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Oskar Hansen’s 
MoMA: 
The Instrument 
(or, a Museum That Could Not Be)

Tihomir Topuzovski: A note on Calovski and Ivanoska’s project

An instrument is always designed to examine phenomena experimentally, in spec-
ifying the instrument architectonically, in the context of the museum, it is important to 
think of it in a different form, more experimental, less architecturally and conventionally 
structured. So what does this discussion about instruments mean for the role of museums 
in representing or engaging their audiences in the time we are living through, facing the 
reality of political turmoil and crisis, where a growing number of people have been forced 
to leave their homes, or are exposed to various forms of exploitation, and the complexities 
of environmental challenges and climate changes. Quite simply, beyond conventional de-
bates about curatorial practice, museum space, exhibitions, collections and audiences, 
this raises question concerning the role of Museums in an era of the reality. It offers 
opportunities to reframe our normative architectonic traditions through a new set of con-
cepts and methodologies.

The project of Yane Calovski and Hristina Ivanoska is paradigmatic, creating an  in-
strument through which the museum can be rethought.  One of the main outcomes of their 
project is the ‘The Instrument (оr, a Museum That Could Not Be)", which examines the 
utopian, imaginative aspect of the relationship between artistic and curatorial research, 
on the one hand, and socio-cultural context on the other. This approach demonstrates 
their ability to form a nexus while simultaneously providing a recognizable focus on an 
important range of  aspects and an open platform for public discourse about the role of 
the museum today. In addition, as noted above, ‘the instrument’ also implies imagination 
about what it might be possible to do, not as a place or destination but the museum as 
a process or direction. Thus, the instrument can be used as an effective means to cri-
tique the museum as it is, and also to imagine the museum as it could be. This dialectic 
between the “Museum that Could Not Be” and the museum as it could be creates an 
interesting space for interpreting social, political, cultural contexts, without closing down 
the free space, or it uses imagination to exceeds conventional architectonic frameworks.

The work of Yane Calovski and Hristina Ivanoska is entirely consistent with Hansen’s 
views, particularly with the unbuilt design for the Museum of Contemporary Art in Skopje.
Starting from their ongoing research, we need to recognize ‘the instrument’ as a tool to 
open up  museum spaces to engage and respond to the complexity of our present context.
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“Horizontal Verticals, Fraction”, work in progress, digital drawing, 2020. Collaborator: Ivan Peshevski. Courtesy the artists.
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“Horizontal Verticals, Fraction”, work in progress, digital drawing, 2020. Collaborator: Ivan Peshevski. Courtesy the artists.



Dean Sameshima, being alone, 2020. Reproduced by permission of the artist

 “How can we have a say in the conversation about the future of museums? How can 
museums become even more democratic and responsible models of governance? How can 
we actually “build” a museum? How can museums use their own design as a provocation? 
Can a utopian non-building serve as an instrument in this moment of collective awakening 
over the state of our public institutions, or our societies? How can we – as artists and con-
stituents of art in a wider sense – use our curiosity, but also our hard-won organizational 
know-how, to make our institutional ideas operational on a larger public stage? How can 
museums expand the constituency of art and form a new understanding of exhibition-mak-
ing as a collective shape-shifting process?” These are some of the questions that Yane 
Calovski and Hristina Ivanoska are asking in their multi-layered collaborative project “Os-
kar Hansen's MoMA: The Instrument (or, a Museum That Could Not Be).”  

Initiated in 2005, the project examines the conceptual elasticity of archives and the 
methodological ongoingness of artistic research. Inspired by the instability and mu-
tability integral to Hansen's "Process and Art" (1966), an unbuilt proposal for the Muse-
um of Contemporary Art in Skopje (co-authored with Svein Hatløy, Barbara Cybulska, 
Lars Fasting and Jerzy Dowgiałło), and the intuitive and socio-politically charged "Open 
Form" theory1, the latest chapter of their research questions the applicability of specu-
lative design through usable digital and analog tools and production methodologies. 
Furthermore, Ivanoska and Calovski's research incorporates reorganization and ad-
aptation of value systems and attribution of ideas that provoke dialogues. In that sense, 
"Oskar Hansen's MoMA: The Instrument (or, a Museum That Could Not Be)" examines 
the applicability of creative and theoretical output for a wider audience by looking into 
the relationship between artistic and curatorial research, on the one hand, and so-
cio-cultural activism and observation of the institutional, cultural system, on the other.   

