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 To write about literature, argue about it, teach it: these, though they bring other  
 anxieties, are valued because they can help to restore a vital balance of public 
 and private in our relation to literature. Since the balance is delicate and since 
 it should vary, it is easily upset into uneasiness.
 — Christopher Ricks, ‘Somebody Reading’, Keats and Embarrassment (1974)1 

Eight photocopies mounted in functional clip frames are hung in a line across a white 
wall. The striking black-and-white portraits of young men peering at pictures have been 
appropriated by Andrea Büttner from the final issue of Engel der Geschichte (Angel of 
History), a magazine produced by the print-maker HAP Grieshaber from the 1960s until 
the early 80s.2 The subjects of Büttner’s HAP Grieshaber/Franz Fühmann: Engel der 
Geschichte 25: Engel der Behinderten, Classen Verlag Düsseldorf 1982 (HAP Grieshaber/
Franz Fühmann: Angel of History 25: Angel of the Disabled, Classen Verlag Düsseldorf 
1982, 2010) are, we are informed by the exhibition leaflet, ‘teenagers in psychiatric homes’ 
looking at woodcuts by Grieshaber.3 
 Poised or posed as if taken mildly by surprise, one boy raises his shoulders, his 
lips slightly open, hand clutching his chin. Beside him, another boy seems more concerned 
— he is frowning, eyes fixed towards a skeleton you can just make out in the woodcut, 
which his finger jabs towards. Crowding to get a look are more boys and a middle-aged 
man, perhaps a teacher. Another image shows two teenagers, perhaps brothers, peering 
down their noses, their bodies tensed forward, and frowning too, but perhaps cynically, 
as they scrutinise an out-of-shot print. The most stylish of the viewers is pictured 
alone, with a jaunty, geometric-patterned tank top over his striped shirt. He leans back 
from the image, his hand resting absentmindedly on his collar. Has he been frozen in 
the photograph, or has he held that pose for a long time?
 The exhibition leaflet, produced by MK Gallery in Milton Keynes for Büttner’s solo 
show there in 2013, states that ‘as an art audience looking at another art audience, Büttner 
triggers an uncomfortable mirroring effect that casts our own gaze back onto ourselves, 
prompting mixed responses of vulnerability and voyeurism and forcing a re-assessment 

of our own thoughts and positions’4 — 
hinting that the work is in some manner 
productively antagonistic. The reference 
to Grieshaber also suggests a rousing 
politics: concerned with social and political 
issues, the print-maker was banned 
from exhibiting under the Nazis. Both 
the original publication of these images 

