
A person enters a room in an art context. Maybe 
it’s a grand museum; a small gallery. Maybe the 
room is tiny and intimate or huge, vaulted. Maybe 
the person is a tourist, an art aficionado, a worker 
on their lunch break. They may have paid to come 
here. They have quite different ideas of what ‘art’ 
even is or should be…

Welcome. Here is what you will do, based on the 
probabilities:

Years of museum studies, sociological observations, 
and empirical psychology (the latter of which I am 
particularly interested in) suggest that we tend to do  
many things, from this point at the doorway, in  
similar ways.

Almost everyone stops just at the threshold.  
We survey the room. Where are the artworks?  
(assuming, of course, that one expects that they will 
be seeing some “art”). We decide if this art some-
thing we would like to see.

If ‘yes,’ most people walk in, but only a little. We 
turn right, and follow the wall, circumambulating 
from display to display — stopping in front of each 

artwork, briefly, standing a bit away, then perhaps 
moving a bit closer, reading the label, moving on  
to the next display.

Researchers tell us that we tend to spend on aver-
age about 11-30 seconds for each artwork. We  
tend to look at the center first and then at the edges. 
We might also stand a bit offcenter, to whichever 
side has a label, as one might hold on to the side of 
a pool in the deep end.

We tend to move around rooms on the right, 
counterclockwise — perhaps because most  
people are right-handed? Some sociologists have 
suggested that social deviants move left instead,  
but this is probably not really true. You might try  
it here…

If the room has a large or compelling piece, espe-
cially in the center or on the wall across from the 
entrance, we might go here, before we continue our 
counterclockwise moves. When we arrive at  
another door, even if there could be more to see,  
we usually leave.

Of course, within those few moments in front of 
each artwork, many things could happen. We might 
feel different emotions. We might have memories, 
nostalgia; find intense ugliness or beauty; wonder, 
awe, harmony. We might get lost in a thought or 
flow like feeling. We might be made angry. If we are 
lucky, we may even feel, eventually, some insight,  
a transforming of our conceptions. We might feel that  
we have been changed. We might stay much 
longer  —  minutes, an hour — transfixed, perplexed. 
Or, we might feel nothing.

Art during Corona time:

From about the end of February things started to 
change. China, Europe, ski resorts in the Alps,  
Italy. Hotspots, travel warnings. By March or early 
April, bans on public meetings, masks, perhaps  
jogging, social distance. Today, this space you are 
now visiting has a mandate of only one visitor in  
a room per 15 m2. Meaning it will be you, nearly (but 
not quite) alone, in here.

The artist asked me to think a bit about what this  
might do to your experience. This, I think, is a  
fascinating question. I have a few suggestions… 
Perhaps you will also share.

1. I purposefully omitted one thing that we do at the 
entrance to the gallery — we survey other people. 
Few phenomena of modern life are as thoroughly 
social as art. Art is made for social display, intended 
to be seen by others. The art gallery — supported  
by civic resources, often at the center of cities, serving  
as a major forum for civic and cultural life — is a  
paragon of a social space.

These social aspects inform our art enjoyment. 
Museum research has shown that you are more 
likely to find associations, try to learn something, and  
remember what you see, if others are here with you. 
We tend to like more what other people — especially 
those we want to be around — like. Think about  
joining a crowd and peering over shoulders to see 
what everyone is looking at. Suggestions for how  
curators might prepare you to enjoy art focus on 
social sharing of experiences (should we enjoy  
art, is of course a separate question).

This is all gone, currently.
Maybe, pausing at the door and seeing no one 

inside, you will be less interested in entering.

2. Or, maybe you will enjoy being alone, with your 
own thoughts and feelings. Once again, research 
tells us that people — alone — approach art in a gallery  
with different perspectives. Your experience has a  
higher chance of being emotional. You are more likely 
to look at art longer. You have a better chance of 

becoming aware of your own self and body — how 
it moves. How do you fill this space you have been 
given in the gallery?

Maybe this is your chance to really lose yourself 
in a piece and have a life-changing interaction?  
If you came with a partner, don’t worry. Research 
suggests that you will tend to ignore each other… 
Groups of three, however change everything.

3. Or, maybe you will feel uncomfortable. Pausing  
at the door, and checking out who will be in here,  
you will — without even thinking about it — form a 
mental representation of these people. Are they  
experts, students? You will think about yourself as  
you expect to be seen by these others. Will you 
stand out of place or fit in? 

If you feel that you don’t belong, you will probably 
not enjoy your experience. You will feel the others 
watching, judging. If the experience starts to get a  
bit weird, if you feel something new; if you are  
confused or challenged, you will definitely leave, and  
will probably say that this ‘art’ was not for you. It 
wasn’t very good. Nor was the artist. Normally, you 
could be a face in the crowd. An anonymous patron 
looking over a shoulder. Not here. You are taking up  
the space of another. No one else can enter until 
you go. So, maybe you will leave.

Maybe?
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emerging and established Berlin-based artists. 
The mentoring program organizes reciprocal studio 
visits, public lectures, and joint exhibitions. 

BPA at Gropius StudiosBPA at Gropius Studios is a new collaboration 
between the Gropius Bau and BPA // Berlin program 
for artists, which begins in autumn 2020. Running 
up until the end of that year, eleven participating 
artists will use rooms at the Gropius Bau as studios 
and show their work in public presentations. 

BPA at Gropius Studios 
1.Oct–31.Dec 2020

Opening hours 
Fri–Wed 10–19, 
Thu 10–21, Tuesday closed

Gropius Bau 
Niederkirchnerstraße 7 
10963 Berlin

Design: Studio Pandan with Vreni Knoedler and Lena Rossbach; 
Edition of 200; Copy Editor: Manon Revuelta; Editors: Boaz Levin 
and Anna-Lisa Scherfose

BPA // Berlin program for artists is made possible through the support 
of the Senate Department for Culture and Europe.
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