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The curator Klaus Biesenbach at the MoMA PS1 Benefit Gala 2013. PHOTO: MATTEO PRANDONI/BILLY 
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In some corners of the art world, the Museum of Modern Art’s new Björk exhibit 
might just as well be called “Klaus.” Björk, the Icelandic singer, has faded into the 
backdrop of this widely panned show as critics mostly aim their fire at its curator, 
Klaus Biesenbach. 
 



Mr. Biesenbach, a globe-trotting art-world A-lister, has put together what his 
detractors call a shallow and pandering exhibition—and what his supporters 
consider just one rocky chapter in the story of a visionary curator who takes risks 
and challenges tradition. 
 
Criticism of the show, which includes Björk’s music videos, costumes and 
writings, was heated to the point of molten—among the harshest reviews Mr. 
Biesenbach has received since he became MoMA’s chief curator at large in 2010. 
New York magazine art critic Jerry Saltz, who recently burned an old MoMA press 
pass to express his broad discontent with the museum, called the exhibit a 
“discombobulated mess.” The New Yorker said the show made MoMA appear 
“ridiculous in the way of a wannabe groupie.” A review on the site Artnet News 
said the museum “laid a colossal egg.” Later, the same site called for the curator’s 
dismissal. 
 
Mr. Biesenbach declined to comment for this article, but the museum broke its 
long silence over the matter, saying it takes the Björk criticism seriously and 
strives to learn from it when developing future exhibit models for boundary-
pushing artists. 
 
“As a museum that supports artists of all stripes, we accept the risk that 
accompanies this engagement even though we recognize some projects may not 
live up to our own expectations,” said MoMA Director Glenn Lowry. 
 
Amid the bad press, the Björk show is tapping into a broader vein of anxiety about 
the direction of the venerable art museum. 
 
In addition to safe historical shows like Henri Matisse cutouts, MoMA has earned 
buzz—and critical puzzlement—for presenting performance art with a Tinseltown 
tinge. In 2013, it let visitors gawk at actor Tilda Swinton lying in a glass box. In 
2010, a work that invited people into a kind of silent-stare contest with artist 
Marina Abramović drew, among others, a smattering of high-profile personalities, 
including Lou Reed, Sharon Stone and James Franco. 
 
Next month, MoMA will present its first exhibit dedicated to Yoko Ono, co-
organized by Mr. Biesenbach and Christophe Cherix, another MoMA curator. 
 
“There were a lot of people waiting for something like this to happen,” said 
museum consultant András Szántó of the Björk fracas. 
 



It comes as museums are pushing to attract more visitors without losing their 
authority as cultural arbiters. A central, related question is how deeply institutions 
should engage with pop culture—and more specifically, its celebrity class—an 
issue raised in the work of artists like Andy Warhol, whose portraits of Marilyn 
Monroe and Elvis Presley are among his most revered. 
 

 
The Björk show opened to critical reviews. PHOTO: DANNY CLINCH 
 
Criticism of the Björk show—including that the exhibit lacked scholarship, was 
poorly presented and required visitors to wait in long lines—bled into questions 
about Mr. Biesenbach’s interest in the worlds of pop culture and fame. In his 
Instagram feed, the 48-year-old German curator features shots of himself with 
Lady Gaga, Courtney Love and Kylie Minogue. Last fall, he hit fashion week with 
Mr. Franco, a friend. 
 
“The Björk exhibition is an example of brand perpetuation,” said Michelle 
Grabner, an artist and co-curator of the 2014 Whitney Biennial. “In this case, three 
distinct brands are being bolstered: the Björk brand, the MoMA brand and the 
Biesenbach brand. All on parade and each surfacing as shoddy cultural 
productions.” 
 
Such barbs have taken some art-world veterans off guard. 
 
“This seems to be like a bunch of bullies in high school,” said Alanna Heiss, 



founder and former director of what is now called MoMA PS1—and a close friend 
of Mr. Biesenbach’s. “It’s not believable that one man could do so much wrong 
with one show of one good artist.” 
 
Mr. Biesenbach’s supporters say he is committed to reflecting the blurring lines 
between art, film, fashion and music in the contemporary art world. He has curated 
or co-curated scores of exhibits over his career, racking up warm reviews for 
MoMA shows whose subjects include Swiss video artist Pipilotti Rist and 
American multimedia artist Doug Aitken. 
 
“Each time, it’s an experiment,” curator and friend Hans-Ulrich Obrist said of Mr. 
Biesenbach’s exhibits. Rejecting the image of Mr. Biesenbach as only interested in 
celebrity, he pointed to exhibitions like “Greater New York,” which showcases a 
range of emerging New York-area artists every five years at MoMA PS1. 
 
To some, the fact that the Björk show has been a flash point is itself a reason to pay 
attention. 
 
“When you hear this much and read this much about something that’s happening, 
you’ve got to stop and think about it,” said art adviser Lisa Schiff. “There’s a really 
important balance to be struck in a museum and I think it’s kind of fantastic that he 
did it.” 
 
Mr. Biesenbach grew up in Kürten, Germany, and was pursuing a medical degree 
in Munich when the Berlin Wall fell, a transformational event that he has said 
ultimately led him to a career in art. In East Berlin, he helped found the Kunst-
Werke Institute for Contemporary Art, building it into a creative powerhouse. 
 
He joined the arts organization that would become MoMA PS1 as curator in 1996, 
became a MoMA curator a decade later and continued climbing the ranks at both 
institutions. He now also serves as director of MoMA PS1, the museum’s Queens-
based contemporary-art outpost. 



 
Mr. Biesenbach takes a selfie with Lady Gaga at MoMA PS1’s Night at the Museum in January. PHOTO: SEAN 
ZANNI/PATRICK MCMULLAN AGENCY 
 
Platinum-haired and crisply tailored, he works constantly, travels widely and loves 
social media. In a panel discussion about Instagram at Art Basel Miami Beach last 
year, he said, “I used to hate saying anything about my personal life—I really hated 
it, hated it, hated it.” 
 
Then, he said, he discovered selfies and started posting pictures of himself shaving, 
at the dentist and around the art world. Now he has 159,000 Instagram followers 
and a vast feed of photos of himself with the friends he referred to in that 
Instagram talk as his “chosen family.” 
 
In recent years, Mr. Biesenbach has spent a lot of time in the Rockaways, where he 
has a second home. Kevin Boyle, editor of the Rockaway Times and a friend of 
Mr. Biesenbach’s, described it as a sparsely decorated house on a rundown block 
where the curator throws barbecues with locals and art-world day trippers. 
 
Mr. Boyle, who met Mr. Biesenbach shortly after Hurricane Sandy, recalled that in 
the wake of the devastation, Mr. Biesenbach knocked on the door of a mutual 
friend with Madonna in tow, introducing her as “M” and offering their help. 



Mr. Boyle said locals have embraced the curator. “We’re pretty much the epitome 
of noncelebrity people and he courts us,” he said. “It’s hard to call Klaus a regular 
guy because he’s not and never could be, but he certainly appreciates the regular 
guy.”	  


