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pROfiLEs

THE	mOdERN	maN
How the Tate Gallery’s Nicholas Serota is reinventing the museum.

bY	caLviN	TOmKiNs

Serota at Tate Modern, in an exhibition space that once housed oil tanks. It opens next month. Photograph by Thomas Struth.

In his twenty-four years as the director
oftheTateGallery,inLondon,Nich-

olasSerotahasbeenwidelyacclaimed—
andoftenvilified—forchangingthecul-
tureofGreatBritain.Theestablishment,
thepress,andthenumberlessuprightcit-
izenswhousedtoregardmodernartasa
joke,aforeign-bornabsurditypracticed
byincompetentsorcharlatans,nowem-
braceitwithalmostunseemlyfervor.Tate
Modern,theTate’sbuildingfortwentieth-
andtwenty-first-centuryart,whichopened
in2000inaderelictpowerstationonthe
southsideoftheThames,drawsabout
fivemillionvisitorsayear,makingitthe
world’smostheavilyattendedmodern-art
museum.AlthoughSerota,thedriving
forcebehindTateModern,wouldn’t
thinkofclaimingcreditforthisturn-
around,hisprimaryroleisacknowledged
byvirtuallyallhisprofessionalcolleagues.
“Overthelastthirtyyears,Nickhasbeen
byfarthemostimportantplayerinmak-
ingtheBritishcomfortablewithcontem-
poraryart,reallyengagedwithitandeager
toseeit,”NeilMacGregor,thedirectorof
theBritishMuseum,saidrecently.Larry
Gagosian,theNewYorksuperdealer,
whoseglobalempirenowhastwoLon-
donbranches,considersSerotaamaster
strategist.“Nickreallycaughtthewave,”
Gagosiantoldme.“Hesawthepossibili-
ties,thewealthcomingin,andhekindof
harnessedthat.Alotofotherpeoplewere
involved,buttomeitreallylookslikethe
housethatNickbuilt.”

On a weekday morning in March of
thisyear,thepermanent-collectiongaller-
iesatTateModernhadafestive,holiday
ambience.Morethanhalfthepeoplewho
comehereareunderthirty-five,andthe
averagethatdayappearedtobeeven
younger.Theydriftedaroundinpairsor
smallgroups—hardlyanyonewasalone—
chattingconvivially,takingpicturesofone
anotherwiththeirsmartphones,pausing
nowandthentolookataworkofart.

Eightschoolchildrenwithsketchpadssat
inasemicirclearoundUmbertoBoccioni’s
Futuristsculptureofastridingfigure.On
theoppositewallhungRoyLichtenstein’s
terrific“Whaam!,”withitscomic-book
fighterplaneengulfedinared-and-yellow
explosion.Thereisnoadmissionfee(the
museumchargesonlyforspecialexhibi-
tions),andtheyoungpeoplerightlyfeel
thattheplaceandtheartonviewbelong
tothem—eventhough,thesedays,less
thanfortypercentoftheTate’sfunding
comesfromthegovernment.Imentioned
thisimpressiontoSerotaanhourlater,
whenwemetforlunchinthemuseum’s
top-floorrestaurant.“Wedidasurveyof
aboutfortyartistsbeforewebeganthis,”he
said,inhiscalmlyengagingway.“We
thoughtthatifwecouldmakespacesin
whichartistslikedtoshowtheirwork,then
thepublicwouldalsorespondtothem—
wewantedspacesthatthepublicwould
feelcomfortablein.Forexample,itwasa
verydeliberatedecisiontomakethisa
goodrestaurant,butnotahigh-endone.”

Serota speaksprecisely, looking straight
atyouthroughrimlesseyeglasses.Sixty-
sixyearsold,heistwoinchesoversixfeet
tall,trimandveryfitinanimpeccable
whiteshirtanddarksuit.Somepeople
findhismannerheadmasterish,butthey’re
notpayingattention.Everybody,even
totalstrangers,callshimNick.Hekeeps
hiswatchsettenminutesfast,toavoid
beinglateforappointments,andwhenhe
hearsorsayssomethingfunny,ashedoes
quiteoften,hismouthopenswideina
soundlesslaugh.

