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 We make too much history. 

 

 With or without us 

 there will be the silence 

 and the rocks and the far shining. 

 But what we need to be 

 is, oh, the small talk of swallows 

 in evening over 

 dull water under willows. 

 To be we need to know the river 

 holds the salmon and the ocean 

 holds the whales as lightly 

 as the body holds the soul 

 in the present tense, in the present tense. 

 

 

 – Ursula K. Le Guin 
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Abstract 
 
Environmental challenges with its social and political impact and relevance have increasingly 

manifested itself in the cultural sphere, including in museums and the study of them. This 

thesis explores how an art museum presents environmental issues through a contemporary art 

exhibition. In museological literature focused on issues such as climate change, engaging with 

art is pointed out to have unexplored potential. However, art museums have their own 

characteristics rooted in ideals, traditions, and ambitions that affect how they approach 

presentation of environmental topics. Thus, in my research I have aimed to investigate the 

possibilities and challenges caused by such characteristics when engaging with environmental 

issues in an exhibition of contemporary art, as well as how ideas of the communicative 

capacities of contemporary artworks affect how the topic is presented. These aspects are 

inspected through an exhibition analysis of the exhibition Tomorrow is the Question shown at 

ARoS - Aarhus Art Museum, including an interview with a representative from the curatorial 

team. I have used the concepts of the discursive and the immersive, including notions of 

atmospheres, to study the exhibition. Further, characteristics of the art museum, presented in a 

dilemma between social engagement and aesthetic contemplation, are applied to discuss the 

analytical findings. While this thesis is a museological study, as the art played such a central 

role for the museum’s presentation of the subject it addressed, I have included some 

theoretical approaches to analyze a selection of the artworks in environmental perspectives. 

Based upon the analysis and the discussions of key findings, I suggest that the artworks are 

proposed to be the main components to communicate about the exhibition theme, and that the 

other exhibition elements were to facilitate for this. Further, I argue that the use of discursive 

and immersive approaches to exhibition making show parallels to the dilemma of social 

engagement and aesthetic contemplation, making it challenging for art museums to provide 

necessary contextualization of the artworks inside the exhibition, and leads to an aim to add 

this by the use of textual elements outside the exhibition space. 
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1 Introduction 

 
In September 2018, the International Council of Museums (ICOM) established the Working 

Group on Sustainability. Its mission being described as to help ICOM consider how to 

mainstream the Sustainable Development Goals and the Paris Agreement across the council’s 

different activities, and support members and member museums to contribute to work in 

alignment with the Sustainable Development Goals and towards climate change adaptation 

and reduction (ICOM, 2018). This establishment manifests the museum community’s interest 

in engaging with current environmental challenges, as well as recognition of the capability 

and suitability for museums to contribute in the work towards a more sustainable future. 

 

Museological research on museums’ potential to partake in changing the attitudes, priorities, 

and structures that have led to the current threat of the environment, emphasize how museums 

can bridge gaps between science and society, and work as spaces to meet across time and 

geographies of people, ideas, and stories (Cameron and Neilson 2015, 1; Newell, Robin and 

Wehner 2017, 1). One of the approaches put forward in order for museums to further develop 

how they promote understanding and action on climate change is to engage art (Cameron, 

Hodge and Salazar 2015, 262). The ways this are being done include museums partnering 

with artists or local and global climate change art initiatives, art-science collaborations, as 

well as exhibitions and other projects focused on environmental issues (Cameron, Hodge and 

Salazar 2015, 263; Lindström and Åberg 2017, 237). 

 

A key aspect being highlighted is art’s potential to visualize different facets of climate 

change, its impact on society, and future scenarios. Such complex issues and concepts can be 

demanding and even problematic to exhibit, and in many instances the obligation to maintain 

scientific accuracy in museums adds to the challenge of visualizing change and communicate 

it in engaging ways. As art is not subject to the same demand of showing scientifically 

believable futures and often create connections on personal and emotional levels, it has the 

ability to bring natural phenomena and scientific data closer to human experience, culture, 

and history (Lindström and Åberg 2017, 235-39). This quality is further deemed as being 

resourceful in encouraging active engagement with environmental issues and human action. It 

can also support a shift in museums to depend less on presenting information, and rather 

create and facilitate richer experiences (Cameron, Hodge and Salazar 2015, 262-63). 
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While contemporary art becomes increasingly involved with environmental issues like 

climate change (Lindström and Åberg 2017, 237), it is important to keep in mind that art and 

art institutions have specific characteristics that affect how they engage with these topics. This 

is something that should be investigated more closely within museological research focused 

on environmental engagement, as presenting environmental topics by the use of contemporary 

art in an art museum necessarily differs from incorporating artistic contributions in 

exhibitions made by museums that do not normally work with art. The contexts, norms, and 

practices of the art sphere generally and art museums specifically have proven to have large 

impact on how environmental challenges are presented in art exhibitions (Payne 2015, 165-

67). Factors like history and traditions; institutional ideals and missions; physical space; 

curatorial practices; and ways of communicating through both visual and textual elements 

make up characteristics of art museums. These are central for museological studies of how art 

museums engage with environmental issues in their exhibitions. Furthermore, contemporary 

artworks have their own characteristics as objects of display. This includes that unlike the 

museum objects that are collected from nature or have originally been made as objects of 

utility for practical use, most of contemporary art is made to be exhibited in some way. Thus, 

an artwork can possess existing messages or agendas that the artist intended to convey by 

showcasing it, and it may already be part of aesthetic and art historical discourses. Such 

aspects often play crucial parts when selecting and integrating works in an art exhibition, and 

are also important to consider when exploring the possibilities and challenges for museums 

when engaging with environmental issues in art exhibitions as ways to “give art a go”.1 

 

Research questions 
Through this thesis I aim to explore how art museums engage with current environmental 

challenges through exhibitions of contemporary art, and how institutional frameworks affect 

the ways environmental topics are presented in such exhibitions. In order to do this, I have 

examined different aspects of a contemporary art exhibition that addressed challenges of 

																																																								
1 ”Give art a go” is the eighth of “nine principles for museums and science centers as agents to promote 
understanding and action on climate change” presented by Fiona R. Cameron, Bob Hodge and Juan F. Salazar in 
the concluding chapter of the anthology Climate Change and Museum Futures, 2015. The others are 1. Climate 
change is too important to deny and too complex to reduce to a single analysis or problem, 2. The museum sector 
needs to draw on its heterogeneity to respond to the challenges of climate change, 3. Climate change is multi-
scalar in space and time, and needs a multi-scalar response, 4. Climate change responses should be polycentric, 
using networks, 5. Climate change responses need porous boundaries, “liquid” organizations and “clumsy” 
solutions, 6. Engaging citizens’ needs, “thick” communication, interaction, dialogue, trialogue–not monologues 
from the powerful, 7. A dirty war has been declared, but it should be resisted, not fought, 9. Build new relations 
to new publics. 
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climate and nature. Based on the proposition in museology to seek out the potential in art 

when partaking in work towards a more sustainable future and my interest to see this within 

the context of the art museum specifically, I present the following main research question: 

 

How do art museums present environmental issues through contemporary art exhibitions? 

 

This will be explored through an analysis of the exhibition Tomorrow is the Question that was 

showed at ARoS - Aarhus Art Museum in spring-summer 2019. To provide the research with 

more direction as I particularly seek to gain more insight into how the artworks as well as the 

features that characterize art museums may affect the ways environmental issues are 

presented, I go on to ask: 

• How does working with contemporary art as objects of display affect the way ARoS 

presents environmental challenges through the exhibition Tomorrow is the Question? 

• What are some of the possibilities and challenges caused by characteristics of art 

museums when engaging with environmental issues in contemporary art exhibitions? 

 

Case study - a brief introduction 

This thesis will explore and seek answers to the research questions through an analysis of a 

case study: the exhibition Tomorrow is the Question at ARoS. It was the first temporary 

exhibition at the museum in 2019, and was open from 6 April to 4 August. The exhibition 

included works by fifteen contemporary artists and was a curatorial collaboration between 

ARoS and Luise Faurschou. She is the founder and director of ART 2030, an organization 

whose goal is to link art to the United Nations’ seventeen Sustainable Development Goals 

(SDGs).2 The participating artists were Alfredro Jaar, Allora & Calzadilla, Cao Fei, Doug 

Aitken, Edward Burtynsky, Hito Steyerl, Julian Charrière, Mona Hatoum, Olafur Eliasson, 

Qiu Zhijie, Raqs Media Collective, Rirkrit Tiravanija, Simon Denny, teamLab, and Tomás 

Saraceno (ARoS, n.d.b). 

 

The exhibition was to elicit reflection and discussion about present and future challenges, and 

it aimed to show how it is possible to highlight the biggest and most complex issues of our 

time by using art as a facilitator and catalyst. Tomorrow is the Question was based upon the 

																																																								
2 The United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals are a set of seventeen global goals that are designed as a 
blueprint to achieve a better and more sustainable future for everyone (accessed 15.04.2020): 
https://www.un.org/sustainabledevelopment/sustainable-development-goals/ 
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UN’s SDGs and aimed to invite the visitors to reflect on the world of tomorrow (ARoS, 

n.d.c). Museum director, Erlend Høyersten, states that it was important for ARoS to present 

this exhibition at this point in time, which is characterized by the influence of new 

technologies and the succession of challenges such as poverty, overpopulation, climatic and 

natural conditions (2019, 6). It was an ambitious exhibition, aiming to address a broad specter 

of issues. Due to the capacity of this thesis, my focus will be on the parts of the exhibition that 

are most relevant for the topic and research questions. With its focus on environmental issues, 

and the aim to communicate about such topics through contemporary works of art, the 

exhibition made a relevant case study for investigating the presentation of environmental 

issues in contemporary art exhibitions. Furthermore, as an art museum, ARoS constitutes a 

manifestation of features that characterize the art museum as an institution. 

 

Structure of the thesis 

This thesis is divided into six main chapters. Following, as a part of this first chapter, is a 

short introduction of the recent focus on environmental issues in museums and how this has 

been approached in museological literature. Chapter 2 presents the theoretical framework, 

which includes notions on museum engagement with environmental issues through 

exhibitions, the concepts of the discursive and the immersive, and aspects related to the 

characteristics of art museums. In chapter 3, the methods used to collect data and analyze it 

are explained. Chapter 4 contains the analysis of how environmental issues are presented in 

the exhibition through visual components, artworks and written elements. Central findings 

from the analysis are further discussed in chapter 5 in light of the theoretical perspectives 

presented in chapter 2. The analysis and the discussion also include excerpts from the 

interview to provide some background information and perspectives from the curatorial 

process. Lastly, chapter 6 summarizes and presents some concluding remarks of the research, 

as well as providing suggestions for further research on the topic. 

 

Background and state of the art 
The museum sector has a long history of showing capability and willingness to reinvent 

through both theoretical approaches and experimental practice according to environmental 

and social contexts and challenges. Museum scholars Fiona R. Cameron, Bob Hodge and Juan 

Francisco Salazar link this to the new museology, presented by Peter Vergo (2015, 249). This 

approach to understanding and exploring museums is founded on critical and reflective 
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perspectives of museum philosophy and practices that concerns museums’ roles and purposes 

in society, politics of representation in exhibitions, and collecting (Vergo 1988, 1-5). In order 

to stay relevant in an ever-changing world, the reinvention of museums remains ongoing, and 

museology scholars encourage the institutions to respond to local and global concerns as 

places for civic engagement, agents for social change, and as spaces for exploration of 

complex issues. This has led to a growing number of museum exhibitions that deal with 

subjects of social significance (Cameron, Hodge and Salazar 2015, 249). 

 

As mentioned, museums are considered to possess means and practices that can contribute to 

the discourses of environmental challenges (Cameron and Neilson 2015, 1). While there are 

rather widespread convictions that museums are suitable places to aid conversation about 

climate change and actions on this issue, museum professionals also acknowledge the notion 

that the institutions need to develop new modes of thinking and practice to fully utilize this 

potential (Newell, Robin and Wehner 2017, 1). The uncertain aspects of environmental issues, 

like climate change, challenge how museums should engage with them. At the same time, 

focus on this unpredictability is emphasized as being significant for when museums take these 

issues as topics of exploration and presentation (Newell, Robin and Wehner 2017, 13-15). 

 

Cameron highlights how museums, as institutions involved in shaping people’s vision of the 

world, are required to rethink and change their ways in order to promote a viable future in the 

context of the current ecological crisis (2015, 16). She presents the liquid museum to illustrate 

the application of ecologizing principles to museum practices and narratives in order to move 

away from human-centered views on climate change and the environment (2015, 24-29).3 

Similarly, curator and visual anthropologist, Kirsten Wehner, advocates for a turn towards an 

ecological museology, which means thinking of nature and culture together and endorse 

connections. This perspective develops new forms of knowledge, exhibitions and 

interpretations that foster engagement between people and the non-human world (Newell, 

Robin and Wehner 2017, 12).  

 

The acknowledgement of responsibility and interest of museums to engage with 

environmental challenges is demonstrated by museum exhibitions exploring the subject. A 

case much referred to in museological literature is Welcome to the Anthropocene presented at 

																																																								
3 Cameron states that the theoretical coordinates she draws upon are derived from anthropologist Bruno Latour’s 
notion of ”ecologizing” (1988).   
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the science and technology museum Deutsches Museum in Munich, 2014-2016. The 

exhibition was developed with an interdisciplinary approach, as a joint project between the 

museum and the Rachel Carson Center for Environment and Society. The topic of the 

Anthropocene had been brought into the museum sphere earlier through public programs, 

symposia and workshops, but Welcome to the Anthropocene was the first large-scale special 

exhibition solely dedicated to the Anthropocene (Keogh and Möllers 2015, 78).4 While the 

Anthropocene is one possible concept used as a point of departure, the past years there have 

been developed exhibitions and other initiatives in different kinds of museums, focused on 

environmental issues through a variety of approaches.5 

 

With the diverse types of museums in the world, a lot of the existing literature seeks to cover 

several of these by outlining general approaches to how museums can engage with topics like 

climate change. However, I have found that a considerable part of the perspectives, proposals, 

and examples present approaches that are more relevant for natural- and cultural history 

museums, as well as for museums of science and technology, than for art museums. This can 

be granted justifiable considering how these institutions more directly deals with objects from 

nature and related research. While the potential of including artistic approaches or engaging 

with art to communicate about climate change is brought forward, there is a need for more 

exploration of how art museums engage with- and present environmental issues, including the 

possibilities and challenges posed by the institution’s characteristics and its role as place for 

exhibiting art. This thesis aims to contribute to this exploration. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

																																																								
4 The Anthropocene is the proposed new geological epoch that suggests that humans are a biophysical force on 
the planet (Newell, Robin and Wehner 2017, 14). 
 
