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On December 22, 1992, this mention of a now 
legendary conceptual anomaly appeared in the 
centerfold of the Village Voice:

 Two decades later, the New York Salon de 
Fleurus continued to exist at 41 Spring Street, 
still open from 5 to 9. At some point, its collec-
tion had acquired a title: From The Autobiography 
of Alice B. Toklas. You still entered through the 
courtyard passage that transported you to Paris. 
Old French café chansons were still playing on the 
antiquated radio. The dimly lit parlors still had the 
amber glow of gaslight. The replicated paintings 
produced first in 1992 had mostly been replaced 
with similar ones: second-generation copies in a 
world without originals.

 Modernism has receded into an obsolete ide-
ology from a previous century. Ideas of progress 
and uniqueness have been thoroughly discred-
ited, and postmodernism is no longer a burning 
issue but a nearly forgotten one. Yet this Salon de 
Fleurus brought visitors close to the experience of 
being at the epicenter of the originating myth of 
modern Western art. If this wasn’t the real ground 
zero in the narrative of Gertrude Stein’s salon and 
the birth of Cubism, it certainly provided a con-
vincing simulacrum. And yet, it was a metaphor 
and a memory, as elusive and imperfect—and 
impossibly imprecise—as re-remembered recol-
lections often are. But this was a double-edged 
memory. It was not only a memory of November 
1992, when Salon de Fleurus first materialized in 
New York, which some of us happen to remember, 
but also a metaphor that recreated the American 
role in the belated formation of the modernist 
myth. Featuring the original modern collectors—
Leo and Gertrude Stein, an American brother 
and sister who transplanted themselves to early 
twentieth-century Left Bank Paris and started 
collecting the newest art, and Alice B. Toklas of 
the mind-altering brownies—it explained the 
formation of the art historical narrative of how 
modernism as we know it came to be perceived. 
 Since the early 1990s, we have all time-
traveled to the future, while New York’s Salon 
de Fleurus has receded further into the past. In 
1992, it was about the atomization of time but 
with the passage of time it has shifted further into 
the modern past. The paintings and the parlors 
seemed older than the dispersed originals.
 In other words, while the Salon itself may 
have stayed pretty much the same, the context 
had subtly but immeasurably changed. Besides, 
what’s relevant is not what is visible, but how 
you remember. The first parlor still offered up 
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When systems (or for that matter 
eras) collapse, freak occurrences 
begin rising through the cracks. This 
mutant, “authorless,” iconic and 
iconoclastic space/time warp has 
opened just east of Soho, conflating 
past and future. It is and isn’t art 
and only the aesthetically intrepid 
should consider a visit. Daily from 
5 to 9, 41 Spring Street. (Levin).
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Man Ray, Gertrude Stein in her salon, writing, black and white photograph, 1920.
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At QUT Art Museum in Brisbane 
on the evening of  Tuesday 19 
June 2018, guests were invited 
to step back in time to the re-
construction of Gertrude Stein’s 
Parisian Salon de Fleurus, for 
an evening of poetry readings 
inspired by Stein, an influential 
American author, poet and 
art collector. Credited as the 
‘first museum of modern art’, 
the salon was one of the first 
gathering places for burgeoning 
artists and writers including 
Pablo Picasso, Henri Matisse, 
Ernest Hemingway, F. Scott 
Fitzgerald and Stein herself, 
along with her brother Leo Stein 
and her life partner Alice B. 
Toklas.

Poetry presented and written 
by Ella Jeffery, Emily O’Grady, 
Laura Kenny, Zenobia Frost, 
Rebecca Cheers and Anna 
Jacobson, Creative Writing 
Higher Degree Research 
students at QUT, and filmed 
by Chloe Mills and Dale Allen, 
third year QUT students, 
studying a Bachelor of Fine Arts 
in Creative and Professional 
Writing. The event was 
organised in partnership with 
QUT Art Museum by Dr Penny 
Holliday and Sarah Holland-
Batt, academics, QUT Creative 
Industries Faculty. 

SCRIBBLES FROM THE SALON

(Continued on page 2)

Pablo Picasso, Girl, oil on canvas, 2015. 
Collection Salon de Fleurus. Image: Chloë 
Callistemon.  

