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DIRECTOR’S
FOREWORD

In art museums, few endeavors are as rewarding as
launching a landmark exhibition. With the premiere of
This Will Have Been: Art, Love & Politics in the 1980s,
the Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago is privi-
leged to be doing just that. It is with exhilaration that
we have watched the exhibition’s extraordinary cura-
tor, Helen Molesworth, Chief Curator of the Institute
of Contemporary Art/Boston, work with a group of
graduate students at Harvard University over the past
year to pull together this compelling study of the artis-
tic production of the 1980s, an important decade that
is only now beginning to seem distant enough to be
viewed through a historical lens.

The first major US museum
devoted to the art of this transformative era, This Will
Have Been looks at the years 1979 to 1992, acknowl-
edging that history does not unfold neatly in easily
assimilable, ten-year episodes. The exhibition’s aim

retrospective

is not to establish a canon of 1980s art or to pro-
vide a definitive chronological survey. Instead, This
Will Have Been argues for a complex and inevitably
fragmentary, contingent, and partial understanding
of the decade, one that views its artistic production
not only in relation to previous and subsequent trends
and movements in art but in tandem with the inter-
connected social and political events that informed
it—and, perhaps most importantly, one that shows
the critical role art played in shaping the period.

Jeff Wall once said in a discussion of the art
of the 1980s that “properly written history is not very
good when it comes to the lived texture of things.
That lived feeling is something that disappears with
us, probably, except when it’s preserved in art.”
Because art has always operated in a larger social
field as both agent and recorder of change, it offers
historical information—visual and textual, in a range
of nuances, tonadlities, and gradations—that can’t be

gotten at in any other way. To engage with the art of
the 1980s is thus not only to approach an understand-
ing of the art itself but also to gain unique perspective
on the larger histories of the decade. In this exhibition
and catalogue, we present a diversity of written his-
tories of the period alongside opportunities for direct
encounters with a range of its artistic production; our
ambition in doing so is to offer a rich array of materi-
als with which readers and visitors may engage within
the themes of the exhibition. And while This Will Have
Been aspires to contribute significantly to historical
narratives about the 1980s, at the level of art and
well beyond, it also seeks to situate contemporary art
and politics in the context of recent history by offering
new avenues of insight into problems of the eighties
that continue to affect us profoundly today.

The MCA is particularly pleased to be present-
ing a selection of major works from its collection of
1980s art in This Will Have Been, an exhibition that
reasserts the importance to the museum and to the
city of Chicago of a decade of tremendous creativ-
ity. Chicago in the eighties was home to numerous
prescient collectors, many of them MCA donors and
trustees, who set an example for the larger contem-
porary art community with their acquisitions of the
work of emerging artists who would go on to make
lasting contributions—such as the Transavanguardia
artists Sandro Chia, Francesco Clemente, and Enzo
Cucchi, in addition to many American artists based
in Los Angeles and New York. The MCA added to
its own collection greatly during the eighties as well,
acquiring numerous seminal works of the period,
in many cases long before they became fashion-
able, by artists such as Leon Golub, Group Material,
Adrian Piper, Richard Prince, Martin Puryear, and
Haim Steinbach. Enjoying a newly enlarged space
that had opened in 1979, the MCA also expanded
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the scope and scale of its exhibition activity in that
pivotal decade, bringing to Chicago the work of influ-
ential artists such as Vito Acconci, Dara Birnbaum,
Christian Boltanski, Louise Bourgeois, Eric Fischl,
General Ideq, the Guerrilla Girls, Jeff Koons, Barbara
Kruger, Robert Longo, Gordon Matta-Clark, the New
British sculptors, David Salle, Julian Schnabel, Cindy
Sherman, Nancy Spero, the Starn Twins, and many
others, either as they emerged or in their first major
shows. The MCA co-organized (with the Art Gallery
of Ontario) the first North American retrospective of
the work of Gerhard Richter in 1988. The museum
also hosted a range of significant traveling exhibitions
in the eighties, including the legendary retrospective
of Robert Mapplethorpe’s work, which was exhibited
at the museum without controversy and drew the larg-
est audience in the institution’s history. The MCA was
ahead of the curve in showing video and performance
at the time, too, including the work of Robert Ashley,
Ping Chong, and other artists. The enormous range of
work the MCA engaged with in the 1980s—produced
by artists of diverse backgrounds and orientations in
a wide range of media—makes the institution today a
strong repository for 1980s scholarship.

The MCA extends sincere gratitude to the en-
lightened benefactors of This Will Have Been: Art,
Love & Politics in the 1980s, whose tremendous
generosity has made an ambitious exhibition and
catalogue possible. Our deepest thanks goes to the
Harris Family Foundation, which has honored us with
lead support for the project in memory of Bette and
Neison Harris: Caryn and King Harris, Katherine
Harris, Toni and Ron Paul, Pam and Joe Szokol, Linda
and Bill Friend, and Stephanie and John Harris. We
are enormously grateful as well to Joel Wachs and
Pamela Clapp of The Andy Warhol Foundation for
the Visual Arts and to Helen and Sam Zell, who have

provided major support, and to Neil G. Bluhm; Andrea
and Jim Gordon, The Edgewater Funds; Dakis and
Lietta Joannou; Susan and Lew Manilow; the Pritzker
Traubert Family Foundation; Agnes Gund; Roger
Ruttenberg and David W. Ruttenberg of the David C.
& Sarajean Ruttenberg Arts Foundation; Marilyn and
Larry Fields; Eliand Edythe Broad and Joanne Heyler of
The Broad Art Foundation; Galerie Max Hetzler, Berlin;
Michael P. Rales and Emily Wei Rales of Glenstone;
Lawrence Luhring and Roland J. Augustine of Luhring
Augustine, New York; and Per Skarstedt for their
gracious additional support. We also offer warm thanks
to American Airlines, Official Airline of the Museum
of Contemporary Art Chicago. Additional thanks
are due to Director Olga Viso, Chief Curator Darcie
Alexander, and Assistant Curator Bartholomew Ryan
of the Walker Art Center and Director Jill Medvedow
of the ICA/Boston for participating in the exhibition
tour and ensuring the exhibition a wide audience.
This Will Have Been is the product of extensive,
multi-institutional efforts, and | share in the immense
gratitude Helen Molesworth has expressed in the
acknowledgments on the following pages to the
many people who have contributed time and talent to
the project. | would like to extend my most heartfelt
thanks to Helen herself, who has curated this thought-
provoking exhibition with grace, eloquence, and
profound insight into the art of an important era. She
and | share the hope that the exhibition will be only
the first among other major museum exhibitions on
the art of the 1980s still to come, so that new voices
will continue to be added to the decade’s chronicles.

Madeleine Grynsztejn
Pritzker Director
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