5 Examples of this includes projects on the Anthropocene at Haus der Kulturen der Welt in Berlin (2013–), the 
exhibition Eco-Visionaries at Royal Academy of Arts in London (2019-2020), the NGO The Climate Museum 
based in New York, the exhibition KlimaLab at the Nobel Peace Center in Oslo (2019), and The Climate House 
that is a part of the Natural History Museum in Oslo (opens in 2020).	
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2 Theoretical framework 

 
In order to discuss the data material from the case study, and seek answers to the research 

questions, it is necessary to apply a theoretical framework. As this thesis is focused on the 

presentation of environmental issues through museum exhibitions, this chapter first introduces 

some museological notions on the ability for exhibitions to engage with such topics. 

Following, theories of the discursive and the immersive, as well as the concept of atmosphere, 

will be presented in order obtain a more thorough investigation of different exhibition features 

and to gain more insight into how such spaces are constructed and experienced. The second 

part of this chapter concentrates on art museums, in order to bring about a more particular 

discussion of how such museums work with environmental issues. The first section presents 

some notions of ideals and missions that characterize art museums, and how these affect 

practices of displaying art. While this thesis is a museological study, working on exhibitions 

in art museums entails that many aspects evolve around the artworks. Inherent meanings, as 

well as material and associative qualities that a work possesses before being brought into a 

museum, are likely to affect whether the work is included it in a certain exhibition, how this is 

done, and how visitors perceive it. As this plays such an central role in contemporary art 

exhibitions, I find it relevant to include the theoretical concepts of resonance and wonder to 

approach the artworks as objects of display, and some notions on the relationship between art 

and environmental issues, and how it may be presented in exhibitions. 

 

Exhibitions and environmental issues 
Cameron, Hodge and Salazar propose that museums possess unique communicative, 

affective, social, and educational qualities to work with environmental issues like climate 

change (2015, 248). While museums can engage with such topics in a variety of ways, 

through their collection management, productions, administrative work, and public programs, 

according to Newell, Robin and Wehner, exhibitions remain the most significant and 

distinctive environments in all types of museums (2017, 5). They emphasize the three-

dimensionality of exhibitions, and how this feature enables embodied learning and help 

visitors develop a sense of their interconnectedness with physical environments. Further, they 

argue that exhibitions can act as platforms where people and objects are brought together in 

ways that bring diverse perspectives on time and place. By pointing out the conception of 
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exhibitions as “slow media” that provide space for thoughtful reflection and personal 

exploration of complex issues, they also highlight how exhibitions diverge from the ways 

global knowledge about issues such as climate change, are commonly communicated in either 

narrowly scientific terms or overly simplified in commercial media (2017, 5-6). 

 

The discursive and the immersive 
According to museum professional, Camilla Mordhorst, when analyzing exhibitions one often 

risk either focusing too much on the social and cultural aspects of the phenomenon, leading to 

overlook its concrete appearance and materiality, or contrarily that the phenomenon’s material 

foundation and presence is presumed to be part of an agenda that does not sufficiently 

consider the social and cultural framing of the situation (2009, 194-95). The theoretical 

concepts of the discursive and the immersive provide approaches that consider the impact of 

both these aspects when investigating how exhibitions create spaces for visitors to engage 

with environmental issues and how different exhibition features are experienced. 

 

The discursive and the immersive are two interlinked concepts used to describe exhibitions. 

Discursive exhibition spaces are described as “spaces that foster negotiation and debate, 

polarize and politicize space, and invite discussion fraught with contradictory views” 

(Macalik, Fraser and Mckinley 2015, 1). Furthermore, they often take form as exhibitions that 

address key social and historical issues, and where the museum works as a social instrument 

and participates in dialogue with the visitor (Macalik, Fraser and Mckinley 2015, 2). The 

knowledge created in these spaces often takes form as cognitive information and involves 

using more words (Sitzia 2016, 2; Wigley 2016, 2). Immersive exhibition design aims to 

create knowledge through experience and affective information, and avoid using words 

instead (Sitzia 2016, 2, Wigley 2016, 2). Professor of architecture, Mark Wigley, states that 

these two kinds of exhibitions represent different ways of situating the object on display. In 

the discursive exhibition the (art)object transforms into evidence that becomes part of a 

system of documentation that the visitor can analyze, whereas in the immersive exhibition the 

work is transformed into its environment which the visitor can occupy (2016, 3). He also 

claims that there are exhibitions being labeled as immersive where “immersiveness” has 

become a visual image that represents immersion, rather than actually being immersive or 

multisensory. One of his examples is Olafur Eliasson’s installation “The Weather Project” 
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that was exhibited at Tate Modern in 2003.6 Wigley suggests that the excitement among 

visitors to engage with the work while photographing themselves as part of the setting is a 

form of self-performance that indicates a lack of immersiveness. However he acknowledges 

that the nature of self-forgetting and to completely merge with one’s environment, which he 

considers the nature of true immersion, may not be the experience people seek (2016, 2-3). 

 

While it is easy to perceive the two concepts as opposites, discursive exhibitions as positioned 

on the side of the brain and immersive spaces on the side of the body, Wigley argues that they 

rather share a closely intertwined relationship. Discursive exhibitions can be very immersive, 

and immersive exhibitions always try to make a discursive point (Wigley 2016, 2-5). A 

notable challenge when using the discursive and immersive in analysis of art exhibitions is 

that modern and contemporary works of art tend to be intrinsically immersive or discursive 

already before entering the museum (Sitzia 2016, 22). 

 

The immersive can be linked to the concept of atmosphere, as presented by philosopher 

Gernot Böhme; particularly the aspects of creating or staging spaces within which one is 

enclosed, and the understanding of objects as radiating outwards into space and thereby 

generating atmospheres (2013, 5). This is brought up in relation to making and experiencing 

museum exhibitions, by museum researcher Peter Bjerregaard, who by seeing a need to go 

beyond the material focus on objects in the museum, aims to focus attention to the role of 

space in museum experiences and considerations of the power of atmospheres. Instead of 

pointing the visitor’s attention to the objects, he argues for the gains of focusing on the 

staging of atmospheres and the space established in-between objects and in-between objects 

and subjects. In his argument, Bjerregaard draws on Böhme’s suggestion for a new aesthetics 

that is focused on experience rather than objects, and highlights the capacity of museums to 

generate an embracing experience that wraps the visitor in an atmosphere and appear to have 

more lasting effects than the information communicated (2015, 74-76). 

 

The art museum: between social engagement and aesthetic contemplation 
Art historian and museologist, Andrew McClellan, describes museums as forward-looking 

institutions, dedicated to build a better society (2008, 13). However, the ideas of what this 

																																																								
6 The Weather Project showed representations of the sun and sky by the use of lamps and a mirror, and mist 
permeated the space (accessed 06.06.2020): https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-modern/exhibition/unilever-
series/unilever-series-olafur-eliasson-weather-project-0 
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entail are shifting; making ideals and priorities subject to change as social needs develop and 

change. He further argues that art museums owe their endurance and success to their ability to 

promote “missions” that accustom to current needs (2008, 13-14). However, the capability to 

adapt can also cause tensions. What comes across as one of the most prominent discussions 

throughout the history of art museums is the continuous debate of whether they should engage 

with surrounding communities and work to maintain social relevance, or if they should strive 

to be places for aesthetic contemplation that offer possibilities of escape from everyday life 

and its socio-political challenges (McClellan 2008, 52). 

 

There have been many advocates for art museums to be more involved with the conditions 

and issues of their time (McClellan 2008, 30-42). Throughout a large part of the nineteenth 

century there was an international museum culture committed to the idea that public art 

museums had a responsibility to enlighten its visitors morally, socially, and politically 

(Duncan 1995, 432). In times of war and its aftermaths, there have been attempts to assign art 

museums diplomatic responsibility and use them to communicate agendas, as well as to 

rebuild society and human spirit (McClellan 2008, 33-41). The proclaimed autonomy of art 

and the disengaged attitude of art museums as a response to World War 2 were criticized in 

the politically charged environment of the 1960s. Social activists and avant-garde artists 

confronted it as elitist, and called for more self-aware art museums endorsing social relevance 

and community outreach. This brought about changes in the norms and practices in museums, 

which have made them into more inclusive institutions (McClellan 2008, 41-46). Despite this, 

there is still a reluctance to engage in potentially controversial political discourses, and the 

renewed commitment to aesthetic idealism that emerged around 1900 still remains influential 

in museums today (McClellan 2008, 29). 

 

In her study of ritualistic aspects of art museums, art historian Carol Duncan draws on both 

anthropology and philosophy when discussing the activity of aesthetic contemplation in art 

museums, and links it to the concept of liminality (1995, 427-30).7 Aesthetic experience is 

understood as a withdrawal from the day-to-day world and a passage into a time or space 

separated from normal life, enabling individuals to see themselves and the world in a different 
																																																								
7 In anthropology liminality was taken up and developed in the writings of Victor Turner to describe a mode of 
consciousness outside of or “betwixt-and-between” normal, everyday cultural and social states and processes. In 
philosophy the term became specified as the aesthetic experience, a mode of more rational and rational 
disengagement that leads to a revelation of transformation (Duncan 1995, 427-30). 
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way, which leads to some sort of individual revelation or transformation. Art museums and 

galleries provide the space for this to happen (Duncan 1995, 430). The concept of the 

aesthetic museum that was strongly connected to the community surrounding Boston Museum 

of Fine Arts, and especially Benjamin Ives Gilman, is still reflected in most of the present art 

museums. Exhibition designs often seek to isolate objects for visual, aesthetic contemplation, 

and suppress other meanings the objects might have. The spaces are kept uncluttered and 

educational information is often limited or placed at a “tasteful distance” from the artwork 

itself (Duncan 1995, 432-33). 

 

Art historian and curator, James Cuno, proposes an approach similar to the on discussed by 

Duncan, emphasizing how the art museum can offer the public experiences of respite from 

difficult times and painful realities (2004, 52). By focusing on the quality of beauty in 

individual works of art and its potential to make visitors change focus from themselves to the 

art and its beauty, he also suggests a transformative aesthetic experience. Cuno underlines the 

museum’s role in facilitating such experiences, and states that in order to remain places of 

refuge and spiritual and cultural nourishment it is vital not to interfere or come between 

visitors and the art, but to direct their attention to it. This entails clearing away what he deems 

distractions introduced into the museums – commercial, interpretive, promotional, and 

entertaining features, as well as educational components where it comes between viewer and 

artwork. He also criticizes the reliance on temporary exhibitions and their publicity. 

According to Cuno, by providing the public a non-distracting space where art that can change 

them, alter their perception of the world, and sharpen and heighten their sensitivity to it, the 

art museum fulfills the responsibility the public has entrusted it with (2004, 72-73). 

 

As demonstrated here, the long-lasting debate is still ongoing. There are arguments for a shift 

in our understanding of exhibitions as spaces dedicated to aesthetic contemplation, into 

dynamic sites for thinking things differently (Vesters 2016, 7). At the same time, there still 

exist beliefs that politics compromise the quality of disengaged aesthetic contemplation that 

the public has come to appreciate, and that draws financial support (McClellan 2008, 52). 

 

Approaching environmental issues through art 
The materiality in museums, based upon their collections, is being brought forward as helpful 

in discussions about environmental challenges, as these topics are often perceived as abstract 
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and communicated in scientific terms (Robin, Avango, Keogh, Möllers, Scherer and Trischler 

2014, 207-08). Finding meaning through art as objects of display can be approached in 

different ways, but Stephen Greenblatt’s concept of resonance and wonder has parallels to the 

discursive and the immersive (1991). Resonance is presented as the ability of an object to 

reach beyond its formal boundaries and evoke thoughts of its history and what it might 

represent, thereby posing discursive qualities. Correspondingly, wonder shares features 

similar with the immersive, representing objects with capability to captivate and attract 

exalted attention (Greenblatt 1991, 42). Greenblatt also argues for exhibitions to include 

elements of both, to go beyond limitations of models, cross boundaries, and in make strong 

hybrids (1991, 54). 

 

In order to investigate how museum presentations of contemporary art can stimulate 

conversations about environmental issues, it is relevant to include an understanding of how 

artworks, artists, and the discourses they are part of, engage with the topic. According to 

Heather Davis and Etienne Turpin, editors of the book Art in the Anthropocene, art is central 

in thinking with and feeling through the Anthropocene, which they argue is a mainly sensorial 

phenomenon: “the experience of living in an increasingly diminished and toxic world” (2015, 

3).8 They also point out how people’s understanding of the phenomenon is affected by how it 

largely has been framed through visual modes, such as data visualizations, satellite images, 

and climate models. While still endorsing the notion that art provides a space for 

experimenting with what it is like living in a world characterized by environmental 

challenges, the Davis and Turpin do not want to dismiss science or numeracy (2015, 3-4; 18). 

Instead they suggest approaching these complex issues through methods including art 

practices, audience, and research (2015, 20-22). 

 

When studying art related to environmental challenges, like climate change, it is relevant to 

see it within the context of previous ecological art, as it can be considered the next part of a 

trajectory of artworks that began as responses to the environmental crisis in the 1960s and the 

following social and political concerns (Payne 2015, 159-60). William L. Fox, founding 

director of the Center for Art + Environment at the Nevada Museum of Art, suggests that 
																																																								
8 I want to address my awareness of the joint public statement made in July 2019 by Dr. Rebecca Conroy, Dr. 
Heather Davis, Elise Hunchuck and Meredith L. Miller that announces several terminations of working 
relationships with Etienne Turpin, based upon substantiated allegations of abuse. While I do not possess any in-
depth knowledge of these issues, I recognize this as a serious matter and choose to use material from Art in The 
Anthropocene in tribute to the research and efforts by Davis and other contributors of this literary work. 
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artistic response has co-evolved with humans’ understanding of earth system sciences, from 

the same set of observations about and assessments of the world (2017, 196). According to 

Fox, artists used to make landscape paintings, but as human footprints on Earth grew, they 

began to create artworks showing anthropic influence. Now that the effects of that footprint 

change the way the planet functions, artists create interventions that represent and seek to 

change such functions (2017, 197).9 

 

In his catalogue essay for the exhibition Radical Nature: Art and Architecture for a Changing 

Planet at the Barbican Art Gallery, art historian T. J. Demos examines central movements 

where art engages with ecology. He criticizes practices that separate nature from culture, 

leading to externalization of nature as separate from social, political, and technological 

processes, and thereby reproducing the initial problem of objectification (2009, 19-20). 

