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I begin with a confession. The title of this essay 
”The Social History of Art” is a false adver-
tisement of sorts: a seemingly academic take 
on a project staged by Pierre Huyghe and Rir-
krit Tirivanja at Portikus entitled In the Belly 
of Anarchitect.1 An art historian would not be 
wrong to think the following was an exercise 
in methodology. ”Social art history” after all, 
broadly demonstrates the ways in which works 
of art internalize a larger social field—whether 
economic issues of patronage; or ideological 
claims on politics; or representations of dif-
ference in the contested forms of class, race, 
and gender. Social art history, understood in 
these general terms, is regarded as one of the 
most important approaches to the study of art. 
Its scholarship occupies the lion’s share of the 
discipline.

Here, however, I have little interest in such 
historiographic reflections. From my offside 
participation in, and perspective on, Tira-vi-
nija and Huyghe’s work, my attitude towards 
the ”social” in art is far less rarefied than what 
my title implies. In fact, you could call it reso-
lutely mundane. My stake here, rather, is in 
the sociability of ”In the Belly of Anarchitect”: 
the social world—a temporally contingent 
and ever precarious world—that was a neces-
sary aspect of its production. Far from sugge-
sting that this world was merely a by-product 
of such processes—and far from indulging in 
little more than art world gossip—I want to pro-
pose that this social world is the very ground of 
the work of art. That the point of departure for 
Huyghe and Tiravanija’s project was Gordon 
Matta-Clark—a catalytic figure in the early 
SoHo art community of the 1970s, best known 
for his architectural cuttings—tells us some-
thing about the indivisibility between their 
work and its social horizon.

So, then, what would such a ”social art hi-
story” or ”criticism” actually look like? What 
form would it take at Portikus? A few recoll-
ections shed light on the implications of this 
project which, at its most successful, traveled 

well beyond the walls of Portikus itself.
A couple of years ago, I received the e-mail 

with an invitation: would I be interested in 
working on a project with Tiravanija and 
Huyghe at Portikus, one that ostensibly took 
up the legacy of Gordon Matta-Clark? (The 
meaning of the adverbial qualifier will be-
come clear shortly.) Of course I would. I had 
known Rirkrit for some time and I had always 
admired his work. I also had great respect for 
Huyghe’s art at a distance. Both artists (them-
selves good friends) had variously confronted 
Matta-Clark’s oeuvre in their respective prac-
tices. Tiravanija’s performances involving 
cooking and serving Thai food in museums 
and galleries, evince a deep awareness of Mat-
ta-Clark’s own culinary experiments made 
some two decades earlier. Huyghe’s film Light 
Conical Intersect was in explicit dialogue with 
Matta-Clark’s Conical Intersect, the spiraling 
building cut produced near the future site of 
the Centre Georges Pompidou in 1975. Both 
artists, in other words, had simultaneously 
internalized something of Matta-Clark’s ge-
nealogy as well as implicitly challenged its 
viability for more recent art. Their Portikus 
project would call upon these two seemingly 
contradictory positions, as if to ask: what is 
the social dimension of this work as it takes 
place in time and by necessity changes in hi-
story and space.

A plan was hatched, facilitated by Jochen 
Volz, curator at Portikus; Francesca Gras-
si, right-hand woman of Tiravanija’s studio; 
Houcine Bouhlou, head chef of Frankfurt’s 
Städelschule; and Birnbaum in his capacity 
as Rector of the art academy. This would be, in 
short, a group effort. Huyghe and Tiravanija 
would produce a site-based project that bore 
a generalized relationship to Matta-Clark’s 
building cuts, such as Splitting (his infamous 
cleaving of a disused home in Englewood, New 
Jersey in 1973) and Food, the artist-run re-
staurant he co-founded in 1971 with Caroline 
Gooden, Tina Girouard, Suzanne Harris and 
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Rachel Lew. The initial idea was to construct 
a makeshift edifice out of gingerbread within 
the space, a proposal that would prove unfea-
sible. A flat, Mediterranean-style bread would 
be substituted, serving as an ersatz—and 
edible— masonry wall . In turn, pieces of the 
bread, resembling massive paving stones or 
bricks, would be secured to a chicken wire ar-
mature stretched across a wall. During the ope-
ning, the artists would cut through the bread 
with a ”chainsaw” (in reality, an electric bread 
cutter) and guests would be invited to eat their 
way ”through the walls” to an enclosed space 
in which films by Matta-Clark would subse-
quently be projected. At some point during the 
week, I would give two lectures on Matta-Clark 
and Food to provide historical context for the 
proceedings. Two graffiti artists were invited 
to tag the inner space of Portikus in a nod to 
Matta-Clark’s own fascination with urban se-
miotics . And an enormous sheet cake, frosted 
and decorated to resemble the suburban pro-
totype in Splitting, would be bisected a la Mat-
ta-Clark and then served to onlookers with its 
”eaves” preserved like the artist’s Four Cor-
ners. The title of the event itself (”In the Belly 
of Anarchitect”) made pointed reference to the 
culinary dimensions of Matta-Clark’s work as 
well as his larger notion of ”anarchitecture” 
and the Anarchitecture ”group” of which he 
was a part. Formed around the same time that 
Food opened, the Anarchitecture group was a 
casual meeting of friends who attempted to re-
alize a practice, sensibility or mode of thought 
that stood in excess of architecture proper.