The project aims to generate curatorial and editorial processes both physically and 
virtually through the digital platform ohmoma.org, one of the first outcomes of Ivanoska's 
and Calovski's research process. Developed in collaboration with Interdisciplinary Design 
Studio “Pillow Talks”, the platform attempts to come to terms with the unbuildable but plau-
sible museum in the context of the current socio-political, economic and cultural context.

Artist’s Statement 

The story begins with the earthquake that devastated Skopje, Macedonia, on July 26th, 
1963. In the outpouring of international solidarity and support that followed, an architectural 
competition for the design of a museum of modern art was launched. It was made possible 
through a donation by the Polish Government to the city and a number of Polish-based 
architects were invited to contribute proposals for an art institution meant to become a 
symbol of the city’s “immortality.”

One of the proposals was submitted by Oskar Hansen. Born in Helsinki in 1922, but living 
and working in Poland, he was considered a visionary of his generation. He proposed a 
museum as a transformable exhibition space, with hexagonal spatial elements mounted on 
hydraulically powered rotating telescopes. The structure could be expanded and contract-
ed horizontally and vertically at the same time. 

For us, “Oskar Hansen's MoMA: The Instrument (Or, the Museum that Could Not be)" 
is a collaborative and artistic research project which goes beyond a single discipline, ma-
teriality, and processes of production. It brings together architectural concepts, creative 
methodologies, and different possibilities for human engagement in assessing the theoret-
ical aspects of creating a contemporary art museum. 

As with many of our collaborations since 2000, this project animates multilayered con-
ceptual possibilities inspired by how we align ourselves with unresolved histories and the 
opportunity to take action in the present. Our research methodology is best described as 
an experimental process almost always situated beyond a specific discipline or mode of 
production. 
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One of the primary source materials in our proposed project is Hansen's original pro-
posal titled "Process and Art" (1966). 

Our research into Oskar Hansen dates back to 2005 when we invited Polish curator 
Sebastian Cichocki to Skopje as the first guest curator at Press to Exit’s Visiting Curatorial 
Initiative. Among other things, he brought a print-out of Hansen’s entire Skopje proposal, 
with his personal approval that it be reintroduced to the city after almost 40 years.2 In-
spired by the potential of this material, we initiated a new research project into ways of 
“building a museum”: a hypothetical exhibition program of content curated through the 
lens of artistic subjectivity. The series of 12 digital graphic works published in our book 
Oskar Hansen’s Museum of Modern Art (Kronika, 2007), attempts to answer our own ini-
tial questions. How can we imagine exhibitions for a museum that never existed? What 
kind of curatorial strategies would have been enforced by the reality of a “foldaway mu-
seum”? What kind of art would have been exhibited? What would such a radical design 
for a museum in Skopje have meant in the larger international context?

Hansen managed to draft a vision for a contemporary (modern) art museum by ef-
fectively eliminating the Euclidian cuboid building in favor of an experimental elongated 
structure. He drafted the museum's substantial horizontal network, including a research 
lab, a corridor gallery, and a vertical set of ever-evolving hexagonal umbrella-like ex-
hibition platforms powered by hydraulic pipes. This visual and structural change is an 
essential element in the design that we have adapted in the integrated digital platform 
ohmoma.org, one of the proposed outcomes of our project. 

Concerning the Skopje proposal, Hansen envisioned "a transformable structure, 
electronically controlled by the artist, emerging from underground in the shape of mobile 
trapezoidal supports lifted by telescopic poles." For him, the form, which followed the 
idea of a modular repeated fan, made it possible to obtain space combining hyperbolic 
and non-Euclidean geometry. The result was an "open modular structure" that created, or 
rather provoked, a growth in space." In Hansen’s proposal, the paradoxical “openness” 
of closed and defined forms was addressed through “better adaptation of space to the 
changing needs of a person”. In an interview titled “Pragmatism of Utopia” published 
in the monthly magazine “Architektura” (Warsaw, no. 3/4, 1977), Hansen explained why 
moving away from the cuboid building was a necessity for him. He stated: “One of the 
criteria for assessing progress in creativity based on the idea of an Open Form is the 
increasingly better adaptation of space to the changing needs of a person. In Skopje, we 