(Continued on page 4)
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SCRIBBLES FROM THE SALON

ZENOBIA FROST

Zenobia Frost is an editor with Stilts Journal 
and a Queensland Writers Fellowship winner. 
Her work can be found inCordite, Scum, 
Woolf Pack, Australian Poetry Journal and 
Contemporary Feminist Poetry. Her book, 
Salt and Bone,is available from Walleah Press. 
www.zenobiafrost.com / @zenfrost

Nailed it
After Gertrude Stein

Plum caught up in a truffle. Butter burns 
uvula. Sage crisps in a pan. The bruise of 
a poached quince resurrects a collar. I can 
make my own pikelets. I can live off you 
for weeks. Have we transcended turmeric? 
A caramel slice forgotten in your fist. You 
can do just about anything on granite, even 
real hot stuff. Put the entire roast beetroot 
and its rose honey right there. Layers of 
potato sunbathe in the oven. Fingers take 
a dip in figs. A creamy void wakes in the 
blink of a bagel. I’m not a morning person. 
A brain mornay. Roll your forehead into the 
shortcrust. Melting moments split the timer. 
A recipe is a letter to your body. And your 
body is just a reply.

REBECCA CHEERS

Rebecca Cheers is a writer, poet and 
playwright from Brisbane. She is a Masters 
candidate at QUT and is researching the 
writing of feminist biography through lyric 
poetry. She founded and has edited Woolf 
Pack, a zine publishing femme and non-
binary writers and artists, since 2014. Her 
work has appeared in Voiceworks, The 
Conspirator, Anywhere Theatre Festival and 
Yarn Storytelling.

I must tell a little about Helene

She knows to tilt the bowl and lift 
her wrists in frantic circles, the rest
of her body held still. To make the 
peaks, the gloss and fall and ribbon
of the egg she knows that all she needs 
is a little air.

Gathers the dark curtains, with
forearms thick and dark-furred,
and lifts the dust that settles on the 
tops of picture frames. Gertrude knows
to hang them till the plaster starts 
to crack, to seat each painter 
underneath their work so the world 
takes on the wash of their own brush.
But Helene knows to tend to 
the spaces in between them.

We don’t need more, she says,
Weighing our coins in the marketplace, 
plucking the fruit from Gertrude’s hands,
squeezing it for ripeness til her square nails
break the skin: non, pour une pomme? 

Make room for less.
More room. More air, pressed
between the heavy salon chairs 
by her round hips passing. 

ANNA JACOBSON

Anna Jacobson is a Brisbane-based poet, 
writer, and artist. Her poetry chapbook The 
Last Postman is part of deciBels series 3, 
published by Vagabond Press (2018). Anna 
was shortlisted in the 2017 Queensland 
Literary Awards for the Emerging 
Queensland Writer Manuscript Award and 
was shortlisted for the 2016 and 2017 
Queensland Premier’s Young Writers and 
Publishers Award. She was shortlisted for 
the 2015 Thomas Shapcott Poetry Prize. 
In 2017, Anna was one of The Red Room 
Company’s commissioned poets for ‘Poetry 
Object’. Anna is currently completing 
her Master of Philosophy, specialising in 
poetry at QUT. Her love of poetry and art 
continually interweaves and in 2009 she won 
the Queensland Poetry Festival Film Award, 
screened at the Judith Wright Centre. 
www.annajacobson.com.au

How to grow nightshades with teapots
After Gertrude Stein

Pour arctic fire into open ground and furrow 
dirt. The wagon will heavy the tea and 
portend readings. ESP will reign. Think 
about a person and they will appear or ring 
or write or pull up in their car as you walk 
sideways. Silver teapots show the future. Clay 
teapots are not for breaking. The red glaze is 
the rarest. My mother has a red teapot fired 
like dragon. Hide-and-seek throughout the 
house counting twenty-three teapots on three 
sets of hands. Teapots loiter on washstands, 
in cupboards, in bedrooms, waiting for 
playtime. My mother opens side-tables 
and dressers where more gather like dense 
necessity. The house brews with forty teapots. 
Now there are fifty. Remember: the red glaze 
is also the most poisonous. Nightshades 
under the house can never be collected. 
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LAURA KENNY

Laura Kenny is a PhD candidate and 
sessional academic at QUT. She writes poetry 
and prose which blurs the line between 
autobiography and fiction. Her creative 
work has been published in the Review of 
Australian Fiction, TEXT, Hecate, Social 
Alternatives, Pressure Gauge Journal, 
eTropic, Underground, Right Now, and 
Limina. Laura was shortlisted for the 
Josphine Ulrick Literature Prize in 2016, 
and was awarded a 2017 Varuna Residential 
Fellowship. 

Other

The I

that I write

is as other

as any other

other

I encounter. 