There’s little doubt that the description of 
the project suggests an homage of a type—a 
good-natured performance of art historical 
pedigree—but conceiving of and making the 
work extended well beyond slavish repro-
ductions of Matta-Clark’s art and its histori-
cally specific implications. You could say, in 
fact, that Huyghe and Tiravanija understood 
Matta-Clark’s short-lived projects so well that 
they recognized the conceptual impossibility 

of any unmediated aesthetic translation from 
the past: both artists are well attuned of what 
is temporally contingent in works of art, ack-
nowledging that the repetition of an artistic 
gesture over time constitutes an act of dif-
ference, not sameness. Perhaps more than any 
other factor, the social relations that obtained 
in the process of this artistic ”transmission” 
guaranteed a quantitatively changed field for 
the project’s production and reception.

Consider, for instance, the relationship bet-
ween the host institution and the Städelschule 
across the Main, a legacy sustained by student 
involvement at the Portikus. And consider fur-
ther how the Städelschule brought its own pe-
culiar social history to the table set by Huyghe, 
Tiravanija, and Matta-Clark, one organized 
around the kitchen and the rituals of cooking 
and eating. Constructed in 1980 under the di-
rection of Peter Kubelka, the large kitchen oc-
cupying the ground floor of the academy was 
intended as a laboratory for the students—a 
”studio” for experiments in cooking, archi-
tecture and art. It is important to note that its 
formation was historically removed from—
indeed, independent of—Matta-Clark’s own 
culinary aesthetic advanced a world away in 
the lower Manhattan of the 1970s. For the Por-
tikus project, Bouhlou would oversee a diverse  
group of students baking the bread used to 
build the walls of Tiravanija’s and Huyghe’s 
project, as well as the preparation of the many 
dips accompanying the bread at the opening. 
Over the course of the week , the movements 
and exchanges between students and former 
students of the Stadeschule suggested that the 
construction of the work, and by extension, the 
range of expectations and experiences brought 
to it, well exceeded the received wisdom on the 
singularity of artistic authorship. At the Porti-
kus itself, an impressive team of young artists 
labored tirelessly to get the installation right.

These social variables open onto a larger 
artistic network irreducible to the historical 
figure of Matta-Clark but that are neverthe-
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less stamped by his conceptual contribution: 
the sense that a community involved in the 
production of a work of art is always social and 
socializing but is itself inessential.Now when 
I use this word ”inessential” to describe the-
se social operations, I do not mean negligible 
or irrelevant, but indeterminate. (In my book 
on Matta-Clark, I have also referred to this 
”inessential” social horizon as ”workless,” 
borrowing the rhetoric of Georges Bataille 
and thinkers such as Maurice Blanchot and 
Jean-Luc Nancy after him on ”inoperative” 
communities.) The question as to how a work 
of art emerges out of this constellation of in-
essential social forces was, in fact, the princi-
ple issue animating the lecture I gave on the 
restaurant Food. The talk, entitled ”The Raw 
and the Baked” wondered about the specula-
tive dimension of Food for the present: what 
do we stand to inherit from Matta-Clark’s  
example? As I stated:

The pioneer spirit of artists living in the 
area in the late sixties and early seventies—
that sense of constructing or building toward 
a new artistic community in a neighborhood 
largely abandoned by industry—found its ar-
chitectural complement at the site of Food and 
the unfinished, untutored art spaces such as 
112 Greene Street less than a block away, spaces 
in which Matta-Clark had an important role 
in constructing. That Food—and the work of 
Matta-Clark, by extension—is the stuff of art 
world mythology would seem to place both 
outside the present, render them inaccessible, 
so to speak, to our current situation as artists, 
critics, curators and art historians. What 
right do we have, in 2004, to appropriate this 
project as a kind of historical source material; 
or imagine that we could recapture the spirit 
of that enterprise?
The short answer revolved around the ges-
tures of cooking, eating, and drinking, activi-
ties at the foundation of social ritual. Calling 
Food a kind of myth of the art world, I made 
use of Claude Lévi-Strauss’s The Raw and 

the Cooked (a book owned by Matta-Clark) to 
parse this phenomenon: 