Demos therefore highlights aspects of interconnectedness between artistic practice and 

biological, technological, social, and political ecologies that construct an “environment”, as 

well as notions of two-way communication and audience involvement including active 

participation (Demos 2009, 21-22). 

 

In his essay, Demos also addresses the abundance of exhibitions and research projects 

accommodating art and ecology as a result of the urgency of change and action associated 

with environmental challenges (2009, 17). He problematizes the rhetoric of “sustainability” 

and points to how exhibitions that focus on issues like climate change are challenged by the 

paradox of their own contribution to environmental damage through carbon emissions of 

artwork transportation, maintenance of exhibition spaces and catalogue printing (2009, 18-

19). Still, he concludes with an acknowledgement of the urgent need for exhibitions focusing 

on art and ecology, and proclaims that the imperatives for a contemporary environmental art 

are to contribute to the public engagement with politics of sustainability, to bring forward 

alternative ways of living based on environmental justice in a global perspective, and to 

continue doing this until the art exhibitions themselves are somehow able to meet the 

requirements of a just sustainability (Demos 2009, 28). 

 

																																																								
9 Fox proposes that the three stages of artistic engagement with nature are in consonance with the three stages of 
the Anthropocene as presented by Paul J. Crutzen, Will Steffen and John R. McNeill: 1) The industrial-scale 
consumption of coal as a result from James Watts’ steam engine, 2) Acceleration in use of fossil fuels after the 
second World War, and 3) When humanity became a ”self-conscious and active agent in the operation of its own 
life support system economies”.	
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In a study of two different contemporary art exhibitions that dealt with the topic of climate 

change, cultural researcher, Kellie Payne, investigates the political aspects of art exhibitions 

working on environmental issues (2015, 157). As the exhibition Earth: Art of a Changing 

World at the Royal Academy of Art was less didactic and openly political, compared to the 

more activist led show C Words: Carbon, Climate, Capital, Culture at the Arnolfini Gallery 

that was more assertive in its political perspective, Payne’s conclusion is that the exhibition at 

the Royal Academy to a larger extent engaged with the issue on an aesthetic level (2015, 170-

72). She emphasizes how the Royal Academy’s exhibition was more devoted to art world 

norms for large-scale exhibitions, whereas the one at Arnolfini aimed to transgress the 

confines of the art institution and highlight tensions between activism and the artistic space 

(Payne 2015, 166). While C Words strongly linked the aesthetic to the political, which can 

have the unintended effect of repressing the level of aesthetic contemplation, Earth 

showcased how climate change can be approached in an aesthetic sphere separate from and 

different from the political and scientific (Payne 2015, 170-72). According to Payne, it is this 

kind of space that foster more interesting possibilities for imagination and abstract thought 

about such issues (2015, 172); a notion that largely coincides with the philosophy of the 

aesthetic museum. 
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3 Methodological framework 

 
Exhibitions are made with various objectives and in different contexts. This entails that the 

features of an exhibition as well as their impact vary between different cases (Moser 2010, 

23-24). Therefore, a methodological framework necessarily consists of a combination of 

different approaches to gain insight into how the components making up the exhibition work. 

The empirical data in this thesis is gathered mainly from one exhibition as a case study, and 

examines selected aspects in-depth, making it a qualitative analysis of qualitative data 

(Bernard 2006, 451), and using exhibition analysis as a point of departure. In the following 

section I will introduce the research methods used to collect data material and analyzing it. 

This includes the gathering of data from visiting the museum and experiencing the exhibition, 

conducting a semi-structured interview and examining written sources. The analytical 

framework applied to interpret the empirical material constitutes an exhibition analysis, 

examining both visual and textual elements including artworks. 

 

Data collection 
Fieldwork, direct observation 

Data collection in museum research on exhibitions typically starts with a thorough review of 

the visual, written, and technological exhibition elements (Tucker 2014, 4-5). After some 

initial research about environmental issues in museums and contemporary art, I discovered 

the then-upcoming exhibition Tomorrow is the Question. Following this, I went to Aarhus in 

June 2019 to collect empirical material by visiting the museum and experiencing the 

exhibition in person. I chose this methodological approach as I agree with the notion that the 

“experience” of an exhibition is a defining feature of museum visits (Ravelli 2006, 2), and I 

regard it as an appropriate way to collect data from the exhibition with its multifaceted 

qualities. This process of data gathering can be considered a form of fieldwork, according to 

the understanding presented by ethnologist Lars Kaijser, where the method is defined as a 

collective term for research conducted in the social and physical environments of the object of 

interest (2011, 37). An aspect that differs prominently from a lot of ethnological fieldwork is 

that I focused less on gathering material from the social activities happening in the existing 

exhibition environment, as this study does not concentrate on visitor studies. However, it is 

important to note that this does not entail a complete disregard of social aspects, which I 
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would argue are also highly relevant and an integral part of the making of an exhibition and 

the resulting physical space that is created. In this case it means that I did not focus on 

collecting information about the behavior, interaction, or experience of other visitors. 10 

 

Thus, the empirical material gathered from fieldwork in the exhibition is based on my 

personal experiences as a researcher through observation. An important aspect of this, pointed 

out by the ethnologists Oscar Pripp and Magnus Öhlander, is that the term “observing” is 

misleading because the method is not limited to information gained through vision, but also 

includes impressions from the senses of hearing, smell, taste and feeling through physical 

touch (2011, 127). The data from my observations in the exhibition are accordingly based 

upon multisensory experiences. This is particularly relevant when discussing observations in 

relation to the theories of immersive exhibition design and its atmospheric qualities. 

 

Interview 

Observation is often combined with interviews, as these two approaches of data gathering 

complement each other. Interviews enable gathering information that would not be possible to 

get from observation alone, such as people’s thoughts, concerns or speculations, viewpoints, 

norms, fears, and hopes (Fägerborg 2011, 96). Cultural anthropologist Erica L. Tucker, 

highlights the use of open-ended, informant-directed interviews with museum practitioners 

when studying museums, to understand the expectations, goals and factors that shape and 

limit the choices being made when making exhibitions. Additionally, interviews with people 

working with exhibitions can provide information about how a specific exhibition fits into the 

museum’s overall mission and goals, and the method makes it possible to learn about 

processes taking place before or after the time of the research (Tucker 2014, 12). 

 

In order to include some of the perspectives of the museum, meaning insight into the ideas, 

motivations, and objectives behind Tomorrow is the Question, as well as some of the work 

processes of making the exhibition, I interviewed Jeanett Stampe who worked as curator and 

exhibition organizer for Tomorrow is the Question. After scheduling a meeting via e-mail I 

met her at ARoS in August 2019. The conversation took form as a semi-structured interview. 

Before starting, I received written consent from her to record the interview and to identify her 

when quoting her in the thesis. NSD - Norwegian Centre for Research Data approved of the 

																																																								
10 I have chosen not to concentrate on visitor studies, as I wanted to focus my research on in-depth investigation 
of elements that makes up the exhibition as a presentation of environmental issues. 
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form I submitted regarding the processing of personal data, recognizing the research to be in 

line with applicable privacy laws. Although interviews are characterized by the interviewer 

seeking the interviewee’s knowledge, thoughts, or experiences on a defined subject, the 

method also invites to go more in depth of certain topics that comes up during the session. 

The semi-structured format makes it possible for people to reflect, and the interviewer can 

include follow-up questions and encourage the interviewee to elaborate or clarify (Fägerborg 

2011, 88-89). As I wanted to encourage such a setting, the pre-prepared interview guide I 

used did not include specific questions, but a list of topics. The interview guide was based 

upon what I wanted to focus my thesis on, as well as the information and experience I already 

possessed after doing research on the exhibition and visiting it two months earlier.11 

 

Written sources 

Museum texts make up an essential part of a museum’s communication agenda, particularly 

exhibition texts (Ravelli 2006, 3). The way the subject and message are presented in textual 

attributes play an essential factor in experiencing and engaging with the exhibition (Moser 

2010, 26). Therefore, material from text-based sources is also a part of the collected data in 

this thesis. This includes wall texts in the exhibition space, as well as written material related 

to the exhibition but not located inside it. These are texts from the museum’s website, the 

press release, and the exhibition catalogue, which provide information about the exhibition 

and can largely influence how its theme and messages are communicated. My first encounter 

with Tomorrow is the Question was through ARoS’ website, before visiting the exhibition. As 

this is likely to be the case for many others as well, and these texts were available both before 

and after the visit, I consider it highly relevant to include these texts. The texts that constitute 

the empirical material were all offered in both Danish and English versions. I have used the 

English texts in my research.  

 

While discussions about the use of text in exhibitions tend to favor more interpretive 

approaches over presenting texts in a book-like manner, aesthetically oriented exhibitions 

commonly keep the amount of text and other kinds of interpretive aids to a minimum in the 

physical exhibition space (Moser 2010, 27-29). Thus, I find it important to include the 

exhibition catalogue when studying this art exhibition. In addition to texts written by the 

initiators of the exhibition, ARoS’ Erlend Høyersten and Luise Faurschou of ART 2030, the 

																																																								
11 The interview guide used during the interview 30.08.2019 is provided in the appendix. 
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catalogue contains two peer-reviewed research texts and a philosophical ending note. Based 

on the relevance of the theme as well as the scope of this thesis, I have chosen to focus on two 

contributions by the initiators and the research text “Art for a climate changed world” by 

Anette Vandsø, associate professor at Aarhus University. 

 

Analytical framework 
Exhibition analysis: visual analysis 

To interpret and analyze the material collected, I have used the framework of exhibition 

analysis. As pointed out by museologist and archeologist Stephanie Moser, by recognizing the 

position of museums and their exhibitions as active agents in the construction of knowledge, 

it becomes necessary to consider the variety of components involved in producing exhibitions 

and how these influence visitor understanding of the featured subjects (2010, 22-23). Visual 

displays, reconstructions, labels and voice, lighting, sound, interactive elements, as well as 

museum architecture, and the relationship between exhibitions in the same venue, all 

communicate something about the objects displayed, the people who created them, and the 

culture and epochs they represent (Tucker 2014, 4). 

 

My analysis of Tomorrow is the Question includes considerations of elements such as the 

museum architecture, location, and general interior features like the exhibition layout. These 

components are relevant to the overall experience of the exhibition and will help provide an 

overview. However, due to the main subject and scope of this thesis, it has been necessary to 

make some selections and define certain aspects to focus on. As I aim to explore how the 

museum presents environmental issues through the exhibition, I will conduct a more in-depth 

analysis of features that I consider having particular impact on this presentation. 

 

While the different interior elements that make up the exhibition space provide the visual and 

physical framing for the exhibition experience, Tomorrow is the Question was an art 

exhibition. This makes the artworks a central part of the ways in which the museum addresses 

and presents the exhibition topics. Thus, I find it relevant to include an analysis of some of the 

artworks that engage with environmental issues. I have decided to analyze the artworks 

separately from the rest of the exhibition elements because they have the position as objects 

on display, and this analysis will mainly focus on visual features, but taking text, audio, or 

other qualities into account when applicable. Moreover, to explore how the artworks affect 
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the way the exhibition engages with environmental issues, I will apply an analytical approach 

based upon the theories I have previously presented, which will provide insight into how 

artworks and the discourses they are part of engage with environmental issues. 

 

Exhibition analysis: textual analysis 

How the subject is presented in the exhibition’s textual components can have a powerful 

impact on how it is perceived by the visitors (Tucker 2014, 5). Hence, I find it relevant to 

include an investigation of some of the aspects of textual elements when studying how 

environmental issues were presented. Besides the content that is being conveyed in the 

exhibition texts, it is relevant to consider the writing style and how it influences perceptions 

of the topics presented (Moser 2010, 27). According to Louise J. Ravelli, a linguist whose 

specialization includes museum communication, a thematic and open exhibition that is 

educationally oriented, and wants to engage a broad audience, needs to use texts that 

contextualize objects and make the basis of its interpretation explicit (2006, 3). Moser also 

highlights arguments for how museums should not present texts in a “book-like” manner, but 

rather use interpretive approaches that make the exhibition’s main idea come clearly across to 

the visitor (2010, 27). Considering this, I will investigate the style of writing in texts produced 

for the exhibition. This includes asking whether the texts are formulated in scholarly or more 

creative ways, if they come across as informative and descriptive or present opinions and 

interpretations, or whether they approach the subject through questions (Moser 2010, 27). 

 

While language certainly plays an important role in the way an exhibition’s subject and 

messages are communicated, I also want to focus the analysis on what role text plays in the 

museum’s overall presentation of environmental issues through Tomorrow is the Question. In 

order to grasp this function, I will examine different types of exhibition texts produced by the 

museum in relation to the exhibition, and how they are implemented into the presentation of 

environmental issues. This entails considering facets such as the extent of text use, format and 

structure of the texts, and mediums used. Further, as the visual expression of the texts can 

affect how the subject is perceived (Moser 2010, 27), I will also consider graphic style. 

 

Possible limitations and shortcomings 
Employing a methodological framework necessarily excludes certain approaches that would 

generate other kinds of data and different research findings. In the case of this thesis, the 
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material collected from inside the exhibition is largely based on my own observations, which 

are shaped and affected by both my professional and personal background. Therefore, the 

observations should not be generalized, and the method used for data gathering should be 

taken into consideration. It is also relevant to note that there are aspects of the exhibition that I 

did not collect data from, like guided tours and the public program that were put together for 

the exhibition. They were referred to a couple of times in the interview, and are elements that 

affect the way the museum presents the exhibition topics, but due to timing and not having the 

possibility to visit the museum more than twice, I was unfortunately unable to participate in 

these. While I did interview a representative from the curatorial team about the background 

and making of the exhibition, there are other contributors who participated in this process that 

might have shared different insights and statements. This includes, but is not limited to, other 

ARoS employees, initiator and curator Luise Faurschou or other representatives from ART 

2030, as well as participating artists and their studio or gallery workers. 

 

In terms of the analytical framework, I am aware that a closer linguistic analysis of the 

exhibition texts could provide different insights into their functions as frameworks for 

communication about the subject of the exhibition. However, as I mainly wanted to explore 

how the texts worked in the exhibition’s overall presentation of environmental issues, I chose 

to limit the analysis of language. I also want to address my awareness of how separating the 

visual and textual analysis from each other, while emphasizing the interconnectedness 

between the discursive and the immersive in the theory chapter, might appear contradictory. 

My reason for doing this is that I think the explanation of the methodological approach and 

the structure of the analysis are more organized and comprehensible presented like this. 