EMILY O’GRADY

Emily O’Grady’s fiction, poetry, and essays 
have appeared in Meanjin, Southerly, Kill 
Your Darlings, Australian Poetry Journal, 
The Big Issue Fiction Edition, and Award 
Winning Australian Writing. She is a PhD 
Candidate at QUT, and co-editor of Stilts 
Poetry Journal. Her first novel, The Yellow 
House, won the 2018 Vogel Literary Award. 

Ode to Basket

“I am I because my little dog knows me
even if the little dog is a big one.”
—Gertrude Stein

It’s morning, Basquette. 
Climb into the bath. 
I’ll soak you in sulphur,
brush your coils with a golden comb.

Come to the table, Basquette,
all you can eat poulet paté
on your dinner plate,
and the garden, Basquette,
it’s spring, the pansies are in bloom.
I’ll tuck one in your lapel
if you climb upon my lap, 
baby Basquette, and pose 
for the photograph.

To market, Basquette,
take the wicker basket between
your teeth. The melons are ripe.
The corn is sweet, Basquette,
shuck the ears between your dexterous paws,
make me a vichyssoise
over the stove
with your perfect palate.
When guests arrive,
pour them flutes of champagne, 
a platter of passaladieres, Basquette,
tell the joke about the common noun
I know you love to entertain. 

Morning, Basquette, your snow
coat glows. Sit beneath the fenêtre.  
Dip your paw in the palette.
Un chien avec un panier de fleurs.
Dog with a basket of flowers.

ELLA JEFFERY

Ella Jeffery’s poetry, essays and reviews 
have appeared in Meanjin, Island, Westerly, 
Cordite, Best Australian Poems and 
elsewhere. Her poetry has won or been 
highly commended in a number of national 
prizes and awards. She is currently a PhD 
candidate at QUT, where she teaches in the 
faculty of creative writing and literary studies, 
and researches the intersections between 
contemporary poetics and home improvement 
culture. 

R.S.V.P.

Gertrude Stein, I’d gratis all my Picassos to  
 be left alone 
on a Saturday night, to never entertain guests  
 at home. 

I’d rather spill wine on someone else’s   
 jacquard linen
and leave as late or early as I pleased. 

I’m suspicious, Gertrude Stein, of people   
 who love company – 
be an auctioneer if you’re so keen on crowds.

Who’d want to spend days chatting, knee to  
 knee 
with friends who think dinner means a long  
 weekend.

Artists accumulate like knickknacks. You set  
 them up 
by the oven, with your lamps and porcelain  
 chickens. 

You ration your wit. You pray for your cook. 
You write, if you can, in the thick part of   
 night.

Who’d endure a room of men, their goatees 
and eyes like thrown stones. You would, 

Gertrude Stein: in photos you flatten the   
 foreground 
with your smile. Even your brooch 

could win an argument, your Ford could   
 survive 
the wrong side of any road. 

