week2| How Historical Works Become
Contemporary Art

written by Luosijie Ding
1.000 2.00000 3.00 4.0000

From “Translation of Traditional Media” to “Collocation of Time”

Curating does not change the traditional media itself but, through the
reorganising of space, narrative, and viewing mode, makes historical
works enter contemporary perception. This idea mainly discusses how
the media can be reorganised. However, the core question is, why can
some historical works or historical images themselves still enter the

context of contemporary art and contemporary curation?

Terry Smith’s understanding of contemporaneity is needed here. What Is
Contemporary Art? He described “contemporariness” as “multiple ways of
being in time at once”, that is, multiple time states coexist. Thus,
“contemporary” is not just the present in time but a state in which
different historical levels meet, overlap, and continue to function in
the present. In other words, whether a work is “contemporary” depends
not only on when it was created, but also on whether it can still

respond to today’s problems and be reactivated in the new context.
How historical images are reproduced in contemporary times.

The significance of John Tunnard lies in providing an earlier
reference: his works show that historical works may continue to be
related to contemporary issues because of their treatment of

landscape, psychological experience, and modernity’s tension.

But if Tunnard emphasises the conceptual continuity of historical
works, Rego further shows that historical images can be rewritten
directly by contemporary art.
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Paula Rego is a clear example. Her “The Betrothal: Lessons: The
Shipwreck is clearly based on Hogarth’s Marriage a la Mode; that is,
it is not simply a reference to historical style but a recreation of
historical narrative structure. Historical images are no longer
preserved objects here but have become materials for contemporary
artists to speak again.

Under this framework, contemporary art does not always create brand-
new images, but it can also generate new social significance by

misappropriating, rewriting, and recounting historical works.

Historical art can not only be re-displayed but also really
participate in the generation of contemporary art because of its
conceptual continuity and image reproducibility. Traditional art is no
longer just a legacy of the past but a part of the current cultural

production.