Archive images of Oskar Hansen’s Process 
and Art, 1966, co-authored with Svein Hatløy, 
Barbara Cybulska, Lars Fasting, and Jerzy 
Dowgiałło (scans of the only photographs of the 
model and the technical drawings of the origi-
nal proposal). Courtesy Oskar Hansen Archive.
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oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form”, poster series, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska

Nine Principles of Open Form, 10 ink-jet prints on acid-free paper, edition of 10 + 2 AP, 2018-19. Collaborator: Iliana Petrushevska. Courtesy the artists



oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (partnership instead of domination)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska

oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (reduction instead of war)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (sermon instead of dogma)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (commons instead of egotism)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska

oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (reciprocity instead of monopoly)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoskaoskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (life instead of value)”, 2018          yane calovski and hristina ivanoska oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (flexibility instead of invariability)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska

oskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (tools instead of service)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoskaoskar hansen’s moma        “9 principles of open form (equilibrium instead of degradation)”, 2018         yane calovski and hristina ivanoska





Flexibility instead of Invariability, graphic application of Archetype Open Form over text and color coding of the Linear Continuous System (LCS),  
Nine Principles of Open Form , 2021. Collaborator: Iliana Petrushevska. Courtesy the artists.





Partnership instead of Domination, graphic application of Archetype Open Form over text and color coding of the  
Linear Continuous System (LCS), Nine Principles of Open Form , 2021. Collaborator: Iliana Petrushevska. Courtesy the artists.



managed – theoretically, of course, because we didn’t do it, to eliminate the building. It 
seemed to us that the housing of art is a form that supports art, and it should be transform-
able in its entire structure, depending on its content. We wanted the artist to be able to 
program the bodywork where he needed a closure, an opening, etc. So, it could not be a 
building, but rather an instrument.” The site of Hansen’s original proposal is also interest-
ing. The old city of Skopje was, and still is, a multiethnic neighborhood of Skopje, where 
Muslim, Orthodox and Roma communities coexist. This is important as Hansen always 
considers the immediate surrounding as part of the process of using and implementing 
the structure. In this case, the immediate communities could also be involved in the pro-
cess of ‘transforming’ the building, or better yet, curating the ‘meaning’ of the museum.  

While augmenting the potential of speculative design, we have constructed our ar-
tistic research methodology in the context of socio-political performativity. Derrida's 
concept of the incomplete (transient) notion of reality based on the individual's subjec-
tive perception has been essential as a theoretical framework of our confluent and pro-
cess-oriented collaborative practice. We have known, examined, and discussed the po-
tential of Hansen's museum design for Skopje for the last 15 years. Our friend and curator, 
Sebastian Cichocki, was the first to contact Hansen and informed him of our invitation to 
visit to us in Skopje. We discussed the opportunity to develop a work that will address the 
"physically impossible but conceptually real"3 essence of his proposal. In the publication 
focused on our first work, "Oskar Hansen's Mu-
seum of Modern Art" (ed. Sebastian Cichocki, 
Hristina Ivanoska, Yane Calovski, 2007), curator 
Elena Filipovic called our take on Hansen's con-
ditional-perfect museum "a workable model of 
a building constructed through a hypothetical 
exhibition program." In our proposal, Hansen's 
utopian vision becomes a deliberate "count-
er-proposal" to traditional museum forms. Our 
initial research had one central question at its 
core: What kind of artistic and curatorial strat-
egies would have been enforced by the reality 
of a "foldaway museum"? We curated a very 
subjective set of graphic works and texts that 
functioned as a hypothetical program for the 
hexagonal platform, including authors such as 
Ad Rainhard, Paul Thek, Ana Mendieta, Susan 
Sontag, Mladen Stilinovic, Dushan Perchinkov, 
and Agnieska Kurant.

As with many of our research-based works, 
we kept on revisiting Hansen's material and 
looking deeper into the instability and mutabil-
ity of the proposed architecture. As Open Form 
would suggest, the curatorial process has to be 
integral in the proposed building process. This 
was our revelation - Hansen wanted the artist 
to program the transient notion of the museum, 
which is continually performing itself by not be-
ing a building, but rather an instrument. 

