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A collection of documents from
Redlight Art Amsterdam
Introduction to the artists’ contributions

Angela Serino

A
t the end of 2008, two Dutch art
organizations, Stedelijk Museum
Bureau Amsterdam and Kunste-

naars&CO, invited me to curate the artistic
program of Redlight Art Amsterdam. The
project, initiated by the Municipality of
Amsterdam in collaboration with housing
corporation De Key-Principaal, was the
third of a series of initiatives started in the
same year by the City of Amsterdam where
a few vacant brothels were temporarily
given to professionals from the creative
industry as part of the transformation of
Amsterdam’s red light district.

The Municipality of Amsterdam officially
described these projects as an occasion of visi-
bility for a group of professionals from the
creative sector: ‘top talents’ from the creative
industry who were to use the former
window brothels to display their products.1

As a curator of visual art, however, I felt
uncomfortable with the idea of using the
shop windows as displays of objects of art,
and thus following the line of the fashion
and jewelry designers. Emphasizing the
image of the artists as producers of commod-
ities on display would have, in fact, reduced
art’s function to its economic aspects, empty-
ing its traditional value as a tool of critical
thinking. Caught between the obligations of
executing an assignment and the desire to set
up a project that would express an idea of art
closer to my beliefs, I introduced the idea of
a residency model as a way to shift the initial
rhetoric of the project, and suggest other poss-
ible values embodied by the artists and their
physical presence in the spaces.2

Consequently, I invited the eight artists—
Achim Lengerer, Mounira Al Solh, Niels Vis,
Francesca Grilli, Alexis Blake, Laurence Aëger-
ter, Egle Budvytyte and Ahmet Ögüt—to
develop new works in relation to the physical
space of the studios, from their individual his-
tories to the architecture as well as to the parti-
cularity of their position in the middle of the
process of transformation of this part of the
city and the public image of Amsterdam. The
final presentation of their works took place
under the title A Second Exchange at the end
of September 2009.3 For that occasion and as
a closure to the project, I also invited a group
of practitioners from other disciplines to
discuss in a program of public lectures the
role of art in processes of urban gentrification.4

How did this encounter of the artists with
those charged places and political situation
develop? Was it possible to really challenge
the specific initial understanding of art
framed by the project? Were we able to find
a new common ground for the diverse interests
of all the parties involved (the Municipality,
the housing corporation, the sex workers, the
neighbors and the artists) and their different
visions of and expectations towards art?

I believe that three particular works devel-
oped by the resident artists Achim Lengerer
(1973, Tübingen, Germany), Alexis Blake
(1981, Pittsburgh, PA, USA) and Laurence
Aëgerter (1972, Marseille, France) can serve
as good examples to illustrate the answers to
those questions elaborated by the artists
during the project. Hence I felt the need to
present their works here directly instead of
writing about them with the belief that they
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can mediate in the best possible way all the
questions and doubts we all shared while parti-
cipating in this project. Achim Lengerer’s Hold
on, I, too, am drifting . . . is a text written by
Lengerer and performed by the actor Kevin
Cregan on 26 and 27 September 2009 in the
Bergstraat 14 (Figure A1). Alexis Blake’s IN/
OUT/EITHER/NEITHER, Reflections of a
Choice is the text of the lecture performance
presented by the artist during the public discus-
sion Redesigning the City on 26 September
2009 as a part of the final presentation of
RED A.i.R./Redlight Art Amsterdam (Figure
A2). Laurence Aëgerter’s Opening Soon/
Opening Now is a collection of images from
the public events of the same title that took
place from May to September 2009 where the
artist transformed her studio at Korsjespoort-
steeg 23 into public spaces with different desig-
nations and functions (Figure A3).

It is difficult to sum up all the issues raised
by the experience of this project. More ques-
tions arise, despite or maybe just as a conse-
quence of this attempt to create a space for
art via a process of self-definition nested in
a situation where different and often oppos-
ing forces were in play.