in the final issue of Engel der Geschichte, produced by a friend a year after his death, and 
Büttner’s later re-use of them might be considered as meditations upon a personal and 
particular history of exclusion. Had the boys in the photographs been born earlier they 
might have suffered a worse exclusion from public life. However, looking at them at MK 
Gallery, my self-consciousness seems to be of a slightly different tenor. The work does not 
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1 Christopher Ricks, Keats and Embarrassment, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1974, p.196. 
2 The magazine that Andrea Büttner appropriated the images from was named after Walter Benjamin’s  
 description of Paul Klee’s painting Angelus Novus (1920). See W. Benjamin, ‘Theses on the Philosophy 
 of History’ (1940), Illuminations (ed. Hannah Arendt, trans. Harry Zohn), New York: Schocken Books,  
 1968, pp.257—58. The images document two exhibitions of HAP Grieshaber’s woodcut series Totentanz  
 von Basel (Dance Macabre in Basel, 1966). The photographer is unknown.
3 ‘Andrea Büttner’ (exhibition leaflet), MK Gallery, Milton Keynes, 2013. ‘Andrea Büttner’, MK Gallery,  
 Milton Keynes, 12 April—16 June 2013.
4 Ibid. 
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so much deliver a consciousness-raising demand, but instead suggests the sticky position 
of any viewer of art. It is not exactly the sexually charged unease played out through Marcel 
Duchamp’s Étant donnés (1946—66), where the viewer’s discomfort is caused by the fear 
of being viewed as a voyeur as he or she bends over to literally peep through a keyhole and 
observe a naked woman with her legs spread. There is, however, a comparable sense of 
intrusion in finding oneself watching the boys engaged, engrossed even, in the relatively 
private act of reading. But this feeling is a step away; a contagious embarrassment; 
a self-reflexive awareness of oneself looking at others look, judging how they judge. 
 Staging the problematics of the judgement of art, and drawing attention to the 
embedded hierarchies of reception — where my response to an artwork, casually 
referencing art-historical parallels, might be considered of greater value than that of those 
young men — Büttner’s work is better described as an affective study of embarrassment 
as a condition of viewing. 
 I could have started by recounting my own experience of the work in Milton Keynes. 
Coming in from the rain, subdued by the high-ceilinged, highly-coded white space, and also 
flustered, my oversized shoulder bag threatening to knock over sculpture, brush paintings, 
scuff or dirty the walls. There I was, confronted with objects and images I felt expected to 
understand and appreciate: Büttner’s now-signature woodcut prints; a white plastic garden 
chair blocking an unused corridor (Monobloc chair, 2013), fenced off by a piece of timber 
(Barrier, 2013); and a video documentary interviewing nuns who run an amusement park 
(Little Sisters: Lunapark Ostia, 2012), projected so one could watch it from the corner of 
the room, sitting in the comfort of cushioned benches that Büttner constructed out of grey 
plastic storage boxes and planks of wood (Benches, 2011/13). 
 However, as in most UK public galleries that have been prepared for participatory 
projects and school groups, the white spaces of Milton Keynes have a sort of wipe-clean 
feel; though quiet, they are less intimidating than they might be — this is no central London 
commercial gallery, where an aloof assistant nods towards a press release. The HAP 
Grieshaber images were hung above another makeshift bench and near a table, on which 
were placed an assortment of prints under glass, cast-bronze twigs and stones and a tape 
player. A label explained that it held Tishchreden (Table speeches, 2013), a 113-minute 
sound piece featuring recordings of after-dinner speeches, given by what must have been a 
dream list of guests for Büttner, who is known to be concerned with art’s relation to shame 
and poverty. The sound piece includes, amongst others, Marxist theorist Franco ‘Bifo’ 
Berardi; the most recent Documenta’s artistic director, Carolyn Christov-Bakargiev; Lise 
Soskolne of Working Artists and the Greater Economy (W.A.G.E.); and Liliane Weissberg, 
a professor of comparative literature, who spoke about Jewish giving in relation to the 
Occupy Movement. The speeches were played in the gallery at 6 p.m. every day, or they 
could be listened to on headphones upon request, served with a free cup of tea and a biscuit. 
 In her now infamous response to Nicolas Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics (1998) 
— which took as an example Rirkrit Tiravanija’s cooking of curries for gallery visitors, 
for the work Untitled (Still) (1992) — Claire Bishop ascribes a cosy smugness to moments 
when artists present gallery hospitality as artworks:

 Despite Tiravanija’s rhetoric of open-endedness and viewer emancipation, 
 the structure of his work circumscribes the outcome in advance, and relies on 
 its presence within a gallery to differentiate it from entertainment. Tiravanija’s  
 microtopia gives up on the idea of transformation in public culture and reduces 
 its scope to the pleasures of a private group who identify with one another as  
 gallery-goers.5

Refreshments delivered by a friendly gallery assistant and a contract to participate made, 
Bishop’s words hung in my mind as I sat on the bench at Milton Keynes. Excluded from 
the actual dinner party, I stayed alone in the gallery wearing the headphones for as long 
as might have seemed polite, feeling a distanced sense of inclusion — performing my 
listening, not quite participating, not quite absorbed by the work. 
 One boy looks up and finds himself eye to eye with the camera, which catches 
an unguarded, friendly smile — no shying away. The figure pictured besides him is 