Who’d dare ask you to leave the house 
if you wanted to stay on for drinks after   
 dinner?
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paintings and drawings (or rather their facsimiles: 
the semi-straightforward consequences of the 
myth, hung salon-style). It was not merely their 
sepia tones; they have aged in the century since 
their birth and have also diminished in size. I 
had forgotten how the parlors themselves were 
cluttered with art historical souvenirs, or perhaps 
these too had continued to proliferate: the chaotic 
china cabinet, a plaster plaque of Pierre-Auguste 
Cot’s salon painting of lovers flitting through the 
rain, a little bronze David. The image of Cézanne’s 
Mont Sainte-Victoire embroidered (by Alice, per-
haps?) on the back of a chair. Picasso’s portrait 
of Gertrude Stein was not just an icon: it, too, 
was ornamentation on a chair.
 In the second parlor, shifting time into 
reverse, we could begin to decipher the causali-
ties of a process by which the shock of the new 
had morphed into the shock of the old. Remember 
this: Cubism was barely in the process of being 
invented when Gertrude’s salon opened at 27 rue 
de Fleurus in 1905. In our latter-day Salon de 
Fleurus, you found further replicas of the same 
works as those on the walls of the first parlor, as 
if to emphasize that they could be repeated ad 
infinitum, which, hypothetically, they were. An 
African mask triggered memories of the anony-
mous effigies at the Trocadéro that are said to 
have provoked Picasso’s Cubist breakthrough. And 
then you noticed other sepia-toned paintings of 
vintage photographs of rooms, which happened 
to show the very same paintings hanging on the 
walls: Picasso in his studio, Gertrude Stein in her 
salon with the famous Picasso portrait of her on 
the wall. “A unique object represents only itself. 
When something becomes a symbol it can be 
repeated indefinitely and at any size,” explained 
the bearded doorman in the Salon, dressed som-
berly in black. “It’s an open-source entity. The 
notion of the author has no place.”
 But after twenty years, this apparition in time 
and space no longer simply hovered. In fact, it no 
longer seemed like a bizarre time warp. Its nuclear 
fictions had accrued a kind of fixity: they carried 
within themselves the puzzles and the certainties 
of duration, fission, and fusion. They may be out 
of time and out of place, but on some inexpli-
cable Möbius loop of the existential continuum, 
they definitely have weight. We can no longer 
envision them as detached particles bouncing 
through space and time, because by some mysteri-
ous process those particles have become part of 
a wave, inextricably linked to each other and to 
similar works that have appeared briefly in exhibi-
tion spaces and biennials in places like London, 
Munich, Hagen, Ljubljana, Budapest, Belgrade, 
Sydney, Berlin, Dresden, Paris, and Venice, each 
one of them replaying and reconfiguring another 
episode in the meta-narrative of modern art, each 
“some kind of copy,” in the words of the posthu-
mous Walter Benjamin, whose recent interviews 
and lectures have often accompanied them.  
 These episodes form a strategic network of 
historical interconnectedness—paintings of old 
modern paintings, paintings of vintage photo-
graphs, reinstallations of installations—a network 
that spins wider and wider in a vertigo in which 
Katherine Dreier, Lillie Bliss, Porter McCray, Karl 
Ernst Osthaus, Arnold Bode, Alexander Dorner, 
and Alfred Barr Jr. play sporadic roles and inter-
act, sometimes, as they did in life. Separately 
or together, these projects breach the fabric of 
art history, rearranging its quantum parts. They 
question the historical narrative—the making of 
the story, the process by which a narrative is con-
structed and revised—as well as its geopolitical 

insinuations. These works make a convincing 
case for a meta-narrative capable of atomizing the 
accepted premises of modernism and postmodern-
ism alike. They treat art history as ethnography, 
and serve, in the words of someone who has given 
up the perks of authorship, as “a space for cul-
tural sabotage, a space without sacred values.” 
In other words, these bizarre occurrences add 
up to an impressive expanding oeuvre that must 
be attributed to a radically authorless entity.  
 Perhaps one day in the future, if there contin-
ues to be such an anachronism as art history, it 
will be said that this entity managed to achieve the 
diametric opposite of Duchamp’s ready-mades: 
inverting the process of turning an ordinary object 
into art by making paintings that revert to object-
hood. A story, perhaps apocryphal, has been told 
about Picasso’s indelible portrait of Gertrude 
Stein. It seems he needed numerous sittings for 
it because he couldn’t get the likeness right. At 
last, in despair, he wiped out her face and went to 
Spain. When he returned, he quickly painted her 
face from memory. “But it doesn’t look like her,” 
a mutual friend supposedly remarked. “Perhaps 
not, but it will,” Picasso replied.  
 Fragments of the New York Salon de Fleurus 
and other related projects have already material-
ized in different contexts and far-flung places; 
these proliferated after the turn of the twenty-first 
century. At the 2002 Whitney Biennial, a vitrine 
containing artifacts from the salon, arranged 
by Whitney curators, substituted for the whole. 
Whitney volunteers, trained by the doorman, 
sent viewers downtown to see the salon itself. 
Selections of the From The Autobiography of Alice 
B. Toklas collection were part of Les fleurs améri-
caines at Le Plateau in Paris in 2010. In 2011, 
a different reconfiguration of the salon—bigger, 
bolder, and more colorful—materialized in its 
entirety at the Metabolic Studio in Los Angeles, 

