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Ben Eastham is the editor-in-chief of art-agenda, which is to the art world 
what the Financial Times is to banking: it not only provides opinion and 
commentary, it also, through its announcements service, acts as a 
crucial conduit of information for gallerists, critics, dealers and artists. 
Previously, he was editor of ArtReview, a leading contemporary art 
magazine, and he helped to found The White Review, which is one of 
Britain’s most experimental literary quarterlies. In his journalism, he writes 
with an elegant assurance that borders on academic, demonstrating in 
articles such as this for ArtReview, that he is one of those contemporary 
critics who, if university art departments weren’t so under-funded, might 
have become theorists or historians of art. This brief overview of his 
substantial achievements might help illustrate how strange it is that, in 
his new book, The Imaginary Museum, he doesn’t mention a single one 
of them. 
 
This wouldn’t be that unusual were it not for the fact that this book is 
partly a kind of critical bildungsroman, tracing Eastham’s developing 
appreciation of contemporary art, from his adolescent fascination with 
Damien Hirst’s nihilism to his more mature, democratically-minded 
understanding of art as an ‘unresolved, disputatious, polyvocal 
conversation in which we are all engaged’. Eastham only briefly alludes 
to his life as a professional critic in the book’s introduction, where he 
describes an assignment he went on in which he witnessed a naked man 
climb onto a jet engine and assume the pose of Rodin’s The Thinker. But 
even here, he is a kind of fish-out-of-water, an art-world outsider who is 
mystified by the performance. 



In the book’s first chapter, Eastham assumes the role of Director of the 
book’s eponymous imaginary museum and takes us on a tour of its 
exhibits, all chosen because of the profound impact they have had on 
his own life and on the development of contemporary art. Someone with 
Eastham’s acumen and experience could, perhaps, hope to one day be 
granted the directorship of a real-life museum. Indeed, the reader might 
be excused for thinking that this book is in fact a speculative cover letter 
for this kind of role, subtly demonstrating Eastham’s curatorial talent. He 
hangs Jackson Pollock’s Number II, for instance, in a room with a 
flickering light. ‘This is not a problem with the wiring,’ Eastham assures 
us, ‘but Martin Creed’s notorious work of conceptual art Work No 227: 
The lights going on and off’. Eastham brings these two works together to 
highlight the damage that is done by the infrastructures that support art 
museums: ‘the generation of the electricity coursing through the bulb 
that illuminates Pollock’s work,’ Eastham reminds us, ‘is contributing in 
some small way to the end of the world.’ Elsewhere, he exhibits the 
textiles of Anni Albers, neglected masterpieces by an artist who 
begrudgingly took up weaving because it was one of the only courses 
open to women in the otherwise progressive Bauhaus. Exhibiting her 
alone, however, would not go far enough in exploring the inequalities 
subtending western art, since, Eastham informs us, her own work owes 
much to the Wari fabrics woven thousands of years ago in what is now 
Peru. These kind of works are typically confined to museums of 
anthropology and so, by exhibiting these fabrics in an art gallery, 
Eastham at once gives them the respect they deserve, whilst at the 
same time accomplishing what he has elsewhere argued is one of the 
duties of contemporary art, to ‘repeatedly and doggedly draw our 
attention’ to social systems. Exploring his journalistic work, it is clear that 
Eastham’s museum is an expression of his long-standing aesthetic ideas. 
The only difference between his essays and The Imaginary Museum is 
that, in the latter, the eloquence of his arguments is frequently cut short 
by self-deprecating comic set-pieces in which the narrator is heckled by 
museum goers and figures from his past. Indeed, the tour gradually 
devolves into a pursuit as Eastham flees from security guards who 
believe he’s an intruder tampering with the exhibits.  
 
 If The Imaginary Museum is an account of Eastham’s evolving 
sensibilities, it also makes a spectacle of his fallibility. This serves the 
larger theoretical point that critics are not always to be trusted in their 
judgements about art. Indeed, he goes so far as to give his readers the 
final say in all artistic matters, avowing that ‘you can decide to treat as art 
whatsoever you choose’, which goes some way towards explaining why 
Eastham is so coy about his own achievements. Revealing that he was 
one of the art world’s leading critics might imply that if it's up to the 
viewer to decide what art is, then it’s also up to the specialist to entrust 
the viewer with that responsibility. And so Eastham engineers a fiction of 
outsiderness. He is not the first writer to experiment with the boundaries 
of non-fiction by semi-fictionalising his experience, but, if he wants to 
remind the reader of their authority as critics, then perhaps it would 
serve him better to be clear about what exactly he’s writing and where 
it’s coming from. Because, by keeping the reader in the dark, he invests 
them with one kind of power, whilst taking another kind away. 



The fact is that, despite its elaborate conceit, The Imaginary Museum 
behaves a lot like any other work of criticism. Looking back through the 
book, we find that Eastham has, in fact, been making claims about that 
nature of art left, right and centre. For example, after avowing that he 
‘think[s] of the book of art as an unresolved, disputatious and polyvocal 
conversation in which we are all engaged,’ Eastham then goes on to 
declare that ‘this essay, on that principle, has failed to provide anything 
like a concrete definition of what art is today,’ even though that this is 
exactly what he has done in the immediately preceding sentence. 
Indeed, a few sentences later, he says that ‘I don’t recognise art as a 
dead category capable of definition at all,’ apparently unaware, that, in 
saying so, he has given art a definition. After all, just because he has 
defined it on the basis of the impossibility of its definition doesn’t mean 
that he hasn’t defined it. Another reader might object, arguing, for 
instance, that art can, in fact, be defined, that it’s not up to the viewer to 
decide what is and is not art. The point here is not to argue which one of 
these is right, but rather to illustrate that, despite his claims about the 
irresolution of his own ideas, there are perspectives which Eastham’s 
argument cannot contain. In this respect, the critical auto-fiction of The 
Imaginary Museum doesn’t do anything profoundly different from a 
traditional critical essay. It still provides definitions and lays out the limits 
of its argument. The only real difference is that it doesn’t admit to saying 
anything that could pin it down. Eastham describes his imaginary 
museum as ‘riddled with secret passageways and trapdoors’, the Gothic 
double of classically-proportioned art galleries. In fact, it’s more like the 
castle in the Wizard of Oz. When we make our way past all the elaborate 
illusion, we find that, at its core, it is operated by a very familiar set of 
ideas.  
 
The figure of the specialist is never really absent from this book, they 
have just gone into hiding. Eastham seems afraid that, if he was to 
acknowledge his status, it would devalue his anti-elitist arguments. In 
fact, the opposite is true. An authority that is visible is, after all, more 
modest, more approachable, than an authority that obscures itself. The 
value of The Imaginary Museum is that, against its author’s intention, it 
reminds us that only a specialist can express as skillfully as Eastham the 
need for a definition of art that is less monolithic. 
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