. Most recently and closest to Magiciens was the Paris 1985 

Biennale, which had taken some steps toward an experimental form through the 

formation of a curatorial team. However, the 1985 Biennale was still critiqued for its 

exhibition of older artists and artworks that had been made years prior—not truly 

exhibiting the most contemporary works. Martin and his team wanted to look beyond the 

expected standards of past exhibitions of contemporary art to find artists from beyond the 

western art world with singular or original visions in their art.80 
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Pre-Show Criticism of Martin’s Exhibition Model 

Buchloh’s interview posed several critiques of Martin’s proposal of a new 

exhibition model, including the discrepancy in the ways Western artists were selected 

versus their Nonwestern counterparts in addition to questioning whether the context 

surrounding the making of the nonwestern objects would be lost by displaying the works 

in a European art museum. Martin defended the criteria he and his team established, 

arguing that any issue of context in display of contemporary works from nonwestern 

artists could be equated with the viewing of Medieval art or commissioned Dutch 

portraiture, similarly displaced from their original contexts when encountered in a 

museum.81 He asserted that all of the works selected for the show were a result of a kind 

of ritual or ceremony, even in the case of the Western works.82 Martin says: 

“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… One always speaks of the problem of ‘context’ when it comes to 
other cultures—as thought the problem did not exist in our confrontations with a medieval 
miniature, or even a Rembrandt painting, when we visit a museum.83” 
 

Despite the secular nature of many of the western works, Martin continues to explain that 

these objects, like many of the nonwestern objects contributed by religious-oriented 

makers, and their emphasis on the function of an aura to initiate the spiritual in the human 

experience paralleled their nonwestern counterparts.84  

Magiciens Catalogue 

The catalogue for Magiciens de la Terre was published in 1988, about a year 

before the show and contained essays by several of the curators, as well as post-colonial 

 
81 Benjamin H.D. Buchloh, “The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin.” Art in 
America (1989), 154. 
82 Buchloh,“The Whole Earth Show: An Interview with Jean-Hubert Martin,” 154. 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 155. 
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scholar Homi Bhabha, Thomas McEvilley and other writers. While it was unusual to 

publish a catalogue a year before the exhibition, Jean-Hubert Martin intended that the 

catalogue serve as an “Atlas” of contemporary art rather than strictly document the works 

on display. Considering that the exhibition was intended to rectify the criticism of Rubin 

and Varnedoe’s Primitivism show, the catalogue similarly aims to be a departure from 

dense art historical scholarship, such as that found in the two-volume Primitivism 

catalogue, to provide a kind of legitimacy to Martin’s unconventional exhibition model. 

Particularly in commissioning catalogue essays from McEvilley, who was the main critic 

of the MoMA Primitivism show, and Bhabha, a renowned post-colonial theorist, Martin 

attempts to bolster the authority of Magiciens as a possible solution to the exhibiting of 

many cultures together. Thomas McEvilley’s essay for the Magiciens catalogue was 

“Ouverture du piège,” translated as “Opening the Trap” and interpreted the Magiciens 

curators’ criteria for selecting the nonwestern works in consideration of the implications 

of display in a western institution. The selection of McEvilley, an art critic, to write an 

essay for the catalogue may have been strategic as a way to justify Martin’s exhibition 

model as a new means of exhibiting art from across the globe in the same space on 

egalitarian terms. Martin may have been motivated to commission a catalogue essay from 

McEvilley because of his “Doctor, Lawyer, Indian Chief” essay, a review which 

dissected the MoMA Primitivism exhibition as a glorification of colonial conquests, 

ignoring agency of nonwestern arts and crafts on display for the benefit of western 

modernism.  

 McEvilley begins his essay for the Magiciens catalogue by asserting that art’s 

function is to define the communal self and temporary exhibitions at museums serve as 
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receptacles for reflecting present or contemporary ideas of selfhood.85 These varying 

definitions of the self are not proposed by makers of the objects on display in a temporary 

exhibition but rather the curator who selects works and organizes the exhibition.86 

McEvilley continues to define and compare the modern and post-modern art exhibition. 

He describes the characteristics of the modern exhibition of the late nineteenth and early 

twentieth centuries as exhibiting nonwestern objects as fetish objects of imperialism, with 

displays shedding the original context of the object to project them in a similar light as 

western artworks and imposing aesthetic, formalist ideas on them despite the maker’s 

intention.87 In the post-modern art exhibition, according to McEvilley, curators recognize 

that a perceived superior culture is not a standard to which to measure all others but 

rather one perspective among many, equalizing a plurality of communities and their 

respective standards of taste.88 With the post-modern exhibition, McEvilley claims that 

different intentions, definitions and standards from manifold cultures are able to co-exist 

without a hierarchy imposed by Hegelian notions of history.89 McEvilley’s essay 

describes generally the aspirations of western art museums to be more inclusive, but does 

not express his complete faith in Martin’s exhibition methodology; rather he considers 

the difficulty of such a project to exhibit the global without positing specific Western 

standards.90 While McEvilley cautions that he does not know whether the outcome of 

Martin’s Magiciens de la Terre will achieve its goals, he agrees that the curatorial team’s 

 
85 Thomas McEvilley, “Opening the Trap,” Art and Otherness (McPherson and Co.: Kingston, New York, 
1992), 57. 
86 McEvilley, “Opening the Trap,” 59. 
87 Ibid. 64-65. 
88 Ibid. 66. 
89 Ibid. 66-67. 
90 Ibid. 70. 
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intentions are honorable in their attempt to provide a sense of the openness of the global 

state of contemporary art. Rather than reducing all the individual cultures that will be 

exhibited in the show to a hegemonic sameness, McEvilley felt that efforts was being put 

forth to equally engage the multiple threads of creativity on display.91  

Martin’s Curatorial Team 

 While the texts written by the other scholars and critics commissioned by Martin 

enumerated the aspirations of the show to let the nonwestern artists speak for themselves, 

catalogue essays by Mark Francis, Aline Luque and André Magnin, immediately 

following Martin’s “Preface,” further reflected on the methods of finding nonwestern 

artists through travel expeditions and the rationale for organizing the shows at both 

venues.  

Mark Francis was appointed “commissaire délégué” or an assistant curator 

immediately under Martin after Martin’s appointment as director of the Musée national 

d’art moderne at the Centre Pompidou.  Francis is the only non-French curator involved 

in Magiciens who was known for his role as exhibition organizer for London’s 

Whitechapel Art Gallery and former director of Edinburgh’s Fruitmarket Gallery. 

Following the opening of Magiciens, in May 1989,  Francis moved to the United States in 

October of that year to serve as inaugural director of the Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh 

and curator of contemporary art at the Carnegie Museum of Art.92 His essay “True 

Stories, ou Carte de Monde Poétique” for the Magiciens catalogue considers art as 

displacement and how geographic location can serve as catalyst to the generation of art. 

 
91 Thomas McEvilley, “Opening the Trap,” Art and Otherness (McPherson and Co.: Kingston, New York, 
1992), 67-68. 
92 Grace Glueck, “To Get His Museum, Opening in '92.” The New York Times, October 3, 1989. 
https://www.nytimes.com/1989/10/03/arts/to-get-his-museum-opening-in-92.html. 
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He specifically considers the southwest of the United States, mentioning how both 

indigenous artists such as those from the Zuni tribe in modern day Arizona and western 

artists like Georgia O’Keeffe in New Mexico are influenced by the landscape to create.93 

The second half of his essay recounts a visit to India on the occasion of searching for 

artists for Magiciens and concerns surrounding the nature of the exhibition, whether it 

was exploitative of the nonwestern artists, exposing formerly hidden native tribes and 

clans to the outside world to benefit the western art institution.94 Francis ends his text 

using Mexico City as an example of different layers of meaning-making existing 

harmoniously, in the palimpsest of the pre-Columbian metropolis simultaneous to the 

contemporary industrial city as a response to concern of cultural diffusion, further 

supporting his idea about how geography and history can function as a common spark for 

the creative process. 