However, I aim to make apparent the complex relations between visual and textual elements 

in the analysis, and when bringing them together in the discussion. 
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4 Analysis 

 
First, I will start off this chapter with a presentation of the thesis case study as a means to 

provide an empirical framework for the upcoming analysis. This includes a short introduction 

of ARoS and a presentation of the exhibition theme and message as put forward by the 

museum. Following this is a description of Tomorrow is the Question in order to provide an 

overview of the exhibition. Then I will go into a more in-depth analysis of some of the 

exhibition elements that I consider to be particularly relevant for the investigation of how 

environmental issues are presented. I will first analyze the visual elements design, color, light, 

and display type, which work as the setting of the artworks and have large impact on the 

experience of the physical exhibition space. Thereafter, I will study selected artworks that I 

recognize to have a particular focus on the environment, before going closer into how the 

theme and message are presented through textual elements both inside an outside the physical 

exhibition space. Lastly, I will consider the assemblage of these different elements and the 

exhibition style that they jointly make up. In order to include some of the background and 

intentions from the curatorial process, extracts from the interview with curator and exhibition 

organizer Jeanett Stampe will also be presented. 

 

Case Study 
ARoS - Aarhus Art Museum 

ARoS is an art museum located in Aarhus, Denmark. It is one of the biggest art museums in 

Northern Europe with 20, 700 square meters distributed over ten floors, and has four galleries, 

as well as a Focus gallery and a floor displaying installation art. The museum’s exhibitions 

present art from the museum collection and lent works by national and international artists 

(ARoS n.d.a) Besides characteristics applicable for art museums in general, ARoS endorses 

an institutional profile with parallels to the matters that Tomorrow is the Question aimed to 

address, in particular a focus on sustainability, with one of the five obligations the museum 

has defined for itself being “Sustainable and Green”.12 During the interview, Stampe 

explained that Tomorrow is the Question had the museum reflect on the messages they aimed 

to communicate: “That has also led to us taking a closer look at ourselves, as a museum 

																																																								
12 The other obligations are: Game changer, Evolving, Professional authority and Quality-oriented (accessed 
05.06.2020): https://www.aros.dk/en/about/about-aros/ 
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institution, questioning how we could reconsider our own ways of making exhibitions” 

(Stampe pers. comm. 2019). This resulted in some practical actions: 
 

For instance, we decided not to produce a folder to hand out, in order not to have excess of paper. We 
have used a Cradle to Cradle certified printer for the catalogue. We did not send out paper invites for 
the exhibition. We actually also turned off the climate control in the exhibition, which is normally on 
because a lot of older works and more fragile works need to have climate control. But sometimes 
without thinking it is just there, so, as a lot of the works in this exhibition are video pieces, neon works, 
etc. they are not as fragile. We of course checked with the artists and galleries beforehand, that it was 
okay with them to shut off the climate control. (Stampe pers. comm. 2019) 

 

Besides these measures, she shared that ARoS practice other sustainable approaches, such as 

working towards offering a climate diet in the café; using electricity saving light bulbs; and 

reusing exhibition material if possible for waste reduction (Stampe pers. comm. 2019). An 

earlier example of an environmental focus from the museum’s exhibition program is the ARoS 

Triennal of 2017 (ARoS Triennal, n.d.). It was titled The Garden - End of Times, Beginning 

of Times, conceptualizing humanity’s coexistence with and view of nature (Høyersten, 2017). 

 

Tomorrow is the Question 

As mentioned in the introduction, Tomorrow is the Question is about changes and challenges 

that characterize present time and affect the world’s common future. The connection to the 

UN’s Sustainable Development Goals is derived from the work of ART 2030, led by Luise 

Faurschou, whose goal is to bridge art with these goals (ARoS n.d.b). Faurschou initiated the 

exhibition and developed the concept it is grounded upon (Høyersten 2019, 7). Then, as 

Stampe explained during our interview, it was a collaborative process between Faurschou and 

ARoS’ director Erlend Høyersten that led to the making of the exhibition: 
 

The exhibition actually started three years before the exhibition opened, when Erlend and Luise had a 
meeting about combining art with the UN Global Goals, and as it was something they both felt strongly 
about, they decided to join forces in this collaboration. (Stampe, pers. comm. 2019) 

 

Tomorrow is the Question was a group exhibition that featured fifteen contemporary artists 

from different parts of the world. Through the presentation of their works, the exhibition was 

to show how art can function as a catalyst and facilitator to highlight the complex issues that 

it aimed to address, such as the rapid growth of technological inventions, poverty, 

overpopulation, climate, and nature. While the exhibition focus on challenges the world is 

facing, it was not only meant to direct attention to predictions of a dark future, but to 

emphasize hope and possibilities as well: that the future is still open and not yet defined, and 

that it is still possible to find alternatives to the unstable directions the world currently seems 
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to be heading towards. Faurschou wanted Tomorrow is the Question to inspire people to seek 

answers for a tomorrow that can cultivate better and more balanced lives for all, while also 

protecting the planet’s resources (Faurschou 2019, 19). Stampe elaborated on this: 
 

We wanted to put together a show […] and that should challenge status quo and inspire people to 
change, and also somehow inspire our guests to see the necessity of changing their mindset. Because 
that is sort of the main issue – we might have the technology to carry us forward, to fix some of the 
challenges, but it doesn’t really make a difference if people are not willing to change their mindsets. So, 
in this exhibition, the narrative of the exhibition is to both make people aware of the dark sides, the 
dystopias, and the ends that this can lead to. But also to show works that give people hope, so it should 
not just be a raised finger, but also have a hopeful side to it. (Stampe, pers. comm. 2019) 

 

The future-oriented perspective is also indicated by the exhibition title that comes from one of 

the artworks, Rirkrit Tiravanija’s untitled (غداً ھو السؤال) (明天才是問題) (tomorrow is the 

question) (morgen ist die frage) (завтра это вопрос). The five table tennis tables with the 

statement “tomorrow is the question” written on them in different languages are intended to 

invite visitors to take part in the game, while asking each other this question (Faurschou 2019, 

27). In the interview, Stampe further explained the meaning behind the title: 
 
By using this title, hopefully people will understand that the exhibition doesn’t aim to present solutions, 
but rather point out that the questions we pose are most important at this point, and we hope that this 
exhibition will make people be more involved. If people start talking and discussing the issues 
presented in the exhibition, it will create this ping-pong effect, people might take it home to their dinner 
tables and discuss further and hopefully awareness will spread like rings in the water. (Stampe pers. 
comm. 2019) 

 

While the issues the exhibition aimed to address are very broad and the UN’s SDGs cover 

many aspects of sustainability, through my data gathering, I found that Tomorrow is the 

Question particularly emphasized two aspects of the overarching subject. The two sub themes 

I propose are escalation of technological developments and environmental challenges, 

whereby this thesis is focused in the latter. 

 

Description of Tomorrow is the Question 
The ARoS museum building was finished in 2004, and was built with the purpose to house 

the art museum. It is square shaped and stands almost fifty meters high, which gives it a quite 

massive presence (Schmidt Hammer Lassen Architects, n.d.). The museum is located on a 

sloping site in Aarhus city center, and has its main entrances on two opposite sides. On the 

one side the visitor reaches the entrance from a long staircase, while on the other side from a 

park area. Large-scale posters on the exterior walls, and the rooftop construction, signal that 

the building is an art museum. The artwork that hovers at the top of the museum building is a 
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walkway installation titled “Your Rainbow Panorama” by the Danish-Icelandic artist Olafur 

Eliasson, added in 2009 (Schmidt Hammer Lassen Architects, n.d.). Eliasson’s artistic 

practice often engages with environmental themes, and in 2019 The United Nations 

Development Programme (UNDP) named him Goodwill Ambassador for climate action and 

the Sustainable Development Goals (UNDP, 2019).13 He was also one of the participating 

artists in Tomorrow is the Question. Overall, the museum building is clearly a piece of 

contemporary architecture, which can lend this quality to the exhibitions and indicate that the 

displays seen inside represent perspectives of the present (Moser 2010, 24). 

 

While ARoS presents art from different time periods, upon entering the museum foyer the 

museum building has clear characteristics of a contemporary art museum, with its white 

surfaces in an open and bright space. Tomorrow is the Question was located on the 1st floor, 

but as the main entrances and the reception are located on the 4th floor, I had to walk or take 

the elevator in order to enter the exhibition. The circular staircase showcased eighteen posters: 

one introducing the concept of the posters and the UN’s SDGs, and seventeen posters focused 

on one goal each with a quote from someone responding to the goal with an accompanying 

portrait photo (fig. 1). If visitors for some reason took the elevator instead of the stairs, they 

would not see the row of posters. On the way down the stairs, I got a first view of parts of the 

exhibition space and some of its artworks (fig. 2). 
 

 
Figure 1: SDGs posters in the staircase leading to the exhibition (photo: Marthe Hansen). 

 

																																																								
13 Appointment of Olafur Eliasson as UNDP Goodwill Ambassador (accessed 15.04.2020): 
https://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/news-
centre/news/2019/Olafur_Eliasson_named_UNDP_Goodwill_Ambassador.html 
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Figure 2: View of the entrance foyer with artworks, seen from the staircase (photo: Marthe Hansen). 

 

When entering the 1st floor from the staircase or elevator, the exhibition’s entrance area 

worked as an elongated foyer that extended on both sides. Tomorrow is the Question was the 

only exhibition on this floor during its exhibition time. It was possible to start by walking 

around the spacious foyer to look at and engage with the large-scale artworks placed there, 

but when standing at the end of the staircase I was positioned in close proximity to the 

entrance that led to the rest of the exhibition. This second entryway was accompanied by the 

exhibition’s introduction text on its right side with the title written in large letters (fig. 3). As 

a visitor familiar with museum exhibitions, I recognized and interpreted this as signaling the 

exhibition’s starting point, and was therefore inclined to continue into the next room. 

Additionally, there was an artwork placed above the entrance and a red light glowing from a 

work in the following room, which both drew attention and enhanced the sense of intrigue and 

curiosity to continue in that direction. 
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Figure 3: Entryway leading from the entrance foyer into the rest of the exhibition rooms (photo: Marthe Hansen). 

 
The room that followed the entrance foyer was the first out of ten smaller rooms that made up 

the rest of the exhibition. The layout presented a planned route that directed me from one 

room to the next, as in each of the rooms there was an entryway that I arrived from, and an 

exit leading into the next. Every one of the rooms contained either groups of artworks or 

single standing ones. While there was an outline for visitor movement between the different 

rooms, the layout of the individual spaces was more open and invited to move around freely 

to observe or engage with the art. Throughout the exhibition, the artworks alternated between 

presentations and reflections on different aspects of the overarching topic of future oriented 

challenges through different mediums. The route ended as I was led back to the entrance 

foyer, but on the opposite side from the starting point with the staircase and the elevator, and 

thus making the layout into a circle composition. While back in the large open-space foyer, it 

was again possible to view and interact with the artworks displayed in this room. This was 

also the only one of the exhibitions rooms where more than two different artists or 

collaborative teams were presented in the same space, and it contained two interactive works 

that invited for interaction for a longer duration of time.  

 

Exhibition space: design, color, light, and display 
Despite the arranged route for visitor movement, neither the art nor the rooms presented a 

sequence of chronological order or taking on one specific subject followed by another. Thus, 
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as a visitor I did not experience being presented with a distinct narrative through the 

arrangement of the space, which appears contradictory to the aim of the layout as presented 

by Stampe: “In the curatorial team, we also discussed the narrative of the exhibition, 

especially what kind of flow we wanted in the exhibition” (Stampe pers. comm. 2019). 

 

As an entrance area, the large foyer had a lot of impact on my first impression. The height of 

the room and the presence of the large-scale artworks created a sense of spaciousness. Being 

already aware of the grand theme and questions the exhibition aimed to address, the space 

appeared to me as a spatial manifestation of the exploration of openness and uncertainty. 

Thus, even though the layout did not present an explicit narrative, to end by returning to this 

space left me with the sense of openness in regard to the themes I had been presented with 

throughout the exhibition. While it was possible to get an overview of the foyer area upon 

arrival, the rest of the exhibition was separated into rooms, so one experienced a single or a 

set group of artworks at a time. This can facilitate a more intimate and less intimidating 

viewing experience (Moser 2010, 25). However, there is also a widespread notion that 

comfortably engaging with art in an exhibition goes far beyond the physical surroundings, and 

can be traced to social aspects, such as class, as presented by sociologist Pierre Bourdieu and 

statistician Alain Darbel in the 1960s (McClellan 2008, 178-79). It is also relevant to 

recognize that the layout was likely affected by the format and medium of the artworks, as for 

instance video works and projecting installations required individual spaces. 

 

The space was purpose-built for art exhibitions, and this is reflected in the style of the interior 

and its design elements, with the use of neutral color schemes that convey a modern, 

minimalist feel (Moser 2010, 25). Several of the rooms had walls that were white and 

unadorned with grey floors in a concrete-like color (fig. 4). This resembles to a large extent 

“the white cube” art gallery. This style of exhibition design is characterized by white walls 

without windows or decoration and with artificial lights, and is considered to be an expression 

of modern aesthetic. It is meant to block out the world outside and to focus the visitor’s gaze, 

and to parallel the flatness and purity of modernist painting (McClellan 2008, 129). Although 

the white cube design is still widely used in art museums to remove distractions and provide a 

“neutral” support for the presentation of artworks in order to let them convey their meanings 

in aesthetic terms, it is now also recognized that this exhibition style carries attitudes, 

connotations, and values. The white cube circumscribes attitudes towards art – a mode of 

presentation and an aura that grant artworks certain legibility (Filipovic 2014, 45). This aspect 
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will be further discussed in the next chapter. Furthermore, stylistic exceptions from walls with 

the white cube style were found in rooms housing large-scale video works or installations that 

projected onto the surfaces of walls and floors, which appeared to be black in order to provide 

a more suitable backdrop for the technical operation and visual experience of the works. 

However, painted either white or dark, the walls in all of the rooms represented the attempt of 

a neutral backdrop for the artworks. 
 

 
Figure 4: Example of exhibition interior and display (photo: Marthe Hansen). 

 
Most of the light settings appeared to be customized for the artworks in each respective room. 

In most cases there were spots in the ceiling placed and regulated to direct attention and 

enhance the art, or to increase the readability of wall texts. The brightness seemed to have 

been standardized, which made it comfortable to view artworks and texts, while not being too 

intense nor creating dramatic effects. As typical for art exhibitions, the brightness had 

probably also been adjusted according to conservation requirements in cases where the 

mediums of the artworks were light sensitive. Similarly, as with the color, the rooms with 

large-scale videos or projection installations, were darkly lit, and the artworks themselves 

functioned as the main light source. In the entrance foyer, some natural light entered from the 

ground floor and from some large glass windows on one side, making it the only room with 

elements of natural daylight. This underpinned the sense of openness of the space that was 

created by its size and setup, and also created a contrast with the smaller rooms. 
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Interior design elements and the layout of exhibition rooms also worked to a large extent in 

accordance with the modern, uncluttered style of modern and contemporary art exhibitions. 