The interface design of the site follows the 
image/sketch for the original model and draw-
ings of the elevations of Hansen's museum 
proposal. It features the hydraulically powered 
poles that support the folding and unfolding of 
the spatial planes, suggesting a level of per-
formativity in navigating and interconnecting 

Archetype Open Form, typography, technical 
development of the Latin (English) letters, punctu-
ations marks, symbols and numbers, 2021. Collab-
orators: Iliana Petrushevska, Nebojsha Gelevski 
– Bane. Courtesy the artists.
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ideas with their spatial configuration. In such case, the visitor can move up and down 
the landscape of hexagonal spaces. By experiencing the spatial orientation of the origi-
nal design, in theory, the movement articulates the individual experience of the content. 
However, this articulation does not mean changing or influencing the content displayed. 
The digital platform aims to replicate the architecture and display the curatorial content 
while archiving and distributing ideas of how space and our perception of interactivity 
and control shift and change. 

This significant shift in our perception of his proposal would not have been possible 
if not for a funded research residency at the Hyde Park Art Center in Chicago in 2018 
where we focused on the theory of Open Form. We realized that we could formulate nine 
principles out of the concept of re-engagement of the viewer with the social parameters 
of participation, process, and change of hierarchy. The principles that emerged are 1. 
Reduction instead of War; 2. Sermon instead of Dogma; 3. Commons instead of Egotism; 
4. Reciprocity instead of Monopoly; 5. Life instead of Value; 6. Flexibility instead of Invari-
ability; 7. Tools instead of Service; 8. Equilibrium instead of Degradation; 9. Partnership 
instead of Domination. This realization, along with the notions of fragmentation, discon-
tinuity, contingency, diversity, consistency, and association, helps us to imagine a way 
forward in readdressing the unbuilt museum as an instrument of the common good and 
a virtual site of continuous becoming: an extra-temporal platform that lies between past 
and present, imagination and empiricism.

The initial result led to drafting a typograph-
ic work titled "Archetype Open Form" (2016–on-
going). Inspired by Josef Albers's typeface "Ar-
chitype Albers" (1926–1931), Ivanoska erased 
all vertical and horizontal lines while keeping 
only the diagonals, circles, and semicircles. 
This erasure of the horizontal and vertical lines 
challenges the visibility and legibility of the let-
ters' architectural form and their function as 
primary tools for reading. Initially applied within 
the print edition "Nine Principles of Open Form" 
(2018-19), this modus of adjusting our writing 
and reading habits helps to operationalize the 
design and curation of digital/modular archi-
tectural structures. 

Essential to the way our research has 
evolved throughout the years has been our 
communication with Hansen's estate. Current-
ly, we are studying additional archival content, 
and as a result, we are conceptualizing an inte-
grated digital model that will function as an ex-
perimental production space Some of the criti-
cal questions that have emerged in our artistic 
research are: How can a museum expand the 
constituency of art and form a new understand-
ing of exhibition-making as a collective intellec-
tual shape-shifting process? How can we use 
our skill, curiosity, and hard-won organizational 
know-how, to influence the operational modus 
of institutional ideas on a more prominent public 
stage? Can a utopian non-building serve as an 
instrument in this moment of collective awak-
ening (while experiencing a pandemic that will 
be long lasting) to influence the way our public 
institutions and our societies operate? Do we 

Archetype Open Form, typography, technical 
development of the Cyrillic (Macedonian) letters, 
punctuations marks, symbols and numbers, 2021. 
Collaborators: Iliana Petrushevska, Nebojsha 
Gelevski – Bane. Courtesy the artists.
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dare to build a museum today that will reflect this process of questioning? 
The latest chapter of production in our project commenced in September 2020 when 

in the midst of the global pandemic we moved into a new studio on Karl-Marx Str. in 
Neükoln, Berlin. This move, which was as much mental as physical, allowed us to set 
up an operational site and initiated fresh critical dialogue with colleagues on how we 
could understand the potential of a digital museum design, based on a proposal initially 
conceptualized by Oskar Hansen. In the past months, we have managed to situate the 
proposal and do the necessary ground research and work to be in a position to move for-
ward with the next stage of production and public presentations. It has been challenging 
to determine the methodology and foresee the phases of the project's production, how 
it is intended to perform and for whom, and at what scale or medium. However, we have 
passed the most challenging part of the initial period - the critical discussions and solidi-
fication of the concept. We have always worked this way, opening our research process 
to colleagues and relying on each other's camaraderie and solidarity to facilitate the 
ever-necessary critical self-reflection.

