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rally starts with its title. Whether appearing on

an invitation, on a poster or in full letters on
the wall by the entrance to a room, the title — the first
“interface” — is a mix of information and seduction.
One is reminded of the three main functions of the
title of a literary work as indicated by the poet Gé-
rard Genette in Seuils [Thresholds], which can be
used 1) to address the work, 2) to indicate its con-
tent, 3) to highlight it. In the case of an exhibition,
the title generally gives us information on the artist
(or the artists) on exhibition, sometimes bearing no
more than their name. A title may hint at the type of
exhibition: monographic, retrospective or collective,
thematic, artistic, floral or scientific... It may also
reveal the plastic content (Pablo Picasso, cérami-
ques) or the theoretical message (Mel Bochner. Wor-
king Drawings and Other Visible Things On Paper
Not Necessarily Meant To Be Viewed As Art, School
of Visual Arts, New York, 1966). A title is also the
promise of a landscape and deploys a “horizon of
expectation”, as explained by Hans-Robert Jauss in
his Esthétique de la réception [ Aesthetics of Recep-
tion] (1972): one does not have the same attitude on
entering the Salon de I’ Academie Royale des Beaux-
Arts, in the exhibition Five Cubes or in Sensation.
After slipping into the industry of culture, the field
of art has been witnessing a proliferation of titles
and a growing number of strategies to attract the at-
tention of potential visitors. This ongoing process
can also be seen in the recent artistic and curatorial
practices: on the one hand, the young French curator
Béatrice Méline has gathered a special collection of
exhibition titles, interviewing artists and curators on
their favorite titles; on the other, artist Stefan Briig-
gemann has conjured up Show Titles, a long list of
exhibition titles, which he regards as an artwork in
all respects: the titles range from conventional (The
New Conceptualists), to political (Tropical Critique,
Unproductivism), to ironic and irreverent (Bad Me-
xican Artists). These titles have no copyright: a cu-
rator, a museum supervisor or a gallerist can use
them as they will, provided that they credit them as
artistic interventions by Briiggemann, thus including
his name among the artists in the exhibition. Lastly,
inspired by web-based suppliers of titles for novels,
the historian Rebecca Uchill launched an online
software for curators called Random Exhibition Title
Generator. To see how it works, I clicked the “cu-

S Simply put, for the viewer an exhibition gene-
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rate me!” button. Result: the name of my exhibition
was Relational Dreams: Cheating the Avant-garde.
Why not?

Along this proliferation, a paradox emerges: if the
title of literary works has been the subject of a num-
ber of studies and if that of art pieces has been an
integral part of art historians’ methodological inve-
stigation, so far the “titleology” of exhibitions has seen
little development in art-historical research. Investi-
gation has to be moved into linguistics or contem-
porary curatorial practice to find relevant analyses,
such as the one conducted by Tom Morton. But be-
fore embarking on an essay on the types of exhibi-
tion titles, it is necessary to emphasize the specificity
and complexity of their operation.

Topology

The first consideration we may make is that if the
title of a literary work is made with the same mate-
rial, i.e. verbal, of the work itself, this does not apply
to a title in the field of plastic arts or music, where
there will not be this matter continuity. When desi-
gnating a painting, a symphony or an exhibition, the
title in plastic arts produces a certain heterogeneity
which results in the “disjunction from the means”
expressed by the theorist Pierre-Marc de Biasi.
However, the title of an exhibition does not function
like that of other types of works of art either. It is it-
self often heterogeneous, regularly addressing form
(Magritte. Peintures et gouaches, at the Galerie du
Faubourg in 1948), but also names of places, dates
(Bertrand Lavier, depuis 1969, at the Centre Pompi-
dou, 2012), periods of time (Trente ans de peinture,
as Picabia proclaimed in 1930 at Léonce Rosen-
berg’s, a formula that he will resume with a certain
irony a few years later at the René Drouin gallery,
with Cinquante ans de plaisir). Also consider: Sol
LeWitt’s Fifty Drawings, 1964-1974 (New York
Cultural Center, 1974).

