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The future trend I am eager to discuss in the framework of  Overwhelming Imagination is the aspect of  artistic production and cultural 

assimilation in the context of  large-scale perennial art exhibitions – Biennials. In my current research I treat biennials as an instrument to 

evaluate social, cultural, infrastructural and especially artistic developments on a global scale. Therefore, my interest in the biennial addresses 

its structure, how each individual biennial structure influences artistic production and exchange, but also media and audience reception. 

As such, one could also say that Biennials deal with multiple layers of  reality. On an internal idea of  the biennial, one has to think about 

its ability to be a platform for exchange, but also to show and to connect art and artists internationally. Secondly, there is an external reality 

manifesting itself  in media and audience reception which is partially blurred by reproaches concerning this format. Finally, there is a third in-

tentional reality which is usually at its source and fundamentally affects the two afore-mentioned layers. This can be an inspirational thought 

of  an individual to launch, once again, another biennial, but also, and which is more often the case, something like (city) politics or similar 

kinds of  intervening structures from outside the actual festival. 

Today I would like to have a closer look at the first and second, internal and external, realities of  biennials since this is the source of  re-

proach concerning ‘assimilation’ or any other corresponding term that says one only sees the same art works or the same kinds of  art works 

in all biennials, no matter where they take place. 

The term “reproach” is in use here because this opinion is not formulated by the audience but by critics or curators through the media who 

get to see a lot of  things around the world and therefore tend to get tired of  watching on an international, global scale. In a way, this re-

proach and the fatigue that comes with it is comprehensible. This fatigue partly is connected to the structure of  a biennial: biennials provoke 

site-specific, large-scale works, or a particular set of  (ephemeral) works produced nomadically on the move. Although an increasing number 

of  biennials are engaged with incorporating non-artistic or historical elements to balance a show, there are sometimes aesthetic overlaps in 

new productions. Also, there is a list of  artists who usually show up at biennials: usually big names that attract visitors, like rock stars.

If  one picks up solely on those elements of  biennials, they could see a repetitiveness evoked by this exhibition model. A touring biennial 

circus, so to say. However, such can’t be enough to be able to speak about an aesthetic consolidation by temporary colonisation attempts of  

local contexts through biennials. 

Biennials -- Global Islands for Artistic Production?

Lisa Bensel  
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Addressing the aspect of  cultural assimilation itself  is slightly more 

delicate. Lucy Lippard, for example, wrote in an article published 

in Kunstforum International in 1992 – 24 years ago – saying “so far, 

we did not yet develop a theory of  diversity that gets around both 

assimilation and segregation. A theory thus, who mainly formulates 

in which way one is corresponding with each other.”1

Lippard was referring with this comment mainly to the application 

of  the term ‘Pluralism’ in the 1970s and early 80s. Also there are 

other concepts that help to or try to unravel the myth of  assimila-

tion. For example, creolisation, postcolonial thought, cosmopoli-

tanism or multiculturalism, but also Said’s Orientalism, Briadotti’s 

Nomadism or the notion of  Hyperculturalism introduced by 

Byung-Chul Han can be added in this concern. Particularly I would 

like to draw attention to the idea of  the Rhizome formulated by 

Deleuze and Guattari or Bourriaud’s concept of  translation. Nev-

ertheless, usually after opening another magazine with a biennial 

review, I think we still haven’t managed to find at least a practicable 

theory of  diversity, especially when we try to talk about global art. 

The term has shifted, but the problem, arising from globalisation 

and approximation, has remained. Why does this conceptual prob-

lem remain? Is it still, truly, due to the gap between reality, actual 

production, and theory, its embedment through thought? 

Certainly surrounding structures impact artistic production. While 

they lead to critique on the one hand, on the other, they can also 

be used to improve intersections and lead to new forms, aesthetics, 

and ideas on a global scale. Finally, the temporary group exhibition 

event can remain an extraordinary framework for artistic produc-

tion through the enabled exchange that can take place. To underline 

this statement and prove those murmurs at least a little wrong, I 

will introduce two counterexamples, both from the global south, 

that employ another use of  this model to provoke new thought and 

new communication strategies. I want to go into detail on how they 

employ the term of  – or rather how they make use of  the notion of  

the global or the international itself  - to question it in the context of  

global cultural assimilation. 

