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Christopher Marinos: Your work has a marked denunciatory character. 
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etology: A Discussion with Manolis Baboussis   

is is evident both in the photographs included in the exhibition, 

articularly those comprising the first group with the construction sites 

he ‘vacant furnished lots for sale’), and in the accompanying text you 

rote, which is included in the catalogue. The indignation that you 

press towards the officials of the day, who do not care about the 

ives and aesthetics of this country, does not go unnoticed. It is 

aracteristic that even the title of the exhibition, Skeletons, 

capsulates this capacity of ‘anatomist and critic’. I would like 

erefore to focus initially on this aspect, and for you to tell me to what 

tent this indignation defines your vision and the images you produce.  

 

anolis Baboussis: The skeleton, for instance, has nothing to do with 

 its unshaped character. A place, for Robert Smithson, is a raw space, 

cks, stones and bushes. Instead of being an isolated beacon it is the 

st invisible conqueror. We say that an area is outside the city plan, 

hereas in reality a nightmarish plan is being realised.  

The skeletons are rising to the top of the hillside, are forming a wall 

 the beach, marking the beginning of the conquest. The invasion, 

e restriction of freedom, and encagement, are not sole

ssion of juvenile reaction and temperament. 

Even to complain of ‘disturbance of the peace’, namely to report, 

and invoke the reasons, presupposes the existence of and belief 

 an authority, in a community, in a sort of involvement. But when the 

roblem is the authority itself and the community remains 

 the whole question becomes whether the complaint is a relief − 
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provokes only anger, then it doesn’t lead anywhere.  
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C.M.: As a harsh judge of reality, how stern and demanding are you 

to

 

M.B.: If I should be stern with anyone it would be with my own self. It is a 

good starting point for a critical realism. We are viewers of images from 

a
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d ot help us see it. 

Paint
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th event, a peculiar happening or a project but rather 
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C.M.: 

mere

pl ly implied. I was wondering 

whether the viewer of your work and the viewer in your work are one 

ly the beginning or ending of a reflection, an action or a future. If it 

On the other hand, Brecht’s well-known argument 

ograph of the Krupp works or the AEG tells us next to nothing 

bout them’ reminds us that we might need something more.  

wards the viewer of your work? Is he also included in your criticism?  

 distance, from a problem, from the other. There is often a distance 

etween the viewer and the subject, between the subject and the 

age, between the image and the subject. There is a physical and a 

mporal distance. There is a sort of mobility.  

Distant shots emphasise this distance; the spectacle is always at a 

istance. A zero distance from our own self does n

ings emphasise viewing from a distance, and photography is the 

dium par excellence of distance but also of documentation. It is the 

ing between the document and the painting, between two 

tirely different notions, which can coexist or be separated with the 

me ease.  

I seek a causative vision that focuses its interest on a state of things, 

 direct causes rather than a narrative. It is a work that does not see 

e world as an 

iders it as a form of experience.  

 

The people in your works are more often than not presented as 

 viewers, passive and uninvolved in the developments that take 

ace around them, and which are frequent
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Judging by the portraits of Jannis Kounellis and Anna Boghiguian, 
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d the same thing. Which is the role that you ascribe to the artist? 

hom you have captured in a state of calm and reverie, in a 

eatrically structured environment of disorder and confusion, the 

uestion of whether the artist today can act in an intervening way is 

ft open. Except if the key is to be found in the wisdom, maturity and 

mposure he seems to possess, which would allow him to look at 

evelopments in the eye, in contrast to all the others, who act (and 

hom you depict) ‘with their backs turned’.  

 

.B.: The question that we pose, as viewers or art

orld and image as a carrier of its paradoxes is a very important one, 

nd one that I tackle in my work. I was always impressed by the seen-

t seen, by those that are present-absent, the native tourist, the 

rofound sleep, the involvement or non-involvement in developments, 

 what’s happening. The moral calibre of those who judge without 

eing the candidates’ works, without even seeing their own work, of 

ose who cannot see anything, always amazed me.  