Some of the artists have found their way to
position themselves and express their point of
view within the given boundaries of the
project, as, for instance, in Laurence Aëger-
ter’s case, by instigating imaginaries for poss-
ible different public uses of the space, or in
the case of Francesca Grilli and guest-artist
Meiro Koizumi, by turning personal stories
of prostitutes into tales of oppression or
rites of self-discovery.5 On the other hand,
other artists have been pressured by the
impossibility of formulating a genuine con-
tribution to this project. As the narration by
Achim Lengerer describes so poignantly,
being physically present in the former broth-
els was felt in some cases as a condition that
almost legitimizes the logic of the Municipal-
ity’s operation of the removal of prostitution
from certain areas of the city, or because—as
pointed out by Alexis Blake at the start of the
project—the artistic interventions were auto-
matically absorbed by the all-inclusive brand

of ‘I Amsterdam’. The monologue by Len-
gerer, in particular, which echoes the intimate
confession of guilt by the ‘judge-penitent’
Jean-Baptiste Clamence of The Fall by
Albert Camus, seems to suggest that ‘there
is no lamb or innocence any longer’:6 no
matter how much you comment and try to
give new perspectives on an issue or
problem, you unavoidably function as an
accomplice of the housing corporations and
capitalist forces.

However, has the artist then really fallen
from grace? And if so, how has this become
possible?

During his lecture in the public program of
Redlight Art Amsterdam, Austrian theoreti-
cian Dieter Diederichsen stated that projects
like this one were exemplary of a new position
of art. ‘Today art seems to have lost that
“oppositionality” typical of the avant-guards’,
that is to say, that radical ‘negative’ attitude
that in many cases brought the artists to
openly critique and oppose any form of
power, especially that one connected to, or
expressing, a capitalistic way of looking and
evaluating things.7 ‘The artist of today instead
is a reasonable member of the community’,
states Diederichsen. While revealing a very
skeptical and critical judgment on the possi-
bility of art contributing to the creation of a
different reality, Diederichsen’s concisely
expresses the changes in the conditions of artis-
tic production that have undoubtedly occurred
in the last years and now create the basis on
which projects like Redlight Art Amsterdam
are founded.

For instance, let us consider the 1970s,
when artists were going out of their studios
motivated by a personal interest to intervene
into the urban fabric and as a way to resist
the commodification of art. As Gordon
Matta-Clark writes, his will to transform
neglected properties ‘into a place of interest,
fascination and value’ stemmed from an ‘indi-
vidually positive attempt to encounter the
real world through expressive interpret-
ation’.8 At the same time, Daniel Buren was
describing the studio ‘a stationary place
where portable objects are produced’, ‘a
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boutique where to find ready-to-wear art’.
His works in situ, outside the studio walls, a
few years later were the only way to escape
that condition (‘All my work proceed from
its [the studio’s] extinction’9).

In a period of only 30 years, whether creat-
ing permanent monuments or temporary
interventions, working as solitary explorers
or as initiators of discursive and community-
based projects, artists have proved their inter-
ventions in the public space to be particularly
valuable ways in which it becomes possible to
change the structural aspects of our cities, to
give visibility or comment on socio-cultural
dynamics connected to our urban life, and
generally to activate new relations of mean-
ings between people and the places we
inhabit. Along with this process, however,
the artistic practice that was previously at the
margins of the political and often of the art
world itself, has now become central and
widely institutionalized. As the rise of public
commissions and artists’ participation in the
design of new and old neighborhoods, of
artists-in-residence programs and such large-
scale events as biennials focused on site-
specific, or context-responsive art projects
attest, artists increasingly intervene in the
public area upon invitation of institutions.

That process, while speaking of a wider and
well-deserved awareness of art’s value in larger
sectors of the society, obviously brings some
risks as well.10 Within this new situation, one
of the main questions becomes the ways in
which it is possible to preserve that critical
charge characteristic of the first artistic inter-
ventions in public space and so prevent art
from becoming ‘an instrument of the city-
marketing’ (Claire Doherty), to ‘work in the
exclusive interests of the commissioning insti-
tutions’ (Carlos Garaicoa) or to contribute to
‘the restoration of a sense of belonging to an
authentic local identity, which is actually arti-
ficial and far from the reality’ (Miwon Kwon).

Such objections have become even more
relevant of late, now that the art discourse
intersects with one of the so-called creative
industries, and the cultural (and artistic)
experience has been recognized as a primary

component of urban regeneration by political
and economical institutions. With the theori-
zation of the economic impact of the creative
class by Richard Florida, the artists, with
their work and even more with their lifestyle,
embody what is most valued in today’s poli-
tics and economics: authenticity, originality
and relentless creativity.