1. Lucy R. Lippard, “Alles neu benennen! Unser Afro-Asien-Hispano-Amerika,” Kunst-
forum International Bd 118 (Weltkunst - Globalkultur, 1992): 158.

THE EARLY HAVANA BIENNALE

La Bienale de la Habana, the Havana Biennale, held its first edition 

in 1984. It was initiated by the Cultural Ministry of  Cuba (which was 

itself  established only in 1976 after the revolution) and was meant to 

be the first biennial of  the third world. 

At that time there were about four biennials already established. Of  

course, there was the Venice Biennial. The name-giving origin was 

initiated as a political instrument to demonstrate the strength, power 

and welfare of  the primarily participating western countries in 1895.2 

With the exception of  the term ‘biennial,’ later established biennial 

exhibition events have little to nothing in common with the Venice 

model. In contrast, the Venice Biennial incorporated inventions of  

others to remain up to date, like an additional curated exhibition, but 

holds on to the questionable national division until today. 

There was the Bienal Internacional de Arte de São Paulo which was 

initiated in 1951 by the industrial Francisco Matarazzo Sobrino (in 

cooperation with the Rockefeller Foundation)3 with the aim to put 

this location on the international map of  the arts by inviting mainly 

western artists to São Paulo.4

In 1973, the Sydney Biennial was privately initiated and financed by 

the industrial Belgiorno-Nettis with the aim to break up Australia’s 

(cultural) exclusion from the rest of  the western world. They firstly 

and successfully employed the model of  the international group 

exhibition in the context of  an art biennial, but their exclusion of  

local artists in favour of  participants from the U.S. and Europe led to 

revolt in the 1980s.5

Today, there are about 250 attention-deserving Biennials happening 

‘simultaneously’ all over the world. There are even more formats 

that claim the term and thereby vanish its clarity. However, in 1984 

starting a new biennial was an extraordinary decision and above all 

mainly a western idea.

The first show in Havana included 2,200 works from 835 artists 

from 21 Latin American and Caribbean countries and gained more 

2. Sabine Vogel, Biennials-Art on a Global Scale (New York: Springer, 2012), 23. 
3. Vogel, 39.
4. Although the São Paulo Biennial rather functioned as a missionary of  the western dis-
course, they did include art works of  nations which had almost completely been excluded 
from the Venice Biennial at the time.
5. Vogel, 44.
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than 200,000 visitors.6 Of  course, only a couple of  years after the 

revolution, having little official diplomatic relations as well as weak 

infrastructure, the selection process was extremely difficult and 

mainly inspired by eventual existing connections. 

Although the 1st Havana Biennale mainly was about doing what 

was possible at that time in those particular circumstances - in 

terms of  display, organisation, knowledge or concept, it was a 

little messy – it set the foundation for the future of  the acknowl-

edgement of  Latin American and Caribbean art. With the second 

edition they also included artists from Africa, Asia and the Middle 

East.7 Still, participation in the biennale was a matter of  formal 

international relations, but the biennial was given a good per-

spective with Director Llilian Llanes Godoy and curator Gerardo 

Mosquera. Ultimately, in the 5th edition they managed something 

impressive – organising a truly global event by inviting artists from 

European countries as well. 

At the time of  its inception, this very biennial was ground-break-

ing. When artists usually could neither afford to travel in the 

Caribbean nor Google what was happening at the other end of  

the world, this exhibition enabled them to meet each other. In 

the same time, by putting the focus on the display of  local artists 

‘the early Havana Biennale’ managed to promote this peripheral 

art scene as part of  the global circuit. Considering that Cuban art 

education was – and still is for the most part – inspired a lot by 

western art history, knowledge about the West was more present 

in education than their own art history. It must have been chal-

lenging for local artist to find their own language between cultural 

heritage, gained knowledge, and personal aesthetic future. This 

event was a key aspect in the emancipation of  Cuban and Latin 

American artists.  

