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May You Live In Interesting Times 
 

In his exhibition takes its title from a fictitious proverb with a strangely persistent history. It was 

probably first mentioned in print in a March 1936 article in The Yorkshire Post, a local English 

newspaper. The article reported on a speech made to the Birmingham Unionist Association by the 

British MP Sir Austen Chamberlain, who addressed the serious threat to Europe’s collective 
security posed by the move earlier that month of German troops into the Rhineland. “We move 
from one crisis to another”, Chamberlain declared in his speech. “We suffer one disturbance and 
shock after another.” To underscore the drama of the situation, he invoked an ancient Chinese 

curse that he had learned of from a British diplomat in Asia, and “which took the form of saying, 
‘May you live in interesting times’. There is no doubt that the curse has fallen on us”, he grimly 

concluded. 
 

Chamberlain’s description of reeling from calamity to catastrophe might sound uncannily familiar 
as today’s news cycle seemingly spins from crisis to crisis. So, too, might the “ancient Chinese 
curse” that he cited, as over the past 80 years many well-known authors and politicians (ranging 

from Arthur C. Clarke to Hillary Rodham Clinton) have also made reference to it. But it turns out 

that there never was any such curse in China. Presumably fabricated by a British diplomat, it is an 

ersatz cultural relic, another ‘Orientalism’ fashioned in the Occident. Yet for all its fictional status it 
has had real rhetorical effects in significant public exchanges. At once suspect and rich in meaning, 

this kind of uncertain artefact suggests potential lines of exploration that seem worth pursuing at 

present, especially at a moment when the digital dissemination of ‘fake news’ and ‘alternative 
facts’ is corroding public discourse and the trust on which it depends. For an exhibition that, in 
part at least, considers how art functions in an era of lies, it struck me as an apt title. At the same 

time, it is my hope that art can give us tools to reimagine the possibilities of these ‘interesting 
times’ in which we live today, and so transform this phrase from a curse into a challenge that we 

can enthusiastically embrace. 
 

From the acceleration of climate change to the resurgence of nationalist agendas across the globe, 

from the pervasive impact of social media to the growing disparity of wealth, contemporary 

matters of concern are addressed in many of the works in this exhibition. But let us acknowledge 

at the outset that art is more than a document of its times. In contrast to journalism or historical 

reportage, art articulates a difference from the texture of facts.  
 

May You Live In Interesting Times highlights artworks whose forms function in part to call attention 

to what forms conceal and the multifarious purposes that they fulfil. In an indirect manner, then, 

perhaps these artworks can serve as a kind of guide for how to live and think in ‘interesting times’. 
We can certainly learn from the way the artists in this Biennale challenge existing habits of thought 

and open up our readings of widely varied objects and pictures, scenarios and situations. Their 

capacity to do so grows out of a practice of entertaining multiple perspectives: holding in mind 

seemingly incompatible notions, and juggling diverse ways of making sense of the world. 



Animated by urgent (rather than idle) curiosity, their work invites us to consider unfamiliar 

vantage points, and to discern the ways in which ‘order’ has become the simultaneous presence of 
diverse orders. Artists who think in this manner offer alternatives to the meaning of so-called facts 

by suggesting other ways of connecting them. In this polarised age when popular communication 

platforms favour ever more reductive memes and the bandwidths of public discourse have grown 

increasingly narrow, May You Live In Interesting Times seeks to foreground ways in which art’s 
complexity, its signals riddled with contradictions and ambivalence, can illuminate aspects of our 

current social relations and psyches. 
 

In order to call attention to the exemplary multiplicity of these artistic practices, with their open-

ended and many-sided explorations, it seemed to me that this Biennale would need a slightly 

different approach. Hence there is no over-arching narrative or thematic umbrella. To underscore 

the fluid complexities of this kind of art, I have chosen to make a small adjustment to the usual 

format of the Biennale Arte: May You Live In Interesting Times is divided into two separate 

presentations, Proposition A in the Arsenale and Proposition B in the Giardini’s Central Pavilion. 
The works presented in these two venues, and the atmospheres they generate, are quite distinct 

from each other – not because they are grouped around separate ideas or principles, but because 

they feature different aspects of each artist’s practice. Visitors who do not routinely trouble 
themselves with reading introductory texts and wall labels might never even imagine that these 

two exhibitions were made by the same artists. The fact that they were is precisely the point, as the 

goal here is to provide a more expansive sense of each artist’s work, and to give audiences a 

chance to read one type of work in the light of the other. 
 