The two other curators, Aline Luque and André Magnin, were “commissaire-

adjoints” who had worked with Martin since he had conceived the idea of the exhibition 

prior to booking the first venue of La Grande Halle de la Villette.95 In cooperation with 

Martin and Francis, they completed trips around the world to assist with research relating 

to artist selections for the exhibition in addition to contributing essays to the catalogue. 

Aline Luque was recommended for her role in Magiciens because of her experience as a 

contemporary curator at a private art center at a ski resort called Centre d’art de Flaine 

founded in 1970 by Sylvie Boissonnas, née Schlumberger (sister of Dominique de Menil) 

 
93 Mark Francis, “True Stories, ou Carte de Monde Poétique” Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre 
Pompidou, 1988), 14. 
94 Francis, “True Stories, ou Carte de Monde Poétique,” 15. 
95Annie Cohen-Solal, “Entretien avec Aline Luque et André Magnin,” Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2014), 360. 
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as well as a documentarian in the French alps.96 Boissonnas’ art center was one of the 

first art centers in France interested in mounting exhibitions and programming of 

contemporary work to a public not knowledgeable in art, displaying a range of creative 

acts from painting, sculpture, and photography to architecture and cartoons.97 Sylvie 

Boissinnas, in addition to being a founding member of the Centre Pompidou in 1977 also 

lent financial support for Magiciens and recommended Luque as a commissaire-adjoint98. 

Luque’s experience in working in such an arts center attuned her to make selections for 

Magiciens based in her interest in  selecting provocative works for a variety of viewers.  

Luque’s contribution to the catalog titled “IL- visiteur qui cherche le sens? -joue à 

revenir sur ses pas.” was a list of numbers, descending from 16 and ending at 0, followed 

by one sentence explanations relating to themes within the exhibitions at both venues. In 

her catalogue essay, she includes the floorplans for Magiciens de la Terre at the 

Pompidou and at La Grande Halle de la Villette with numbers posted throughout the 

blueprint next to artists who would be displayed in that space relating to a list she has 

included in her catalogue text.99 The title suggests that the pronoun “il”  used in each line 

of prose in Luque’s text stands in for “the visitor who searches for sense” by “playing to 

retrace his steps”— perhaps this obscure phrasing references how the text begins at 16 

but the visitors enter the floorplan at 0 or 1. The exhibition display at La Grande Halle de 

la Villette, with a flexible layout akin to what one would encounter at a trade fair, 

 
96 Annie Cohen-Solal. “Entretien avec Aline Luque et André Magnin,” Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2014), 360. 
97 Centre d'art de Flaine. “Story of the art center in Flaine.”https://www.centredartdeflaine.com/en/art-
center-flaine/story-center. 
98 “André Magnin: A Prospecting Life - Pigozzi Collection 2020.” CAACART. Accessed April 15, 2020. 
http://www.caacart.com/about_am_en.php. 
99 Aline Luque, “IL- visiteur qui cherche le sens? -joue à revenir sur ses pas.” Magiciens de la terre 
catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 12. 
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contained all the numbers 0 – 16 while at the smaller venue on the fifth floor of the 

Centre Pompidou organized by small, white cube galleries, numbers 0, 2, 4, 13 and 15 

were omitted. Even though the catalogue was published prior to the exhibition 

installation or opening, photographs included in the 2014 exhibition catalogue Retour sur 

une exhibition légendaire (2014) corroborate the display of artists in the exhibition in the 

respective spaces designated in Luque’s gallery floorplans.  

 Directions for Viewers 

In Luque’s catalogue text, 16 correlated with the phrase “IL oublie la mort” or 

“the visitor forgets death” and is paired with artwork near the exits of both venues, 

suggesting visitors encounter objects dealing with death after witnessing groupings of 

works that referenced life. At the Pompidou, the floorplan where 16 is designated in 

Luque’s text included 35 papier-mâché sculptures, called alebrijes, by Mexican artist 

Felipe Linares and his two sons and a four-monitor video installation by Daniel Buren.100 

The artistic practices of an artist like Linares, rooted in tradition and originating from an 

art world “margin,” and the conceptual work of the French Buren are not visually 

connected but similarly consider death. Linares’ sculptures were bright and colorful 

depictions of fantastical beasts inspired by Mexican folklore and contemporary 

celebrations of the Day of the Dead. More closely tied to Conceptual art’s deconstruction 

of ideas of mortality, Buren’s four videos, “29 stripes of 8,7 cm each viewed on 

television”; “The Magicians of the earth as seen by themselves. Questions”; “The 

Magicians of the earth as seen on TV”; and “The Magicians of the earth as seen by 

Daniel Buren;” depicted aspects of the making of a Buren work on canvas, interviews 

 
100Annie Cohen-Solal. Magiciens de la terre: retour sur une exposition légendaire, (Paris: Centre 
Pompidou, 2014), 148-149. 
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conducted by Buren of artists participating in the exhibition, press clips and other 

advertisements associated with the show and the point of view of Buren behind the 

camera watching a musician perform in the Pompidou. The videos recorded moments of 

life and the creative process in the present; in their re-playing in the installation at the 

Pompidou, the videos functioned as relics of a recent past.  

At the exit where Luque marked 16 in the floorplan of La Grande Halle de la 

Villette, totem poles by Aboriginal artist Jimmy Wululu were related to ideas of death 

because of their traditional function as mortuary structures, parallel to those used in 

Northern Australia to contain human bones.101 Adjacent to the totems were works by 

Eflaimbelo from Madagascar called “aloalos”. These are carved wooden staffs used as 

funerary posts, topped with sculptural elements that related to the life of the deceased.102 

While the curators and readers of the catalogue would be able to recognize the themes 

Luque correlated with numbers posted on floorplans in her text and organization of works 

in the actual exhibition, the casual visitor may not recognize that the collection of works 

were all related to death at the exits of both venues of the exhibition. Artist displays only 

contained the name of the artist and museum labels were sparse, with titles of works 

included but offering no explanatory text.  