At the same time, at its inception, the whole conception of  

curating an exhibition and organising a biennial was a modern, 

western idea. What the organisers, the Wifredo Lam Institute for 

Contemporary Art, thereby did was to employ a polemical third 

world project that somehow accepted western art history, and 

merge it with their own cultural objectives. Therefore, instead of  

6. Rachel Weiss and Luis Camnitzer, Making Art Global (Part 1): The Third Havana 
Biennial 1989 (London: Afterall Books, 2011), 19.
7. Weiss and Camintzer, 27.

the other way around, they managed to question their own Cuban, 

Latin-American, third-world art history.8 The Havana Biennial did 

this through also organising conferences and parallel events from 

the very beginning.9 The topics that were discussed at it still re-ap-

pear at current biennial conferences. 

Of  course, being part of  the global politics of  art panel with this 

contribution, it should be added that this move towards the west, in 

which the biennale also was an instrument, was politically motivated 

and supported. Also the early editions were so successful because 

they were part of  a general enthusiasm of  the whole country 

opening up. Nevertheless, this example shows the importance of  

organising a biennial – which certainly did not lead to a ‘fatigue’ 

but was a necessity at its time in regard to its contribution to the 

recognition of  (global) art. 

Still today, this biennial functions as a door opener to the global 

art world for local artists, although, and as a consequence of  their 

emancipation, the restriction to invite artists from the so-called 

‘Third World’ was officially lifted for the 10th Havana Biennial in 

2009. Here, the biennial model becomes an enabling structure in 

the first place.

GHETTO BIENNALE 

A rather artistic-activist driven biennial that can function as another 

counter example to fatigue is the Haitian Ghetto Biennale in Port-

au-Prince which was set up in 2009 to find out ‘What happens when 

first world art rubs up against third world art? Does it bleed?’ This 

bottom-up biennial was mainly initiated by the local artist group 

Atis Rezistans and supported by international curators (especially 

Leah Gordon) and artists with the aim to support local Haitian 

artists and their independent art scene in the commercial art market 

as well as to foster exchange between them and the region. 

Particularly interesting while discussing increased territorially and 

culturally mixed artistic production are both the residential focus 

8. Weiss and Camintzer, 33.
9. Rafal Niemojewski, “Venice or Havana: A Polemic on the Genesis of  the Contem-
porary Biennial,” The Biennial Reader: An Anthology on Large-Scale Perennial Exhibitions of  
Contemporary Art, ed. Elena Filipovic, Marieke Van Hal, and Solveig Ovstebo (Bergen: 
Bergen Kunsthall, 2010), 88, 89.
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and the methods for local exchange provided by this biennial. The 

Ghetto Biennale is not a biennial in the predominant sense. It’s 

a sheep in a wolf ’s coat regarding their employment of  the term 

“biennial.” In fact, this event is an extended, intense version of  an 

artist in residency where many people gather in the centre of  Port-

au-Prince – a true ghetto in regard to infrastructure, perspective, 

communication and incidents.  

In December 2015, 41 Haitian artists and 62 international artists 

met for a one to four week period to produce work together in the 

neglected neighbourhood of  central Port-au-Prince. Finally, what 

really happened and what was presented in Haiti in contrast to other 

biennial events – for a big part – remained in Haiti. Not because the 

products were classified, but due to the fact that there were neither 

real visitors nor invited press. Also, a local audience hardly exists. 

They either don’t know what is happening, when it is happening, or 

they simply have more important things to do like making a living. 

During the final conference, which was the official day for all collec-

tively produced works to be finished and presented, there were ulti-

mately 15 international participants. This event gained international 

recognition throughout the years, mainly due to its presentation in 

conferences and talks given by  the biennial’s curators or former 

participants, like me, today, talking about this event that one barely 

hears about if  they are not for some reason connected to it.  

However, the Ghetto Biennale’s value can’t be measured through 

the amount of  press articles published. It can be evaluated through 

their output on exchange instead. 

Without a fixed objective in curatorial terms on how to merge one 

work with another or how to bring different cultures and several 

modes of  artistic production together, it just took place altogether 

and as such it was a happening, rather than an articulated show. 