I feel that I relate more closely to a category of artists whose work 

oes not call on the viewer to reconstruct the content that’s missing 

m the image. The viewer can read the substantive allusion

age, its documents. And this is the hardest thing of all, when the 

cus of interest is shifted and led to the latest news broadcast, to 

dless zapping, or to the continuous seeking of the new instead of the 

eadfast value of abstraction, which, at least, can reward you with its 

absolute form and can historically satisfy, in every time of crisis, the 

need for the economic prevalence of abstraction and inwardness.  

The image of Kounellis lying like a Renaissance odalisque in front of 

s meat work is a definite allusion to his conception of the living, rosy 

ink flesh of the Madonna in Western painting, in contrast to the 

hi

p
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face is ‘surrendered’ as a target. He knows the course of the viewer’s 

ga

th

erity of Byzantine icons in which faces are ‘fleshless’, where his own 

ze with certainty. Conversely, Anna Boghiguian, a substantial artist of 

e Mediterranean and of Cavafy’s Alexandria, resorts to her favourite 

bookshop in Cairo so that she can bring order to chaos. She is a figure 

in a dialogue with the image above her head.  

Can the artist today awaken consciousness? I am wonder about this 

thing

so

minist

pe

in 

C sition of the photograph of Kounellis, of a world-

reno ist, with a series of lively portraits of ‘punished’ and 
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G e viewing 

, even regarding the most gifted artists, if they have not yet found 

me ground for themselves. Neither do the prime ministers and their 

ers leave much room for hope. The artists may influence a few 

ople, because their profession − like that of prostitution − is the oldest 

the world.  

 

.M.: The juxtapo

wned art

civil servants (the horizontal arrangement as opposed to the 

rtical arrangement, the relaxed intellect as opposed to bureaucratic 

ought) spotlights, on the one hand, the gap between two outlooks 

d life attitudes, and, on the other hand, the satirical dimension of 

ur work. I think that the critical readings of your work to date have 

t focused on the humorous aspect of your images. But even in this 

stance one can discern your latent interest in the way in which we 

e things, the ‘causative vision’ that, as you say, you are seeking. We 

ouldn’t forget that, according to Jonathan Swift’s definition, ‘satire is 

sort of glass, wherein beholders do generally discover everybody’s 

ce but their own’. And this suits them of course, because they can 

ccept it whenever and wherever they confront it.  

 

.B.: My photographs confront a place and a part of my biography, 

n experience. The Skeletons series refers to my extended stay on a 

reek island, which is abused like all the rest. The walks and th
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inhabit; Volterra was an experience of many years, and Judgement 
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he viewers are located in a city where I grew up and which I still 

s to do with my time at the Athens School of Fine Arts. My own chair 

n also be found among those seats.  

It is true that the critical readings did not 

nsion, the cynical aspect, as I would dare call it, of my images. 

ide from Aidipsos, the Athens and Monuments series, the video 

rojection Promise, the monument for the National Benefactor that I 

roposed together with Lydia Dambassina, and some other images 

re the elements that you mention are apparent, I am also to 

ame for this. Perhaps I should have trusted and developed this 

imension of my character and work, which is connected not only with 

y photographs but also with my installations and drawings. I hope 

ough that I will be able to do this in my next exhibitions. It is well 

own that I was an ‘obscure, punished’ employee myself – I used to 

ork in the office next to the one depicted. Unfortunately, my own 

flection is nowhere to be found in this series, because the photo they 

ok of me was not as good as the photos of them. And, if after sixteen 

 continuous collaboration with Kounellis, I exhibit one 

ograph of him, whereas the material I have in my hands would 

llow me to conceive an entire exhibition dedicated to his life and 

ork, it is because I would now prefer an exhibition where our works 

ould be in dialogue.  