Fromourtablebyawindow,wecould
lookstraightacrosstheThamestoSt.Paul’s
Cathedral.In1993,whentheTate’s
trusteeswerelookingatsitesinLondon
foraseparatemuseumofinternational
modernandcontemporaryart,Serota
knewbetterthantobringthemtoSouth-
warkbythedirectroute,crossingthe
Thamesafewmilesupstreamandthen

navigatingthechokedandwindingback
streets.“Weputeveryoneinaminibus
afteratrusteemeeting,andImadethe
drivergoalongtheriver,onthenorth
side,untilwegottoSt.Paul’s,whichof
coursetheyallknew.Westoppedthere,
andIhadthemlookthroughagapbe-
tweenbuildings,whereyoucouldseethis
powerstationacrosstheriver.Thatgave
themabettersenseofit.”

What they saw was a huge, glowering
brickmonolithwithmassivewallsanda
three-hundred-and-twenty-five-foot
chimney.DesignedbyGilesGilbertScott
andcompletedintheearlynineteen-sixties,
theBanksidepowerstationhadbeende-
commissionedin1981,whenrisingoil
pricesmadeituneconomical.Thesur-
roundingarea,wherebrothels,bearbait-
ing,andShakespeare’sGlobeonceflour-
ished(areplicaoftheGlobe,whichopened
in1997,isvisiblefromTateModern),was
amanufacturingcenterinthenineteenth
century,butthefactorieseventually
movedelsewhere,povertysettledin,and
SouthwarkbecameoneofLondon’s
blightedboroughs.Scott’sbuildinghadits
admirers,whoweretryingtokeepitfrom
beingtorndownbydevelopers,andin
1993FrancisCarnwath,theTate’sdeputy
directorandalsoamemberoftheLondon
AdvisoryCommitteeforEnglishHeri-
tage,wasinvitedtovisitthesite—which
hehadbeenattemptingtodoforsome
time.“Hecamebackthatafternoon,”Se-
rotarecalled,“andsaidsomeonethere,
anarchitecturalhistorian,hadsuggested
thattheTateshouldtakeitover.Francis
toldhimitwasfartoobig,butIaskedhim
todescribeittome,anditsoundedmore
andmoreinteresting,sothatnightIwent
homeviatheBanksidepowerstation.
Atthetime,itwascutofffromtheriver
byhigh walls, but there was a walkway by
theriver,astherestillis,andIstoodbythe
chimneyandpacedouttotheendofthe
building,andrealizedthatthefoot-
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print was about the same as the Tate’s.”
A week or so later, Serota got a key and

wentinside.Theinterior,abandonedfor
manyyears,wasavast,virtuallyempty
spaceforverylargemachinery—turbines,
boilers,generators,andthelike—aspace,
herealized,inwhichyoucouldbuildany-
thingyouwanted,onascalethatnoother
siteincentralLondoncouldaccommo-
date.Thetrusteeshadseveralpossiblesites
ontheirlistatthetime,butwhenSerota
broughtthemtoBanksidehewaspretty
surethiswasit.(“Youdon’twitnessNick
persuadingpeople,”NeilMacGregorsaid.
“Yousimplyseetheresult.”)Acontractto
buythepowerstationwassignedearlyin
1994,theyearJohnMajor’sConservative
governmentsetuptheNationalLotteryto
fundprojectsforthemillennium.Serota’s
politicallyastutearguments—thatthe
projectcouldhelpgeneratetheredevelop-
mentofSouthwark,justasRoyalFestival
Hallhaddoneinthenineteen-fiftiesfor
theSouthBankareatothewestofit;and
thatLondonwastheonlymajorcapital
citythatdidn’thaveamuseumofmodern
art—producedafifty-million-pound
matchinggrantfromthelottery.“Thatleft
uswitheighty-fivemilliontoraiseforthe
building,”hetoldme.InEngland,where
thebigmuseumsaregovernment-owned
andfunded,eighty-fivemillionpounds
wasstupendouslymoreprivatemoney
thanhadeverbeenraisedforsuchapur-
pose.“Itwasratherfoolhardytotry,”Se-
rotarecalled.“TherewereperiodswhenI
hadtokeepsayingweweremakingreal
progress,andweweren’t.”Themoney
eventuallycamein,though,andtheTate,
abelovedbutsomewhatparochialinstitu-
tionthroughmuchofitshistory,became
aglobalphenomenon.