Magnin’s Travel Journal 
 

While the essays described above all seem to support Martin’s vision of curating 

an international show that displays works as equal and details the criteria used in this 

process, Andre Magnin, the second “commissaire adjoint” takes a nosedive in the other 

 
101 Annie Cohen-Solal. Magiciens de la terre: retour sur une exposition légendaire, (Paris: Centre 
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direction in a text with colonial undertones describing the western “encounter with the 

other”. Magnin chose to conduct his exhibition research in Africa because of his personal 

ties to the continent, beginning in his former home country of Madagascar.103 For his 

contribution to the Magiciens catalogue, Magnin edited a selection of his travel journals 

from years of research abroad for the show. His text “6°48’ Sud 38°39’ Est” recounts the 

sights and sounds of networking with artists in several towns in northern Mozambique to 

find the artist John Fundi in a writing style that reflects his experience as a journalist. The 

introduction to the text begins as Magnin lands in the province of Cabo Delgado, in 

Mozambique and continues as he travels to neighboring towns in search of unique 

sculptural works by Fundi to record for his research for Magiciens de la Terre; later this 

research will be presented to a selection committee to decide what will be included in the 

final exhibition.104 The rhetoric he uses to exoticize his travels between cities in northern 

Mozambique emulates nineteenth-century Romantic literature: 

“Mueda was plunged into the darkness and freshness of the highland, without any 
perceptible life. Although inaccessible, Mueda was there… The next morning, I 
walked to the neighboring village, Nandimba—this is where I finally found John 
Fundi…[they] showed me the unimaginable sculpture patiently invented against 
all odds…while awaiting hypothetical visitors, would have given shape to dreams, 
secrets, incredible stories…”105 
  

The rest of the essay recalls issues with transportation Magnin faced from his cross-

country trip as well as viewing of customary African works that did not ascribe to the 

 
103 “André Magnin: A Prospecting Life - Pigozzi Collection 2020.” CAACART. Accessed April 15, 2020. 
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105 Magnin,“6°48’ Sud 38°39,’16. Translated from the original French: “Mueda était plongée dans 
l’obscurité et la fraïcheur des haut plateaux, sans vie perceptible. Mueda inaccessible était pourtant là…. 
Demain matin, je marcherais jusqu’à village voisin, Nandimba: c’est là que je retrouverais enfin John 
Fundi…Ils me montreraient les sculptures inimaginables qu’ils auraient inventées patiemment envers et 
contre tout…dans l’attente d’hypothétiques visiteurs, ils se sreaient surpassés, auraint donné forme à des 
rêves, des secrets, des histoires incroyables…” 



 
 

 42 

criteria set forth for nonwestern artist selection. Magnin’s essay concludes with 

paraphrasing what Fundi told him during their first meeting, once Magnin finally 

encountered him after trekking 32,000 kilometers. Regarding his art practice, which is 

not too foreign from conceptual art practices, Fundi said: 

“You just have to try, look at me, barely open your eyes and stare at me for a long 
time. Then, you will see my body deform—this is how I invent my forms.”106 

 
In a sense, Magnin’s travelogue and recording of his experiences abroad à la Joseph 

Conrad’s Heart of Darkness reflected his journalism background and began his later 

renown in his expertise of contemporary African art. Magiciens was Magnin’s first 

curatorial appointment— prior to the exhibition planning, Magnin was in art journalism 

and criticism, working as an assistant to George Boudaille during the 1985 Paris Biennale 

rather than employed in a museum or engaged in art historical scholarship. Research in 

Africa for Magiciens and his selections for the exhibition later led to a lifelong career 

working for Italian collector of contemporary African art Jean Pigozzi, renown for both 

his collection and generosity in lending it for international exhibitions. 

New Exhibition Model, New Catalogue Format 

In addition to the experimental texts and non-conventional writers for the 

exhibition catalogue, the entries for catalogue artists and artworks included in the show 

also did not follow a typical model. Rather than include art historical scholarship and 

objects exhibited like the 1984 MoMA Primitivism catalogue, Martin mirrored his 

egalitarian display model and allotted two pages for each artist and a small sample of 

previous work, not included in Magiciens de la Terre, and a text with a brief biography 

 
106 André Magnin,“6°48’ Sud 38°39’, Magiciens de la terre  (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 17. 
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and artists responding to a question originally posed by Conceptual artist Lawrence 

Weiner (b.1942). Weiner’s art practice, like Joseph Beuys and Robert Filliou, was an 

important influence to Jean-Hubert Martin in the development of Magiciens because of 

Weiner’s desire to make art that reached a larger audience and was accessible outside of 

traditional settings of viewing art. Weiner was enlisted by Martin to not only contribute 

work to Magiciens but to also travel to Papua New Guinea to collaborate with artists 

there on a work that would reify Martin’s aims for cross-cultural dialogue in the 1989 

exhibition.107 This trip resulted in not only Weiner’s work NAU EM I ART BILONG 

YUMI (Now Art Belongs to You and Me, 1988-89) but also a piece by Papua New 

Guinean artist Nera Jambruk that was commissioned by Martin called Pediment of the 

House of Men (1988). Weiner’s question “What is art to you?” was asked to each of the 

participating artists in Magiciens and was the only other information about the makers 

exhibited besides their hometown and birthday provided in the catalogue. 

In the top right corner of each artist’s pages was a map projection specifically 

created for the catalogue. The shape of this map projection is similar to a four-leaf clover, 

most closely resembling a butterfly map projection but also imaginatively considers map 

projects from hundreds of years ago. Within this map projection, the origin of each of the 

artists is placed at the 0 axis point of each of the maps, destabilizing preconceived notions 

of art “margins” or “peripheries” and “centers.” 

Entering Magiciens at the Pompidou and La Grande Halle 

Because of the design of the spaces at La Grande Halle and the fifth floor of the 

Centre Pompidou, the layout of Magiciens differed in the two venues. When visitors first 
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arrived to the Pompidou and La Grande Halle, they would have encountered artworks 

outside the venues. The Pompidou’s exterior featured a metal sculpture Globe (1989) by 

Neil Dawson and a photo of forward-facing man in business attire by Braco Dimitrijević 

called The Casual Passer-By I Met at 3:59 p.m. Paris, 1989 (1989). The works outside of 

the Pompidou touched on themes of the local and global while at La Grande Halle, the 

sculptures had a more political tone. At La Grande Halle, Hans Haacke reconfigured the 

fountain in front of the venue, covering lions in gold, tinting water black and hanging the 

flag of the African National Congress (ANC) above the South African flag. Titled One 

Day the Lions of Dulcie September Will Spout Water in Jubilation (1989), the work 

references an incident in Paris in 1988 where Dulcie September, a representative of the 

ANC—a political party renowned for its work in ending apartheid in South Africa—was 

murdered in Paris108. To the left of the entrance of La Grande Halle was a sculpture by 

Dennis Adam called The Algerian Folie (1989) consisting of a semi-trailer with two light 

boxes on a platform with the broken busts of French generals that were formerly 

displayed in Algeria prior to the country’s independence.109 Compared to the friendly 

works of the local and the global displayed outside of the Pompidou, these two 

politically-charged works touch on struggles those outside of the west still grapple with 

in a post-colonial world. In Haake’s work, this issue was apartheid in South Africa while 

Adam’s depicted broken French symbols of political dominance following the violent 

six-year Algerian War of Independence, that ended in 1962.  
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Magiciens at the Pompidou 

After seeing the two works outside the Centre Pompidou, visitors encountered 

another sculpture on the ground floor before mounting the escalators to the fifth floor. 

