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Ger van Elk,
The wider the flatter, 1972

Kröller-Müller Museum; sanneke stigter

Olafur Eliasson,
Notion Motion, 2005 
Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen; elbrig de groot, 
Jaap guldemond

the installation, specially made for museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, consists 
of three consecutive situations using water and light to visualise the reflection 
of the light on the water, linked to the movement of the gallery visitors. 
connected by a long, elevated wooden walkway, the situations experiment with 
vibrations as a phenomenon that defines and reconfigures space. In his large-
scale installation eliasson explores the consequences of visitor movement 
within a museum space, thus drawing attention to the fact that no space is 
neutral or stable. 
the Werkstatt / Büro olafur eliasson had been doing research for this project 
for more than a year. they prepared technical drawings and one employee 
came to the museum to lead the installation. Notion Motion was executed 
by a building company and the technical staff of the museum. The artist was 
present for the fine-tuning. The installation was acquired through the donation 
of a private collector, on the condition that it is shown every five years. 
the project was focused mainly on the complexities of re-installation. since 
Notion Motion is built anew every time with new materials, physical 
preservation has no relevance. But precise documentation, both of the material 
aspects and the concept are extremely important for the preservation of the 
work for the future. two key aspects were unclear: whether the work was 
site-specific and, connected to this, the possibility of loans. The research was 
complicated by the fact that some of the people involved in the first installation 
left the museum before a proper registration or documentation of the work and 
its complexities could be made.
For the first time in Museum Boijmans Van Beuningen, documen tation of the 
work was arranged thoroughly in various media, thanks to the experiences in 
the Inside Installations project so far. The different files about Notion 

Motion had to be found in almost ten locations in the museum. upon investi-
gating the sketches that were made during the installation and dismantling of 
Notion Motion, it became clear new construction drawings were needed. 
After interviewing the technicians who were involved with the first installation 
and after research in the documentation, an extensive questionnaire was sent 
to eliasson and his Büro. an interview with eliasson is scheduled as well. He 
would like to show one of the rooms of Notion Motion in a retrospective 
exhibition that will travel through the us in 2009. this means the questions of 
site-specifity and loan will have to be clarified in the near future.
the results of this case study are twofold: on the one hand this complex instal-
lation has become more manageable in the future, because of the precise 
documentation; on the other hand, the museum is still forced to rethink the 
ways information is gathered and stored. 
a couple of key issues in preserving complex installations became apparent. at 
the moment of acquisition, the work is a ‘hot topic’. When the first enthusiasm 
and some of the people involved have gone, a lot of the understanding of the 
work disappears, even though it might be documented. 
the case emphasizes the changed conditions for preservation of a collection. 
It became very clear that models and new protocols to handle complex 
installations should be appropriate for the daily practice in museums or 
related institutions. apart from this, it is important that there is a common 
responsi bility in the museum for preservation and presentation issues. 
the re-installation of a part of Notion Motion in the near future could be 
an important test to see whether the thorough documentation and registration 
of the work has succeeded and whether this case-study has resulted in making 
this complex installation more manageable.

this work consists of 10 identical chromogenic colour photographs mounted 
in aluminium strips in front of one another, each describing a wider angle from 
90º in the rear to 180º in the front, which is flat. This triangular structure is 
horizontally positioned in a specific corner in front of the very same spot on the 
wall that is depicted in the photograph, generating a visual doubling. Because 
of discolouration and physical damage, the photographs were in bad condition 
and the artwork could no longer be displayed. The site-specificity of the art-
work was questioned or actually prompted by the artist as well as the museum 
while discussing the case. Van elk shows how a real angle in the corner of the 
museum is visually straightened out by the artwork, replacing reality by its de-
piction and at the same time transforming it. the idea of the artwork lies within 
the visual impact that is generated at the moment of perception. It is clear that 
the image must be in excellent condition in order to achieve the proper effect.
The work was first created for the Van Abbemuseum. Then the photo showed 
the white painted textile covered walls the work was positioned in front of. the 
Kröller-müller museum acquired the work shortly after this show. the former 
director of the museum had chosen a new location in agreement with the artist. 
new photographs were made and replaced the old ones in 1973. a year later 
the work was lent out to the stedelijk museum amsterdam and exhibited with 
a picture on the side explaining the context in the Kröller-müller museum. 
after the show the work got damaged. new prints from the old negative did 
not satisfy the artist and a new picture was made that was used to restore the 
artwork. Further loan requests were not granted any more. It was stated that 
the work was made for this specific site in the museum and thus could not be 
exhibited outside of this context.
What can be concluded from the artist’s interview is that the specific wall that 
The wider the flatter is made for is irrelevant, but that it is the visual 
relation of the wall and the object that is essential to the artwork. this means 
that The wider the flatter can be characterized as ‘site-related’ rather 
than ‘site-specific’ because, to the artist, the work could be installed anywhere, 
as long as the photographs on the aluminium structure correspond to its 
surroun dings. this means that the functionality of the artwork will not be 
damaged when the architectural setting changes as long as the photographs 
are changed to correspond with it.
The site is still there and it was decided not to consider a different location. 
Because the site had been repainted and the photographs were in such a bad 
condition that even after conservation they would never be able to generate 
the desired effect, a new photo was made for the work that was authorized by 
the artist. the photo was taken with a traditional technical camera, enlarged in 
an analogue way and printed on chromogenic paper, all similar to the original 
techniques. matte paper was chosen, as the silkscreen pattern that characte-
rized the original prints is no longer available. the new photographs are 
adhered in a reversible way on top of the old photographs of which the gelatine 
layers were first cleaned and consolidated. Only the most damaged photo-
graph on the front strip is removed, as well as the one on the rear strip so that 
the original signature is saved. Because the photographic industry will 
eventually stop processing analogue photographs it was decided to make an 
extra set of chromogenic prints that are now authorized by the artist. 
The final conservation treatment is designed around the essential visual 
balance between the image and reality that is so crucial for the experience of 
The wider the flatter, in combination with the history of the artwork and 
the intention of the artist.
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Phil collins, they shoot horses, 2004
© Phil collins, courtesy Kerlin gallery, dublin | tate collection (t12030) 

tacita dean, Disappearance at Sea, 1996 
© tacita dean, courtesy Frith street gallery, london | tate collection (t07455)

olafur eliasson, Notion Motion, 2005 | Photo: Hans Wilschut 

carlos garaicoa, Letter to the Censors (Carta a los censores), 2003 
© carlos garaicoa manso | Photo:tate conservation | tate collection (t11864)

Pierre Huyghe, Two Minutes Out of Time, 2000 | Photo: Peter cox

greg lynn & Fabian marcaccio, The Predator, 1999 | Photo: gregg lynn studio

gustav metzger, Liquid Crystal Environment, 1965-66 (remake 2005)
© gustav metzger | tate collection (t12160) 

Bruce nauman, MaPPiNg ThE STuDiO ii with color shift, flip, flop & flip/flop (Fat Chance John Cage), 2001 
@ ars, ny and dacs, london 2005 | Photo: tate Photography | co-owned by tate (t11893), Pompidou centre Paris, 

Kunstmuseum Basel 

nam June Paik, One Candle, 1988 | Photo: axel schneider 

 tino sehgal, This is Propaganda, 2002
no photograph available as the artist does not allow any documentation of his installations. 
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