Once we make the prototype of the digital platform operation, we want to invite col-
laborators to produce new content from an artistic and curatorial perspective and arti-
cles that reflect on critical theory and philosophy, socio-cultural activism, and the rela-
tionship between art, society, and politics. The collaborations will hopefully lead to new 
studies considering multiple hypotheses surrounding the reading of art history, manifest-
ing new views on historical analyses involving the documentation of Hansen's unrealized 
proposal and of the possible exhibition and lecture program. The first such invitee will be 
the Slovenian curator, Zdenka Badovinac, reflecting on the cryptic notion of the museum. 
This ongoing editorial process will be evident on ohmoma.org.

We always considered this research to remain open and receptive as our interest in 
Hansen's work, theories, and pedagogical tools has deepened over time. A better under-
standing of the collaborative and creative life-long dynamic between Oskar and Zofia (his 
wife, fellow architect, and collaborator) was fundamental, too. Our recent visit to their 
home in the village of Szumin has inspired our gradual return to the undeniable values in 
Hansen's work and philosophy and the main principles of Open Form. 

Over past year, the research and production of our project has happened in the priva-
cy of the studio environment. Despite the feeling that social change is moving very slowly, 
we have believed in our individual and collective perseverance and the conceptual and 
ethical strength of the project. The main questions that continue to reemerge are: can 
a utopian non-building serve as an instrument in the unprecedented current moment of 
collective awakening, and will the operation of our public institutions finally dislodge the 
“business as usual” concerning our social and political environment. We want to test the 
digital platform to search for ways to engage and contribute to the discussion. 

To move museums away from the vested interest of donors and states and address 
systematic change benefiting collective needs and all those deserving recognition, we 
need to reconsider radical proposals. The art and cultural institutions that represent us 
need to become our instruments of change, our collective shield from retrograde politics. 
They need reconstituting as platforms (metaphorically and for real) raising new content 
for shared public consideration. We need to continue considering the speculative, unre-
alized, utopian proposals such as Hansen’s that deserve some form of reactivation. The 
complexity of questioning and articulating the process does not provide easy answers. 
Instead, it challenges us to imagine and build a sense of diversity, community, and poten-
tiality that dislodges and reactivates the institutional environments that enable critical 
exchange.
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References:
1 “The Open Form, being the form of the sum of events—of the sum of individuals of a given group—should 
in consequence lead us to the expression of a group form. Taking into consideration the constantly broad-
ening analyses of component elements, their mutual permission as well as the invisible structure of society, 
we approach the idea of complete, universal, whole, continuous space—space of a different psychology, 
a different and new morality.” Oskar Hansen, Zofia Hansen, “The Open Form in Architecture – The Art of 
the Great Number,” in Aleksandra Kędziorek, Łukasz Ronduda (ed.), Oskar Hansen: Opening Modernism. On 
Open Form Architecture, Art and Didactics (Warsaw: Museum of Modern Art in Warsaw, 2014), pp. 7–9.

2 We introduced the print-out in an informal presentation at the current Museum of Contemporary Art (built 
upon a design of the winning competition entry by the Polish architectural group “The Tigers”) and gifted the 
print-out to the collection. Since then, unfortunately, the large xerox print-out of Hansen’s original drawings 
could not be located within the official archives of the Museum of Contemporary Art in Skopje.

3 “Imagining the Museum: Sebastian Cichocki talks to Hristina Ivanoska and Yane Calovski,” in Sebastian 
Cichocki, Hristina Ivanoska and Yane Calovski (eds.), Oskar Hansen’s Museum of Modern Art (Bytom/Skopje: 
Kronika, press to exit project space, 2007), p. 45.

TH
E LA

RG
E G

LA
SS   N

o. 31/32 , 2021

Yane Calovski and Hristina Ivanoska: Oskar Hansen’s MoMA: The Instrument (or, a Museum That Could Not Be)  97