Compared to the works outside, Krzystof Widiczko’s sculptural work Homeless Vehicle 

(1988-89), part of a larger series of works that offered mobile solutions for meeting the 

basic needs of society’s disenfranchised, appeared as social commentary on the treatment 

of homeless people in major cities.110 After ascending five flights of escalators and 

passing through Bamboo Corridor (1989), an installation by Teshigahara of intertwined 

bamboo stalks on the terrace outside the gallery entrance, visitors enter “La Grande 

Gallerie,” which typically houses the permanent collection—temporarily put in storage 

during the exhibition. In the interior of the exhibition spaces, both venues utilized walls 

to partition and separate individual artist displays of art works. At the Pompidou, 

galleries were more closed off, with visitors going from one artwork installation to the 

next by walking through doorways similar to the layout of the permanent collection 

galleries today on the fifth floor La Grande Galerie. At the entrance of La Grande 

Galerie, visitors encountered Barbara Kruger’s billboard Qui sont les magiciens de la 

terre? (1989) while stepping on a floor piece of 49 gold leaf tiles by James Lee Byars 

called JHMBPF0MDFF (1989) — an acronym for “Jean-Hubert Martin Bought 

Perfection For 0 Million Dollars for France.”111 These works by two western artists 

critique Martin’s exhibition concept, both in its ambitions to unite all artists and makers 

of the world under the title of “magicien” and to bring attention to Paris as a central 
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cultural hub for contemporary art. Barbara Kruger agrees that Martin’s idea for a global 

exhibition of contemporary art was ahead of its time in the sense of its “inclusion of 

different threads of visual practice and its… global overture;” her critique lies in Martin’s 

“packaging” of exhibiting all these different artists together as “Magicens de la terre.” 112 

Furthermore, she felt that even with its “global ambitions” the exhibition was still a 

means of “escorting otherness into the capital.” 

In a later interview in 2008, Barbara Kruger said that she did not agree with 

Martin’s methodologies when he initially approached her for the show. Known for her 

billboards with short, provocative phrases over black and white photographs, Kruger is an 

American conceptual artist who is renowned in western institutions and successful in the 

art world during the 1980s. She agreed to participate under the condition that her work 

would be exhibited at the entrance of the exhibition, serving as the preface to the 

exhibition, specifically critiquing the title of it.113 On the side of the billboard facing 

visitors as they entered the Centre Pompidou, was a red billboard with white text listing 

different kinds of identities with 33 possible responses to the question written at the top 

“Qui sont les magiciens de la Terre?,” including professions such as doctors, movie stars 

and plumbers, familial roles such as mothers and sisters-in-law, but also other nouns such 

as computers and prostitutes. The backside of the billboard featured a black and white 

tight cropped photo of a man eating a banana with the text “on n’a plus besoin de 

héroes”— we no longer need heroes. A 1987 Kruger work at the Whitney echoes this 

sentiment in a black and white photo of an elementary-age girl pointing to the bicep of a 
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boy peer with “We don’t need another hero” emblazened on top of the image. In both 

pieces, Kruger suggests women do not need to look to men to be heroes; similarly the 

Pompidou’s billboard with the exotic import of a banana perhaps representing 

nonwestern cultures does not need western man to bring them into western art value 

systems.  

Magiciens at La Grande Halle 

Moving beyond the entrance of the museum, the fifth floor corridor and Kruger’s 

and Byars’ artworks at the gallery entrance, the works on display on the rest of the fifth 

floor of the Pompidou were organized thematically according to the numbers of prose 

that Aline Luque had described in her catalogue essay; however in the displays 

themselves, there was no explanatory text enumerating the relationships between the 

order in which works were displayed and the relations between the works. This was also 

the case at La Grande Halle, where works were similarly vaguely organized according to 

the principles outlined in Luque’s catalogue text. However, the interior remodeling of La 

Grande Halle allowed the artists’ displays to be separated using one to two walls, rather 

than completely enclosed like in the Pompidou resulting in viewers being able to not only 

view individual artist installations, but also see other installations and make possible 

connections between works on view in one room to the next as well as beyond the display 

they were viewing, in the case of works that took up space on the high ceilings. One 

example of this was Richard Long’s Red Earth Circle (1989) on a tall wall behind a large 

ground painting called Yam Dreaming (1989) made by members of the Yuendumu 
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community in Australia, with viewers able to make connections between both the 

materials used in the two works and the circle motifs.114 

Dichotomy Between Venues  

 Several of the catalogue essays mentioned the desire for egalitarian exhibition and 

works and designated two pages for each artist with text responding to the same question. 

However, a couple of the artists were exhibited at both sites, including Braco Dimitrijević 

and Jangarh Singh Shyam. In addition to his photo outside of the Pompidou, Dimitrijević 

also had a mixed-media installation at La Grande Halle de la Villette. Shyam exhibited 

wall paintings at Pompidou and paintings and drawings at La Grande Halle. These artists 

were the exceptions — most artists were only given space in one of the venues. 

Additionally, Hans Haake was exhibited in a separate solo exhibition at the Pompidou 

and had a work on display in Magiciens at La Grande Halle. Considering that not all 

artists were given the opportunity to show work in both venues, Magiciens did not uphold 

this objective of egalitarian display of artists.  

Unintentionally, Martin projected an idea of “peripheries” and “centers” in the 

physical locations of the exhibition at the two venues, La Grande Halle de la Villette in 

the far east arrondissement of Paris and the Centre Pompidou in the central Marais 

district. The show was initially booked at La Grande Halle, a former slaughterhouse 

which reopened in 1985 with a new interior which belonged to a larger project of the 

creation of Parc de la Villette, part of “les Grand Projets” initiated by François Mitterrand 

to create modern monuments for Paris.115 La Grande Halle was redesigned as a flexible 

 
114 Annie Cohen-Solal. Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre 
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115 Annie Cohen-Solal. “Entretien avec Aline Luque et André Magnin,” Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2014), 360. 
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venue to host trade fairs and other events and continues to serve this purpose today. The 

Pompidou only became confirmed as the second venue in 1987 after Martin’s 

appointment as the director of Musée nationale d’art moderne.116 While there was no 

inherent hierarchy of which artists were selected to exhibit at which venue, and tickets 

purchased for the show granted viewers access to both venues, the Centre Pompidou and 

its central location in the Marais neighborhood received many more visitors than La 

Grande Halle on the east periphery of Paris.  

 Martin and his curatorial team may have designed and curated an exhibition using 

concepts and proposing a new model that had not been seen in the western museum prior 

to 1989, but Magiciens de la Terre did not quite live up to the expectations set forth in 

the extensive texts and essays published in the catalogue. The typical visitor encountering 

the exhibition would have seen two shows, but most likely only one show, of interesting 

works by artists around the globe but would not immediately be able to draw out themes 

of works being shown together. While Martin was attempting to avoid a Biennale criteria 

for selection of works—organizing works selected by governmental representatives as 

well as by continent or country—the partitioning of works at La Grande Halle emulated 

how these artists would have been displayed in national pavilions at international art 

fairs. Additionally, the exhibition of works was not a cutting-edge approach to exhibiting 

contemporary artworks together, dividing artists up into individual galleries like a 

succession of solo shows rather than a cohesive group exhibition.  