Display furniture – a small number of pedestals and benches for seating – had a minimalist 

design in neutral colors like white, black, and gray with symmetrical shapes. Wall-hanging 

artworks were placed at eye level height that made them comfortable to view for most 

visitors, and groups of works were ordered in a symmetrical manner at the same height and 

with an appropriate distance between them, which indicated that they made up a series but 

also made it possible to focus on one work at a time. Most of the three-dimensional works 

were installed so it was possible to view them from several angles or walk completely around 

them. This kind of clean, standardized mode of display conforms to an emphasis on making 

spaces where the visitor engages with only one or a small number of selected artworks in 

order to create experiences of contemplation, rather than being overwhelmed by an abundance 

of objects showcasing the broadness of the museum’s collection or vast art historical 

arrangements (McClellan 2008, 125-30). Furthermore, the interior design, color, and light 

settings were not visibly related to the exhibition theme, but rather to the objects as 

contemporary artworks and the museum as an institution of contemporary high culture. As a 

result of this, the design elements could easily be used for other art exhibitions. 

 

Beyond the components mentioned above, there are additional elements that make up the 

display types used to present objects and the theme of an exhibition. In many exhibitions, 

display elements such as graphics, models, interactives, and storytelling tools, are used to help 

contextualize the objects on display and as interpretive aids (Moser 2010, 28). In the 

exhibition space for Tomorrow is the Question, there were barely any such features, besides 

the wall texts. When I asked the staff in the museum reception I was informed that there was 

no audio guide.14 While this made up for little representation of museum interpretation of the 

exhibition themes or a curatorial voice inside the exhibition space, Stampe confirmed that 

there were guided tours of the exhibition, as well as a large public program in relation to it, 

with events like talks and screenings (Stampe pers. comm. 2019). In my experience, besides 

the objects themselves, the restricted amount of additional explanatory elements in the 

physical exhibition space might be the feature where art exhibitions differ most clearly from 

other kinds of museum exhibitions. 

 

																																																								
14 ARoS does not use audio guides in general. Confirmed by Jeanett Stampe via e-mail 08.06.2020. 



	 30 

Artworks 
In this section I will analyze a selection of the displayed artworks that engaged with 

environmental issues. Due to the limitations of the length of this thesis I have not included all 

the works with an environmental focus, but chosen works that I consider to be representative 

for the role of art in the exhibition, and that can provide relevant insight when seeking 

answers to the thesis research questions. In order to present the artworks in a way that is 

representative to how, I, as visitor experienced them in the exhibition, the analysis will follow 

the same order as I encountered them in during my visit. This lineup also resembles the order 

in which Faurschou introduced the selected works in the catalogue, thus demonstrating the 

planned route of the exhibition layout. 

 

Tomás Saraceno, Aeroke 5.3: towards an Aeroscene epoch, 2019 

Aeroke 5.3 was the first artwork that I caught sight of from the staircase when entering the 

exhibition (fig. 5). The most visually prominent part of the work is two large-scale balloons, 

both half silver colored and half transparent, which floated in the air of the entrance foyer. 

Beneath this floating sculpture, there were some black beanbags that one could lay down on 

while using headphones to listen to infrasound from the atmosphere captured by a 

microphone placed inside the artwork. While the technology the work demonstrated made me 

think about the scientific development it is a part of, in a sense of resonance, the encounter 

was mainly an experience of wonder as I was captivated by the construction’s physical 

presence and visual appeal. 
 

 
Figure 5: Installation photo. Tomás Saraceno, Aeroke 5.3: towards an Aeroscene epoch, 2019. 
Mylar transparent and metalized, tape, pump with overpressure release valve, polyester rope, 

microphone, headphones (photo: Marthe Hansen). 
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The artwork’s multi-sensorial features that incorporates vision, hearing, and to some extent 

touch by encouraging to lie down under the balloons, makes it interactive as well as 

epitomizes Davis and Turpin’s emphasis on sensorial experience. Moreover, Aeroke 5.3 is a 

part of Saraceno’s Aeroscene project, which incorporates art, architecture, and science to 

explore alternative forms of sustainable living and transport (Faurschou 2019, 21). This way, 

the work also possesses qualities of interconnectedness between art and other spheres, such as 

science, as advocated by Turpin and Davis, as well as Demos. 

 

Julian Charrière, Future Fossil Spaces, 2017 

Charrière’s work was located on the opposite side from most of the other works when I 

arrived in the entrance foyer (fig. 6). Before reading the wall label, I did not realize what the 

work was made of. However, rather than a deep sense of wonder, the material evoked 

associations to earthly elements and the shape reminded me of chemistry models. The 

sculpture consists of several tall salt blocks from Salar de Uyuni in Bolivia, the world’s 

largest salt flat that also contains the largest known accumulation of lithium. This chemical 

element is one of the most central materials used in mobile technology (Faurschou 2019, 21). 
 

 
Figure 6: Installation photo. Julian Charrière, Future Fossil Spaces, 2017. 

Salt from the Salar de Uyuni, acrylic containers filled with lithium-brine (photo: Marthe Hansen). 
 
Future Fossil Spaces demonstrates interrelations between art, and technological, and political 

ecologies related to continuous technological development. Thus, presenting a broader 

perspective, as promoted by Demos. The work brings into the museum space a material that is 
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being used by many in everyday life, but whose background and nature most people are less 

consciously aware of. By presenting the material transported from its origin into the museum, 

it is possible to create awareness of the extraction and its environmental impact. Furthermore, 

in light of Fox’ understanding of artistic response to human perception and interference with 

nature, the sculpture can be seen as to both document anthropocentric impact on the 

environment and to encourage change in the perceptions of extraction of natural resources. 

 

Mona Hatoum, Hot Spot 3, 2013 

Hot Spot 3 is the work whose red light reached the foyer from the entryway leading into the 

rest of the exhibition. The sculpture portrays a glowing globe, and the red neon light easily 

evoked associations to urgency and overheating (fig. 7). While I was captivated by the red 

glow, I found the work’s quality of resonance causing me to reflect on what the sculpture can 

symbolize, to be most impactful. 
 

 
Figure 7: Installation photo. Mona Hatoum, Hot Spot 3, 2013. 

Stainless steel and neon tube, 234 x 223 x 223 cm (photo: Anders Sune Berg, ARoS). 
 
The sculpture can be seen as an illustration of a planet in crisis, pointing to climate disasters, 

social tensions, and political upheaval (Faurschou 2019, 21). It can be viewed as a rather 

literal call to action. However, the first version of Hot Spot was not made to directly address 

climate change, but as Kellie Payne notes when considering one of these sculptures as a part 
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of another exhibition, the work takes on new meanings when it is implemented in exhibitions 

focused on environmental issues (2015, 162).15 

 

Allora & Calzadilla, 2 hose petrified Petrol Pump, 2012 

This stone sculpture was placed approximately in the middle of one of the rooms on a low, 

white, minimalist pedestal, in front of a wall-hanging work (fig. 8). It presents a mundane 

everyday object of our time, a petrol pump, as having turned into a fossil, which makes it 

seem like something from a post-apocalyptic future. The work depicts humans’ relationship 

with energy resources, but the familiar object becomes a symbol of a downfall caused by 

unsustainable use of these resources (Faurschou 2019, 23). Upon seeing the sculpture, I was 

first caught by troubled wonder, followed by dystopian science fiction associations.  
 

 
Figure 8: Installation photo. Allora & Calzadilla, 2 hose petrified Petrol Pump, 2012. 

Stone (photo: Anders Sune Berg, ARoS). 
 
Despite being more speculative than a scientific prediction, by showing effects of human 

interference with nature from the perspective of an imagined future, the work can contribute 

to change the perception of such interference. Through the pump, as a symbol of extraction 

and consumption of fossil fuels like gas and oil, the work has clear links to current 

																																																								
15 The exhibition referred to by Payne is Earth: Art of a Changing World at Royal Academy of Art, 2009-2010. 
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technological, economic, and political issues. Further, the dystopian expression of exhibiting 

it from a future perspective can be seen as both opposite and parallel to historical museum 

displays of objects of the past. 

 

Edward Burtynsky, photography 

A selection of eight photographs by Burtynsky was displayed in a white cube gallery style 

(fig. 9). The images show scenes from different parts of the world, including oil sands, salt 

ponds, a landfill, and rice terraces. The works are colorful with aesthetically pleasing 

compositions, but they are documented depictions of damaged natural environments caused 

by mining, industrial plans, and extraction of raw materials (Faurschou 2019, 25). While 

visually appealing, the photographs made me quickly associate them with similar images used 

to illustrate human destruction of nature and the need to change the attitudes causing it. 
 

 
Figure 9: Installation photo. Edvard Burtynsky, Salt Pan #5, India, 2016, photograph 99 x 132 cm, Dampier Salt 
Ponds #4, Western Australia, 2007, photograph, 99 x 124 cm, Dryland Farming #11, Monegros County, Aragon, 
Spain, 2010, photograph, 99 x 132 cm, Alberta Oil Sands #6, Fort McMurray, Alberta, 2007, photograph, 99 x 

124 cm, Rice Terraces #4, Western Yunnan Province, China, 2012, photograph, 99 x 132 cm 
(photo: Anders Sune Berg, ARoS). 

 
The photographs are highly representative of the visualization of environmental damage used 

both in politics and popular media, making them relevant examples of how the concept of the 

Anthropocene often is visually framed, as pointed out by Davis and Turpin. Burtynsky co-

directed the documentary film Anthropocene: The Human Epoch from 2018 with similar 

visuals, which aims to position itself at the intersection of art and science, showing a critical 
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moment in geological history.16 Thus, the images document and illustrate anthropic influence, 

and by showing the threatened state of nature, they may further encourage change in the 

attitudes and practices that led to these degraded environmental states, proposed by Fox as 

artistic response to humans tampering with nature. 

 

teamLab, Universe of Water Particles, Transcending Boundaries, 2017. Flowers and 

People, Cannot be Controlled but Live Together, Transcending Boundaries - A Whole Year 

per Hour, 2017 

This two-part installation work was set up to create projections that moved and overlapped on 

the surfaces of a darkly lit room, thereby merging into one immersive set (fig. 10). One part of 

the work showed a virtual waterfall whose movements changed form depending on where 

visitors were standing, similar to real water changing directions when encountering physical 

obstacles. The other part visualized flowers growing and fading as if moving through different 

seasons. Intertwined with each other and according to visitor movement, the projections were 

in constant motion and changed while there was instrumental background music. Being inside 

the installation, I recognized references to human-nature interaction, but the impression of 

immersiveness led me to a sense of wonder of being encapsulated in the surroundings. 
 

 
Figure 10: Installation photo. teamLab, Universe of Water Particles, Transcending Boundaries, 2017. Interactive 

digital installation, sound: Hideaki Takahashi. teamLab, Flowers and People, Cannot be Controlled but Live 
Together, Transcending Boundaries - A Whole Year per Hour, 2017. Interactive digital installation, 

sound: Hideaki Takahashi (photo: Marthe Hansen). 

																																																								
16 Website for the Anthropocene Project, about the documentary film (accessed 26.05.2020): 
https://theanthropocene.org/film/ 
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While teamLab’s contribution provides visually clear connections between art and nature, it 

can also be linked to digital technology due to its medium. Unlike many of the other works 

that refer to and emphasize intrusive human interference on natural environments, this 

installation rather focuses on nature in a harmonic state of flow. This was supported by 

Stampe, who said that with this work the museum wanted to give the visitor a kind of mental 

shower with a positive vibe and message. She further added: 
 

[…] It becomes a visual kind of an organic experience, as a parallel to how we ought to interact with 
each other and with nature. teamLab’s work inspires us to see ourselves and our world as one big 
holistic entity, to see everything as part of a system where we cannot be without each other. That is the 
main reason they make their works interactive. (Stampe pers. comm. 2019) 

 

 

Allora & Calzadilla, The Great Silence, 2014 

The last artwork I wish to include in this analysis is a video work titled The Great Silence. 

The video was set up in darkly lit surroundings, consisting of three large screens, two pointing 

towards a middle one, with a bench placed in front of them (fig. 11). While the two side 

screens showed video clips of one of the world’s largest radio telescopes located in Puerto 

Rico and from the surrounding nature of the Rio Abajo forest, the middle screen presented a 

text meant to represent the thoughts of an Amazona vittata. This is an endangered Puerto 

Rican Amazon Parrot that resides in the same area. The text was written in collaboration with 

science-fiction writer Ted Chiang, and expresses the parrot’s worried but not accusatory 

observations of humans striving to find life in space while their activities bring other earthly 

species to extinction. Despite being aware of the imminent threat of its species also reaching 

extinction, the narrator expresses a touching admiration and care for humanity.17 The 

artwork’s physical set-up provided an immersive spatial effect when I sat on the bench, 

generating a sense of being inside or closer to the forest. Combined with the pathos-filled 

monologue, it created an intense experience of both resonance and wonder. 

																																																								
17 Full script for The Great Silence via e-flux (accessed 27.05.2020): http://supercommunity.e-flux.com/texts/the-
great-silence/ 
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Figure 11: Installation photo. Allora & Calzadilla, The Great Silence, 2014. Three-channel HD video 

installation, duration 16 min, 22 sec (photo: Anders Sune Berg, ARoS). 
 
In light of Fox’ theories, The Great Silence presents tragic effects of human interference with 

nature, as well as encourage less anthropocentric viewpoints. While the work has links to 

scientific discoveries with its focus on the Arecibo Observatory and by providing knowledge 

from theology as well as astronomical theories, the artists could provide a fictitious non-

human angle by not being committed to scientifically accurate representations. 

