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“These processes should incorporate 
a great deal of communication.” 

Anna-Lena Wenzel talked to art historian Petra Lange-Berndt about artistic interventions and  
her experiences as a curator during the conference Art/Nature: Contemporary Art in Natural History 
Museums and Collections in June 2017.

IN
TERVIE

W

PETRA LANGE-B
ERNDT

Anna-Lena Wenzel: You have been engaged with art exhibitions in natural history 
museums for a long time now.

Petra Lange-Berndt: Yes, I wrote my doctoral thesis about artists who practice 
taxidermy themselves and challenge the materiality of these objects. That fascinates 
me profoundly, and to this day, the subject as well as its institutional context are a part 
of my engagement with related artistic processes and strategies. In addition, I curated 
an exhibition in Dresden with Mark Dion: The Academy of Things. The show took 
place at the Hochschule für Bildende Künste (Academy of Fine Arts) in Dresden, the 
Albertinum museum and the baroque treasury, the Grünes Gewölbe.

Anna-Lena Wenzel: That means, you’re also aware of the curatorial perspective on the 
collaboration between artists and natural history museums. What are the challenges in 
such a process? 

Petra Lange-Berndt: First of all, these processes should incorporate a great deal of 
communication. During such interdisciplinary projects, the curatorial team performs 
an elaborate job as mediator. That responsibility shouldn’t be underestimated. 

Anna-Lena Wenzel: It is a classic situation within institutions that in some cases there 
is a routine that has persisted for decades and then something unexpected happens 
and …

Petra Lange-Berndt: … there’s a skirmish over power or responsibilities. Particularly in 
projects that approach a single topic from different perspectives, you may find yourself 
at cross purposes, where people talk past each other ever so slightly. In my opinion, for 
instance, many examples of taxidermy are more than just cultural objects, but for some 
taxidermists the word “art” is extremely problematic because this group – according 
to their professional ethics – are showcasing “nature”. So, there are always moments in 
which misunderstandings arise. It can be another world …

Anna-Lena Wenzel: … and another language.

Petra Lange-Berndt: And also, there may be another interest about what things can 
or should achieve. Some researchers working within natural history museums have 
expressed an anxiety that when natural history museums open themselves to projects 
such as Art/Nature they risk becoming art museums, institutions of which there are 
plenty and which are linked to a very particular economy. 

Anna-Lena Wenzel: We observed amidst the visitors to the exhibition Art/Nature in the 
Museum für Naturkunde that some of them had a real fear of the unknown when it 
came to art. 
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Petra Lange-Berndt: But I don’t understand every display either in the Museum für 
Naturkunde straightaway. Why should everything be accessible without a little effort? 
Why can’t we present something slightly enigmatic, a little inscrutable, something that 
poses questions, something that could be the reason for coming back one more time 
or for reading a text?

Anna-Lena Wenzel: Although, inhibitions do not necessary arise because something is 
not understood. Rather, it arises when something is explicitly labelled as being art. 

Petra Lange-Berndt: That is related to the fact that the Museum für Naturkunde is a 
specific space with its very own dynamics. The feeling of inhibition possibly indicates 
that art calls for another mode of perception and precisely this discrepancy should 
be discussed when mediating. Incidentally, within this context, I don’t believe that we 
need more “blockbuster objects” or “grand gestures” as Neil MacGregor stated earlier. 

We do not need still more visitors. Instead, we need an intensive intellectual 
examination of the displays within the public collection. I sooner see the possibility for 
this in small or ephemeral interventions which selectively challenge something without 
masking the fascination of the natural history artefacts being exhibited. This should 
always be about a collaboration between artist, curator and museum.

Anna-Lena Wenzel: What do you think of the term, “intervention”?

Petra Lange-Berndt: I believe it is good, but it was stated correctly during today’s 
discussion that an intervention really needs to hurt. That means, it can only intervene in 
something in which there has been no consensus.

Anna-Lena Wenzel: During the conference, it was also discussed that there is a 
danger that by inviting artists the task of examining one’s own institution and critically 
confronting its history would be passed on or ceded to the artists. As a curator yourself, 
what do you think of that?

Petra Lange-Berndt: To draw back as a curator and relinquish the responsibilities of 
investigating complex associations and the task of finding aesthetic solutions for open 
discussion, completely relinquishing these responsibilities to the artists would indeed 
be problematic. In such a case, the necessary dialogue between the various cultures 
and with the institution would never arise. These interventions are precisely about 
making dialogue possible and sustaining those conversations. That is part of a curator’s 
responsibilities. 

