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Susanne Rennert 
Susanne Rennert is an art historian and curator 

based in Dusseldorf. Currently, Rennert is working on a 
book on Jean-Pierre Wilhelm and Gallery 22 in Düsseldorf 
where Nam June Paik first showed his Hommage à 
John Cage (1959). Additionally, Rennert is working on 
several curatorial projects including the Nam June Paik-
Retrospective (together with Sook-Kyung Lee, Liverpool) 
to open at museum kunst palast, Düsseldorf and Tate 
Liverpool in 2010. 

“If you play a game and you don't know the rule 
of the game you cannot play the game”.  _ Nam June Paik

1

I like the work of the Rumanian artist Dan 
Perjovschi who transforms drawing into information 
and political commentary. His ironic and sharp 
comments on economy and socio-cultural structures 
show an interesting way to leave the narrow, market-
determined art space and to find new (old) direct ways 
of communicating in a world (through the Internet/email) 
of highly accelerated communication processes – which 
destroy communication somehow.  

Other contemporary artists who like Dan 
Perjovschi go beyond the framework of Nicolas 
Bourriaud’s “relational aesthetics” are Yael Bartana, 
Danica Dakic, Haegue Yang, or Ceal Floyer. Brigitte 
Franzen showed a remarkable exhibition at “Ludwig 
Forum für internationale Kunst” in Aachen this spring, 
where she combined works from the permanent 
collection – among them Paik, Beuys and Warhol – with 
contemporary positions – including the named artists 
except Ceal Floyer.  

Yael Bartana’s film Summer Camp, for example, 
documents the (now deconstructed) reconstruction of 
a destroyed house near Jerusalem by members of the 
fourth “Summer Camp” of the “Israeli Committee Against 
House Demolitions” in July 2006. But the documentary 
character of the film is interlaced with music and editing 
styles derived from Zionist propaganda films of the 1930s 
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critical moments and corresponding stratigraphic dates, 
overlapping exchanges and connections. It is a matter of 
a trans-nationality in this arena and its new zones and 
territories - in what is called “Asian” in old Europe. That 
is what makes the contemporary moment a new juncture 
like that of Nam June Paik in 1960s New York, and that is 
why it can no longer be content with the story of European 
modernism followed by the crux of their various posts. For 
the history of dispositifs and related acts of creation only 
intersects with art history at new junctures when new 
ways of thinking arise in art.

In this context, Nam June Paik’s peculiar 
itinerary now matters in new ways. Following World War I, 
with its entrenched, mechanized European theater (and 
in conditions that would lead to World War II), Dada was 
already transnational, moving across borders, working 
through new kinds of international groups. Later, with neo-
Dada or Fluxus, we find other geographies, some already 
Asian, as with the fate of electronic music and Cage in 
Japan and Germany, through which Nam June Paik passed 
in making his way from Korea to New York. But today a 
similar voyage is no longer possible; the geographies of 
creation have shifted. We are no longer even in a time of 
questioning the nomadic or exilic that reemerged in the 
wake of 1989 or of global curators travelling to locales 
they didn’t know much about presenting work to a global 
biennial public who knew even less. More like the old 
modernity of 19th-century Europe, it is a matter of cities 
and the ways they offer zones for critical exchange and 
experimentation. It is a time of new global centers in 
discussion with and invention of art. Will they now offer 
the space for those crucial moments, which come from 
art-history, fall back into it, and yet are not of it - critical 
times when new “thinking in art” arises, appealing to 
peoples who are lacking and who do not yet exist? For 
no form of expertise, no method of interpretation or 
translation can take their place; and no politics can do 
without them.

And that is why, for the intertwined questions of 
What is a dispositif? and What is contemporary?, the work 
of Nam June Paik remains so alive for us today, opening 
his legacy to those new questions and thinking without 
which we in fact inherit nothing.
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his dialectical method “in one stroke, everything fits 
together.”

“The basic idea for museum kunst palast is 
to give the large and high space to the large and most 
impressive works. The height of the space will allow 
to create an emotional display of the art works. Within 
this display, the chronological or semantic order has 
to step behind. The second space which has a lower 
ceiling will display works and documents. In this space, 
we categorized the works as “Music and Action Music”, 
“Fluxus”, “Exposition of Music – Electronic Television”, 
“24 hours”, “Paik and Moorman”, “Paik and Beuys” 
and finally “Robots”. In order to take advantage of the 
given architecture in Düsseldorf, the chronology will be 
reversed for the second space. Visitors walk through the 
“Robots” into the historical sections. Rarely or never seen 
documents and photographs will take a major part in the 
presentation of the early sections of the exhibition. We 
believe that this way of composing the show will guide 
the visitor from the large and very colorful works to the 
detailed and more ephemeral documents – in order to 
understand the importance of Paik's philosophy and 
conceptual basis.” (Susanne Rennert) 

3

In 1996 Stephan von Wiese and I curated the 
show Mixed Pixels, Students of Paik, 1978-95 at former 
Kunstmuseum – today’s museum kunst palast, Düsseldorf 
- on the occasion of Paik's retirement from the Düsseldorf 
Art Academy. For the catalogue we wanted to interview 
him about his experience as a Video Art teacher (1979-
95). He proposed to meet at a restaurant in Düsseldorf’s 
main station. (This was my second interview with Paik 
– the first one together with René Block in 1992, mainly 
about Joseph Beuys and Addi Køpcke.) In this second 
conversation he spoke about teaching and not teaching, 
EXISTENTIA AND ESSENTIA – and about the art market. 