5 Claire Bishop, ‘Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics’, October, 110, Fall 2004, pp.68—69.
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striking rather than beautiful: his hair is cut into a ragged pudding bowl, his head is turned 
and his eyes fixed on the image, eyebrows slightly raised, a smirk on the side of his face. 
 ‘Not quite participating’ can be a position of criticality, of heightened awareness, 
rather than one of discomfort or indifference. Was the offer of tea and biscuits (an English 
speciality) an act of generosity, or an ironic nod to relational works — a cheeky moment 
of institutional critique, questioning such practices? Bishop found the claims made for 
the ‘democratic’ nature of the works written about in Relational Aesthetics unconvincing, 
and suggested that democracy is better served by the presence of antagonism. Applying 
Ernesto Laclau and Chantal Mouffe’s understanding of antagonism as a necessary 
precondition for democracy, she went on to term works by Santiago Sierra and Thomas 
Hirschhorn examples of ‘relational antagonism’, suggesting that by articulating a problem 
— by making existing conflicts explicit and exposing repressed power relationships — 
such works ‘provide a more concrete and polemical grounds for rethinking our relationship 
to the world and to one [an]other.’6 
 The exposure of repressed hierarchies has been identified both as a cause and a result 
of something perhaps not so often considered in art-historical terms: embarrassment. 
Performance theorist Nicholas Ridout, for example, discussing ‘the predicament of the 
audience’, writes that embarrassment is caused by finding oneself part of a power relation: 

 If the experience of embarrassment can be understood, then, as a shame response  
 occurring within contexts which include political and economic relations, 
 the self-consciousness that it signals has to be consistently understood as an 
 understanding of oneself as implicated in, if not even, perhaps, constituted, 
 by such relations.7 

Similarly, Bishop described her experience of Sierra’s work at the 2001 Venice Biennale 
in terms of apprehension over social hierarchies. Sierra gave his allocated space in the 
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Arsenale to some of the street vendors who typically sell fake designer handbags to tourists. 
They, in turn, used the exhibition space to sell the goods on a groundsheet, ‘just as they 
did on the street’,8 Bishop writes, describing her encounter as 

 disarming in a way that only subsequently revealed to me my own anxieties 
 about feeling ‘included’ in the Biennale. […] Foregrounding a moment of mutual  
 non-identification, Sierra’s action disrupted the art audience’s sense of identity,  
 which is founded precisely on unspoken racial and class exclusions, as well as  
 veiling blatant commerce. 9 

Unsettled at the way that her participation as a biennial tourist was made explicit to herself 
— provoking self-consciousness, that is, amidst what she later calls the ‘awkwardness and 
discomfort’ of Sierra’s work10 — is it not embarrassment that Bishop describes? Sierra’s 
satire-cum-institutional-critique relies on the viewer’s recognition of the performance as 
art, and it is this recognition which causes in the viewer a sense of his or her complicity 
with the scene. This feeling, of guilt perhaps, is tempered by its communal nature, by that 
same sense of being part of the audience. 
 I draw attention to Bishop’s notion of ‘relational antagonism’ not only because a similar 
coerced self-awareness might be said to be an effect of Büttner’s images — the interpellation, 
even, if we follow the gallery notes — but also because such a conflation of subjective 
response and abstract politicised aesthetic theory might also be an example of criticism 
finding its embarrassment aesthetically productive. 
 I should be embarrassed. It is counterfactual to claim that Bishop was embarrassed 
to admit her embarrassment. I cannot re-read her responses to Sierra’s work to make 
them match my own. But perhaps I can reflect upon the problems of writing about 
embarrassment — why a critic seeking to ascribe a dynamism to certain art practices 
might avoid using the term. The roots of ‘embarrassment’ suggest that the response 
is not understood as activating, but rather as leaving the audience stuck. Ridout notes 
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the first use of ‘embarrass’ to mean ‘encumber, hamper, impede’, and of ‘embarrassed’ 
as ‘perplexed (in thought). Confused, constrained (in manner or behaviour)'.11 Although 
it may be true that embarrassment can signal awareness of one’s role within a situation,
this is not to say that this new consciousness is productive per se — feeling implicated 
can also mean feeling trapped. Moreover, embarrassment’s association with popular 
entertainment and its status as a comic rather than aesthetic form might jar with writing 
about fine art. Finally, despite the fact that Ridout’s analysis of embarrassment notes its 
relationship to an awareness of social context, he also suggests that, in theatre at least,
it is a self-reflexivity that audiences enjoy. He describes embarrassment as one of the thrills 
of watching live performance: 