I did not propose the dialogue between Kounellis and the office 

orkers as two different outlooks on life, but as an inverted ‘upside-

own’. I have shown a gest

minate (even symbolically) the prey that is the office, in dialogue 

age of Kounellis in front of his work. It is a showing, rather 

 hiding, supported by the legs that the base/desk supports. It is 

n ephemeral monument-sculpture. It is connected with the images of 

olterra, because they are bodies that bear their own weight, just like 
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workers, the human one, in direct dialogue with each specific space, 

th

su

ages which, symbolising freedom and subversion, 

cont
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landscape of Del

to

C ire is much more apparent in your drawings, 

whic you haven’t publicly exhibited to this day. What position do your 

d

p

M  what I cannot do in architecture and 

phot asons. The experience of my seven-year 

stay  Italy (1968–75), Natalini and Superstudio, the radical architecture 

m

d

dr

ci

on re, art, the image, photography, the environment, and 

the v

almost

a

w

dings. There is another dimension, in the photographs of the office 

e totally different perspective of each particular condition and its 

bversion.  

They are im

rastingly converse with the images from the section of the 

hibition that relates to guidance and confinement: on the one hand, 

e photographs of spectators at the stadium in Ancient Olympia in 

04 with the image of the pharmacy next to them, and on the other, 

e images depicting the restriction of the spectators within the 

phi and the confinement of nature by shrubby, 

wering walls.  

 

.M.: The element of sat

h 

rawings occupy, I mean how do they work in relation to your 

hotographic output?  

 

.B.: In my drawings, I do

ography, for different re

in

ovement, as well as observing Kounellis’s work at close hand, have 

efinitely influenced my perception of space, architecture and 

awing.  

They are simple drawings that relate to a series of monuments in the 

ty and in nature, dedicated to unusual notions. They are comments 

 architectu

arious stereotypes. They definitely have a sarcastic vein, which 

 borders on the comic, without however dealing with current 

ffairs and the particular mark they make. Drawing is the basis on 

hich everything else rests.  
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C.M. e associations between the photographs that are included in 
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unexpected aspects of a work, are impressive. If we suppose that an 

artist mounts an exhibition somewhere with fifty works selected by one 

cu
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tri ith the passing of time my 

obse

                                            

: Th

e exhibition are a defining element for both how the exhibition will be 

ad and the conclusions that will be drawn from it. ‘All reckoning is 

ade by the juxtaposition of images’, as you characteristically wrote in 

n earlier text. Although you say that you are not interested in narrative, 

is obvious that you place particular weight on the curatorship of 

eletons, maintaining a guiding hand in tracing the path that the 

ewer will follow. And I am not the only one to see this aspect, since it 

s also been pointed out by the curators who worked with you in the 

o large-scale museum presentations of your work. The question may 

em rhetorical to you, but do you think that the emphasis you place 

 the sequence of images redefines each of your photographs as a 

it? ‘If the significance of an individual work is determined anywhere, 

en it is by the place that is assigned among other works’,1 all the 

ore so when these works belong to the same artist.  

 

.B.: The possibilities of selection and combination, which can 

rator, and another curator in some other venue, removes fifteen of 

e works, adds another five, and reorganises the rest, then we will see 

e exhibitions of two different artists.  

And this is because I often approach different subjects at the same 

e, which constitute sets and subsets of images; I organise diptychs or 

ptychs that, however, are never final. Still, w

ssions, my ideas and reflections have gained a flow, a language, 

 
1  

G

Routledge, London and New York, 1996.  

Debora J. Meijers, “The Museum and the ‘Ahistorical’ Exhibition”, in Reesa 

reenberg, Bruce W. Ferguson, Sandy Nairne (eds.), Thinking about Exhibitions, 
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them tic series, you have described your work as a ‘continuous 
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of dition of ‘continuous’ the end is renewed 

each ime up to this day. The question would be why isn’t the new left 

w

ge
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of

ch, regardless of its formulation, preserves the same accent − it 

The notions of the unit and totality, the plasti

gues between the images, their relationships, are redefined each 

e by me, as part of an open work in progress, the curating of which 

of particular interest. Juxtaposition can create a narrative that 

nscends and subverts the descriptiveness of each image.  