In short, the title of the show is most often a “titleolo-
gic device”. The name of the artist frequently tops a
series of hierarchized information, in which a varia-
ble number of subtitles is more or less integrated with
the title itself (Dan Graham, (Euvres, 1965-2000).
This titleologic richness is also typical of the great
historical group exhibitions, such as Elles@centre-
pompidou. Artistes femmes dans la collection du
Musée National d’Art Moderne, Centre de création
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industrielle. Nevertheless, this device can suffer
from hierarchical interference: there can be a num-
ber of possible permutations between nominal sub-
title, title, information subtitles and other associated
elements, which can still function as a title. How
many exhibitions are called Retrospective... Lately,
the name of the place, which should appear as a sub-
title, seems to have regained the pole position:
examples would be the exhibition Le Confort Mo-
derne at the Confort Moderne in Poitiers (curated
by Mathieu Copeland), or 35, avenue Foch and 18,
rue de Lourmel by Gilles Mahé in 1977 and 1978.
This geolocation has also characterized all the early
temporary exhibitions, such as the “Sallons”, accor-
ding to the 1737 spelling, so called because they were
held in the Salon Carré du Louvre.

Lastly, if there is an “art of the exhibition”, there is
no doubt that the poetics of the title has a part in its
being acknowledged, in the identification of the exhi-
bition as a format, as a medium. Hence the interest
of Szeemann for the titles of his exhibitions, which
he referred to as “the creation of an area of poetry
through artistic projects only”: Zeitlos, De Scul-
ptura, Skulptur sein, and Spuren, Skulpturen, Monu-
mente und ihrer Reise prazisen,thus commented on
by the head curator: “This floating in the title is not
only a quandary of the expression of sensations and
of inner feelings which cannot be put in words, but
also the sign of a certain coyness in giving names.”
This poetic titling, aiming to indicate the exhibition
as an artwork in its own right, has produced a recent
phenomenon, all the more frequent in the case of
monographic exhibitions: the name of the artist is
now clearly distinct from the title of the exhibition,
as happens in the excellent (and my all-time favo-
rite), L’expédition scintillante — A Musical, by Pierre
Huyghe at the Kunsthaus Bregenz. Or in All, for the
Maurizio Cattelan retrospective at the Guggenheim.
Therefore, this poetry of the title is now used by an
industry of culture and museums which aims to at-
tract the attention of the public through less acade-
mic titles, such as that of the New Museum Triennial,
Younger than Jesus, immediately included by the
press in the “Department of Bad Exhibition Titles”.
With the aid of communication strategies, the infor-
mative title is surpassed by a more promotional and
charming title, like with the exhibition Sensation.
Young British Artists from the Saatchi Collection
(Royal Academy, London, 1997), up to the most re-
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cent New Order: British Art Today (Saatchi Gallery,
2013). One may also notice the intensive use of ex-
clamation marks and promotional prefixes, as in Su-
pernova, Super Visions or Super Warhol.

Typology
This short list is an attempt to distinguish the ele-

ments and possible strategies for exhibition titling.
It should be noted, however, that a title may fit into
several categories.

Eponymous Title: This is a title which reflects who
or what is exhibiting — the artist, the artists in the
case of collective exhibitions, the group of artists,
but also the institution (public or private) which exhi-
bits its collection. As noted by Tom Morton, eponymy
is the most common practice for “solo” exhibitions.
Mediological title: The formulation focuses on the
medium of the exhibition.

Title-work: When the title of the exhibition matches
that of the work or series of works on exhibition.
Meta-semiotic title: The formulation focuses on
codes, sources, themes, theory, practice or principles
behind the design of the exhibition.

Iconic title: The iconic function can be found in ti-
tles which evoke visual, graphic, graphic and opti-
cal, color, geometric elements etc...

Poetic title: Focused on the literality of the title:
“The poetic function covers all titles playing with
the cultural intertext, rhetoric elements, word games,
poetic language or narrative imagination” (Pierre-
Marc de Biasi). “To name an exhibition after a work
of fiction or to quote a line from a novel or a poem is
an understandably popular strategy” (Tom Morton)
Trans-medial title: The formulation plays with a
cultural and no longer exclusively literary intertext,
taken from the fields of film, music, dance etc., or
from the field of art itself.
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