The use of this split format also reflects the divergent character of the two primary venues in 

which the exhibition takes place: the Central Pavilion, a neo-classical gallery space purpose-built 

for the first edition of the Biennale in 1895, and the Arsenale, a vast waterside industrial structure – 

originally used to build ropes and cables for the Venetian fleet – that dates from 1303, and was first 

used as an exhibition space in 1980. Our encounters with works of art are invariably modified by 

the architectural contexts that frame them, and the dissimilar settings and viewing conditions 

offered by these two sites inevitably create a fissure in our experience of any exhibition staged 

across them both. This edition seeks to make a virtue of that situation. Meanwhile, the 58th 

International Art Exhibition also includes 90 national pavilions in addition to the international 

exhibition; it has thus always formulated itself in a kind of split format, in which the utopianism of 

the international exhibition is counter-balanced by the nationalist manifestations embedded in the 

separate pavilions. This is one of the unique characteristics of the International Art Exhibition of La 

Biennale di Venezia, which – to my knowledge – is unmatched by any other biennial of art and 

which links it to the tradition of world exhibitions that arose in the 19th century. 
 

One of the broad assumptions underlying this exhibition is that works of art are never reducible to 

being ‘about’ a particular issue or subject. Art is not a message that we can simply decipher and 
comprehend; indeed, interesting artworks do not offer us conclusions so much as deeply engaging 

points of departure. They provide unexpected pleasures and a residual sense of surprise and 

uncertainty; we might end up feeling that we simultaneously understand and do not understand 

them. If a work is complex enough, we may never fully resolve our relations with it. Artists 

constantly question the boundaries that separate what is deemed culturally significant and what is 

not, what we pay attention to and what we ignore.  
 

In his ground-breaking book The Open Work, first published in Italy in 1962, Umberto Eco drew 

attention to art’s capacity to inspire novel ways of seeing and behaving, which he linked to its 

relentless testing and questioning of cultural standards and norms. This activity includes 



continually disrupting the rules and conventions of current artistic practice and seeking open-

ended conversations over any exercise of closure. Almost 60 years after the publication of Eco’s 
book, it is precisely these characteristics of “the open work” that this exhibition aims to explore 
through the work of the artists that it brings together.   
 

According to Duchamp, an artist typically begins with certain thoughts in mind about the subject 

of a new work, but in the process of making it, some of those ideas get waylaid or fail to be 

effectively realised. As the details of a work develop and evolve – sometimes with consequences 

that the artist is not fully aware of – a difference emerges between the artist’s original intentions 
and the character or behaviour of the actual finished work. I suspect that this also holds true for 

curators – at least it certainly does in my case. On many occasions I have found that my initial 

framework or premise for an exhibition significantly changes or evolves over the course of my 

research, often without my being aware of it. An exhibition is above all an experiment: like the 

works that it gathers together, it cannot be reduced to being ‘about’ this or that subject. Instead it 
stages a range of possibilities, testing how a group of artworks might behave within a particular 

environment and under particular conditions, how they might handle different types of stress and 

what kind of frictions they generate in response. 
 

There is yet another motive for the split format of May You Live In Interesting Times: it is intended 

to evoke the parallel information landscapes that define our increasingly polarised public 

discourse. This phenomenon is exemplified by the term “alternative facts”, first used by 

Counsellor to the US President Kellyanne Conway in her defence of the Trump administration’s 
bogus claims about the size of the audience for President Trump’s inauguration. For several media 
commentators, Conway’s phrase called to mind the dystopian social landscape of George Orwell’s 
novel Nineteen Eighty-Four, where government-enforced “doublethink” required “holding two 
contradictory beliefs in one’s mind simultaneously, and accepting both of them”. But the rise of 

‘alternative facts’ might be more easily traced to the growing role of social media in disseminating 

‘fake news’. The Internet, initially hailed by optimists as ushering in an era of free access to 

information has proven to be an equally powerful tool for circulating both strategic disinformation 

and simple misinformation. In particular, social media platforms – with their news feeds weighted 

by consumer preference – have augmented the siloing of social discourse, as their users only see 

‘news’ that reflects their pre-existing biases. More and more public communication is divided into 

smaller and smaller bandwidths, with special interest groups largely talking only to themselves 

and reinforcing their boxed-in perspectives. 
 