A project like Redlight Art Amsterdam lies
precisely in this situation: when an idea of art
as a counter-culture articulated from an
‘outside’ position seems disconnected from
the reality of things (or at least exhausted)
and its inclusion in the category of the crea-
tive class looks problematic, not to say
dangerous, especially when literally inter-
preted as production of economic goods or
services that can be measured in economical
terms by both private and public institutions.

As this project has showed, the definition
of the artist as a creative entrepreneur does
not coincide with how the artists perceive
themselves and their role in the world.11

This position is definitely not sufficient to
express the potentiality of art and its histori-
cal power to create or suggest alternatives to
the prevailing value-systems.

What then is possible?
In Alexis Blake’s analytical take on the

exploration of the possibilities for art in Redlight
Art Amsterdam, the artist suggests precisely
that there is neither an IN nor an OUT position,
but that the possibility rather lies in a ‘neither or
neither’ position, where artists (and art) embrace
an irreducible difference or otherness from any
given political, social, cultural or economic
agenda, from where eventually to start a dialo-
gue with all these other parties.

In a text on public art, the art theorist
Chantal Mouffe proposes various scenarios
for a fruitful relationship between art and
the public realm:

‘[W]e can distinguish four distinct ways of
making critical art. There is the kind of work
that more or less directly engages critically
with political reality [. . .]. Then there are
artworks exploring subject positions or
identities defined by otherness, marginality,
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oppression by victimization. [. . .] Thirdly,
there is the type of critical art, which
investigates its own political condition of
production and circulation [. . .]. We can also
distinguish art as utopian experimentation,
attempts to imagine alternative ways of
living.’12

By choosing to pursue a self-reflective atti-
tude, I positioned myself and the project
within the boundaries set by the (politically
and bureaucratically) complex framework of
Redlight Art Amsterdam. I created my
Neither or Neither position; one of the poss-
ible scenarios sketched by Mouffe. The
choice to commission new site-specific
works from the invited artists and the
decision to publicly discuss the role of art
in the process of urban gentrification—a dis-
cussion that unfortunately the officers of the
Municipality of Amsterdam and of the
housing corporation ignored—were
attempts to lead things in that direction.
Creating a space for art via a process of
self-definition was the way to comment on
what art can be apart from being a catalyst
for economic development, and to make
visible the different powers and visions
shaping the project.

So, did it work? The premises of Redlight
Art Amsterdam suggested a preference of
the creative industry over the sex industry,
of creative bodies over those of the sex
workers. However, as the project developed
and the main institutions involved were
silent or ignored the questions we raised
with the project (the final presentation of
RED A.i.R./Redlight Art Amsterdam, for
instance, unlike its beginnings, was not part
of the Municipality’s communication plan),
it became clear that the artist had become an
unwanted subject, since s/he disrupted and
questioned the prevailing rhetoric of an
enthusiastic embracement of art as creative
industry.

From this point of view, if ultimately we
succeeded in defining a space for proposing
another understanding of art, the project
speaks about a failure in terms of starting an
open dialogue with all the other parties

involved on the criteria (and the reasons) of
this collaboration.

At the time of writing this text, the buildings
at the Bergstraat and at the Korsjespoortsteeg
have been given to the ‘anti-Kraak’ (anti-squat-
ters). The planned changes in the area are on
hold, surely because of the financial crisis cur-
rently gripping the Netherlands. The trans-
formation of the red light district and its heart
seems to be following the same path. Might
this then be the right time to reconsider the
whole dynamics and principles of cooperation
among art professionals, political institutions
and economic players? If this is the case, we
shall look then for other ways to create the con-
ditions for a more authentic dialogue among all
the parties involved in the redefinition of the
red light district: one where all the bodies
(both the ones of the artists and those of the
sex workers) matter in the same way and
must be taken for what they really stand for.13

Notes

1 ‘The City of Amsterdam is removing the underlying
criminality and achieving greater balance in the
famous Red Light District, and housing corporations
are purchasing buildings currently used for
prostitution. Nevertheless, prostitution without the
underlying criminality will remain in this district, as it
is legal in the Netherlands. Before the purchased
buildings are given a permanent function, the City
of Amsterdam will give national and international
top talents from the creative industry a unique
chance to display their creations in the famous
windows for the duration of one year.’ Official
statement of the Municipality of Amsterdam
(January 2009), from www.redlightartamsterdam.
com. Redlight Art Amsterdam followed Redlight
Fashion and Redlight Design, which saw the
involvement of fashion and jewelry designers on
similar bases. For more information see: www.
redlightfashionamsterdam.com, www.redlight
designamsterdam.nl

