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On Archival Art

I

In the last few years various artistic strategies became acknowledged as “archival 
art.”  “Archival art” is mostly understood as art that is in various ways concerned with the 
phenomenon of the archive.  For several reasons the “archival impulse” of those strategies 
is often understood as a promising critical technique, having heterogeneous political and 
emancipatory potentials.  This conception is exemplified notably in art critic Hal Foster’s 
essay The Archival Impulse, where he defines archival art as a reproduction of lost or displaced 
historical information.  Giving back to those absent elements of knowledge a physical presence 
by reincarnating lost meaning and knowledge, archival artists “elaborate on the found image, 
object, and text, and favor the installation format.“1  Archival art is therefore utterly material – 
almost forgotten and obliterated cultural elements have to be reincarnated and as “recalcitrant 
material” those artistic archives are considered to successfully retrieve gestures of alternative 
knowledge and counter-memory.2  When archival artists use all kinds of mediums (essay, 
video, image, installation) in order to reincarnate nearly forgotten information, when they 
map “secret” places, chasing an almost forgotten history as well as the biographic history of 
the people who are connected to it, they are in fact producing new material, they are elevating 
knowledge of a different form.  They seem to oppose their “private” artistic archives to an 
existing order of the prevailing archives.3  It is because of that opposition that archival art 
also generally seems to “underscore the nature of all archival materials as found yet constructed, 
factual yet fictive and as public yet private.”4  In this way archival art presents preceding materials 
as active and unstable, as open to “eruptive returns” and “entropic collapses of stylistic repackaging 
and critical revisions.”5  

Understanding archival art as a critical and political practice in this way seems quite 
evident at first glance.  And indeed one can easily see how artists arrange certain images, videos 
or stories in order to elevate an “alternative knowledge” or make visible what seemed to be 
lost or what does not fit into the ruling logic of other prevailing archives.6  Consequently 

1	  Hal Foster: An Archival Impulse. In October 110, Fall 2004, S. 4.
2	  Ibid., S.4f
3	  Ibid. For example archives of mass-culture, the Internet, memory industry or the archives of social 
control.
4	  Ibid., S. 5.  
5	  Ibid., S. 20.
6	  Foster speaks about particular artworks by Thomas Hirschhorn, Tacita Dean and Sam Durant whose 
artworks “alone point to an archival impulse at work internationally in contemporary art.” This restitution of an 
archival impulse as a distinctive character for certain artistic practices, which exclude other artists who only seem 
to have “archival tendencies” like Liam Gillick, Philippe Parreno or Mark Dion as contemporaries, or artists of earlier 
times as John Heartfield, Robert Rauschenberg and many others.  Foster’s attempt to define an “archival impulse” 
exclusively for the work by certain artists is highly problematic, but not the subject of this essay.  Ibid., S. 3.  For a 
more “liberal” conception of the possibilities of archival art look at the Exhibition “Archive Fever – Uses of Document 
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Foster in his premise differentiates archival art not only from other artistic practices, which he 
deems as having “archival tendencies” but not a distinct archival impulse, he also differentiates 
archival art from the artistic use of the Internet as a “mega-archive.”  For unlike the latter, 
which as a digital medium does not seem material, the archival artwork “calls out for human 
interpretation.”7  

Such a differentiation between the Internet as a digital archive and its web-based interfaces 
and an archival artwork as “more tactile and face-to-face” might seem commonsensical enough.  
It is the event of the “Internet” not only as an artistic medium but even as such, which brings 
up the visible difference between analog and supposedly material objects and the digital’s 
supposedly immaterial processing.  It seems nevertheless questionable as to why information 
provided by the Internet as well as the specific way in which the Internet is used should not 
itself call for interpretation.  Who uses a computer and for what purpose is far from irrelevant.  
Nor certainly is it irrelevant which kind of computer gets used and who has access to the 
Internet.  A whole set of questions arise here which exceed the limits of this paper.  Having 
said that, these questions obviously point to (geo-) political and juridical problems referring 
to the problem of society as such, as well as to certain utopian artistic ideas.8  The Internet also 
has not only artistic website-interfaces but a material form and condition – hardware –  which 
calls out for interpretation in the same way as any other material interface.