whose address, by uncanny coincidence, is on 
another Spring Street. Meanwhile, that same 
year, another Walter Benjamin, speaking in 
Mandarin, gave a lecture at the Times Museum 
in Guangzhou, China, in connection with a project 
based on the Museum of American Art in Berlin. 
In that lecture Benjamin stated that in the com-
ing paradigm, “modernity will be seen through 
medieval glasses.” 
 In early 2014, just before the Salon at 41 
Spring Street ceased to exist, a salon based on 
the Los Angeles version was produced locally at 
Ashkal Alwan in Beirut, Lebanon, where it was 
shown in a constructed room inside the indus-
trial space of an art school. And in November 
2014, the Salon de Fleurus reappeared in New 
York at e-flux as part of a larger exhibition titled 
The Unmaking of Art. That multi-room proj-
ect—which traced the invention of the idea of 
the museum—stretched backward in time to the 
Vatican’s Belvedere antiquities and forward to 
the Venice Biennale, where, in 2003, a model of 
MoMA and a display of replicas of early mod-
ern paintings occupied the pavilion of former 
Yugoslavia.
 Now Independent Curators International 
(ICI) is sending Salon de Fleurus on a grand 
tour to other improbable sites. This dislocated 
New York simulacrum, after pinpointing the 
American origin of the twentieth-century nar-
rative of modern art, has now become nomadic 
as well as authorless. That fictional recreation, 
which coalesces the best of the Parisian salon’s 
collection—or, as Walter Benjamin recently put it, 
these “specimens of our collective memory”—will 
exist for the next few years as a wandering appari-
tion, materializing unpredictably, incrementally 
radiating questions about the global and the local, 
the nomadic and the displaced. We might even 

(Continued on page 5)

Salon de Fleurus, exterior view, Ashkal Alwan, Beirut, 2014.

(Continued from page 1)
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Nuclear Fictions
(Continued from page 2)

conclude that the future behavior, structure, 
and existence of the Salon de Fleurus’s speci-
mens of our collective memory have as much 
or more to do with quantum theory and the 
uncertainty principle. 
 In Beirut, local painters produced the 
“faithful copies” shown at Ashkal Alwan, and 
the furniture was also found in Beirut. For 
the ICI tour, the pictures will travel but the 
furniture will be sourced locally to signify 
regional modernities and shifting histories 
in each location where the salon lands. Who 
will make these paintings? “In the case of 
copies, it’s really irrelevant,” says the Salon’s 
doorman, who retells the once-upon-a-time-
long-ago narrative of Gertrude Stein and the 
Paris salon. “I heard the copies are being pro-
duced in San Francisco, full-scale, the same 
size and proportions as those that hung in the 
actual salon in Paris.”
 At each location, a local curator is invited 
to organize programs (lectures, readings 
etcetera) to further question how the story 
of modern art was constructed and by whom. 
And, because the New York Salon no lon-
ger exists, whoever plays the doorman’s role 
will have to maneuver among fabricated rec-
ollections. What once was a semi-private, 
semi-public, fictional space that lasted far lon-
ger than most art installations can now be seen 
as a new type of nomadic urban earthwork. 
In the salon’s vast and ever-widening scope, 
it may not be too far-fetched to compare it 
to other long-term conceptual projects such 
as Smithson’s Spiral Jetty, Turrell’s Roden 
Crater, or Heizer’s City.
 At once avant-garde and retrograde, 
semi-literal and quasi-scientific, Salon de 
Fleurus—whose capricious physics con-
tinue to posit the inexplicable consequences 
of authorlessness—is now the stuff of myth 
and legend. Its meta-narrative implodes the 
old romance of modernism, replacing it not 
only with an ethnography of artifacts but with 
nuclear fictions for what threatens to be the 
coming paradigm, which, as Walter Benjamin 
predicted in China, will involve modernity 
seen through medieval glasses.

© 2015 Kim Levin

notes

1. The posthumous Walter Benjamin first appeared in 1985 
in Yugoslavia and has reappeared on various occasions since 
then, giving lectures or contributing essays. Recent Writings 
by the posthumous Benjamin was published in 2014.

2. Related authorless occurrences since 1985 include The 
Armory Show and exhibitions of posthumous Mondrians, 
Malevich’s Last Futurist Exhibition, and selections of the 
From The Autobiography of Alice B. Toklas collection, as 
well as works from the Museum of American Art in Berlin, 
which also owns and has lent selections from a project titled 
The Museum of Modern Art. The June 2015 inaugural 
show of the Garage Museum in Moscow included a project 
titled Face to Face, whose subject was the “Kitchen Debate” 
between Khrushchev and Nixon at the 1959 opening of the 
American National Exhibition in Moscow, an expo that 
included a display of paintings by Pollock, de Kooning, and 
Jack Levine, among others.

3. Parts of the above text were adapted from my talk at the 
panel discussion “A Salon de Fleurus Salon,” on October 
11, 2012, at the Museum of Modern Art, sponsored by Villa 
Gillet, Lyon, France.