Bruno Cora used to say that ‘Baboussis usually correlates his images, 

 if they have been produced in different moments, beyond their 

and dates, achieving through this short-circuiting of 

ations a further ascription of meaning’.  

 

.M.: In the past, referring to the way in which yo

a

trospection’. And this ‘additive’ mode of production lends a hybrid 

aracter to your exhibitions, making them livelier. Why do you avoid 

e presentation of a closed scheme, a synopsis, a review? Does it 

ve to do with the way in which you want the viewers, particularly 

ose who follow your work closely, to register your images in their 

c archive’?  

 

.B.: Retrospection also means to retrogress, to return to the narration 

 past things. With the ad

 t

ithout the support of the past, why this review and synopsis − this 

neral overview of the work − why this continuous summing up? I think 

at, in some way or other, we have to show where we come from, we 

e to estimate each time the nuances and the extent of the 

rence.  

In the retrospective exhibition I held in 2003 at the National Museum 

 Contemporary Art I presented sixty five images from the period 
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Museum in 2010, I will be presenting about forty-five images. Three or 
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C ee the catalogue 

as a parate work? Is it for you a sort of preparation for the articulation 

of

M xhibition space is dictated by 

the visual angle, the distances, the associations on a scale, that is the 

size of each image
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73–2003. In the exhibition Skeletons, which will be held at the Benaki 

ur small photographs from the Athens series of 1985–1995, as well as 

olterra from 1973, in its original form, are included as projections, 

ther than in the form of the prints that I showed at the National 

useum of Contemporary Art. Only two or three photographs are 

mmon to both exhibitions. These few images constitute an important 

ference to retrospection, to the ‘mnemonic archive’. The continuum 

erefore is almost the entirety of the exhibition with the new images, 

ch are offered along with the others in a new journey. The 

logue follows an entirely different logic.  

 

.M.: And what is this logic? Do you mean that you s

se

 photographs in actual space?  

 

.B.: The articulation of images in the e

, where the details emerge or not, and their 

ce in connection with the proportions of the three-dimensional 

ctual space. The viewing conditions of the same images in a 

talogue are a completely different thing. It is another limited two-

imensional space, of smaller scale, where images are printed on 

ifferent materials, with other techniques, and are seen from another 

istance, without the materiality and aura that they acquire in the 

hibition space. Consequently, the reckoning is different. The intention 

to establish an interrelation, and, if nothing else, there is an 

eraction. The catalogue is a separate work. Reckoning is made more 

y with a plan of the exhibition space drawn on the floor, where the 

hibition photographs are placed to scale.  
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exhibition. It is interesting that you work on the plan in this physical, 
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.M.: In this way you are actually making a blueprint, a skeleton of the 

arkedly manual manner, without using some architectural software 

 your computer. Observed from the outside, during the moment of 

ction you resemble Jackson Pollock at work. And the moment of 

pose, the moment of meditation, brings to mind the well-known 

hotograph of André Malraux leaning against his desk while numerous 

hotographic reproductions of artworks are strewn before him on the 

or. During this admittedly decisive moment do you consider your 

rk as part of an Imaginary Museum? Isn’t this experience as equally 

portant as the exhibition in the actual museum? 

 

.B.: You are posing many questions in one. The di

e computer screen, just like a digital photograph. It exists and at the 

me time does not exist in tangible reality, even when it seems so 

risimilar. When the screen is turned off it becomes an invisible file. For 

e, the manual approach is simpler and faster − an integral part of the 

e process. It extends the presence of the exhibition to a much 

rger time frame than it actually runs. It provides an opportunity for 

eative meetings and discussions, you find yourself facing the 

hibition and within it, you live alongside it. If I kept a journal I would 

e able to see that I had made innumerable variations on a dominant 

ntral idea. The final plan is six metres long, and is constructed in 

ages, with the removal of material or the addition of new material. 