Indeed, despite all the evidence Foster and many others present when it comes to archival 
art and its promises, it is not so much the attempt to differentiate archival art from other non 
archival art or from other “mass culture” archives, but also the conception of archival art as 
an effective critical tool as such, that becomes problematic upon closer analysis.  Regardless 
of whether such artistic practices are placed within the museum, the gallery or public space, 
regardless of the specific medium employed, the archives at stake here are first and foremost 
artworks.  Before those works become perceived and interpreted as archives, they are signed, 
authorized and installed as artworks.  These archives are art archives.  That is their irreducible 
difference from other archives, which is why art critics, why one is able to read about such 
archives in art magazines, discuss such works and why they become collected by art collectors 
or financed by various art institutions.  They never really exit the discursive realm of the arts, 
which therefore continues to frame their meaning.  It is this conditional discursive order that 
distinguishes the objects of archival art from archives of a different nature.  It is therefore not 
the materiality and medium-specificity of those artworks that make them different from other 

in Contemporary Art” by Okwui Enwezor at the International Center of Photography in New York in Spring 2008.
7	  Ibid., S. 4f. Foster here raises the question of the ear, which can hear certain calls and not some others.  
From his perspective it seems that it has to be a human ear, which can hear the call of archival artworks for an 
interpretation but not the call of other archives.  Might it be the art critic – and his private human ear – who hears 
the call of artworks and yet not the call of other archives and their material conditions?  In another essay one would 
have to question more concretely the premises and relation of such crucial notions of humans or humanity, of art 
versus the secular world, which is at work in the quoted phrase and is used as a criterion of critical judgment.
8	  As an example of the interpretation of the internet as a hopeful alternative one could look at Benjamin 
Buchloh, who states that �it would be even easier to envisage, in the spirit of Valéry, the end of our notions of 
a relatively autonomous, public avant-garde culture altogether and move on to the immediacy of the Internet � 
undoubtedly the biggest blow to artistic conventions since Marcel Duchamp�s readymades or the rise of television.�  
See Critical Reflections, in: Artforum January 1997.

archives:  they can use a variety of mediums such as paper, slides, film, video and of course even 
the Internet. 

Only by overlooking this condition can archival artworks be seen as establishing “private” 
connections between particular historical elements, “childish and paranoid” though it may be, 
thereby managing to constitute “alternative knowledge” and counter memory as a “perverse” 
disturbance of the broader symbolic and public order that point to a general crisis of social law.9  
Contrary to the concept of archival art as “perverse disturbance,” they are instead “archives” 
that are primarily artworks, already institutionalized and tamed as critical vehicles.10  If 
traditional essays and books are produced about these strategies, if an entire art industry is able 
to raise funds in order to produce these works, if such institutions as galleries, museums and 
biennials circulate those artworks so successfully amongst a broad educated audience, then it 
seems excessively “romantic” to maintain that such artworks simultaneously constitute private 
and destabilizing objects of rupture.  Believing that such practices might successfully challenge 
an institutionalized archival order or “public symbolic order at large” is therefore speculative 
to say the least.  Archival art is received and legitimized first and foremost as art, grounded 
by aesthetic and artistic categories and expectations that are determined by the prevailing art 
discourse.11  

II

It is important to understand that the conception of the alternative art archive most of the 
time means nothing but an alternative to other archives such as the archives of mass culture 
(video and film), the Internet, the memory industry or the state archives of social control.12  
But what might that mean?  If the “art world” is the institutional and symbolic framework 
that makes such art archives possible, are we to understand that the art world constitutes the 
enlightened segment of western society, devoid of hierarchies, repression and oblivion?  Is the 
“art world” therefore the guilty consciousness of western society – its moral imperative – or 
might this perspective not be reversed?  Who decides which institutions are the moral, ethical, 
and political superiors?  What are the criteria for such distinctions? 