 

 

 
116 Annie Cohen-Solal. “Entretien avec Aline Luque et André Magnin,” Magiciens de la Terre: Retour sur 
une exposition légendaire ( Paris: Centre Pompidou, 2014), 360. 
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Scholarship v. Mainstream Press 

Scholarship since 1989 has thoroughly dissected many of the failures of the 

exhibition. However, the show was deemed a success in subsequent press and 

publications reviewing the show and is recognized today in exhibition history anthologies 

because of its handling of displaying western and nonwestern artists in the same 

exhibition, even resulting in an anniversary show at the Pompidou in 2014 called “Retour 

sur une exposition légendaire.” Several exhibitions of contemporary African art, 

including “Africa Remix” which traveled to several venues in England, Europe, Asia and 

South Africa including the Pompidou (2004-2007) and “African Art Now” at the 

Museum of Fine Arts, Houston (2005) cite Magiciens as origin points for the uncovering 

of artists such as the aforementioned Bouabré in addition to painter Chéri Samba, Bodys 

Isek Kingelez and Esther Mahlangu. Textbooks and monographs, such as the second 

volume of Art Since 1900 edited by Hal Foster, Rosalind Krauss, Yve Alain-Bois and 

Benjamin Buchloh and Lucy Steeds’ book Making Art Global (Part 2), focus on 

Magiciens de la Terre as an important paradigm shift in exhibition design. Despite 

hundreds of articles closely examining and critiquing the 1989 under theoretical lenses 

such as postcolonialism, the exhibition has cemented its legacy in exhibitions of the 

global contemporary. One important reason for this may not be the actual merits of the 

exhibition, but rather the far-reaching media campaign sponsored by Canal Plus. Press 

releases advertising the art world’s first global contemporary art show were shared by 

newspapers and journals across the world. The show’s opening and exhibition were 

reviewed and written about in more than a dozen languages. While seasoned art critics 

for western art reviews may have been quick to dissect the flaws of Magiciens, most 
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reviews for the show were positive—particularly in the revelation of nonwestern artists to 

a larger audience of viewers.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 52 

Chapter 3: 1989 Press Reception of Magiciens de la terre 
 

 

Summary of Press Material 

Despite the amount of press Magiciens de la terre generated in late 1988 and 

throughout 1989 may have helped solidify the exhibition’s place in histories of global 

contemporary art, the exhibition did not bring in millions of visitors like world’s fairs of 

the past. Magiciens was seen by less than 300,000 visitors at both of the venues—

ultimately not recouping the equivalent to $5 million USD the show cost to ship artworks 

and fly in artists internationally and costs of production. One reason for lack of 

attendance is revealed in the Centre Pompidou’s 1989 annual report—president Héléne 

Ahrweiler does not hesitate to mention personnel difficulties that resulted in the museum 

only being opened 279 out of the possible 365 days of the year. Security staff at the 

museum went on strike to contest exploitation because of understaffing which affected 

attendance during the first month of Magiciens de la terre. Ahrweiler explains that the 

understaffing was a result of the museum being built to accommodate up to 5,000 visitors 

a day. However, as a result of the popularity of the Pompidou as a tourist attraction, every 

year the daily visitor account exceeded that limit and by 1989 was seeing about 25,000 

visitors a day.117  

Despite less than impressive attendance, one reason for the far-reaching articles 

concerning Magiciens (as well as the general popularity of the Centre Pompidou for 

Parisian tourists), may be a result of the conscious efforts of the communication 

department. The l’apport mentions that in 1989, the department was sharing information 

 
117 Archives at the Centre Pompidou, Magiciens de la terre, 1989. Director’s report (Accessed June 2019), 
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about the museum’s programming to more than 11,000 addresses and distributed more 

than 130,000 public relation kits.118 For Magiciens de la terre, radio, TV and newspaper 

announcements advertised the show before its opening not only in France, but throughout 

Europe and the world—appearing in places as far off as Brazil and Hong Kong in late 

1988 and 1989.119 Besides the efforts of the communication department in sending press 

kits worldwide, one important sponsor Canal Plus, a French television channel, also 

publicized Magiciens on its network to an audience throughout France. 

 Besides documented mentions of Magiciens in the annual report, the archives of 

the Centre Pompidou hold more than one hundred boxes of paper materials related to the 

1989 exhibition. Some of the materials related to the artists who exhibited at La Grande 

Halle de la Villette are available at La Villette, but the bulk of archival material is held in 

the basement of the Pompidou. The press materials collected before, during and 

immediately after the staging of the exhibition include more than 900 press releases, 

radio and TV announcements and articles published from 1988 through the beginning of 

1990. While a great portion of these were from French publications, the majority of the 

responses were international from not just Western countries but also Latin America, 

Africa, the Middle East and Asia.  

Title of Show 

 Examining articles written in French from France-based newspapers and 

magazines as well as English articles in Anglophone publications, it is clear that many 

writers shared similar criticisms of the show that are echoed in scholarly articles. Before 

 
118 Archives at the Centre Pompidou, Magiciens de la terre, 1989. Director’s report (Accessed June 2019), 
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even discussing the show, critics attacked the title and its use of the term “magician.” 

Critic Simon Pugh in the British magazine New Statesman and Society posits that the use 

of the term “magician” rather than “artist” displaces the contemporary art exhibition 

outside of its setting. Additionally, the grouping together of makers from all over the 

world proposes that all the works and artists share eternal values on art.120 Eleanor 

Heartly’s June 1989 critique in Art in America follows up on Benjamin Buchloh’s May 

1989 interview with Jean-Hubert Martin, further dissecting many of the same points 

Buchloh raised in his dialogue with Martin. She writes that using the term “magiciens” 

and referencing the spiritual level at which the global artists create, washes over any real-

world considerations of inequalities between “First “and “Third World” cultures. Several 

publications question discrepancies between the title and artists selected, unable to 

recognize the “earthly” (de la terre) or “magic” in fresh, contemporary works by 

nonwestern artists like Democratic Republic of Congo painter Chéri Samba’s illustrative 

panels touching on contemporary issues in Africa such as the AIDS Crisis or in Alfredo 

Jarr’s installation including photographs and video footage of the dumping of waste from 

Italian factories on the coast of Africa. Another point raised by the questionable title was 

whether or not calling the nonwestern artists as “magiciens” was a form of Othering 

because of the lack of recognition of the individual artists. The label “magiciens” for the 

American and European artists also held implications according to an interview with 

Daniel Buren. Many Western artists were strongly critical of the show and issues with 

displaying works of conceptual artists alongside works religious in nature from specific 

 
120 Simon Pugh. “The global family of art.” New Statesman & Society (London, EN), July 7, 1989. 
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traditions such as Voodoo or Buddhism.121 Buren felt that “a huge confusion could 

emerge from this confrontation” for viewers of Magiciens and this would ultimately 

disadvantage the nonwestern art on view.122 

Colonial Ties and “Primitivism” 
 

Many writers, both French and Anglophone, pointed out that Paris is one major 

European city of several that held Universal Exhibitions for more than a century before 

the 1989 contemporary art exhibition, and some reviewers draw parallels between this 

history and Magiciens. In Le Figaro, Michel Nuridsany specifically identifies Paris as the 

capital of such global and colonial exhibitions. In these exhibitions, individual countries 

would display various pavilions and dioramas of important technological and economic 

advances taking place in their respective country to an audience of international viewers, 

yielding millions of attendees. Characteristic of displays of economic prowess at the 

Universal Exhibitions was inclusion of a visual representation of colonial imperialism. 

Philippe Dagen, writing for Le Monde the day after the opening of the Magiciens 

compared the 1989 show to the 1889 Exposition Universelle. This world’s fair viewers 

would be able to see people of different cultures in microcosms of their native 

environment and admire their fetishes, costumes and rituals. He suggested that rather than 

a critical exhibition examining global art, the nonwestern artists exhibited were a 

spectacle to amuse, naturally sponsored by television channel Canal Plus.123 An article 

written in the fall issue at Art Papers in 1989 further supports Magiciens emulating such 

 
121 Angels Miralda Tena, “Celebrating Difference: Interviews with Rasheed Araeen and Daniel Buren,” Le 
journal de l’université d’été de la Bibliothèque Kandinsky, Centre Pompidou, Paris. Issue 1, July 2014. 
122 Tena, “Celebrating Difference: Interviews with Rasheed Araeen and Daniel Buren.” 
123 Philippe Dagen. “’Les Magiciens de la terre’ à la Grande Halle de la Villette et au Centre   
Pompidou.” Le Monde (Paris, FR), May 19, 1989. 
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spectacle as world fairs by the viewer’s participation in consuming the sight of 

nonwestern works—many of which were never intended for public display.  