In this ‘post-truth’ era does art’s capacity to question established ideas and attitudes appear in a 
different light? A number of artists in May You Live In Interesting Times explore problematic 

histories and social situations by mixing documentary traditions with subjective or theatrical 

elements. These works utilise the distance afforded by artifice to address the complexity of their 

subject matter; in the process, they also question the validity of simpler ‘truths’. Other participants 

in this exhibition explore histories related to race, gender and sexuality in photographs that play 

with traditions of self-portraiture. Unlike conventional psychological portraits, these images depict 

the ‘self’ as a kind of interface where elements from social history, politics, pop culture and the 

history of art coexist with the details of a particular individual.  
 

In his speculative novel The City and the City (2009), China Miéville borrowed a concept from 

theoretical physics in fashioning a fiction about two cities that occupy the same physical space, but 

whose respective citizens are forbidden to interact or even acknowledge one another. Through 

long custom, as well as strict policing, each population has learned to ‘unsee’ their neighbours, as 

if they were divided by invisible walls. Miéville’s fiction pointedly suggests that the bubble worlds 



in which we choose to live, and which separate us from others, are predicated on denial. May You 

Live In Interesting Times features a range of artworks that breach this wall of denial; visitors 

encounter a large number of works that speak to the social and economic divisions of our time. 

The split format of May You Live In Interesting Times is echoed elsewhere by myriad artworks that 

deal with doubles, alternative identities and parallel realities.  
 

As many different thinkers and artists have proposed over the past 150 years, works of art are also 

collaborative transactions. The artist sets the initial parameters of this process, but the viewer’s 

own associative responses and interpretations continue its development. All of the artists in this 

exhibition were selected because in some way their work acknowledges the open-ended character 

of this exchange. It takes seriously art’s role as a catalyst for inviting and inciting dialogue. These 

artists recognise that the meanings that arise around their works are not embedded principally in 

objects but in conversations through which their possible significance and uses are extended and 

multiplied. Their works can accommodate this kind of exchange in part because they offer 

audiences multiple points of entry; they feature elements that are immediate, accessible and 

engaging. Through cultivating these qualities in various ways, the works in May You Live In 

Interesting Times offer a profound type of hospitality: they welcome not only the presence of the 

public, but also their interpretations and critical engagement. 
 

In organising this Biennale Arte, I have assumed that the exhibition is principally a trigger for the 

theories that its more curious audience members may develop in response to the artworks they 

encounter. Ultimately, what is most important about an exhibition is not what happens inside a 

gallery, but how audiences use their experience afterwards to re-imagine everyday realities from 

expanded perspectives. In other words, an exhibition should make the most of art’s capacity to 
open people’s eyes to previously unconsidered ways of being in the world so that they might 
change, however briefly, their view of that world and their place in it.  
 

This is what it means to live in interesting times. 

 

Ralph Rugoff, curator of Biennale Arte 2019 

 

 

 
A note on the selection process (Or why there are no dead artists…) 

 

I have chosen to select only living artists for this exhibition, in contrast to a pervasive tendency in recent biennials to 

include the work of dead artists, especially those who were overlooked in their own time or have since been largely 

forgotten. I am highly supportive of efforts to reposition unfairly neglected artists, but I consider the relatively short-

lived platform of the biennial (as opposed to the museum collection) as being ideally suited for presenting art that 

responds to the complexities of life today. Consequently May You Live In Interesting Times presents art that have been 

recently made and that engage with aspects of this moment, including its myriad possible histories. A number of artists 

helped me in making some of the selections in the exhibition. Whilst many curators pay attention when artists 

recommend looking at another artist’s work, I wanted to make this an official part of my early research process. So I 
asked all of the first artists whom I visited to tell me whose work they would ideally like to see appearing alongside their 

own in the exhibition. I figured that anyone they recommended would probably have an affinity, however tangential or 

oblique, with their own approach to making art. My goal was to gather a group of artists linked by varying layers of 

shared concerns, methods of working and ways of thinking, rather than by whether their work could illustrate a 

particular curatorial narrative. In the end, there were many recommended artists whose work I did not ultimately select 

for this exhibition, but a good number of those included were chosen through this process. 

 