As the first volume of the four-part series 
Mythologiques, The Raw and the Cooked be-
gins with what Lévi-Strauss calls a ”key myth” 
of the Bororo involving incest and a prodigal 
son theme. Rather than considering this myth 
in isolation, however, Lévi-Strauss’s project 
was to understand it as part of a myth ”sys-
tem”—as a kind of human speech subject to 
the greater rules of language and communica-
tion elaborated in the structural linguistics of 
Ferdinand de Saussure. Indeed Lévi-Strauss 
was not content to read myth as ”mere” sto-
rytelling, the confabulations of ”primitives” 
who could little understand the natural world. 
Myth, rather, is a form of language itself and 
thus pivotal to our understanding of the social. 
Discerning the constituent features shared by 
all kinds of myth—”mythemes” is what Lévis-
Strauss called them—and their transforma-
tion over time would enable a more system-
atic, more integrated approach to the study of 
culture and society. As Lévi-Strauss writes in 
the opening paragraph, ”The aim of this book 
is to show how empirical categories—such as 
the categories of the raw and the cooked, the 
fresh and the decayed, the moistened and the 
burned, etc.—can nonetheless be used as con-
ceptual tools with which to elaborate abstract 
ideas and combine them in the form of propo-
sitions.” 

To be sure, The Raw and the Cooked is less 
about food than it is about the peculiar social 
relations that obtain through the opposition 
and transmission of such categories in South 
American myth: the tropes of the ”raw” and 
the ”cooked” or ”roasted,” for example, stand 
as signs for the acquisition and origin of fire 
and the forms of sociability that come with 
them. And even though Lévi-Strauss’s re-
search on myth extended well beyond the 
scope of food and eating as such, it is hardly 
accidental that the activities of cooking, eating 
and their social dimensions served as organiz-

––– 245 –––

 In the Belly of  Anarchitect ––– Pamela M. Lee



ing principles for his classifications: note, for 
instance, that another volume in the series 
Mythologiques was entitled The Origin of 
Table Manners. For our purposes, some of the 
categories the anthropologist draws upon in 
The Raw and the Cooked—raw, cooked, fresh, 
decayed, burned—are propositions or propos-
als through which we can approach the work of 
Food and Matta-Clark more generally. We will 
explore the idea that the structure of cooking 
and eating is contiguous with Matta-Clark’s 
peculiar mode of art making with architec-
ture. By extension, we will consider Food, and 
related work, a proposal on the sociability of 
works of art: the fluid and ever-shifting com-
munities organized around them.

These historical (even anthropological) 
claims made for Matta-Clark’s work were 
humorously mirrored in the social engage-
ments that took place the week of Tiravanija 
and Huyghe’s installation. More than a few 
hours, for instance, were spent with a sizeable 
crew over Frankfurter beer and cuisine on a 
dilapidated boat docked on the Main. Since 
the opening of the exhibition coincided with 
European Soccer Cup 2004, a television dating 
from God-knows-when showed endless rounds 
of football. Food, drink, and soccer served as 
the immediate focal points for socializing (and 
how could they not, with such hot-button topics 
on offer as British hooligans, Zinedine Zidane 
and a sportscaster wearing a drab brown suit 
as monotonous as his delivery?) but the con-
versation turned repeatedly to art, aesthetics, 
art criticism, galleries, museums and artists. 
And over the week—over beer, coffee, dubious 
Asian food, breakfast and other assorted food-
stuffs—exchanges ranged easily from Adorno 
to a dog predicting the winner of the football 
matches to Tiravanija’s work in Thailand to 
Huyghe’s thoughts on time and the non-site. 
Not quite the stuff of early SoHo and not quite 
the Anarchitecture group; but quite a lot of 
speculation on the subject of art. That specu-
lation underscored something about the open-

ness and sense of possibility set into motion by 
the project and, just as important, something 
beyond it.

Discussions of this nature effectively exter-
nalized Tiravanija and Huyghe’s work to a so-
cial horizon much larger and more mundane 
than the architectural space of Portikus that 
only literally contained it. Those conversations 
revealed that the project was as much off-site 
as site-specific, as much about the social world 
subtending the work as that which it might al-
legedly reflect. To my mind, this was the anar-
chitectural dimension of In the Belly of Anarchi-
tect and its success as a belated encounter with 
Matta-Clark’s own social experiments. Indeed 
this communal (because culinary) sensibility 
was ultimately confirmed after the opening of 
the show with a gesture that highlighted the pe-
culiar timeliness of Matta-Clark’s lessons for 
the present. For it was then—after the bread had 
been baked, the walls assembled and cut—that 
a crowd found its way to a late-night gathering 
hosted by a group of young Frankfurt artists. 
They were, so it seems, in the habit of regularly 
cooking feasts for the local art community in 
a raw and ungentrified space claimed for that 
very purpose. Certainly these acts recalled the 
historical efforts of Matta-Clark, but they also 
evoked a more contemporary touchstone in the 
work of Tiravanija, whose teaching and earlier 
projects at Portikus and the Städelschule had 
made an obvious impression. At one point over 
the raucous noise and din of eating and drink-
ing (veal, potatoes, greens, beer, wine), Tira-
vanija pointed out that the makeshift kitchen 
bore an uncanny resemblance to the cooking 
arrangements he himself had used in muse-
ums and galleries and other spaces. He pointed 
this out with a smile.

