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B or a national muse-
um to allow the Ger-

i;, man conceptual art-
e ist. Hans Haacke to
W work with its collec-

“tions is a little like hiring
»Typhold Mary to take charge
1iof the catering arrangements.
ﬁBorn in 1937, Haacke has
‘@gamed wcurldw1cle notoriety
ifor his ferociously critical
;analyses of the museum
mestablishment. His career has
“been marked at different
'”tunes by cancelled shows,
gemharrassed directors, fired
i “’curators and threatened law-
wsmts — as well as by interna-
Etional acclaim culminating in
”the highest award at the 1993
" Venice Biennale.

o Haacke looks at museums
"not simply ‘as buildings that

house works' of art, but as
“embodiments of the social
isystems that formed them.
jFor him, an art museum nec-
iessarlly teveals the hidden
Jvalues and secret agendas of
those who founded it and
fﬂd ded ‘to its collections.

eeply aware of the intercon-

1ections between wealth, art,
jpopular culture and pchtlcs,
|Haacke is as likely to focus on
ithe business activities of the
jmuseum’s trustees or on its

lexhibition poln:les and adver-'

tlslng campaigns as he is on
- the objects displayed in it.

_| So when I heard that the
ISerpentine Gallery ‘had
liivited him to choose any
_%orks he wished from the

;ﬁ;tona and A]bert Museum_

— as part of Give & Take, the
joint exhibition being held at
both locations — and display
them in its beautiful gallery
in Kensington Gardens, I sat
up and paid attention. In my
mind’s eye, I saw the encoun-
ter in terms of theeum’s most
popular exhibit, the clock-
work toy Tippoo’s Tiger, with
the V&A in the role of the
prostrate Englishman and
Haacke as the ravening beast
tearing him to pieces.

But, no matter how long 1
do this job, I never seem to
learn that artists rarely do
what you expect them to do.
From the moment you step
into the exhibition at the Ser-
pentine, it is'clear that
Haacke - wasé utterly
“enchanted by the opportunity
to work with the' most spec-
_tacular collection’ of decora-
“tive art in.the world. His
show, Mixed Messages is
more of a pussycat’s purr
than a tiger’s growl, at differ-
ent times charming, humor-
“ous, beautiful and moving.

On the four walls of the cen-
tral rotunda,’ for example,

Haacke has chosen objects to -

represent four of therworld’s
great: religions. A 13th-cen-
tury carved and polychmmed
crucifix hangs ‘opposite an
18th-century gilded Buddha,
and a 17th-century embroi-
dered Torah mantle is placed
opposite two 19th- -century
" silk prayer: ‘carpets. Haacke
‘then animates the austere
mStallatxon by placing a giant

| .. b1t10ns at the V&A and Serpentme ]uxtaposmg the tradltlonal and
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the contemporary are unexpectedly beautlful, Says Rlchard Dorment