4. The Museum of American Art is an educational insti-
tution dedicated to assembling, preserving and exhibiting 
memories of modern American art shown in Europe during 
the 1950s and early 1960s. It opened in Berlin in 2004 at 
Frankfurter Allee 91.

Opening Salon de Fleurus at QUT Art Museum, Brisbane
Saturday 16 June, 2018
Photos Chloë Callistemon

(Continued from page 4)
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Our Literal Speed

Somewhere in what Karl Marx and Friedrich 
Engels called ‘Old Europe’, in the years preced-
ing the Great War, in an oak-panelled room, an 
upper-middle-class, straight white man conjugates 
verbs that describe the designs and depictions 
in several medium-sized paintings. There are 
shapes and colours, composition and a bit of story 
and many other small and big things to look at, 
but this upper-middle-class, straight white man 
does not feel confused or bereft in the face of 
this superfluity. This upper-middle-class, straight 
white man is a connoisseur of modern art. He 
knows the scene’s aura of capaciousness points 
to a rendezvous with the superlative. There’s too 
much here to be grasped all at once and for this 
upper-middle-class, straight white man ‘too much’ 
feels very good, like a fistful of meat dissolving 
in his stomach. He feels gratified, because he 
compares the world in these works of art to his 
everyday perceptions and he detects the teasing 
foretaste of dissonance and distance. These gor-
geous, deformed fruit bats that will one day hang 
all over modern art’s white walls, these bright 
and dreadful things, they sink their claws into 
the upper-middleclass, straight white man’s eyes, 
and they make those eyes feel unblinded for the 
first time, because when he sees them, when the 
upper-middle-class, straight white man first sets 
his eyes on these paintings, it’s as if he’d never 
seen a painting worth being called a painting 
before. These paintings make his vision feel like 
a thing, something he can hold or taste. They 
challenge and renew the way this upper-middle-
class, straight white man sees his world and he 
likes this feeling. Very much. This is art.

*

Somewhere beyond the retreating shadows 
cast by giant sand dollars of human remains in 
Nagasaki, in what would become proto-postmod-
ern ‘Euro-America’, on a substantial avenue, an 
upper-middle-class, straight white man finds that 
he doesn’t need to look at paintings or sculptures 
anymore to discover his world made strange. He 
still seeks out art, but out of habit. These days 
his vision gets thingified and strange-ified more 
everyday by nearly every single thing: movies and 
magazines, radios and radioactivity. Everything 
has ganged up to erode art’s capacity to chal-
lenge and renew the way this upper-middle-class, 
straight white man sees his world. Pulling himself 
through an art gallery’s threshold, the upper-mid-
dle-class, straight white man no longer compares 
the paintings he sees on the walls to his world or 
to his life. There’s no longer any obvious bond 
between what he’s seeing in front of him and 
what he had been seeing before he walked into 
this room full of art. Things have fallen apart. He 
sees spare rectilinear formations, jumbles and jag-
ged explosions in the panoramic canvases, some 

kind of subjective information with no legible 
code, only the upper-middle-class, straight white 
man’s (already diminishing) desire to understand 
it. The back and forth of art has fled from com-
parisons between a stable, lived reality and its 
double toward infinitely more mediated manners 
of seeing and knowing. Art presents information 
and the upper-middle-class, straight white man 
decides whether he can interpret this informa-
tion to meaningful effect. Sometimes he can and 
sometimes he can’t. When he can, it’s still art.

*

Somewhere in the recent past in an overpopulated 
urban zone, an upper-middle-class, straight white 
man finds his way to a place where he’s been 
informed that there may be art. He traverses a 
knot of street corners until he’s face to face with 
an old wooden door in the centre of a white brick 
wall. No doorknob. He knocks. He’s greeted by 
a middle-aged man of uncertain ethnicity with an 
accent of ambiguous origin and features that are 
forgotten before they can be noticed. This man’s 
clothes are those that anyone wears who wants 
to disappear from view casually, without magic 
or fuss. The upper-middle-class, straight white 
man asks if he might see the art that might be 
on offer. And then there’s an unspoken thought 
that circulates in and out of the room’s four ears 
until the greeter says, ‘We don’t consider this a 
work of art.’ He adds, ‘I am The Doorman.’ The 
upper-middle-class, straight white man is relieved. 
He needed exactly this kind of no-nonsense assur-
ance. The upper-middle-class, straight white man 
says, ‘But some people...’ The Doorman cuts him 

off, ‘Yes, some might consider this a work of art, 
but that’s their problem. If somebody wants to see 
this as art, fine, but let me state this as clearly as 
possible: this is not art.’