Time and energy was spent on exchange, on getting to know one 

another through cooperation. Of  course, this somehow was about 

art. Individual understandings of  art were the departure point for 

the approach. But over the course of  participation, all participants 

had to let go of  their ideas of  production, and in many ways, due to 

the surrounding structure and the overly present impact of  locality, 

to come up with new, joint, concepts. Therefore the biennial itself  

and the products that were produced in its framework were the 

medium for and the reason of  exchange rather than an actual art 

object. This goes well in hand with Glissant’s ‘poetic of  relations’, 

a power he assigns primarily to inhabitants of  the Caribbean due to 

their splintered origin and habitat (in contrast to the Mediterranean 

idea of  universality).10 It might be that such marginalised groups, 

simultaneously living (instead of  reflecting on) multiple layers of  

reality and culture can be a key towards such a theory of  diversity 

which incorporates individualism but is open enough to cope with 

the pressure of  globalisation. 

While trying to grasp whether the increased economic and political 

globalisation that enabled artistic globalisation (as in the case of  

Cuba) does have a real effect on actual production, one has to ask 

whether there is a globally-shared image language already, whether 

or not there will be in the future and of  course how this could be 

constituted. Before speaking about global art, no matter from the 

perspective of  a researcher, art historian, critic or an artist from the 

north, south, east, or west, we should define it. The previous remarks 

aim to argue that global art can neither follow the cosmopolitan 

idea of  universality nor state a fundamental separation from each 

‘other.’ Without being able to define it yet, however, it might be more 

accurate to agree on leaving the concept of  global art behind for now. 

Here, the biennial, due to its generic international approach, basically 

can function as one instrument to gather facts. The biennial as an 

island, a microcosmic testing site of  ‘the global,’ a concept Appiah 

proposed to consider for the emergence of  global communities,  

might be the framework that respects both local differences as well 

as shared common cultural values.11 It also may be that the time for 

biennials is already over. It may be that conferences or workshops 

are the new format to obtain a better understanding of  global art, its 

appearance or terms like assimilation and diversity. Maybe residencies 

are. But it may also be that the biennial itself, a perennial large-scale 

exhibition event that has the power to produce, to show and to con-

nect, which is highlighted in media by its biennial habits in contrast 

to the steady production mode of  the stable institution, needs a rev-

10. Zielinski, Siegfried, Archäologie der Medien. Zur Tiefenzeit des technischen 
Hörens und Sehens. Orig.-Ausg. Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt-Taschenbuch-Verl. 
(Rororo Rowohlts Enzyklopädie, 55649, 2002): 28.
11. Nicos Papastergaris, “The Cosmos in Aesthetic Cosmopolitanism,” World Biennial Fo-
rum, 1, new edition, ed. Ute Meta Bauer, Hou Hanrou, [… in conjunction with the World 
Biennial Forum N° 1 held on October 27 -31, in Gwangju und Seoul, South Korea] 
(Gwangju, Ostfildern: Gwangju Biennale Foundation: 2013), 34.
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olutionary act of  revolt to conserve the power of  its format. So at this 

time - slightly before biennales have become fully institutionalised- they 

will have to face the same challenges that stable institutions already have 

for decades: a never-ending debate on a certain amount of  questions that 

lead nowhere. 

In thinking about such a theory of  diversity that formulates the ways in 

which one is corresponding with the others, rather than talking about 

assimilation or segregation – I would like to additionally have a look at 

the surrounding structures in which diversity can be provoked and lived. 

It’s maybe not so much about the actual work which is there and can 

be exhibited, the work that can travel and can be analysed by critics and 

so on. Global art and its history might rather be about what happened 

before. What is more, if  the ‘before’ is part of  a show, if  its process and, 

in the case of  an attempt at a definition of  diverse global art, a term like 

“assimilation” can become redundant. 

Regarding global art history from the perspective of  current art produc-

tion’s surrounding structures and looking not at individual artworks but 

at meeting places, there might be a good chance to understand global art 

through its active construction in the present. 