 Another World’s Fair type of exhibition and entertaining spectacle in Paris that 

was compared to Magiciens was the 1931 Colonial Exhibition. Jack Flam of the Wall 

Street Journal draws parallels between the 1931 exhibition and Magiciens, describing 

many of the works by nonwestern artists as “dislocated” in both of the venues like 

displays at the Colonial Exhibition. At the Pompidou, their works commodified in the 

white cube display and at La Villette, their works appeared as “remnants of an 

ethnological exhibition.”124 William Wilson writing for The Los Angeles Times likened 

Magiciens as an “updated expression of love for the other” stemming from French 

Romanticism, connecting early nineteenth-century nonwestern subjects in French art and 

literature to their popularity with millions of visitors to universal exhibitions.125 Wilson 

links the success of universal exhibitions, including various World’s Fairs and the 1931 

Colonial Exhibition with the popular interest in the “Other” fueled by decades of 

Romanticism.  

By drawing comparisons to previous colonial exhibitions and World’s Fairs of the 

late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, these writers are addressing post-colonial 

exhibition concerns. Even though Martin’s intention as curator was for equal 

representation of artmakers around the world, in many ways by exhibiting artists together 

in a seemingly random way, he is re-inscribing underlying inequalities between the “First 

World” and “Third World”— cultural relations between the two have not changed as 

 
124 Jack Flam,“Global Art: Getting the Big Picture.” Wall Street Journal (New York, NY),  July 25, 1989. 
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much as one would think despite the “cutting” of colonial ties.126 Artworks by artists 

from the “First World” tend to have a more active presence in their individual 

installations, such as the institutional critique offered by Barbara Krueger’s billboard 

work, or with conceptual video montages like Daniel Buren’s work and Rebecca Horn’s 

kinetic sculpture called “Kiss of the Rhinoceros.” Many of the nonwestern artists’ works, 

especially those more religious or customary in nature like the different sand paintings 

and totems had a passive presence—the works inactivated by their makers and removed 

entirely from their cultural context.127 Some critics noted that nonwestern works that 

resembled customary works also reinscribed stereotypes that time passes slowly in these 

places while the works of Western artists suggest a restlessness.128 

Despite sharing similar post-colonial criticisms as MoMA’s 1984 “Primitivism” 

show, several critics recognized Martin’s efforts to address cultural issues raised by the 

show in New York.129 According to Michael Brenson writing for the New York Times, 

one way Magiciens succeeded was in its inclusion of living makers and recognizing their 

works as individualistic rather than anonymous or a copy of historical customary works 

like how William Rubin and Kirk Varnedoe displayed the nonwestern works in 

Primitivism.130 In focusing on the individuality of the artist in the nonwestern artworks, 

Magiciens rejects tropes of original purity in these works, unlike the exhibition of these 

objects in the 1984 MoMA show.131 However, Magiciens shared a similar paternalizing 

and proprietary attitude toward the developing world and similarly raised questions 

 
126 Jack Flam, “Global Art: Getting the Big Picture.” Wall Street Journal (New York, NY),  July 25, 1989. 
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concerning how to make value judgments on works outside of Western culture and 

experience and how to ethically display such works.132 

Nationalist Agenda, Paris as “Center” 

 Many Anglophone writers who reviewed Magiciens de la terre dissected the 

billing of the exhibition as one event among many happening during the summer of 1989 

in Paris celebrating the bicentenary of the French Revolution. These bicentennial events 

honoring the historical birth of modern French democracy ran throughout the city and 

were concurrent with another cycle of celebrations called “Colors of the World” and the 

Bastille Day parade organized by artist Jean-Paul Goude. Programming such as public 

events and spectacles celebrating cultures outside of France in “Colors of the World,” 

Goude’s parade, which featured cultures from beyond the Francophone world ,and 

Magiciens all brought together diverse cultures and traced their present-day culture 

manifestations through the thread of French democratic values.133 

The positing of these democratic values as universal throughout a plurality of 

cultural traditions is similarly reflected in an exhibition Jean-Hubert Martin attended as a 

child called The Family of Man, curated by Edward Steichen, director of the photography 

department at MoMA. Simon Pugh in New Statesman & Society specifically draws 

comparisons between the objectives of The Family of Man exhibition which premiered at 

MoMA in 1955 in the early years of the Cold War, touring the world over 8 years and 

receiving more than nine million visitors, and Magiciens which closed shortly before the 

Fall of the Berlin Wall. Both of these exhibitions looked to subjects outside of western 

culture and aimed to universalize these cultural “others” within the frame of their own 
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perspective. In The Family of Man, this translated to exhibiting of photographs that traced 

themes shared by all cultures from “birth to death.” Themes such as “play” and “work” 

are pictorially depicted by subjects from all over the world, aligning with US National 

values of “All people are created equal.”134 Martin as well aimed to represent French 

values in Magiciens de la terre through “Liberté”—freedom of expression in artists 

exhibited; Egalité— equal representation and agency of the artists; Franternité—by 

inviting all artists to install together and attend the opening, develop the means to 

facilitate cross-cultural dialogues promoting the brotherly existence of global artists.135 In 

one sense, Magiciens served as the aesthetic reification of French national values 

celebrated in the bicentennial events.136 

 Another way Magiciens served national interests was in the marketing of the 

show as the first global art show and Martin’s staging of this show by tracing all artistic 

development back to Paris. Like the Pontus Hulton shows of the decade prior, the 

exhibition bolsters France’s belief in itself as the home of modern democracy, declaring 

itself as a kind of “center”—contingent on margins to uphold this categorization.137 

France and more specifically Paris felt a need to declare itself as a center during its 1989 

bicentennial celebrations because of decades of loss of cultural and intellectual capital 

following its occupation by Nazis and decimation from serving as a battlefront for World 

War II. The French capital eventually felt it reclaimed its former glory through the form 

of government-funded establishment of cultural institutions.138 Both the Centre Pompidou 
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and La Grande Halle de la Villette are institutions that were developed later in this 

history, and the content and scale of Magiciens across these two venues posited Paris as a 

place that could stage an art show large enough to rival Documenta in Kassel in 

Germany.139 

 Two Display Formats for Two Venues 
 
 Even though the choice to exhibit Magiciens de la terre across two venues gave 

Martin and the curatorial team more space to exhibit a large and diverse group of artists, 

the split created a discrepancy between bridging “centers” and “margins.”140 The physical 

locations of Pompidou in the central, gentrified fourth arrondissement and La Grande 

Halle, mostly with a population of North African immigrants to Paris, bordering La 

Périphérique reified what Martin had tried to avoid in creating any sort of dichotomy 

between the two venues. Of the 100 artists on display, 39 are exhibited at the Pompidou 

and mostly focused on Western artists, who may have preferred to exhibit there because 

the reputation of the art museum in the larger contemporary art world.141 Magiciens at the 

Pompidou received more than a quarter million visitors while the exhibition at La Grande 

Halle received less than half of the amount of the Pompidou’s visitors.142 Despite 

Martin’s intentions for equality in display, the split between two venues created unequal 

attendance and most viewers encountered less than half of all the works in Magiciens at 

the Pompidou neglecting to see the majority of the works, including the bulk of the 

nonwestern art, at La Grande Halle.  
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While more people may have attended the exhibition at the Centre Pompidou, 

many critics preferred the openness of the exhibition design at La Grande Halle de la 

Villette which permitted works to get the space they need rather than being packed into 

tight gallery spaces as was the case at the Pompidou.143 These packed white cube gallery 

spaces at the Pompidou not only commodified the nonwestern art on display, but also 

created jarring juxtapositions between the galleries rendering more customary or craft-

like nonwestern works weak.144 The nonwestern works were commodified by their 

introduction to the western art world through the institution of the museum of 

contemporary art, transforming these works into commodities to be purchased through 

western art markets. The white cube gallery model acted as seal of approval for the 

legitimacy in value of these artworks. Additionally, the white cube overwhelmed works 

that were intended for more private settings. Customary sculptures from a 2,000-year-old 

tradition, made from small fragments of animal bone carved with detailed images of 

anthropomorphic forms recounting familial stories by Paulosee Kunilliusee, an Inuit artist 

from Broughten Island in Canada, were dwarfed by their display at the Pompidou. 