As for the meal itself? Well, it was delicious. 

–––––––
1) The second confession I have to make is that I borrow this 

notion liberally from my friend the art historian Richard Meyer, 
who once responded to a reading I gave on Andy Warhol in these 
terms. Thanks Richard.
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Pamela M. Lee, Portikus 2004



Im Testament des 1816 verstorbenen Stifters des 
Städel’schen Kunstinstitutes Johann Friedrich 
Städel findet sich die Forderung verankert, im 
Rahmen des Instituts eine Architekturklasse ein-
zurichten. So wurde 1824 mit dem Karlsruher 
Heinrich Hübsch einer der wichtigsten Baumei-
ster des 19. Jahrhunderts als erster Lehrer der 
Architekturklasse berufen. Ihm folgten zahlrei-
che bedeutende Architekturgrößen. Hierzu zäh-
len im 19. Jahrhundert Friedrich Maximilian 
Hessemer, Oskar Sommer und Wilhelm Manchot 
(beide Schüler von Gottfried Semper), in den 
zwanziger Jahren Ernst May und Ferdinand Kra-
mer, ab 1954 Johannes Krahn sowie anschließend 
Carlfried Mutschler (der bei Egon Eiermann stu-
diert hatte). Unter Günter Bock, der 1970 als Pro-
fessor an die Städelschule kam, wurde die Archi-
tekturklasse zum postgraduierten Studiengang 
umstrukturiert. 

Durch entsprechende Symposien und Beru-
fungen, wie die von Sir Peter Cook und dem Spa-
nier Enric Miralles, gewann die Architekturklas-
se zusehends an internationalem Ansehen. Darü-
ber hinaus sind seit etlichen Jahren der Städel-
schule als Architekturtheoretiker Mark Wigley 
sowie Beatrice Columina und Sanford Kwinter 
verbunden.

Seit 2001 leitet Ben van Berkel, Mitbegründer 
des niederländischen UNStudios, gemeinsam mit 
dem Norweger Johan Bettum die Architektur-
klasse, die seit Oktober 2006 den postgraduierten 
Masterstudiengang „Advanced Architectural De-
sign“ (AAD) anbietet. Bettum ist verantwortlich 
für akademische Inhalte, Forschung und Lehre 
der Architekturklasse. Eine verstärkte Präsenz 
der Architekturklasse im Stadtkontext wird durch 
Kooperationen mit dem Deutschen Architektur-
museum in Frankfurt/Main in Form von Aus-
stellungs- und Vortragsreihen sichtbar.

The testament of  the founder of  the Städel’sches 
Kulturinstitut, Johann Friedrich Städel, who 
died in 1816, firmly stipulates that an architec-
ture class be created within the framework of  the 
institute. Thus, in 1824, Heinrich Hübsch from 
Karlsruhe, one of  the most important architects 
of  the 19th century, was appointed the first teach-
er of  the architecture class. Among his succes-
sors were many architects of  great renown, in-
cluding, in the 19th century, Friedrich Maximili-
an Hessemer, Oskar Sommer, and Wilhelm Man-
chot (the latter two students of  Semper’s); in the 
twenties, Ernst May and Ferdinand Kramer; and 
since 1954, Johannes Krahn, followed by Carlfried 
Mutschler (who had been a student under Egon 
Eiermann). Under the leadership of  Günter 
Bock, who joined the Städelschule as a professor 
in 1970, the architecture class was restructured 
as a postgraduate program.

Through symposia and felicitous appoint-
ments such as those of  Sir Peter Cook and the 
Spanish architect Enric Miralles, the architec-
ture class rapidly gained international renown. 
Moreover, the Städelschule has maintained close 
relations for many years with architectural theo-
rists Mark Wigley, Beatrice Columina, and San-
ford Kwinter.

Since 2001, Ben van Berkel, co-founder of  the 
Dutch architectural practice UNStudio, and Jo-
han Bettum from Norway have been co-directing 
the architecture class, which has offered a post-
graduate Master’s program in “Advanced Archi-
tectural Design” (AAD) since October 2006. Bettum 
is responsible for the academic content, research 
and teaching activities in the Architecture Class. 
The architecture class has been increasingly visi-
ble in the urban context of  Frankfurt through ex-
hibition and lecture series organized in coopera-
tion with the Deutsches Architekturmuseum, 
Frankfurt/Main.

Architektur
und Kunst
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