 

As seen from the analysis of some of the artworks featured in Tomorrow is the Question, they 

represent diverse ways of approaching environmental issues. While some of the works, like 

Future Fossil Spaces and Burtynsky’s photographs highlight the effects of human 

interference with natural environments, others such as Aeroke 5.3 and teamLab’s installation 

provide more hopeful outlooks. Art’s creative freedom of not having to comply with 

scientifically accurate representations in its expressions can be seen in the works of Allora & 

Calzadilla, which present an imagined future and fiction-based perspectives. Many of the 

works can be considered to encourage a change in attitudes towards humans’ relationship 

with natural environments, which is emphasized by both Fox and Demos. Saraceno’s work 

also combines artistic approaches with scientific developments, and imagine alternatives for 

future lifestyles. Hence, Aeroke 5.3, as part of the Aeroscene project, goes beyond 

highlighting connections between art and scientific and political ecologies. It demonstrates a 

practice that works in accordance with Davis and Turpin’s suggestion for exploration through 

interdisciplinary methods, and Demos’ proposition that contemporary environmental art 
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should contribute to bring forward more sustainable alternative ways of living. While there 

were several of the artworks in the exhibition that invited for activity, none of them directly 

encouraged a two-way communication or activist engagement. 

 

In this analysis of the artworks I have focused on how they work as communicative elements 

to present one of the exhibition’s sub themes: environmental issues. Information about other 

exhibitions that the works have been featured in, the artists’ involvement in activism or other 

environmental initiatives, and a broader art historical context, could also have brought 

relevant perspectives. However, as my objective is to include the role of contemporary art as 

objects of display in a broader investigation of how the exhibition presents environmental 

issues, I will bring the perspectives from this short analysis into the discussion within a 

museological framework. 

 

Exhibition texts 
Online texts: before visiting the exhibition 

It was possible to read about Tomorrow is the Question online before the exhibition opened 6 

April 2019. Information was published as a part of the museum’s upcoming program on 

ARoS’ website, and in March 2019 the museum issued a press release. These two texts were 

made up of a lot of the same written content, but the press release additionally contained some 

quotes from Høyersten and Faurschou. Both texts were divided into four sections: an 

introduction of the exhibition’s theme or subject and message; a presentation of Faurschou as 

the exhibition’s initiator, ART 2030 and how the work of the artists included relate to the 

theme; a paragraph about the catalogue published in connection with the exhibition; a list of 

artworks. This structure shows that in addition to the exhibition theme itself and the works 

that would be displayed, there was also emphasis on the exhibition as a collaboratory project 

between ARoS and Faurschou, and the catalogue as a significant contribution. 

 

The texts highlight how the artworks included in the exhibition have the capability to 

communicate that we live in times of upheaval through powerful visual and sensory qualities, 

and that the works evoke reflection and discussion of present and future challenges. Further, 

the texts express that the artists focus on these challenges in ways that encourage 

contemplation, as well as call for dialogue, innovative thinking, and collective action. The 

exhibition is presented as to show how it is possible to highlight the greatest and most 
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complex issues of the present by using artworks as a facilitator and catalyst, and in one of the 

quotes Høyersten states: “With Tomorrow is the Question, we use art to challenge habitual 

thinking and maybe, who knows, inspire new solutions to safeguard a sustainable future”. By 

emphasizing these abilities of art, it appears as if the artists and artworks themselves 

communicate the theme of the exhibition and impact visitors’ understanding of it, while the 

exhibition comes across as a medium that demonstrates this ability. Further, while the two 

online texts do not emphasize environmental issues specifically, the UN’s seventeen SDGs 

are mentioned, stating that the exhibition takes the goals as its point of departure and that “art 

can be a part of the discussion and visualization of the SDGs”. This highlighting of the goals 

made me anticipate that they would be clearly connected to the artworks and evidently 

incorporated into the physical exhibition. 

 

The style of writing is informative and I find the language being used to be comprehensible. 

The texts address the reader in first person and refers to how one can engage with the 

artworks by visiting the exhibition: “Play a game of table tennis, see a red-hot globe, allow 

yourself to be cleansed by an all-enveloping waterfall”. This clear and inclusive form of 

writing may be caused by how the information is likely to be the first encounter that 

prospective visitors have with the exhibition and should therefore capture the interest of a 

broad group of people. It may also be due to the texts being intended for further promotion 

through the press, so its content should be presented in a way that makes it possible to grasp it 

without spending too much time to comprehend the most relevant information. 

 

Both the text on the website and the press release contained still or moving images of some of 

the artworks. As the exhibition mainly presented visual art, it is rather logical that these texts 

included images. Due to the more eye-catching quality of visual elements, I also experienced 

being intrigued upon seeing some of the artworks. The combination of text and image is also 

evident in the promotion of the exhibition in social media. ARoS used platforms including 

Facebook, Instagram and Twitter. Through text, picture, and video posts on these channels, 

the museum provided information about the exhibition and the participating artists. Results 

from a small survey conducted by the museum showed that Tomorrow is the Question had 

very good reach through social media, particularly because of teamLab’s installation, but also 

from the works by Saraceno, Aitken, Hatoum, and due to good reviews.18 

																																																								
18 The survey is an internal evaluation report conducted by ARoS. I got access and permission to use data from it 
from Marianne Grymer Bargeman - Head of Learning and Interpretation at ARoS. 
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Texts inside the exhibition 

The texts inside the physical exhibition space consisted of the introduction text and the wall 

texts associated with specific artworks. The SDGs posters will also be included here. While 

the posters were located outside the actual exhibition area, they were inside the museum, 

placed alongside the staircase leading to the exhibition. As mentioned in the analysis of the 

visual elements, there was a rather minimal use of display elements offering interpretation or 

contextualization of the art. Thereby, the task of providing this type of aid inside the 

exhibition was left to these texts. As with the artworks, I will explore textual elements in the 

order that I encountered them during my visit, thus starting with the SDGs posters. 

 

The first poster that came to vision when walking down the staircase towards the exhibition 

showed the logo of the SDGs, followed by the title “UN Sustainable Development Goals” and 

a text divided into three paragraphs. The first paragraph has the sub title “Everyone can make 

a difference” and introduces the concept presented by the following seventeen posters. It 

explains that ARoS asked seventeen people about their response to the challenges of our time 

and the goals, and that the museum hopes these responses will offer insight and inspire for 

action: “ because everyone can do something to help, and together we can create the future we 

dream about”. The second paragraph concisely explains the goals and the agenda behind 

them, before encouraging the visitors to take their own photos and share their commitment to 

build a better world. This can be done using the hashtag #globalgoalsARoS. As mentioned 

earlier in this chapter, the following seventeen posters present the goals from 1 to 17. Each 

goal is shown with the official logos used by the UN and in accordance with its visual profile. 

Below there is a large black and white portrait photo, accompanied by name and occupation. 

The depicted people represent different social groups, including politicians, employees in the 

culture sector, students and schoolchildren. Stampe explained the intention behind the posters: 
 

The idea was to place these boards, so they did not interfere or interact directly with the exhibition, but 
introduce the 17 global goals, that – as mentioned before – are the underlying base of inspiration for the 
exhibition. And to create awareness of the topics in a relatable manner, topics that are highly relevant also in 
schools right now […] Walking along these boards and through the exhibition, we envisioned that they 
could also be useful conversation-starters between kids and their grandparents or their siblings, and like that 
it could be a basis for a great dialogue. (Stampe pers. comm. 2019) 

 

The posters have the capability to bring the SDGs to a more local and relatable everyday level 

for museum visitors, and by presenting these quotes ARoS also includes voices from outside 

the institution. While these texts are clearly connected to what is being stated as the 

exhibition’s point of departure, they do not propose any direct connection to the artworks 
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exhibited, and this aspect is further reinforced by the location of the posters. Stampe 

explained that these were deliberate decisions: 
 

We did not want to directly match the works in the exhibition with the 17 Global Goals one-to-one, and 
as you could see, not all goals are touched upon, but because of the exhibition’s aim and content, we 
found it obvious and highly relevant to link to the entire 17 UN Goals as something important to get 
involved with as well. (Stampe pers. comm.)	

 

As mentioned in the walk-through of the exhibition, the introduction text functioned as a 

signal for the exhibition’s starting point, though after having entered the entrance foyer. The 

graphic design is clean and simple with black color and sans-serif fonts, creating a visual 

expression that works in accordance with the space’s other design features. The text consists 

of three paragraphs. The first starts with: “Hope and belief is crucial in order to imagine 

creating something new together. These days, the ability to believe and act is more important 

than ever”. Then it addresses how it presently seems to be more challenging to envision a 

future of possibilities and one’s own impact than it did one generation ago, due to the 

overweight of challenges caused by climate change and geopolitical instability. While the first 

paragraph sets a broader social context, the following one presents how the exhibition 

addresses these challenges of the present and future. The last paragraph focuses on how the 

art featured in the exhibition relates to the topics by asking how we define value in the world, 

and how the answers affect future generations and ourselves. Following, the capacity and 

potential for art in general is highlighted: “Art can build up and strengthen our imagination, 

help form a sense of community, further collective understanding and make the complex 

tangible. It can challenge habitual thinking and inspire new solutions that can contribute to a 

sustainable future”. This message is consistent with the one stated in the online texts, namely 

that the exhibition aims to show how art can be a facilitator and catalyst to highlight the 

complex issues the world is facing. 

 

The text contextualizes the art in light of the overarching theme, but does not mention the 

SDGs, which is an aspect being highlighted in the press release and on the website. The style 

of writing, however, is similar to the one used in those texts. It describes the situation the 

exhibition aims to address, and proposes an understanding of art as a helpful means to 

approach it. Further, through the use of words like “you”, “we” and “our” it shows a sort of 

personal approach by addressing the reader directly, and the last part of the final paragraph 

encourages taking both individual and collective action: “Humanity can, if we act together. 

We can. You can. Tomorrow is the Question!”  
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The final group of texts inside the exhibition is the wall texts associated with the individual 

artworks. The typography and graphic design is the same as for the introduction text, and the 

texts were placed on walls in a proximity close enough to understand which artworks they 

belonged to. The texts presents the name of the artists, their nationality and year of birth, and 

the title of the works and the material they are made of. Following, each text consists of two 

parts, an introduction of the artwork authored by the museum, and a quote from the artist 

behind the work. The first part is an interpretation of the specific artwork, mostly presented in 

an informative way, such as with Allora & Calzadilla’s 2 hose petrified Petrol Pump where a 

part of the text reads: “The petrified petrol pump depicts how our relationship with energy 

resources is based on outdated strategies, questioning what our world will look like on many 

years from now”, or with Burtynsky’s photographs: “The works seek to document such 

destruction, to connect us to a world and a reality with which we have lost touch”. Sometimes 

this part is more suggestive, as in the text belonging to Charrière’s Future Fossil Spaces: 

“Charrière’s work can be seen as an image of the resources that will be excavated in the 

future […]”. As there were works with rather abstract visual expressions, some of the texts 

include explanation of what is being displayed or some general information about the work of 

the artist. By reading this while viewing the artworks, the works were set within the 

framework of the exhibition theme, though not connected specifically to SDGs. Stampe 

stated: “It was a deliberate decision not to put labels on each artwork, linking them directly 

them to specific Global Goals” (Stampe pers. comm. 2019). 
 

What appear as reluctance from the museum to present an overarching narrative or 

interpretations of the artworks distinctly connected to the SDGs in the exhibition space, as 

suggested by the location of the posters, and choosing not to link the artworks more clearly to 

the goals or each other, seems to be further demonstrated by the artist quotes provided in the 

wall texts. Stampe said: 
 

We used quotes for each of the artworks to have the artist’s voice present, and we placed them next to 
the artworks as a curatorial take. We wanted this to be an exhibition that people could both experience 
without reading anything at all, and hopefully still get some images imprinted that become food for 
thought. The viewer could also read explanatory texts about the artworks, and we also included these 
artists’ quotes, so that people could read what the artists expressed.	(Stampe pers. comm. 2019)	

 

The use of words by the artists has the potential to provide more explanation of artworks that 

further connects them to the exhibition theme, without the museum presenting information or 

a distinct narrative that might conflict with the artists’ intended meanings for the works. 
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Presented alongside the museum’s introduction of the work, the quotes also have the ability to 

make it appear as if the artists’ and the curatorial voices work alongside each other. 

 

Exhibition catalogue: after experiencing the exhibition 

The last type of texts that I will analyze are from the exhibition catalogue that ARoS 

published in connection with Tomorrow is the Question.19 While I read about the exhibition 

online before visiting the exhibition, I bought the catalogue just after my first visit and read 

the texts afterwards. As mentioned, the catalogue was highlighted in its own paragraph on the 

museum website and in the press release, and Stampe referred to it during the interview. 

Additionally, a few copies were displayed in a glass cabinet in the exhibition entrance foyer, 

accompanied by some other material related to the exhibition that visitors could buy in the 

museum shop, like postcards depicting featured artworks. These three references to the 

catalogue indicate that it is a significant part of the exhibition. 

 

The graphic design of the catalogue matches the one in the exhibition, and the cover shows 

three of the exhibited artworks: Doug Aitken’s NEW ERA, Mona Hatoum’s Hot Spot 3 and 

Allora & Calzadilla’s The Great Silence. The three images present a signal tower with a 

purple sky in the background, a red globe, and green leaves. Combined, this provides a visual 

representation of aspects of the exhibition theme, like technology, overheating, and nature. 

The catalogue consists of six texts and as stated in the methodology chapter, I will include 

three of them in this analysis. Unlike the online texts and the ones inside the exhibition, where 

it was not made evident who had written them, except for the quotes, the authors of the 

catalogue texts are made apparent.  

 

 “Mental Revolution” is the first catalogue text, which immediately follow the forewords, 

both authored by Høyersten. In the text, he addresses the reader directly and uses several non-

art metaphors like jumping on a trampoline, attending a party, and going to the gym, for 

finding meaning through art. He suggests that art has a special way of reminding people of 

what it means to be human, and that art museums and other cultural institutions can work as 

“mental gyms” to help people develop new ways of thinking. However, Høyersten also 

highlights that the institutions need to change because the world needs to be changed, and 

that: “we must stop thinking about art as just a commodity, as a luxury, as aesthetics or as 

																																																								
19 In this chapter the catalogue texts are analyzed as empirical material in the same sense as in the analysis of 
other exhibition texts and components, not as a part of a theoretical approach. 
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historical documents. Instead, we should think of art as tools and means for creating a better 

society”. One of the final paragraphs of the texts is focused on climate issues and the SDGs, 

and Høyersten expresses his belief that there is a need for “a mental revolution” in which art 

and its institutions can provide valuable contributions due to their ability to change thoughts 

and attitudes. He highlights this by stating the following: 
 

That is why we need art and artists. Artists: because they can challenge habitual thinking by imagining 
what has not yet been created. Art: so we can build on this world of imagination and see what does not 
yet exist. (Høyersten 2019, 17) 

 

This ability of art to represent what has not yet been materialized falls in line with the notion 

in museology that art can visualize imagined futures without the constraints of representing 

scientific accuracy (Lindström and Åberg 2017, 235-39). The last point made in the text refers 

to the title of the exhibition, that in order to imagine a better future it is necessary to ask 

questions, because this is crucial for the answers and actions for the future. 

