
Reading 
Room

marta minujín rebuilds her temple of books for 
documenta 14, outside Kassel’s Fridericianum
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Argentinean ar t ist Mar ta Minujín burst onto the ar t scene of 1960s Buenos Aires with the work 

¡Revuelquese y Viva! (Rol l Around and Live!), 1964, an instal lat ion of found and painted 

mat tresses activated by the viewers who were instructed to do as the t i t le said. From the star t 

of her career, she’s been a trai lblazer in al l modes of  par t icipatory practice, whether at the 

height of her presence on the pop ar t scene, or in her creations that have taken the form of 

sof t sculpture, per formance ar t, happenings, or v ideo ar t over the years. A seminal work, her 

Parthenon of Books, a recreation of the ancient temple constructed from banned books and 

original ly instal led along the Ninth of July Avenue in Buenos Aires in 1983, was the ar t ist ’s way 

of celebrating the return of democracy to her country af ter the end of Argentina’s mil i tary 

dictatorship and the inauguration of President Raúl Al fonsín. For Documenta’s 14th edit ion, 

which takes place in satel l i te locations in Athens as wel l as i ts t radit ional Kassel location, 

Minujín is recreating this formative work outside Documenta’s central hub in Germany, the 

Fr idericianum. She spoke with Modern Painters senior editor Jul iet Helmke about this new 

iterat ion and what i t means in today’s pol i t ical cl imate.
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Q&a  // MARtA MiNuJíN

How did the invitation to participate in 
Documenta come about?
I had a retrospective here at the Museo de 
Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires 
(MALBA) six years ago. In that show, I 
presented films and videos of The Parthenon 
of Books that I made in 1983. One of the 
curators of Documenta 14, Pierre Bal-Blanc, 
had visited the exhibition in Buenos Aires at 
that time and thought of my work, since 
“Learning from Athens” is the working title 
of this year’s Documenta edition. Together 
with the artistic director of Documenta 14, 
Adam Szymczyk, he invited me to make a 
new version of The Parthenon, and so I 
decided to go even bigger: to make it the 
same size as the actual Parthenon—the 
other one was much smaller—with books 
that have been forbidden by countries all 
over the world. 

Tell me about the original Parthenon of 
Books, and what, other than the size, 
will be different in this iteration.
Before I made the first Parthenon, I was 
doing work that was similar, like the Obelisk 
Lying Down, and the plans for the Statue of 
Liberty Lying Down. At the end of the 
Argentinian military dictatorship, when 
democracy was restored, I wanted to make 
something that would be an homage to 
democracy for the local people. Many people 
didn’t even know what the Parthenon was 
and I built it without any permission on the 
Avenue Ninth of July right after the 
dictatorship was toppled and President 
Alfonsín came in. I just started building it. 
We got permission after it was started, and 
all books were donated to me by publishing 
houses, many of which had been hidden in 
various places from the regime because so 
many had been banned. More than 35 
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publishers donated. I made The Parthenon 
completely for free because the people were 
so enthusiastic about the project. So many 
people came. They helped pack each book 
into a plastic bag, a company pitched in and 
assisted me in erecting the sculpture with 
cranes, and everyone was so happy to make 
this thing as a testament to democracy being 
restored after so many years. What a 
miracle. That Parthenon lasted only a short 
time and then all the books were given to the 
people and the public libraries.

A major difference between that and this 
one is that those were primarily books in 
Spanish, and ones that had been banned by 
the military dictatorship. These will be 
books in all different languages that have 
been banned by countries all over the world. 
For example, Shakespeare was forbidden in 
Ethiopia—I don’t know why, but for a time he 

was forbidden there. Balzac and Nietzsche, 
among many others, were banned by the 
Catholic church. Kafka was forbidden by the 
Marxists, and Marxism was forbidden in 
many, many countries. So all these books, in 
different times, have been withheld from the 
citizens. And now, while it feels like the 
world is in revolt, it’s important to see these 
things that have been taken away from 
people at a point in time, and for people to 
see and to learn that it never works to 
withhold knowledge and information.

What parallels do you draw between 
that point in time and our contemporary 
one? Why is now the right time to 
remake this work?
Well, very simply, that was a celebration 
for the end of our country being at war. 
Now, the world is at war. There’s no peace, 

and so I support Documenta in having the 
idea of coming back to the practice of 
peace, of freedom, of creativity. So to make  
The Parthenon in Germany, having all  
these world problems—it’s perfect. It will 
be the Parthenon for peace. And every day 
I will have people speaking there. I want to 
host conversations about the peripatetic 
school, about Aristotle, about Plato, and to 
have something happening every day at  
The Parthenon, reflecting on the time then 
and our time now. Without Greece we 
would never have this kind of occidental 
culture.

It’s a very significant place to have this 
new Parthenon of Books, and to be 
reflecting on the past—learning from 
the past. 
Yes, the Nazis burned thousands of books 
from the Fridericianum—the museum, 
which was also a library, and now serves as 
the hub of Documenta in Kassel. The 
Parthenon is going to sit on the square 
outside it. And it will be completely free for 
anyone to visit. Of course with Documenta 
you have to pay admittance, but because this 

is a public work, anyone can come, and 
anyone can take part in it. This project is 
free; this information is free. I grew up with 
censorship; I grew up with political 
oppression. And when I went to Paris and 
then to New York, experiencing that freedom 
had a huge impact on me. 

Yes, you went to Paris when you were 
in your late teens, and you began to 
make art. I’m curious about what 
encouraged or motivated you to persue 
art? What were your earliest 
experiences of it?
First of all, when I was 10 years old, I 
knew that I was an artist. I went to the 
school of art and then I got the opportunity 
to go to Paris to live, and living means 
making art. So I started making things 
with mattresses that I found on the street 
and then I started painting them and in 
that way I became a Pop artist. First sort 
of informally, but then I moved to New 
York and became friends with Andy Warhol 
and his people, and I worked with the Pop 
artists there and then began to be 
interested in electronic forms of art. 

You’ve worked across many different 
mediums, experimenting with most of 
the methods that have come to define 
conceptual art. Is there one mode  
that you’ve returned to more often  
over time? 
Yes, absolutely: ephemeral art, process art, 
and art that involves participation. In all  
my work, without participation, it’s nothing.  
The Parthenon is made by all the people 
donating books, and coming for the talks, 
and using it. I don’t do art for my job. I do art 
for the people. My inspiration is the people 
around me. The first Parthenon—like many 
of my works—was  simply inspired by the 
people of Buenos Aires.

 
For your 70th birthday in 2013, you 
made the ultimate commitment to art: 
you married it in a ceremony held  
at MALBA.
Yes, well I’ve been making art since I was 10 
and I just could not live without it. If I did not 
have art, I would have already died. Marrying 
art was making the statement that the only 
thing that I enjoy is making art. That keeps 
me alive. I live to create, I create to live.  mP
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the installation of 
Marta Minujín’s original 
Parthenon of Books  
in 1983.

Some of the books 
collected for 
Documenta 14.