*

The Doorman says all of this over his shoulder 
as he shuffles along a windowless, damp corridor 
of rough stone. The upper-middle-class, straight 
white man follows. The Doorman stands aside and 
the upper-middle-class, straight white man begins 
to inspect two rather small wallpapered rooms 
filled from floor to ceiling with famous and nearly 
famous paintings, or better to say, replicas of such 
paintings. Slouching low against the wall, The 
Doorman effects a vocal tonality akin to the cloud 
cover on a partially sunny day, a bit of moody 
resignation here, a turn to earnest explication 
there. The Doorman tells the upper-middle-class, 
straight white man that the room is a reconstruc-
tion of a long gone Parisian apartment on 27 rue 
de Fleurus, once the home of Gertrude Stein and 
Alice B. Toklas. The upper-middle-class, straight 
white man reflects on the fact that these canvases 
— or at least objects quite similar to these — had 
once challenged and renewed the upper-middle-
class, straight white man’s understanding of his 
world, his vision, even his vision of his world. The 
upper-middle-class, straight white man consid-
ers sharing these thoughts with The Doorman, 
but chooses to remain silent. Comparing an art-
work’s depictions and designs to ‘reality’, or even 
interpreting a wall of obscure, subjectively-coded 
information, those old art games that straight 
white men of a certain class used to play, they 

The essential elements of a 
person ... come to light only 
when we must regard him 
as lost to us, when every-
thing he has done seems 

to have been a taking leave 
of us. Suddenly the true 

nature of everything about 
him that was merely prepa-
ration for his ultimate death 

becomes truly visible.
—Thomas Bernhard,Verstörung (Gargoyles)1

The Doorman



27 Rue de Fleurus, Paris, 1910.
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all seem so irrelevant and remote to this upper-
middle-class, straight white man, as germane to 
this particular upper-middle-class, straight white 
man’s being as the walls of rusticated stone lining 
the entryway. The straight white man makes a final 
ocular circumnavigation, sighing and squinting. 
The Doorman nods, bows and makes a sweeping 
gesture with his right hand. They return down the 
hall toward the entryway. The straight white man 
mentally fumbles over what to say in farewell.

*

The Doorman escorts the straight white man 
out the door and pronounces several well-con-
structed phrases of parting. The sunlight ushers 
the features of both men into a more vibrant, 
plainspoken dimension. His eyes adjusting, the 
straight white man surmises that The Doorman 
must be on intimate terms with exile and loss, 
with the existential implications of failure and 
self-disgust. The man lingers over these observa-
tions, thenfleetingly wonders about the personal 
affairs of The Doorman: where he eats and sleeps; 
who loves him and how he is loved. Removing his 
heavy-framed glasses, the white man says, ‘Before 
I go, please tell me if you agree: I believe that 
recognising art is now the principal experience 
of art and you cannot any longer really experi-
ence art that you had already earlier recognised 
as art.’ The Doorman’s face retains an unnerving 
frown of equanimity. The white man assumes that 

no response is forthcoming. He goes on, ‘I’m 
planning to write an essay about your practice. 
I’m looking at ideas of the body, networks and 
institutionalisation. I’m looking at your creative 
activity, your re-imaginings of key moments in the 
history of art.’ He pauses. The Doorman’s face 
betrays nothing benign, nor hostile. The white 
man continues, ‘You haven’t been looked at in 
depth yet,’ he pauses again, glancing downward, 
‘— to my knowledge, at least. I believe your work 
poses genuinely compelling questions not only 
about historicisation, but also about the author 
function and the transmission of knowledge.’ The 
Doorman looks discouraged. He coughs into his 
arm and says, ‘The biographical model, historical 
accuracy, causality? Huh? Some people believe 
these things are important.’ He utters the last 
sentence with ironic inflection. The Doorman’s 
eyebrows flicker upward. He says, ‘But what you 
just saw is not art. It is about art.’