 

The third text is an introduction of the exhibition concept and the featured artworks, written 

by Faurschou. Following an overarching introduction, the text is structured as a walk-through 

of the exhibition that presents the artworks on display, starting by placing the reader in the 

exhibition space: “A floating, gigantic balloon greets you as you approach the exhibition 

[…]” (Faurschou 2019, 21). Faurschou continues by explaining the artworks, resembling a 

guided tour in written format. The information provided is similar to that of the wall texts, and 

in some instances the text is the same. However, this text also includes paragraphs that further 

bring the exhibition themes into social, political, and environmental contexts. An example is 

that unlike the wall texts presented alongside the artworks, this text refers to the UN’s 2030 

agenda and the SDGs. Thus, in some way Faurschou’s written presentation of the artworks 

bridges the gap between the physical exhibition and what is introduced as the exhibition’s 

point of departure – the SDGs. Further, rather than purely viewing each artwork individually 

in relation to its relevance for the exhibition theme, this text provides to a larger extent an 

overarching narrative that invites to see connections between works. 

 

The final text from the catalogue that I will include in this analysis is a peer reviewed research 

article, written by Anette Vandsø, an associate professor at School of Communication and 

Culture - Aesthetics and Culture at Aarhus University.20 In the text “Art for a climate-changed 

																																																								
20 Vandsø is affiliated with ARoS through her research. This is made explicit in the catalogue. 
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world”, she brings forward the alarming state of the environment, demonstrated by the UN 

climate panel in October 2018, and proposes that art is necessary when dealing with climate 

change. She highlights how the climate crisis is not just a scientific phenomenon, but is 

increasingly becoming an issue that affects and connects society at large, forming a shared 

cultural frame of reference. Similar to other texts made for the exhibition, this one also 

suggests that art can work to change notions of what it means to be part of the world, and that 

contemporary art can encourage revision and change in habitual ideas of time, other species, 

and the Earth. The text explores how art can contribute to climate change thinking, through 

academic theories by scholars such as Bruno Latour, Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak and Imre 

Szeman. Throughout the text, works featured in the exhibition are used to demonstrate how 

art can provide reflections on changes in a climate-changed world, and be helpful aids to 

rethink ideas about this world and its future. “Art for a climate-changed world” brings the 

artworks into environmental and political discourses through an academic framework. While 

this may provide a more in-depth understanding of the relevance of art in relation to 

environmental issues, the text may also be perceived as presenting fixed meanings of the 

works or being experienced as inaccessible for some readers. 

 

Exhibition style 
Through the analysis of visual features, artworks, and textual components, the exhibition style 

of Tomorrow is the Question comes across as theme and idea oriented rather than object-led. 

As a contemporary art exhibition, Tomorrow is the Question is aesthetically oriented. From 

the analysis of the visual components of the exhibition, the interior design appears to 

emphasize its function to direct attention towards the art, and the amount of interpretive aids 

inside the exhibition space were limited. Historical and institutional visual characteristics, 

especially those connected to the white cube aesthetic, seem to have had large impact on the 

design elements. These aspects can also signalize a discovery approach rather than a didactic 

one, and illustrates how exhibitions operate as slow media, as Tomorrow is the Question 

presents its theme and the artworks in ways that invite for visitors to explore and engage with 

them, rather than presenting information. However, texts outside the exhibition, online and in 

the catalogue, provides additional interpretations that can be considered informative and 

educational tools. 
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5 Discussion 

 
A space for experiencing art 
As seen from the analysis, the artworks are communicated as to be the main components 

presenting the exhibition subjects in Tomorrow is the Question. By bringing attention to 

environmental challenges and urging for a change in human interaction with the rest of 

nature, as well as presenting the openness and possibilities to shift mindsets and create more 

sustainable futures, several of the works demonstrate interconnection with environmental, 

social, and political ecologies. While some of the links between the art and the challenges 

they are meant to address as a part of this exhibition manifest themselves rather clearly, I 

recognize that in order to engage with the works in more meaningful ways, and make more 

relevant connections to environmental issues, the way they are presented is highly influential 

on their communicative abilities. 

  

In line with the style of the exhibition as aesthetically oriented, other elements that made up 

the physical exhibition worked to facilitate the communicative role assigned to the artworks. 

Rather than the exhibition theme or the messages, the status of the artworks as pieces of 

contemporary art, had the principal impact on the visual character of the exhibition space. 

While the curators intended to provide a narrative that considered the flow of the exhibition, 

as shared by Stampe in the interview, I argue that the layout presenting the artworks did not 

provide a narrative evident throughout the exhibition. Underpinning this, the use of color and 

light settings neither proposed nor supported a visible overarching narrative, nor did they 

appear as particularly relevant for the exhibition theme. Instead, these elements made up what 

is generally considered a suitable space to display and experience contemporary art according 

to certain art museums ideals – a space facilitating immersion. 

 

Some of the works featured in the exhibition are inherently immersive, as the ways in which 

they are intended to be displayed proposes an experience of spatial absorption. A few of them 

also pose multisensory qualities by combining audio or physical touch with visual 

presentation. The immersive experience provides a sense of seclusion from the outside world 

as it is pushed out of vision. Among the environmentally focused works in Tomorrow is the 

Question, this quality is the most evident is teamLab’s installation. Works like Allora & 

Calzadilla’s video and Saraceno’s Aeroke 5.3 installation possess some immersive qualities, 
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as they to some extent position the visitor within the work and use audio to make engaging 

with them a more enclosed experience. However, in the room displaying teamLab’s work 

there was no words placed inside, and the installation further integrated the visitor by making 

their movements directly affect the look of it. Thus, the work is transformed into its 

environment that the visitor occupies. This however, may be considered a representation of 

immersion rather than being immersive, in the sense Wigley deemed The Weather Project to 

be. Instead of evoking a sense of self-forgetting and being deeply merged with the artwork, 

the installation became for many a backdrop for taking photos. While artworks with 

immersive qualities appear to evoke a sense of wonder and possibly associations to the 

subject of the exhibition, I suggest that the focus on the immediate experience of the works 

was more prevalent than their presentations of environmental topics. 

 

By limiting the use of text close to the artworks in the exhibition space, the set-up is intended 

to direct focus towards the art to create knowledge and encourage reflection by experiencing 

the works and the affective information these evokes. While there were some textual elements 

included in the exhibition space alongside the art, the introduction and the wall texts 

presenting individual artworks, the visual features of these were simple and neutral. Further, 

as they in most cases were placed on walls with some distance to the associated works, the 

texts did not demand immediate attention nor override the presence of the work. As 

recognized in the analysis, these features, in combination with design elements like white 

walls, mainly windowless rooms, and the presentation of a restricted number of artworks in 

each room, demonstrate characteristics of the white cube gallery. The emphasis on creating a 

space that isolates the affective experience of the art from the world outside, suggests that the 

white cube, in addition to offering a setting that directs attention to the art, also provides an 

immersive environment. Thus, working in line with Wigley’s notion that the immersive 

exhibition is an opportunity to give visitors a sense of being detached enough from the world 

to reflect upon the world (2016, 3). According to Stampe the museum aimed to create an 

alternative to the white cube in the entrance foyer: 
 

The open gallery part of the exhibition, we have tried to make more like a lounge area where people can 
sit down, chill, talk to each other, we wanted to make it less of a white cube where people feel they 
cannot interact and talk to each other. Because we really want this exhibition to make people talk to 
each other, to have this dialogue, to pose the questions. (Stampe pers. comm. 2019) 

 

While this room did invite for more interaction with some of the works and provided a setting 

that appeared less strict, much due to the ping-pong tables by Tiravanija, I would still argue 
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that most of the exhibition space, including the entrance foyer, demonstrated an interior 

design much in line with a white cube format. 

 

While the immersive, as demonstrated by the white cube format, aims to put the art at the 

center, an understanding of immersiveness as a way to generate atmospheres, emphasizes the 

space established in-between different objects, and in-between objects and visitors. By 

moving away from the notion that centralizes the artworks as possessing the fundamental 

communicative role of the exhibition theme and instead consider them as staging elements 

similar to other visual components in the physical exhibition, it is possible to explore the 

aspect of atmospheres. Accordingly, the understanding of the artworks is transformed from 

that of conveying information about environmental issues and evoke further thoughts on the 

subject, into radiating outwards and participating to generate a sense of space. In such a 

perspective, the focus is on the experience of being present inside the exhibition, and the 

awareness of how standing or moving around the arrangement of exhibition elements, evoke 

spatial sensations. 

 

The creation of presence through atmospheres makes the space into a medium, which I 

suggest, has parallels to how immersive artworks are made into spaces to occupy. This opens 

of for perceiving Tomorrow is the Question’s exhibition space in itself as a catalyst for 

reflections on the environment. Within the framework presented by Bjerregaard, the 

discontinuity of presence is a space that visitors have to fill themselves. This may encourage a 

rethinking of the issues the exhibition engages with, which can evoke new conceptions of the 

world (Bjerregaard 2015, 80), something that is presented as a central ambition of this 

exhibition. The spatial presence of the entrance foyer had impact on my experience and 

evoked associations to the openness of the subjects of the exhibition, but in a space with 

minimal interventions besides the objects on display, visitors are to a large extent left to 

independently interpret spatial sensations into more concrete reflections. 

 

Connecting subject and space 
The artworks were presented to communicate the theme mainly through visual features, and 

to some extent text, audio, and the possibility of physical touch, inside the exhibition space. 

However, the analysis of textual elements associated with the exhibition shows that the usage 

of texts outside the exhibition area provides additional contributions to the presentation of 
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environmental issues. The topic was addressed and contextualized through online texts, the 

exhibition catalogue and the SDGs posters. Such presentations of cognitive information 

through language, facilitating further dialogue, are characteristic of discursive exhibitions. 

 

In a similar way as some of the featured artworks possess immersive qualities independent 

from the specific exhibition, several of the works are also inherently discursive. This entails 

that they carry references and may independently be part of discourses outside of the 

exhibition. The discursive characters of the works can be linked to their interconnection with 

other spheres like science, technology, and politics. Such references and relations may be 

evoked through visual aspects of a work, as with Aeroke 5.3 and what appears as rather 

advanced technology, or with Burtynsky’s photographs that very directly present the 

damaging human impact on natural environments. While such encounters with the works 

independently facilitate a state of curiosity or wonder, discursive aspects of the artworks are 

made most clear through the use of language, like a text explaining that the blocks in 

Charrière’s Future Fossil Spaces come from the world’s largest salt flat that also contains 

lithium, or when Saraceno is quoted: “How would breathing feel in a post fossil fuel 

economy, and what is our responsibility?” Although the wall texts placed alongside the 

artworks and the introduction text offered some context, and presented discursive features by 

linking the art to the exhibition theme, the overall space and the elements it was made up of 

did not demonstrate a discursive approach. The further contextualization that brought 

Tomorrow is the Question in closer dialogue with other environmentally oriented discourses 

was provided by texts located outside the exhibition. 

 

The SDGs posters, unlike the wall texts inside the exhibition area, directly addressed the 

UN’s 2030 agenda and its associated goals, which are aspects emphasized as the exhibition’s 

point of departure in the online texts. Further, as pointed out earlier, the catalogue is presented 

as a central part of Tomorrow is the Question. Faurschou’s written exhibition introduction 

connects the artworks with each other to a larger extent than what is done in the exhibition 

space, and interweaves them into an overarching narrative that shows their relevance to the 

situations and issues they are presented to address. This relevance of the works, in broader 

environmental and socio-political perspectives, is also brought forward through Vandsø’s 

research article, which also places the exhibition within an academic discourse. Additionally, 

as Høyersten’s text highlights the possibilities of art, artists, and cultural institutions, to 

contribute to a more sustainable future, it also draws on social and political aspects including 
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the SDGs. In these texts, the art is presented as elements that can be analyzed and discussed in 

light of broader environmental discourses, and that such engagement can have positive impact 

on the ways humans relate to the rest of the world. In such a perspective, the exhibition can 

partake to stimulate further discussions also outside the sphere of art. Thus, through the use of 

textual elements outside of the physical exhibition that draw on other discourses, as well as 

make the exhibition a part of these, the space and its content – the artworks, are brought 

closer to the subject of environmental issues. 

 

The notion that the exhibition’s white cube characteristics demonstrate an immersive 

exhibition space can be problematized. While this type of exhibition design is often put to use 

for exhibitions of visual arts to provide neutral surroundings for the art on display, and to 

avoid distracting the visitor’s viewing experience, this quality of neutrality should be 

questioned. As noted in the analysis, the white cube represents certain values and attitudes 

towards art. By acknowledging how this format carries conceptions of ways to view artworks 

and endow them with a certain cultural status, the white cube can be recognized as a 

discursive approach to the display of art. In this perspective, Tomorrow is the Question may 

be seen to present environmental issues in an exhibition space that encourages seeing the 

artworks as objects to be viewed as high culture. This can further affect how visitors engage 

with the works and may advocate for aesthetic contemplation rather than seeing the art as 

facilitators for a change in mindsets and socially engaged action. This will be further 

discussed in the last part of this chapter. 

 

Based upon these discussions of analytical findings, I suggest that Tomorrow is the Question 

shows a two-part approach to the presentation of environmental issues: one posing an 

exhibition space with immersive qualities that aims to direct attention to individual artworks 

as communicators, and one focusing on providing context and integrating the art in broader 

discourses on environmental topics. I further argue that what appears as a need to employ 

elements from both ways of presentation, manifests the necessity for interconnection between 

the discursive and the immersive as proposed by Wigley. While this is evident in the 

combination of discursive and immersive artworks, there is a rather distinct separation 

between the approaches of the physical exhibition space and those of the texts outside it. As 

the online and catalogue texts were not immediately available when experiencing the 

exhibition and required accessing them either before or after the visit, the information they 

provide is likely to be missed by a number of visitors. The exhibition and catalogue are 
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presented to share the same objectives, and the catalogue is referred to in different ways by 

the museum. Thereby it can be considered to follow up on what is already presented in the 

exhibition space and offer the option for further exploration. However, seen in a different 

perspective, the separation between the ways of presentation inside and outside the exhibition 

can also lead to a consideration of the space and the catalogue as two independent entities. 