Only a lengthy chain of investigations and speculations can begin to provide an answer; 
for now it is enough to understand how closely those questions are connected to the actual 
political problem of the archive as such.  It is not because certain oppositions can be constructed, 
as by Foster, between archives of mass-culture and art-culture, between low and high, that the 
archive is an interesting political phenomenon.  The archive has to be considered as a political 

9	  Ibid. S. 21.
10	  In contrast it is for example obvious that precisely because the Internet with its blogs, user created 
encyclopedias and the hierarchical orderings of web browsers are disturb traditional archives much more than any 
known artwork.
11	  That does not only determine a certain will to connect things that cannot be connected, but also a 
will to heed certain calls.  It determines both the active practices of production as well as the passive practice of 
consumption, i.e. reception.  So-called archival art follows in itself a certain discursive and archival logic of the 
arts, which is not immediately present in the archival artwork.  For the problematic of the conception of a “will to 
connect what cannot be connected,” see below S. 8.
12	  Foster, S. 4f and S. 21f.
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phenomenon, since there wouldn’t be any need to safeguard a cultural value if there didn’t 
exist at the same time the danger of its destruction; there would be no need to reiterate such 
a value if it weren’t in danger of oblivion.  The condition of the possibility of an archive, it 
can be said, is death, destruction and oblivion.  One could go further still and consider that 
cultural value is co-originary with the need for its own safeguarding and the danger of its own 
oblivion.  If things weren’t perishable, limited in time and space, they would have no value; 
they would always be there.  Since any possible archive therefore follows and must follow an 
a priori infinite logic of destruction, it must at once select and organize particular orders and 
hierarchies of cultural values and its related knowledge; it both conserves and represses.  This 
is the sense of Jacques Derrida’s remark that the danger of destruction must be understood as 
an infinite danger that overcomes and sweeps away any archival logic.13  The archive is nothing 
but an effect of the attempt to maintain and organize that infinite danger of destruction and 
oblivion.

Another theorizer of the phenomenon of the archive, Michel Foucault, understands the 
archive as a certain discursive formation of knowledge that is concerned with the rarity or 
limitedness of all saved values.  Value here therefore is not determined by truth – scientific, 
political or other – but by its site, its cultural circulation, its exchange and its degree of 
availability for further transformation.14  Values do circulate and determine discourse without 
being necessarily true.

It is precisely the fact of such an economy of circulating values that opens up the political 
dimension of the problem of the archive.  For if the archive under such a condition constitutes, 
selects and conserves cultural values, the question of justice arises.  Who determines what 
has value or what has none?  What techniques identify values important enough to warrant 
preservation?  What is the appropriate site to safeguard those values and make them accessible?  
Who enjoys access to those values and who does not?  The question therefore is not so much 
which fall by the wayside, but why and under what conditions it is that any particular value 
gets chosen over another.

The political and economic dimension of the archive is without a doubt a question of 
power and justice, implying certain subject formations, institutional configurations or what in 
other contexts is called a “hegemonic discourse.”  It is nevertheless important to understand 
that such subjects and institutions are always already themselves products of a preceding 
discourse and certain political and economic conditions.  Those subjects must already have 
proven that they speak, identify and think in the correct way.  They must have proven that 
they can speak – speak in the name of the discourse, not merely producing subjective noise 
in the name of destruction and oblivion.  In order to prove their ability to differentiate good 
speech from noisy speech, such subjects have to follow and affirm the logic of a constituted 
discourse because they are able to reiterate its premises and terms.  Any such reiteration also 
implies a subject’s choice, which may well be already determined by what Foucault has called 