u mentioned two figures whose work I appreciate, Malraux and 

llock. Particularly the latter, because of the way in which he 

ed paintings from the wall, and because of his whole working 

ure as we know it through Hans Namuth’s photographs and 

ms, which prompted Jean Clay, in the journal Macula, to label 

amuth ‘Hans Namuth, the art critic’.  
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C.M.: the past you have said that when capturing images you are 

m

w

M.B.: be sure, when something preoccupies you, you question it, 
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C ing in the early 70s, in an undoubtedly critical 

deca e for photography. Let me remind you what the critic Douglas 
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‘w arde’ they reply ‘something from when I was 

youn ’. It is true that in the early 70s I saw, in a different Italy, the first art 

exhibitions by the movements of that decade. It was a grey and 

so

w

In 

erely interpreting them, so should I suppose that you identify yourself 

ith this label?  

 

To 

nd through the way you pose your question you can get an answer, 

n image. And when what you get concurs with your thought, a path 

ens up. Each artist gives the definition of art that applies to him 

rough his work, but this doesn’t mean that he cannot interpret 

s, or accept difference, or try to meet the other artist, 

articularly today when he has to see far beyond the steps he can 

ake on his own.  

 

.M.: You began work

d

rimp has pointed out, ‘Photography was invented in 1839, but it was 

ly discovered in the 1970s’. The fact that as an artist you began at 

e time of its ‘invention’ entails a better knowledge of the subject but 

 greater responsibility. So, as one of the ‘pioneers’, how did you 

perience the development of photography over all these years? 

ow easy was it for you to continue, mainly with regard to the necessity 

 conversing with the international trends that were created in the 

urse of time?  

 

.B.: Well, I wouldn’t want to be one of those artists who when asked 

hat is the avant-g

g

mbre time, with Vietnam, Watergate and the Cold War, but there 

ere also smiling people, humorous subversion, and the lost hope 
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Povera, on the one hand, and with radical architecture at the 

un

istorical exhibition Contemporanea in 

Rom
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al rary media. The curator of this exhibition was 

Dani
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. I had my first contact with the issues prevailing in the era of Arte 

iversity, on the other.  

In 1973, the international h

e managed to gather all the emerging (and today established) 

presentatives of the art movements of the day, from Land Art and 

dy Art to Arte Povera, the conceptual, narrative and analytical 

pproaches, the first works of video art, actions and performances, as 

ell as contemporary theatre and dance, experimental cinema and 

dical architecture.  

As for photography, it was the first time that it was presented 

ongside other contempo

ela Palazzoli, who also curated my exhibition at the Museum of 

ontemporary Art in 2003. I won’t go into the well-known conditions, 

e background or the context of the birth of contemporary 

hotography, because all these now form part of its history. Palazzoli 

s outlined how, after many years, photography in the 70s was 

tering the museums of modern art, getting its foot in the door, while 

the same time it was losing its traditional form in the perception of 

 The artists used it almost solely to document their actions − they 

ed it in order to show their other works ‘by the back stairs’ in the 

nues and museums of contemporary art, only to later realise that 

at it wasn’t simply a neutral, codeless medium at all.  

As to your question about knowledge and responsibility, I cannot 

lp referring to the deep, chronic opposition put up by part of the 

cademic world, which still does not accept photography as ar

neral notion, which is wrongly equated with the particular notion 

painting. Kounellis says that he is a painter, as does Jeff Wall, for 

 reasons however. Still, neither of them, nor any other artist, nor 

ny institution of art education, maintains that it shouldn’t be taught as 

course in the fine arts departments of art schools. 
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character, in the proper place and time, a high-level conversation with 

in

fe

m

no

en an outstanding work is accompanied by the proper 

ternational trends becomes attainable. But this is true only for very 

w Greek artists, and mostly for those who went abroad. For the 

ajority who stayed here, things are not hopeful, and conversation is 

t easy − it is simply a waste of energy.  
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