Paik said, “I think I constantly ridiculed all art 
museums and curators, galerists, art snobs, in order to 
become a successful artist. Because there is no fair play 
in the art world. There are no objective criteria in the art 
world. If you play a game and you don't know the rule of 
the game you cannot play the game. But in the art world 
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and 1940s and their glorification of the depicted. Thus, 
Summer Camp shows very intensely the tragedy and 
absurdness of political reality in Israel.  

In Construction, Ceal Floyer, whose conceptual-
minimalist works often resist a “material” level, makes 
a vast exhibition space be sounded and defined by 
construction work noise. In her work Ink on Paper, she lets 
felt markers bleed on paper and displays them arranged 
by color on the wall.  

2

I have always been interested in Paik as a 
philosopher and conceptual artist. - He got a lot of 
conceptual input through Fluxus in the early 1960s. - But 
his conceptual and philosophical side is still overlayered 
by the fast cuts of his colorful, kaleidoscopic videotapes. 
This is what the general public associates with Paik. 
Today, the image of Nam June Paik as video artist and 
charismatic father of media art is dominant and the 
hardware-laden video installations, walls and sculptures 
are at the center of attention of the art public. 

Our Paik retrospective – a collaboration of 
Tate Liverpool (Sook-Kyung Lee) and museum kunst 
palast, Düsseldorf – which is due in 2010 – will prove 
how Paik combined seemingly contradictory elements 
and expanded the boundaries of art on multiple levels, 
destroying and breaking them down, constantly initiating 
“new states of consciousness” (Mary Bauermeister). In 
each of his works, Paik clearly demonstrates on many 
levels how critical consciousness can be materialized, 
regardless whether it is music, Fluxus, action, 
performance, video, (media-) sculpture or drawing. The 
freedom he used to link different points of views, the 
liberty he demonstrated when dealing with medium, 
material and technique is highly inventive. On the leaflet 
accompanying the invitation poster to his legendary first 
exposition Exposition of Music – Electronic Television in 
1963 at Parnass Gallery in Wuppertal, he used the words 
EXISTENTIA IS ESSENTIA, to unite thoughts derived from 
Heidegger, Sartre, Montaigne, Cage, Laotse, Chen-Chu 
and others and to yield an inspiring collage of ideas. In an 
introductory text in the same leaflet, Jean-Pierre Wilhelm 
- the early mentor, who had discovered Paik - wrote about 
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KissPál Szabolcs 
KissPál Szabolcs lives and works in Budapest. 

Szabolcs develops a computer-based installation and 
performance practice where an “intermedial” approach 
towards the elements of the work, including the use of 
technical and electronic images, pursues an inductive 
rather than generative methodology. 

Over the past decade, both in my artistic 
practice and in my teaching, I have been closely involved 
with the phenomenon called “media art”. Although I find 
it a rather problematic concept challenged even by a 
number of theorists, it denotes a very important field of 
contemporary culture based on a tradition influenced 
decisively by Nam June Paik. However, in the last couple 
of years a narrow but deep schism has appeared within 
the historiography of this new field as its traditions and 
origins are interpreted in two major ways. One places 
the emphasis on the issues of perception understood 
as a psychophysical process. This is what Lev Manovich 
calls the historicizing approach towards media art 
history. The other aims at contextualizing it as a socially 
determined process carrying the potential of a deep 
impact not only on our contemporary visual culture but 
also on social processes. From this latter perspective – 
called pragmatical approach by Manovich - the usage 
of media and communication networks as well as of the 
“new media” is interpreted as a channel through which 
contemporary society is shaped by various historical 
forces. 

Although the two interpretations exist in parallel, 
they deal with two different definitions of subjectivity. 
One conceives of it as a rather apolitical entity delimited 
by its own senses in relation to the world, the other thinks 
of it as of an individual subjected to social interactions 
in relation to his work as the basic human activity and in 
a situation of dependence on power. In both cases, the 
issue of participation comes into the foreground, although 
with different connotations. In the first case, we can 
speak about a user, in the second about an individual.

It is not by chance that the Fluxus movement 
has a highlighted importance in this second historical 
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you can always change the rule of the game over night. If 
you are about to lose your game you can change the rules. 
I just speak of art politics. It is not anything you can read 
in art magazines. Don't buy art magazines. That makes 
you crazy. You have the ideal to become Bob Morris, but 
it is impossible. I never looked in art magazines because 
they are too expensive and all game is set. (...) One of my 
teaching philosophies is: The most important thing about 
art is not to become a bartender, a waitress or a taxi driver. 
Although, being a bartender is, I think, a very interesting 
job, since it is about performance and communication.”

Photos of Nam June Paik’s Performance of 
Hommage à Jean-Pierre Wilhelm 
by Manfred Leve, 1978.
Nam June Paik Art Center Collection
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