 

An art museum’s dilemma 
The debate of whether art museums should strive to be socially engaged institutions or if they 

rather should provide spaces for aesthetic contemplation with a distance from everyday life 

and socio-political issues, is still ongoing. The different qualities and characteristics that these 

two approaches signify are rooted in ideals and traditions from the history of art museums, 

including internal disputes of the institutional sphere, as well as demands from the societies 

outside it. With arguments for a shift to view art exhibitions as a place for new perspectives 

and change, still being countered by beliefs that the public prefers a space for disengaged 

aesthetic contemplation, this dilemma of art museums can be seen to affect how ARoS 

presented environmental issues in Tomorrow is the Question. 

 

As with discursive and immersive qualities, the individual artworks already possess social 

meanings and may represent values or attitudes related to certain socio-political issues. The 

museum claims that the featured works are relevant for presenting and discussing 

environmental issues. This is demonstrated by the connection that some of the works have to 

scientific and political discourses, which distinctly shows how art can highlight the current 

state of human-nature relationships in ways that encourage reflection upon this beyond the 

sphere of art. The curatorial team represented by Høyersten, Faurschou and Stampe, chose the 

sixteen artists to be featured (Stampe pers. comm. 2019). While this selection entails that the 

museum assigned certain topics, references, and meaning into the exhibition, depending on 

the discourses the artists and their works are already part of, a large amount of what is 

communicated through the art depends on the individual work. According to ARoS, the artists 

represent individual voices with a shared focus on current global issues and abilities to 

challenge perceptions and ways of thinking. This recognition and acknowledgement of the 

works as both independently and collectively suitable entities to present complex subjects like 

environmental issues, can pose challenges for the museum to convey its own interpretations 

or messages in the presentation of the works. While I argue that these aspects seem to be less 



	 52 

emphasized when non-art museums are encouraged to engage with art, it is a central part of 

making exhibitions with art. The absence of an overarching narrative by the museum, visibly 

in the exhibition space, the location of the SDGs posters, and the use of quotes by the artists 

alongside the introduction of each work, appear to be ways for ARoS to attend to this issue. 

 

The exhibition itself and its thematic approach, as well as the initiative behind it, demonstrate 

the museum’s willingness and wish to actively engage with environmental issues – a broad 

topic with social and political relevance. This is particularly evident considering that the 

exhibition is based upon a collaboration with Faurschou, who leads ART 2030. The 

organization’s goal to connect art to the UN’s SDGs is a social and political, as well as a 

cultural ambition, and this aim is transferred to the exhibition by making the goals its point of 

departure. The claim that Tomorrow is the Question demonstrates the ability for art to 

communicate such complex issues, as well as its capabilities to call for dialogue and 

collective action, works in line with Cameron, Hodge and Salazar’s proposition to give art a 

go. They highlight how feelings, emotions, and affect, is vital for human action, and that they 

can be mobilized through art in order to connect with imaginative and creative thinking 

(2015, 262-63). The exhibition aims to illustrate this, as Stampe stated that: “There are some 

artworks that try to make people interact and take action” (Stampe pers. comm. 2019). Such 

qualities of getting involved are also mentioned in some of the texts. However, the exhibition 

does not highlight concrete ways to do so, except for the examples provided in the interviews 

on the SDG posters.21 The emphasis is mainly on how the artworks can challenge habitual 

thinking and perceptions of the world, as a means towards a more sustainable future, and 

possibly inspiring to take action. 

 

The discursive aspects of the exhibition clearly show that ARoS wants to partake in the socio-

political landscape of environmental issues, but the exhibition design, if seen as a means to 

provide a neutral backdrop and immerse visitors in a space separated from the outside, has 

connotations to the aesthetic museum. As emphasized, the physical exhibition space had little 

interpretive or educational elements, and as explained by Stampe, the museum aimed for this 

to be an exhibition that did not necessarily require reading in order to be experienced. 

Features like the uncluttered rooms and the location of the wall texts at what may be 

considered a “tasteful distance” from the artworks, isolate the art, thereby keeping existing 

																																																								
21 I recognize that the exhibition’s public program might have proposed ways to take action more explicitly. 
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meanings and interpretations far enough away so they do not interfere with the viewing 

experience. According to understandings promoted by the aesthetic museum, this facilitates a 

withdrawal from everyday life and can lead to individual revelations. If seen through the 

perspectives of Cuno, ARoS has ability as well as responsibility, to offer the public a place of 

refuge from difficulties presented by environmental issues that affect everyday life and make 

it harder. By limiting what Cuno deems distractions inside the exhibition, the museum avoids 

getting between the viewers and the artworks. This way, according to Cuno, visitors may go 

through an aesthetic and transformative experience that changes their focus from themselves 

to the art and its beauty. The emphasis on such an individual experience appears as 

contradictory to discursive spaces that invite for discussions between different views. An 

understanding of the art museum as primarily a place for aesthetic contemplation proposes the 

notion that by offering people this non-distracting place to experience art, it may change 

them, and make them perceive themselves and the world in different ways. Such an altering 

of the conceptions of what it means to be human in the world today, and a need for people to 

shift towards perspectives that reach beyond themselves, is also presented as central aims for 

Tomorrow is the Question. However, rather than moving their attention towards the pure 

beauty of art, the shift is meant to direct focus towards the shared future of the Earth. 

 

While thematic approaches to exhibitions tend to manifest connections and engagement with 

issues in society, inside the space of Tomorrow is the Question visitors could choose to rather 

freely contemplate and engage with the displayed artworks, without being presented with a 

distinct story or interpretations to follow. While the different exhibition texts contextualize 

the works, and the catalogue makes them appear as more interconnected parts of a narrative, 

this narrative is not a complete one. It does not state a beginning or an end. It takes present 

situations as its starting point and proposes an open ending that people can still contribute to 

shape. This is also evident in the title. By asking questions instead of providing explanations 

or statements, the exhibition engages with the socially and politically relevant topic of 

environmental issues, but at the same time opens up for the kind of personal contemplation 

that is encouraged by the presentation of the works in the exhibition space. 

 

Seemingly, the art museum’s dilemma of social engagement and aesthetic contemplation is 

evident in Tomorrow is the Question. The initiative behind the exhibition, its thematic 

approach, and aim to show how art can partake in environmental discourses as well as 

contribute in processes towards sustainability, manifests an aim to be socially relevant. Still, 
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characteristics of art museums, particularly those rooted in traditions of individual and 

undisturbed encounters with works of art, appear to have considerable impact on how the 

artworks featured in the exhibition are physically presented. As a result, the exhibition space 

demonstrates an environment that strives to work as a neutral backdrop for experiencing 

contemporary art, while this very backdrop carries its own associations that risk causing 

visitors to interpret the works with specific status. In Payne’s research on climate change in 

art exhibitions, characteristics brought forward by what she refers to as “art world norms for 

large exhibitions” made up a space that she considered to possess the ability to foster more 

interesting possibilities for thinking about issues like climate change, than what a more 

didactic and explicitly politically activist exhibition might do (Payne 2015, 166-72). While 

Payne’s conclusion advocates for exhibitions that engage with environmental issues through 

aesthetic approaches that might be separate and different from political and scientific spheres 

(2015, 172), Tomorrow is the Question additionally brings art into such discourses by the use 

of elements outside the exhibition space. 

 

By paralleling the social engagement of Tomorrow is the Question with the discursive 

approaches of the exhibition on one side, and effects on the exhibition space from ideals of 

aesthetic contemplation with the facilitation for immersive experiences on the other, the issue 

of division resurfaces. The presentation of the exhibition theme and the works of art may be 

experienced as in two parts: one of individual and aesthetic contemplation of artworks, and 

one exploring the environmental, social, and political issues that the artworks address, 

through reading and contextualization. It is possible to argue that connecting a space intended 

for personal contemplation to broader contexts, through the use of written elements, is one 

way of working towards interconnecting the discursive and the immersive, as well as bridging 

the gap between social engagement and aesthetic contemplation. However, I suggest that the 

distinctions of these approaches and how they are divided between the physical exhibition 

space and the elements outside it, show that art museums are met with a challenge when 

attempting to practice engagement with environmental issues through their exhibitions. While 

the motivations and ambitions to take part in larger environmental discourses is manifested in 

the theme and message of Tomorrow is the Question, characteristics rooted in traditions and 

ideals make it challenging for the museum to create a presentation of contemporary artworks 

in the exhibition, which clearly show their relevance and possible impact on the issues being 

addressed. Thus, leading to introduce additional interpretive and contextualizing elements 

outside the exhibition space. 
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A central aspect of the presentation of the artworks is the perception that the works possess 

abilities to communicate meaningfully with little to no interpretation from the museum. This 

is suggested by the design of the space, as well as ARoS aim for it to be an exhibition that 

could be experienced with or without reading the texts. The qualities of artworks to approach 

environmental issues on emotional levels, in addition to those of reason and knowledge, and 

not being restricted to demonstrate scientific accuracy, do propose unique ways to engage 

with the subject. Based on my analysis, the artworks, whether discursive or immersive, and 

whether they evoke resonance or wonder, can captivate attention and inspire contemplation of 

the issues presented. However, recognizing the relevance of Ravelli’s notion that thematic 

exhibitions aiming to engage a broad audience need to use texts that contextualize objects, I 

argue that bringing these initial responses and experiences into more meaningful discussions 

and engagements require contextualization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



	 56 

6 Concluding remarks 

 
In this thesis I have attempted to explore how art museums present environmental issues 

through contemporary art exhibitions. I have done this by examining how the subject was 

presented in the exhibition Tomorrow is the Question at ARoS. Through my analysis of 

exhibition elements like design, color, display, texts, and some of the featured artworks, I 

found that the artworks were proposed as being the main components to communicate about 

the exhibition theme, while other elements were to facilitate this. As seen from the analysis, 

qualities of art, such as its abilities to evoke emotional response through multisensory 

experiences and wonder, its associative features and interconnection with other ecologies, and 

its exemption from being bound to scientific accuracy, presents different aspects and ways of 

thinking about environmental issues. While the presentation of the artworks in the exhibition 

seemingly suggests that the they have a capability to communicate independently, I propose 

that the works require contextualization in order to show capability for bigger impact on 

attitudes that may further lead to concrete actions towards more sustainable futures. 

 

By using the concept of the discursive and the immersive to investigate both material and 

contextual aspects of the presentation of environmental topics in Tomorrow is the Question, I 

have demonstrated how the museum emphasized immersive experience of affective 

encounters with the artworks inside the exhibition space, while broader contextualization and 

discursive perspectives were offered by texts outside the physical exhibition area. The thesis 

further demonstrates parallels between the use of discursive and immersive exhibition 

features, and the relation between social engagement and facilitation for individual aesthetic 

contemplation in art museums. Much in line with white cube aesthetics and its aim to work as 

a neutral backdrop for viewing and contemplating art, ARoS practiced a restricted use of text 

alongside the artworks inside the exhibition space to avoid disturbance, and instead provided 

contextualization that more distinctly connected the artworks to relevant social, political, and 

environmental spheres, through the exhibition catalogue, texts online, and additional posters. I 

argue that this illustrates a dilemma for art museums, where the traditions and ideals of these 

institutions to facilitate aesthetic experiences secluded from the outside world, conflicts with a 

socially engaged art museum. Thus, while working with contemporary art as objects of 

display offers unique communicative possibilities, some institutional values and attitudes 

associated with it pose vital challenges when aiming to connect them with social engagement. 
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Interestingly, a lot of what appears as challenges caused by art museum characteristics when 

engaging with environmental issues, often represent another side of what may be considered 

possibilities. While spaces with little explanatory elements can cause difficulties for 

interpreting meanings and messages of the artworks and making connections to the social 

issues they aim to address, this may invite for more free and personal interpretations and 

reflections. Further, it can prove challenging to urge for action through abstract aesthetic 

expressions, but the openness and encouraging possibilities introduced through art can be 

helpful to counterbalance scientific data and what may come across as demanding calls for 

action. It is important to take into consideration challenges of engaging contemporary art in 

museum work on socially relevant issues like environmental challenges, like how the works 

are displayed may implicitly infuse them with status as autonomous of the rest of the world. 

However, coinciding with Cameron, Hodge and Salazar, I would encourage museums to take 

on this challenge and attempt to make art a more integrated part of the social and political 

discourses of environmental issues because its promising potential is still largely unexplored. 

 

The thesis research questions could have been approached in various ways. ARoS hosted 

guided tours and put together a public program for Tomorrow is the Question. As I recognize 

that this represents relevant aspects on how the museum engaged with environmental issues, I 

propose investigation of educational and informative activities as relevant for further study on 

how art museums engage with these topics. While visitor studies could have provided insight 

into how representatives of different demographics experienced the exhibition, comparative 

analyses with an exhibition in a different type of museum or one with more artist involvement 

as part of the production, would be interesting ways to further explore engagement through 

art. I also consider investigation of museum practices for increased sustainability inside the 

institution as interesting and important. Nevertheless, with the aim to contribute to the 

exploration of the presentation of environmental issues in art museum exhibitions, this thesis 

has provided insight into some of the complexities of such practices by taking into account 

contemporary art as objects of display as well as institutional characteristics. 

 

Lastly, I would like to close with the following: While the prospect of art museums to provide 

a space to escape hardships and challenges may have certain appeal, in times like these with 

all its sudden demands for change and call for confrontations to rethink our worldviews, it 

seems impossible to argue for anything but social engagement, also for art museums. 
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Appendix 
 

 

Intervjuguide - utvalg 1 
 

Research project: Master’s thesis in Museology and Cultural Heritage Studies 

Department of Culture Studies and Oriental Languages, University of Oslo 

Method: Semi structured interview 

 

Working title: Exhibiting a Time of Crisis: Environmental Issues in 

Contemporary Art Exhibitions 

 

The Exhibition 
 

o Idea and inspiration behind the exhibition Tomorrow is the Question at Aarhus Art 

Museum (ARoS). Early work, like concept development, etc. 

o Collaboration between ARoS and ART 2030 for the exhibition. 

o The exhibition’s overlaying theme and message, and the purpose of this. 

o Selection of art/artists. Collaboration with the artists or their studios/representatives. 

o Organising and producing the exhibition: curatorial work, creating the layout, etc. 

o Response. From professionals, critics, media, visitors. 

o Intentions: encourage visitors - reflection, engagement, take action. Participate in 

social debates. 

 

The Museum: profile and practices 
 

o ARoS’ profile in relation to sustainability and environmental issues. 

o Other projects related to environmental issues etc. 

o Goals for sustainable operation.  

o Practices: measures for sustainability. 

o Collaborations, partnerships, sponsoring. 
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Museums, art and environmental challenges 

 
o The role of museums in relation to urgent and future challenges related to 

environmental issues. Art museums in comparison to natural history museums, 

science museums etc.  

o The role of art in relation to environmental issues. 

o Art exhibitions as contributions in discussions about environmental issues. 

o Museums and the public. 

 

 