 The moment, or even, in fact, the possibility of the moment of embarrassing self-
 disclosure in the event of the theatrical face to face, is essential to the self-recognition  
 that we enjoy. […] There is therefore perhaps a particular pleasure to be had from 
 a compromised, fleeting, flesh-and-blood mutuality, even if we don’t understand 
 it as it happens.12 

Paralysing, sometimes masochistic, but a pleasure. Experienced as a member of an 
audience, in an exhibition or the theatre stalls, the experience of embarrassment can be 
as jolly, as entertaining, as communal, as cosy and indeed as passive as any gallery dinner 
party. 
 Behind the pudding-bowl haircut, to the left, is another boy, with a similarly ragged 
mop. He is less attractive, eyes wrinkled by tiredness in a manner strange for someone so 
young, cheeks marked with acne; he’s not fat, but his chin sinks into a neck roll. His eyes 
are fixed in a similar direction to the other boy’s, but one wonders if they are focusing on 
the right thing, or is he just aping interest? His mouth hangs open. 
 It seems unfair to write that the boy on the left has a weak chin, but the description 
that the photographs were taken in ‘homes for mentally disabled teenagers’13 seems to 
invite me, uncomfortably, to judge appearances, to look for physical deformity as evidence 
of mental instability or lack. Can one identify mental deficiency through facial expression? 
Besides their clothing, which places them in the recent past, what is different, or other, 
about how the young men look? About the way they are looking? 
 In Büttner’s images, the boys appear enraptured, absorbed by the images, and perhaps 
it is this, rather than the information that they suffer some kind of mental disability, 
that sits slightly uneasily. It is difficult to take their earnestness seriously. It seems an 
inappropriate manner in which to approach an exhibition, signalling the protagonists as 
other. The boys are fervently looking, and they are not embarrassed to be together enjoying 
these images. But I am a little embarrassed for them, watched in the act of looking, taking 
pleasure in the prints, made vulnerable by their own interest in the artworks before them. 
Perhaps my embarrassment signals that something has been exposed about how I think 
people should appreciate art?
 To discuss embarrassment becomes unavoidably anecdotal, something Lucy Lippard 
touched on in 1976 when she described how feminism had changed her approach 
to criticism: ‘I’m more willing to be confessional, vulnerable, autobiographical, even 
embarrassing, if that seems called for.’14 Lippard’s use of the term is surprising. Is she 
talking about embarrassing herself or her audience? While it may be possible to unpack 
experiences of embarrassment and find use in them, to define an artwork as such risks 
bypassing not only the contextual but also the equivocal nature of embarrassment itself. 
 Attempts to pin it down will often differentiate it from shame, which is conceived as 
a reasoned rational response relating to a moral judgement, and an enduring, sometimes 
even national condition rather than a fleeting predicament. The content of Büttner’s HAP 
Grieshaber could be interpreted as national shame over the actions of the Nazis in World 
War II. The ‘euthanasia’ programme, later known as Aktion T4, claimed the lives of at 

11 N. Ridout, Stage Fright, Animals, and Other Theatrical Problems, op. cit., pp.81—82. 
12 Ibid., p.79.
13 The website of Hollybush Gardens, Büttner’s London gallery, states that the exhibition was held in  
 ‘homes for mentally disabled teenagers’. See http://hollybushgardens.co.uk/?page_id=641 (last accessed  
 on 30 April 2014). 
14 Lucy R. Lippard, ‘Changing Since Changing’, From the Center: Feminist Essays on Women’s Art, New York:  
 E.P. Dutton, 1976, p.2. 
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least 300,000 mentally and physically disabled people.15 Büttner, in titling this work 
in German, might be intentionally indicating her nationality, flagging the inherited guilt 
she might be expected to feel. Such a discourse on shame is at odds with that of personal, 
physically felt embarrassment. 
 Büttner devoted her doctoral thesis to developing an aesthetics of shame, and her 
41-minute sound piece Roth Reading (2006) recites ‘all the passages on shame and 
embarrassment’16 in Dieter Roth’s artist’s book Ein Tagebuch (aus dem Jahre 1982) 
(A Diary (from the Year 1982), 1984). Writing on Roth’s work, Büttner describes shame 
as a spontaneous and uncontrollable reaction that seems to have no end of sources: 