However, some critics pointed out that the interior and display at La Grande Halle 

mirrored problematic World’s Fairs of the not-so-distant past in Paris which had 

previously exploited nonwestern cultures as a means of reifying the cultural superiority of 

the west alongside examples of western industry, design and technology.145   

Philippe Dagen writing for Le Monde wrote that not only are the more traditional 

nonwestern works on display weakened at both venues, but display is inappropriate 
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considering the differing context of public display in a western art institution instead of 

serving its purpose in private ceremonies or rituals. Even though many of the Western art 

works, most notably Richard Long’s Mud Circle finger painted using red earth clay 

leaned to being “earthy and primitivizing,” Long has experience exhibiting his work in 

western art institutions and his work did not appear out of place.146 Michel Nuridsany for 

Le Figaro and Michael Brenson for the New York Times both mentioned in their critiques 

that the 6 aboriginal artists who created the sand painting on the ground, which was 

juxtaposed with Long’s Mud Circle, declared that their work contained no magic because 

of its shifting of location from their home in Australia to the foyer of La Grande Halle.  

In addition to the potentially inappropriate context, lack of information in the 

form of a wall text or label and inclusion of a description of the displayed work in the 

exhibition catalogue rendered nonwestern works “mute;” a show intended to bring justice 

to global makers instead took the life out of their works because nonwestern works were 

only able to be interpreted by western standards.147 Simon Pugh in New Statesmen & 

Society writes that with only the artists’ name, title of work and country of origin 

provided on the wall label rather than establishing a context for viewing the works, the 

more traditional nonwestern artwork on display could only be appreciated by formal 

characteristics. In her critique in Art in America, Eleanor Heartney suggests that these 

nonwestern artworks not only suffer because of lack of wall text information, but also 

because viewers would apply western viewing standards or a focus on formal aspects of 

the nonwestern works, providing only a one-dimensional perspective of these objects. 
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Furthermore, in the less familiar nonwestern works, such as the tantric watercolors of 

Raju Babu Sharma and scroll paintings by Jie Chang Yang, most viewers may not 

recognize the individuality of the artist in merging traditional styles with western 

influences.148 

Praise of Individual Artists and Artworks 
 
 While most writers criticized the inconsistent criteria in the selection of artists, 

from established western artists showing their trademark works, cutting edge nonwestern 

contemporary artists and nonwestern traditional art, all of the writers praise the aesthetic 

quality of the works shown.149 Even when confronting 100 different artists to write about, 

critics were able to applaud many artworks by western artists; however, the majority of 

positive statements concerned the nonwestern works.150 

 Despite post-colonial critiques of the methods used to “discover” the nonwestern 

artists, critics found these works revelatory both in their formal content and in their 

display in an exhibition shared with the Pompidou.151 Compared to the familiarity of the 

western artists, all of whom were successful “gallery” artists, many of the nonwestern 

artists’ works were more accessible to a general public compared to the more conceptual 

and even “elitist” western pieces.152 Individual nonwestern artists mentioned in several 

publications impressed writers by operating at the intersection of cultures or responding 

to the political climate.153 Attention-grabbing nonwestern makers continually celebrated 
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by critics included Chinese artist Yongping Huang who exhibited sculptures made by 

assembling tortoise tombs from the pulp of international newspapers which have been 

through a washing machine and Ghanian Kane Kwei’s wooden coffins in shapes like a 

giant onion and cars.154 Other artists like Chéri Samba and Alfredo Jaar, were lauded 

because of their awareness of cultural exchange at a political level, specifically 

addressing the lasting effects of colonialism in a post-colonial 1989.155 Russian artist Ilya 

Kabokov’s installation The man who flew off into space from his apartment (1989) was 

seen as especially poetic considering the repression on freedom of expression in the 

artist’s home country.156  

Jean-Hubert Martin’s Exhibition as Artwork 

 While individual works generally received positive attention in publications, the 

exhibition drew mixed reviews concerning Jean-Hubert Martin’s method of curating the 

works as a cohesive whole. The mixture of artists from all over the world appeared as a 

“prestigious mix of places and modes of thought,” but contained no common thread for 

being exhibited together except for their “eclecticness” or fact they were made by 

creative acts.157 Many writers found the exhibition unsatisfying because of the many 

directions it takes in its organization, namely by the random organization of western with 

nonwestern artists.158 

 One interesting difference between the English and French publications 

concerning Magiciens de la terre was the focus on Martin’s curatorial role in organizing 
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the exhibition. Buchloh’s interviews with Martin in 1986 and 1988 were edited and 

translated for publication in Art in America before the show’s opening in May 1989. 

However, Buchloh’s is one of very few interviews in English, if there are any others, of 

Martin. In about a dozen French publications, including the major newspapers of Le 

Monde, Le Figaro and Libération, interviews with Martin are one of several articles 

relating to Magiciens. His interview responses mirror statements made in other 

interviews, including Buchloh’s, and the “Preface” of the Magiciens catalogue. The focus 

on Martin in French publications echoes interviews of artists for solo shows and several 

of the critiques even posit Martin as a kind of artist with the exhibition as his artwork.  

Generally, all of the interviews ask many of the same questions concerning the 

title of the exhibition and selection criteria, echoing Martin’s “Preface” to the Magiciens 

catalogue. However, Martin also reveals more personal details concerning the roots of the 

idea that eventually resulted in Magiciens de la terre. He reveals in an interview with 

Liberation that the first source of influence was a childhood visit to André Breton’s 

atelier, examining an “extraordinary harmony” in the “primitif” objects juxtaposed with 

modern western artworks. He further explicates the significance of this visit in an 

interview published in Le Figaro: 

“He [Breton] had the exceptional gift of relating the most distant objects, the 
paintings of his friends with the most incongruous objects found at the Marché 
aux Puces. It made an enormous impression on me.”159 
 

Other formative experiences that shaped the exhibition include a trip to study Aboriginal 

art in Australia as well as a more recent desire to break away from the Biennale 
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exhibition model for displaying a plurality of cultures.160 Inspired by new ways of 

thinking from Conceptual artists working in the late sixties through the eighties, Martin 

suggests that the exhibition can be interpreted as a kind of ephemeral artwork. In an 

interview with Genevièvre Breerette for Le Monde, Hubert states: 

“We have benefitted from one of the great lessons from the avant-garde working 
these twenty years is that an artwork is not necessarily a mobile object and it can 
be ephemeral …”161  
 

Daniel Buren’s two pages in the exhibition catalogue are a departure from the rest of the 

artists’ pages because instead of providing images of previous work or a sketch of the 

work that will be exhibited like the other artists, he provided an essay concerning the role 

of Jean-Hubert Martin during this exhibition. He begins: 

“I have been writing for twenty years that the exhibition coordinator was no 
longer responsible for exhibition production but rather in becoming the main 
artist…that is to say the author of the exhibition!”162 

A later interview with Buren in 2014 reveals that Martin confided in Buren about his 

ambitions for Magiciens at the earliest stages of planning. Reflecting on the exhibition, 

Buren ultimately disagrees with the way Martin handled the display of the nonwestern 

artists who were overshadowed by many of the western artists featured in the show. 