13	  Jacques Derrida: Archive fever, S. 19f.  This infinite danger is understood by Derrida also as “radical 
evil.” 
14	  Michel Foucault: The archeology of knowledge, New York 1972, S. 119ff

the “historical a priori,”15 providing the finite, but innumerable possibilities of any possible 
choice.  Even as the product of such circumstances and contexts, a “subject of power and 
choice” can nevertheless revolt against a particular institutional configuration, law or nomos of 
a particular discourse.16  It is a subject’s choice to rearticulate, repeat certain values differently, 
and it is the subject’s choice whether to transform an already conserved knowledge.  Affected 
by every subject’s decision, such an “historical a priori” remains an utterly transformable 
entity.17  Even then as a transformable entity, holding true for every kind of archive including 
art, the archive would still have to maintain a “radical evil,” that is to say the infinite danger of 
destruction and oblivion.  Any transformed archive would still reproduce hierarchies of values, 
orders of visibility and knowledge, techniques of selection and repression, valorization and 
devalorization.

III

What determines the archive in general also determines the archive of art, but one 
should not confuse the two different notions of archives that are at stake here.  On the one 
hand, we have to deal with an art-archive or ‘archive as art’ in the way archival art is mostly 
discussed, perceived and advertised.  On the other hand this notion is not separable from the 
other notion of archive as discourse, employed by Derrida and Foucault.18  Acknowledging 
this other notion of the archive makes it finally clear that those art archives are precisely not 
autonomous objects, but in their quality as artworks, already determined by a discursive order, 
an archival order of another kind.  They are determined by the larger archive of the arts, which 
determines all possible positions, strategies and productions of artists today.  The archive 
thus conditions art subjects (artists, art critics, curators, dealers, audience etc.) as well as the 
institutions and conceptual categories of what can be produced and acknowledged as art.19  
As with all archives, the archive of the arts is transformable and if the transformation of an 
archive depends furthermore on a certain subject of knowledge and power, one has to have 
a closer look at those subjects who produce and authorize, who recognize and acknowledge 
“archival art.”

Foster, in his essay on archival art, claims a will “to connect what cannot be connected“ – that 
is to say the will to produce counter-memory and alternative knowledge – which is significant 

15	  Ibid., S. 127f.
16	  See herefore at Jacques Derrida’s Archive fever where Derrida reminds his reader of the meaning of the 
arché, which has to be understood as both commencement and commandment, as a question of law and justice. 
Jacques Derrida: Archive Fever, Chicago 1998, S. 1f.
17	  Ibid.
18	  The archive is also understood as a practice situated between language and corpus. It is a particular 
level of practice rather than a material form or conception.  Refer to Foucault. The archeology of knowledge, S. 
130f.
19	  Neither the general artist nor the artist as archivist has simply fallen from the sky.  Most artists went 
through art schools and universities collecting academic degrees such as B.F.A’s and M.F.A.’s.  Artists are highly 
conditioned subjects and are representatives of a prevailing discourse and the archive in the same way as anyone 
else.  Their success depends on how effectively they are able to affirm the rules and the logic of the art discourse.  
See also Boris Groys’ quip that every artist today carries an “inner curator.”  Boris Groys: On the New, in: Art Power, 
S. 28.
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for all kinds of archival artworks.  It is not “a will to totalize so much as a will to relate – to probe 
a misplaced past, to collate different signs (…) and ascertain what might remain for the present.”20  
In a footnote he claims that this same will is also deployed in his own essay: “This will is active 
in my text too.“21  

But whose will is this?  Is it the will of a particular individual and human subject?  The 
will of the archive?  Or perhaps even the will of radical evil – the will of death, obstruction 
and oblivion, which gives the “art subjects” its orders?  Is it a universal political will, an ethical 
will, an esthetic-artistic or an academic will?  Foster furthermore implies that the same private, 
destabilizing “an-archic” will that is operative among those alternative representatives of 
knowledge – archival artists – is also driving this representative of the institution – a well-
known art critic and professor at a prestigious University.  In reality, there is no such difference 
between those various representatives.  Both are representatives and subjects of the same 
discourse and the will of both is determined by the discourse and the possibilities that are 
specific to it.