 Roth feels ashamed following drinking bouts. He is ashamed at failing to make any  
 use of presents that he has received and he is ashamed of giving presents, of overdoing 
 it. He is ashamed of being impolite and of putting himself forward in a way that is  
 felt to be importunate. Roth is ashamed of not measuring up to standards of quality  
 in art […] and he wrote about feelings of shame on the occasion when he gained  
 recognition and positive attention on being awarded the 1982 Rembrandt prize.  
 Insofar as there is an iconography of shame in Roth’s Diary, insofar as it refers to  
 objects of shame, this is what it would have to entail: age, sex, no sex, nudity, poverty,  
 obesity, alcohol, envy, private libraries, windows without curtains, speaking  
 German, speaking loudly, the art market as a realm of moral shame, blatancy.17 

‘Shame’, following Büttner, is no more rational than what I call ‘embarrassment’. 
 Perhaps in order to define embarrassment as a condition of viewing art, we need to find 
another counterpart, and this could be the ‘cool’.18 Roth’s ‘canto of shame’,19 as compiled 
by Büttner, can be read as the worldview of someone both trying and not trying to be cool. 

15 See Frank Schneider, ‘Psychiatry under National Socialism — Remembrance and Responsibility’, paper  
 given at ‘Psychiatry under National Socialism’, organised by the German Association for Psychiatry,  
 Psychotherapy and Psychosomatics (DGPPN), Berlin, 2010. See https://www.dgppn.de/history/ 
 psychiatry-under-national-socialism/speech-professor-schneider.html (last accessed on 27 March 2014). 
16 ‘Ideal Syllabus: Andrea Büttner’, frieze, issue 152, January—February 2013. 
17 Andrea Büttner, ‘Perspectives on Shame and Art: Warhol, Sedgwick, Freud and Roth’, unpublished  
 doctoral thesis, London: Royal College of Art, 2008, p.82.
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If embarrassment is visceral, pink and hot, and ridiculous, then the cool is, well, cool. Cool 
like the sober critic looking at the prints, not convinced of their artistic merit. Or cool like 
Büttner scrawling ‘I was uncool before you were uncool’ on a shopfront in Berlin.

 I started making woodcuts because they were the most uncool thing I could do. 
 Now I am no longer interested in reacting to commercialised visual culture or in  
 criticising a discourse of commodified coolness so directly. The last statement I 
 made using these notions was a graffiti on the shop window of fashion art brand  
 Bless in Berlin; one of their collections that year was based on the theme of ‘uncool’, 
 so I just wrote ‘I was uncool before you were uncool’. This was in 2004 and for me 
 it marked the turning point of a political visual culture of cool. I still make woodcuts,  
 but I don’t have the initial strategic reasoning anymore; I do the woodcuts now  
 because I like them.20 

Or is this too self-reflexive to be cool? Coolness, as far as anyone can work out, is to do with 
a lack of self-consciousness. 
 He is unguarded, all his bodily gestures point to a physical engagement with the print 
before him. Absorbed, engaged, he is not brazen but oblivious — he doesn’t appear to take 
notice of the camera. He, maybe, was cool.
 Xeroxed, enlarged and then casually framed. It tallies that an artist who is concerned 
with shame would also have a refined sensitivity to that which is cool. The photocopy 
might be considered a poor throwaway material, and an offhand approach to art-making, 
but it also relates to the administrative vocabulary of male-dominated Conceptual art. 
Its use is both loaded and insouciant. Hers is a language of removes: ‘I am more less cool 
than you.’
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18 Büttner also notes the opposition while discussing the commercialisation of shame and ‘the paradigm  
 of the cool, and its contrary — the embarrassing’: ‘While the adjectives “cool” and “embarrassing” 
 are used as correlating judgements in popular culture — and indicate shame’s persistent relevance  
 — shame and embarrassment have a currency in art criticism as well.’ Ibid., pp.8—9.
19 Ibid., p.82
20 Gil Leung and A. Büttner, ‘Artists at Work’, Afterall Online [online magazine], 25 May 2010, available 
 at http://www.afterall.org/online/artists.at.workandreabttner (last accessed 20 March 2014).
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 He holds his chin. He is shorter than the rest of the boys, with a scraggy beard, and 
he seems to be smiling. He is looking at a print we cannot make out.
 Büttner understands shame to be an active rather than disabling force upon artistic 
practice. She often seems to court shame as a facet of exhibiting. At Milton Keynes a 
small monitor showing a video (Minerva, 2011) of the slightly reddened hands of someone