Rather than achieve a new paradigm in exhibiting diverse cultures together, Martin 

created a heterogenous exhibition inspired by ideas from Conceptual art and post-

modernism, relying on previous display models, successful American and European 

artists and nonwestern “unknowns”.  

 
160 “Une exposition post-moderne?” Liberation (Paris, FR), May 27, 1989.   
161 Geneviève Breerette, and Philippe Dagen. “Totems occidentaux, Dadaismes Exotiques: Les moissons 
d’une exploration.” Le Monde, Art Spectacle: Supplément (Paris, FR), May 18, 1989. Translated from the 
French: “Nous avons aussi profite d’un des grands enseignements des avant-gardes de ces ving dernière 
année; une oeuvre n’est pas forcement un objet mobilier; elle peut avoir pour un temps donné…”  
162 Daniel Buren. Magiciens de la terre catalogue (Paris: Centre Pompidou, 1988), 110: Translated from the 
French: “J’écrivais…que l’organisateur d’exposition avait pour function non plus de direger la mise en 
place de l’exposition, mais bien d’en devenir l’artiste principal… c’est à dire lauteur de l’exposition!” 
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In additional to the artistic, experimental nature of the exhibition, Martin’s 

“curator as artist” role is further supported by the personal nature of Magiciens. His 

interviews in French periodicals about the exhibition reveal its inspiration came from 

personal experiences from his childhood and travels abroad along with friendships with 

contemporary artists. Rather than rely on previous models of exhibiting works from a 

plurality of cultures together, as he witnessed in Breton’s atelier and in other Paris-based 

displays of these works, Martin created a new method. While many writers reflecting on 

their experience of viewing Magiciens attacked the lack of rhyme or reason in his display 

organization, others wrote that no tidy theme was necessary for the disjunctive blend of 

100 artists.163 Martin had transformed the Pompidou and La Grande Halle into labs for 

research; visitors traveling from one work to the next underwent a visual journey when 

shifting from nonwestern to western artworks displayed.164 Positive reviews proposed 

that the strength of the  exhibition is not necessarily in the coherence of the works to each 

other but when the exhibition as the whole is viewed as an “open work” with structural 

properties that permit different interpretations while also coordinating a structure for 

these interpretations, redefining the role of the viewer.165 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 
163 Regina Hackett, “Show of art from around the world is a declaration of equality.” Post-Intelligencer 
(Seattle, WA), July 10, 1989. 
164 Hackett, Post-Intelligencer (Seattle, WA), July 10, 1989. 
165 “Les Magiciens de la Terre.” Art Papers (Atlanta, GA), November-December 1989. 
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Conclusion: Exhibition Legacy in Multiple Art Histories 
 
 

 In addition to Paris’ desire to assert itself as an international hub of arts and 

culture through its bicentennial programming, the local exhibition history of displaying 

nonwestern works in the French capital, the global historical contexts of 1989 resulting 

from post-colonialism, as well as trends in exhibition design positing the curator as artist 

resulted in the exhibition that was Magiciens de la terre. Through his exhibition, Martin 

inverts the approach taken by Paul Rivet, director of the Musée de l’Homme in the 1930s. 

Rather than display nonwestern works as objet témoins that provide information about the 

culture that created them, Martin selects works by their aesthetic appeal and western bias 

of a visible aura in the works. The majority of critiques of Magiciens in subsequent press 

reviews and art historical scholarship do not take issue with the quality of individual 

works, but rather the curatorial team’s methods for locating and selecting nonwestern 

artists and the uneven execution of display. Jean-Hubert Martin and his curatorial team 

developed this show not only during a post-colonial and post-modern historical moment, 

but also treated the production of the show similarly to an artist’s treatment of an artwork. 

In light of the criticisms of western bias on behalf of the curators, the strength of the 

exhibition lies in it being viewed as an “open work,” with structural properties that permit 

different interpretations of the works on display, redefining the role of the viewer.166 

 References to the curation for the next several decades in subsequent global 

contemporary art exhibition catalogs, significant secondary source essays and even a 

book published by Afterall Press in 2012 discuss many of the same criticisms that the 

authors of the reviews pointed out in their 1989 exhibition reviews, dissecting Martin’s 

 
166 “Les Magiciens de la Terre.” Art Papers (Atlanta, GA), November-December 1989. 
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goals of curating the first post-modern exhibition of global contemporary art. For the 

twenty-fifth anniversary show in 2014, Magiciens de la terre, retour sur une exposition 

légendaire, the Pompidou organized a “dossier” exhibition of documents and 

photographs of the original 1989 show, a two-day symposium and “summer university” 

at the Bibliothèque Kandinsky inside the Pompidou discussing the curatorial turn towards 

curating global art after Magiciens. Martin was interviewed by Emmanuelle Jardonnet of 

Le Monde about Magiciens garnering such an anniversary celebration and its legacy 

despite contradictory reviews from 1989 press and subsequent art history scholarship. 

Martin says: 

“This exhibition marked a turning point in the way of understanding 
contemporary art… It showed me that in this profession, you should not follow 
the conventional ideas and you should take risks.”167 
 
Many positive takeaways from the exhibition included introducing artists not 

usually seen in prestigious institutions such as the Pompidou to the art world, with many 

nonwestern makers launching successful careers following the 1989 exhibition. Jean 

Pigozzi viewing the exhibition on the last day it was opened inspired the Italian 

photographer, fashion designer and heir to the automobile company Simca to seek out 

commissaire-adjoint André Magnin to assist him in collecting the contemporary African 

artists exhibited. From his collection, Pigozzi creates the Contemporary African Art 

Collection (CAAC), which he lends to institutions around the world introducing viewers 

to these artists.  

 
167 Emmanuelle Jardonnet. “Les Magiciens de la Terre fut une Expérience Totale, Un Pari.” Le Monde, 
March 28, 2014. https://www.lemonde.fr/culture/article/2014/03/28/les-magiciens-de-la-terre-a-marque-un-
tournant-dans-la-facon-d-apprehender-l-art-contemporain_4391438_3246.html. Translated from the 
French: “Cette exposition a marqué un tournant dans la façon d’appréhender l’art contemporain… Elle m’a 
montré que dans ce métier, il ne faut pas suivre les idées convenues, et prendre des risques…” 
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Even in its critical responses, Magiciens de la terre is valuable for the issues it shares 

with MoMA’s Primitivism show and the new issues it raises. While it occupies an early 

place in the history of exhibitions of global art, it also is an important later show within 

the exhibition history  of nonwestern art and makers in Paris profiting from colonial 

exploits and the legacy of these works’ display in Wunderkammers of the seventeenth 

and eighteenth century, public ethnographic museums, World’s Fairs and Colonial 

Exhibitions of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, as well as private 

Surrealist object collections, independent gallery shows and art auctions throughout the 

twentieth century.  
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