By stating that he has the will “to connect what cannot be connected” it becomes clear that 
it is not so much archival art, but “high art” and its legitimizing institutions as such, as I 
stated earlier, that is proposed as a kind of antagonistic other to other discourses, archives and 
institutions when archival art and its hopeful promises are discussed.  What happens here is 
therefore first of all an illusionary construction of an opposition between bad and evil archives 
on the one hand, good and moralistic archives on the other.  Whereas the archives of mass-
culture as well as the Internet and so on seem to repress certain cultural values dominating a 
certain order of knowledge, art in general and archival art specifically appears on the other 
hand as the utterly other:  proposing differences, deconstructing the totalizing order of other 
archives, posing forms of counter memory and alternative knowledge.  

It is clear that even if archives as art make a measurable difference, they do so as art 
and within the art discourse.  And whether art archives have destabilizing effects on other 
archives (mass media, the Internet, or archives of social control) is not a matter of fact, but of 
speculation and belief.  For if one places “private archives” within the realm of art, they might 
indeed have a certain effect on an audience possessing sufficient will and time to engage such 
works seriously.22  Considering the sociological reality of the art spectacle, its slew of galleries, 
biennials, art fairs and major exhibitions, and its hyper-inflation of the “contemporary” – new 
artists and new works – there is never enough time to select and engage sufficiently.  Such art 
works are unlikely to have an effect on any audience other than one with an excess of leisure 
time or a very professional audience (art critics and academic professors, curators, collectors, 
dealers, artists etc.) who enjoy the ability to return to, select and engage with the works more 
closely.23  Such artworks are unlikely to change or disrupt other archival orders.  For even if 

20	  Foster, S. 21. 
21	  Ibid., at Footnote 56.
22	  Again, “within the realm of arts“ here means that archives are presented as art.  They can therefore 
appear in public space, but even then will not elude the realm of arts.
23	  Even if the artworks are displayed in working class neighborhoods, most people will very likely have 

archival art does manage to insert “alternative knowledge” in the form of subjective or “private 
archives” within art discourse, even if it successfully illustrates various possibilities of how 
archives can be modified, how formerly “absent” values – which were in fact never entirely 
lost, but already available and accessible in the prevailing archives – can get new currency, 
the revaluation or gentrification of those supposedly repressed or absent values inevitably 
happen within and only within the realm of arts.  And within art discourse it seems to be 
neither a secret nor a matter of breaking news that any kind of value and knowledge can be 
deconstructed.  Archival art may here well help to tell apart “good”, morally and politically 
correct art that is circulating alongside merely esthetic, cynical art devoid of moral, ethical or 
political intention.  Archival artworks might therefore disturb their artistic opponents it has 
a changing effect within the art discourse – the event of a new art genre: archival art (or at 
least the possibility of interpreting artworks as such) – but they certainly do not disturb other 
discursive spheres.  Quite the contrary, they stabilize the discursive order of other archives by 
re-affirming the archival order of art as well as the dichotomy between art as a cultural realm 
of high values and the mass culture of secular values.  This dichotomy is a highly idealistic 
construction that (under contemporary conditions) finds its measurable expression and reality 
in market valuation. What gets lost in this age-old opposition between high and low, good and 
evil, what gets displaced as an effect of this construction of bad, bureaucratic archives vs. good, 
an-archic art archives is the question of the political and juridical dimension of the archive as 
such.  

neither the time nor the necessary amount of interest and knowledge to sufficiently engage with those art 
archives.  Another more general question arises here:  what might constitute “sufficient engagement,“ and is it even 
possible?  
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