serving at a supermarket checkout 
was hidden beneath one of the tables. 
For a number of early exhibitions Büttner 
painted the walls on which she hung her 
work brown; daubed to as high as she 
could reach, this paint job could be read 
as either a dirty protest against the white 
cube 21 or as an effort to repurpose shame 
to positive ends. She writes in her thesis: 
‘Shame determines what we show 
and what we hide, what we expose and 
what we veil. Shame is intimately related 

to exhibiting, to the gesture of showing, to aesthetic judgement and to the norms and 
conventions according to which we judge and move in the art world’;22 and elsewhere, 
‘shame is an emotion which equates with, and makes possible, reflexivity or criticality’.23 
 If shame is intrinsic to exhibiting — to showing the art one has made — might not 
embarrassment be considered intrinsic to viewing, to physically experiencing and 
responding to art? It is when she turns to the reception of art, and Sigmund Freud’s 
‘Creative Writers and Day-dreaming’ (1907), that Büttner differentiates embarrassment 
from shame, identifying embarrassment as one of its physical expressions. She points out 

21 A ‘dirty protest’ refers to the act of smearing the walls of a prison cell with one’s own faeces — 
 a form of protest used by prisoners held in the Maze Prison in Northern Ireland during their five-year  
 protest (1976—81) against the British government’s change in the categorisation of the paramilitary  
 IRA. The protesters were seeking acknowledgement of their status as political prisoners.
22 A. Büttner, ‘Perspectives on Shame and Art’, op. cit., p.iii.
23 Ibid., pp.77—78.
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a discrepancy between Freud’s original German essay and its English translation, 
in which ‘peinlich’ is translated as ‘distressing’ rather than ‘embarrassing’. Following the 
German etymology of ‘peinlich’, she shows how it relates to physical pain,24 which Freud 
suggests can turn into pleasure through the expression of ‘otherwise shamefully hidden 
fantasies’.25 ‘What is embarrassing in real life becomes the reader’s pleasure. […] Freud 
was aiming at a theory of artistic practice that takes account of the transformation of 
shame into pleasure when receiving art.’ 26 
 I can only see them looking. I cannot make out the woodcuts.
 Is not an artwork in exhibition always ‘relational’ — in bodily proximity to the 
viewer? That embarrassment is relational, physically felt and contingent suggests its 
ambivalence — both its power and impotence — as a response. Following Büttner, if shame 
can ‘open up the space and the possibility of reflexivity’,27 then embarrassment takes real 
bodies with the capacity for pleasure and ‘wrong’ responses, and further problematises 
that space for criticism. The images are installed and the viewer — stage-managed into
the work — is rendered uncool. Participating, complicit and yet unknowing, not quite sure 
how to respond. Embarrassed through a rich silence rather than shamed by knowledge.

Above and left: 
Andrea Büttner, 
HAP Grieshaber/
Franz Fühmann: 
Engel der Geschichte 
25: Engel der 
Behinderten, 
Classen Verlag 
Düsseldorf 1982 
(HAP Grieshaber/ 
Franz Fühmann: 
Angel of History 25: 
Angel of the Disabled, 
Classen Verlag 
Düsseldorf 1982), 
2010, 8 Xerox copies 
and clip frames, 
42 × 59.2cm each. 
Courtesy the artist 
and Hollybush 
Gardens, London

24 See ibid., p.45. See also Sigmund Freud, ‘Creative Writers and Day-dreaming’ (1907), in Ethel Spector  
 Person, Peter Fonagy et al. (ed.), On Freud’s ‘Creative Writers and Day-dreaming’, New Haven, CT: Yale  
 University Press, 1995. 
25 Ibid., p.48.
26 Ibid., p.46.
27 Ibid., p.78.