*

‘But that’s my point,’ the man interrupts, ‘Only 
something about art can now be art. Art, as 
strange as this may sound, can’t be art anymore.’ 
The Doorman says, ‘This is no doubt true, but 
to go beyond what you have just said would be, 
in my opinion, similar to someone jumping on 
stage during a play to show everyone that the 
play is just an illusion. Let me put it this way: 
by telling your story, you will do violence to my 

story.’ The Doorman then smiles his first sincere 
smile of the day, adding, ‘But these are questions 
of interpretation. They are beyond me.’ They 
shake hands and the upper-middle-class, straight 
white man reintegrates with the cityscape, but as 
he walks, he is filled with a swelling conviction 
of error. What he had wanted to know was not 
what he needed to know. What he had wanted 
to write was not what he needed to write. What 
could he say about The Doorman and his atti-
tudes toward art that would not denigrate The 
Doorman’s achievement? Anything he might write 
would be the equivalent of stripping the paint off 
of a canvas to reveal the plain linen underneath. 
Such an action would benefit no one. He saw 
more and more clearly that every ambitious elu-
cidating paraphrase of The Doorman’s labours 
would not be merely a heresy, it would be an out 
and out act of vandalism. ‘This is whatever it is,’ 
he murmurs to himself on the subway platform. 
Then he pulls out a communication device and 
writes a quick message to himself: ‘Whatever the 
essential elements of The Doorman’s activities 
might be, whatever The Doorman’s true nature 
might be, all of that would be better left mean-
ing whatever it means, instead of being made to 
mean something else, something you might hold 
or taste, or even read in an art journal.’

endnotes

1.  Thomas Bernhard, Gargoyles (1967, trans. Richard and Clara 
Winston), New York: Vintage, 2006, p.17.



Salon de Fleurus is a traveling exhibition organized 
by Salon de Fleurus and Independent Curators 
International (ICI), New York. 
 
The exhibition and tour are made possible by  
The Fine Art Dealers Association (FADA), and 
with the generous support from ICI’s International 
Forum and the ICI Board of Trustees.

SALON DE FLEURUS
Published by QUT Art Museum. Template and original 
content produced by Independent Curators International 
(ICI).
 
executive editor

Salon de Fleurus

editors in chief

Kate Fowle
Alaina Claire Feldman

designer

Garrick Gott

Letters intended for publication should be addressed to 
info@curatorsintl.org. Please include your name and city. 
All letters are subject to editing and unpublished letters 
can neither be acknowledged or returned. 

editorial headquarters

401 Broadway
Suite 1620
New York, NY
www.curatorsintl.org

image credits

page 1 (left): Gertrude Stein and Alice B. Toklas Papers. Yale Collection of 
American Literature, Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.  
© Man Ray Trust / Artists Rights Society (ARS), NY / ADAGP, Paris [2015]. 

page 2: Courtesy of Salon de Fleurus.  

page 8: Van Vechten Papers. Yale Collection of American Literature, Beinecke Rare 
Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University.

back page: Salon de Fleurus, installation view, QUT Art Museum, 2018, photo Chloë 
Callistemon.

ICI BOARD OF TRUSTEES

Gerrit L. Lansing* (Chairman Emeritus), Sydie Lansing (Honorary Chairman), 
Patterson Sims (Chairman), Melville Straus*, Barbara Toll (Vice Chair), Jeannie M. 
Grant (President), Ann Schaffer (Vice President), Noreen Ahmad, Jeffrey Bishop, 
Belinda Buck Kielland, Jill Brienza, Christo & Jeanne-Claude*, Ann Cook, Susan Coote,  
Bridget Finn, Jack Geary, Jo Carole Lauder, Laure Lim, Isaac Lustgarten, Vik Muniz, 
Mel Schaffer (Treasurer), Sarina Tang (International Representative). Trustees Emeritae: 
Maxine Frankel, Carol Goldberg, Agnes Gund, Caral G. Lebworth*, Virginia Wright.  
ICI Co-founders: Susan Sollins, Nina Castelli Sundell* In Memoriam

Renaud Proch (Executive Director)
Kate Fowle (Director-at-Large)

chief advisor

Karen Marta

copy editing

Clare Fentress

FINE ART DEALERS  
ASSOCIATION
CELEbRATINg 26 yEARS 

IMPORTANT WORKS OF ART / 
HISTORICAL TO CONTEMPORARy

FADA.ORg / 
A TRUSTED NETWORK

FINE ART DEALERS ASSOCIATION members are dedicated to promoting the 
highest degree of professionalism, scholarship and integrity and to offering 
an expansive inventory of quality artworks whose authenticity is carefully 
researched. Our member dealers are expert in the specific artwork they 
represent from historical to contemporary.

 

In the spirit of 

promoting scholarship 

which is our tradition, 

THE FINE ART DEALERS 

ASSOCIATION  

is proud to support 

Independent Curators 

International and the 

traveling exhibition 

Salon de Fleurus as it 

makes it’s world tour in 

the 21st century.