2 Rather than considering the artist as a creative
entrepreneur, I highlighted the idea of the artist as a
(new) resident of the space, and as such a
privileged observer of this phase of transition. The
title RED A.i.R., artists in residence in the red light
district, was hence added to the original project
Redlight Art Amsterdam.

3 The title of the final presentation takes its inspiration
from ‘Role Exchange’, a performance developed by
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the artist Marina Abramovic in 1976 in the red light
district of Amsterdam in which she swapped places
with a prostitute. By referring to the intervention by
Abramovic in the same area, I wanted to highlight
the different reasons and strategies behind the two
projects. In Abramovic’s case, the performance
stemmed from the artist’s interest in ‘the space of the
brothels and the moral values attached to it’. This
time artists were invited to occupy the vacant
brothels as part of the gentrification initiated by the
city planners to replace undesirable elements of the
sex industry. However, here the bodies of the artists
become again important sites for negotiations of
powers and visions. In this changed panorama, it is
clear that the artists of this second exchange work as
insiders, where they express their positions and
express their visions on the reality that surrounds
them.

4 RED A.i.R./Redlight Art Amsterdam took place
between January and October 2009. You can see all
the documentation of the artists’ projects, the
program of the public events developed over the nine
months and the recordings of the public talks on the
website: www.redlightartamsterdam.com

5 Francesca Grilli’s video-installation ‘Bergstraat 16’
was a highly poetic funeral ritual to commemorate
the death of Truus Krieger, a prostitute who was
murdered in May 1959 in the same studio occupied
by the artist (at Bergstraat 16). It was presented at
the Amsterdam Historisch Museum, and lately
proposed as permanent intervention in the original
studio building. The performance by Meiro Koizumi
‘Melodrama for Men#2’ was inspired, instead, by
the real testimony of Jan Ruff O’Herne, a comfort
woman who was forced to prostitution during the
Second World War in Japan.

6 The Fall, written by Albert Camus in 1956, is a novel
set in Amsterdam. The protagonist, Jean-Baptiste
Clamence, is a French judge who through a series of

monologues tells his personal story of ‘fall’: from
being a well-respected and just man, he discovers
he has lived hypocritically and selfishly.

7 The recording of Diederichsen’s intervention is
available on Vimeo at: http://vimeo.com/
user2901414

8 Letter from Gordon Matta-Clark in Paris to his lawyer
in New York, October 1975, in Gordon Matta-
Clark, IVAM, Valencia, 1993, pp. 383–384.

9 Daniel Buren, ‘The Function of the Studio’, in
Annette Michelson et al. (eds) October: The First
Decade, MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 1987,
pp. 51, 53.

10 This has been pointed out by various scholars. See,
in particular: Miwon Kwon, One Place After
Another: Site-specific Art and Locational Identity,
MIT Press, Cambridge, MA, 2004; Claire Doherty,
Contemporary Art: From Studio to Situation, Black
Dog, London, 2004; Claire Doherty, ed., Situation,
Whitechapel, London/MIT Press, Cambridge, MA,
2009.

11 Here a definition of ‘cultural entrepreneur’, as it was
elaborated by the Culture Profit Committee
established in the Netherlands in 2007, at the
request by Ronald Plasterk, Minister of Education,
Culture and Science between 2007 and 2010.
‘The cultural entrepreneur operates from his own
artistic ambition, but at the same time takes
saleability, accessibility and public preferences into
account.’ Source: Ingrid Commandeur, ‘Organized
Magnanimity the New Art Patron’, MetropolisM,
No. 3 (June/July), online at: http://www.
metropolism.com/magazine/2008-no3/
georganiseerde-vrijgevigheid/english (accessed
27 September 2010).

12 Chantal Mouffe, ‘Art as Agnostic Intervention in
Public Space’, Open 14, NAi, Rotterdam, 2008,
pp. 12–13.

13 Written in November 2011.
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