Anna-Lena Wenzel: I keep asking myself, since when have there actually been artistic 
interventions in natural history museums? Today, the notion of the Wunderkammer kept 
arising, of the cabinet of curiosities. 

“ We do not need still more visitors.  
Instead, we need an intensive intellectual examination  
of the displays within the public collection.” 
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These cabinets of curiosities combined an array of diverse objects, so I think this 
tradition must already be very old. At the same time, one always acts as if such 
combinations are something completely new. What does the art historian say?

Petra Lange-Berndt: In the time of the Wunderkammer, public museums still did not 
exist. In addition, these collections arose within very specific social and economical 
strata. Because of that, in regard to your question, I would begin after the French 
Revolution. Early artistic reflections regarding the objects within collections can be 
found among the Surrealists. These artists grappled extensively with natural science 
institutions and the period in which they were founded. 

Nevertheless, this art did not yet find a direct way into natural history museums; 
the criticism was expressed conceptually from spaces dedicated to art. In 1936, for 
instance, a group exhibition was held in the Paris gallery of Charles Ratton. Among 
the displays, natural objects such as an ostrich egg, various minerals, the photograph 
of a preserved starfish and a stuffed anteater could be seen. In this way, there was an 
intense examination of the hierarchy and ordering of things in the bourgeois museum 
of the 18th and 19th centuries as well as in the French colonies. The collections that 
came before were organised in a completely different manner; despite that, artists still 
have a great fascination with the Wunderkammer.

Anna-Lena Wenzel: I think that is an important point. To be invited to this museum 
as people from outside means the artists come and work with the natural science 
institution and its staff, if they agree to do so. But it’s seldom the case that the natural 
scientists want something in return from the artists. How would it be the other way 
round? 

Petra Lange-Berndt: That’s a good question. How do researchers, whose field of 
study is meteorites or zoology, actually profit from these collaborations? Is there an 
exchange? The principal curator of the insect collection at the Natural History Museum 
in London, Gavin Broad, comes to mind as a positive example. He worked closely with 
the artist Tessa Farmer and was recently given a research grant only because Tessa had 
accompanied him as an “embedded artist” during an excursion to Chile. That gives one 
hope that there are impulses in multiple directions. 

Anna-Lena Wenzel: It is interesting to see what actually happens at the level of 
knowledge production. Otherwise, the picture persists that both sides are working 
hard on their own but nothing arises out of collaboration. During the third round of 
interventions for Art/Nature, a conversation was held between the artist Klara Hobza 
and biologist Esther Ullrich-Lüter. It was very beautiful because the picture of science 
was slightly revised and showed that both careers have a lot to do with passion and 
experimentation – that is to say, art and science are closer than many often think.

Petra Lange-Berndt: I couldn’t agree more. And, as was said, artists have been 
questioning these connections for a considerably longer time than we in art history 
or cultural studies, in my opinion. I am interested in what the people who make 
art discuss in their works. Since they do not always investigate the most current 
developments in the natural sciences yet question the displays of public collections, 
this can occasionally lead to a reflection on issues that contemporary scientists might 
find dated.  
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It is often the case that contemporary art is concerned with history and not necessarily 
that which is currently happening. This should also be reflected in programmes such as 
Art/Nature. 

Anna-Lena Wenzel: Do you have the feeling that there is a scientific community which 
is posing these questions. 

Petra Lange-Berndt: Yes, most certainly. When I submitted my doctoral thesis in 2005, 
it seemed to me that taxidermic animals as a material for art making held an important 
if unique place. In the meantime, an extremely lively scene has developed and 
continues to grow. Presumably, we will soon need a university course about curating in 
natural history museums. This field requires its very own strategies and discussions – 
combined with extensive knowledge of art theory, history and practice.

Another important question would be about how knowledge is generated through 
artistic and curatorial practices, which is not necessarily set down in written language. 
What languages will be spoken by the various protagonists? How can we communicate 
with one another? The histories of science and art, curatorial debates and the relative 
natural science disciplines confront each other in these questions. All of these histories 
and disciplines would have to come together in a meaningful way. And that is difficult 
and cannot be achieved without conflicts.

“Presumably, we will soon need a university course 
about curating in natural history museums.” 
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