When the Tate Gallery opened, in
1897,onthesiteoftheoldMill-

bankpenitentiary,onthenorthbankof
theThames,itwastobeamuseumof
Britishart.In1917,however,thetrustees
ofthemucholderNationalGallery,which
showsWesternEuropeanpaintingfrom
thethirteenththroughthenineteenthcen-
turies,decidedthatsomelate-nineteenth-
centuryworksweretoomodernforits
purpose—thelistincludedDegas,Monet,
Manet,andseveralothers—andthat
these,alongwithlaterexamplesofinter-
nationalmodernart,wouldgototheTate.
Copingwiththisdualresponsibilityhas
neverbeenasimplematter,considering

thelong-standingBritishbeliefthatart
stoppedwithJ.M.W.Turner.

Many people in the London art com-
munitythoughtthattheTateshould
showmodernBritishartbutnotthefor-
eignkind;otherscastigateditfordoing
toolittleaboutinternationalmodernart,
andforvirtuallyignoringimportantBrit-
ishmodernistssuchasFrancisBaconand
LucianFreud.TheTateeitherpassedon
orfailedtoacquiremanyimportantworks
itcouldhavehad,andwhenitfinally
startedbuyingAmericanPopandmini-
malart,inthesixtiesandseventies,Brit-
ain’sfigurativeartistscomplainedbitterly
aboutbeingmarginalized.Ithasneverre-
allybeenexplainedwhytheBritishcould
acceptmodernisminliterature,theatre,
dance,and(toalesserdegree)musicbut
notinart.TheTate’squandaryover
somethingthatmostBritonsandmany
Britishartcriticsfoundridiculousor
offensivewasnotfullyaddressed,atany
rate,untilSerotacameaboard,in1988.

Fromhisofficeonthegroundfloorof
theLodge,anannextotheoriginalbuild-
ingonMillbank,Serotanowoverseesthe
operationsoffourmuseums,eachof
whichhasitsowndirector—TateBritain,
asthefirstoneisnowcalled;TateMod-
ern;TateLiverpool,whichopenedjust
beforehetookover;andTateSt.Ives,in
Cornwall.Anyonewalkingbycanlook
throughthewindowandseehimathis
desk,inasmall,austerelyfurnishedroom
whoseonlydecoration,whenImethim
therethemorningafterourlunchin
March,wasapairofframedprintsbythe
lateRichardHamilton.Serotaandhis
cheerfullyoverworkedstaffwereinthe
finalstagesofplanningtheTate’spro-
gramfortheCulturalOlympiad,anam-
bitiousseriesofartseventstocomplement
thissummer’sOlympicGames,inLon-
don.Amongtheeventsstilltocomewere
DamienHirst’sfirstmajorretrospective
exhibition,openingonApril4th,atTate
Modern,and,onJuly18th,thepublic
débutoftwohuge,circularspacesthat
oncehousedthepowerplant’soiltanks.
Thenewareaswillbeusedforliveper-
formances,largeinstallations,andfilms,
andtheiropeningcompletesthefirst
stageofTateModern’stwo-hundred-
and-fifteen-million-poundexpansion
program,tobecompletedby2016.

I asked Serota the obvious question:
WhydoesTateModernneedtogetbig-
ger?“Forseveralreasons,”hereplied.The

sleevesofhiswhiteshirtwereneatlyrolled
up,hisjacketslungoverachair.“First,we
havefivemillionvisitorsinabuildingthat
wasdesignedfortwo,andweneedmore
spaceandalsodifferentkindsofspaces—
forexample,theraw,industrialspaces
whichsomanyartistsprefertousenow.”
Likeotherdecisionshere,thisreflectsSe-
rota’sartist-centeredapproach.Fewmuse-
umsanticipatedtheproliferationoflarge-
scaleinstallationsortherapidgrowthof
liveandfilmedperformanceworkbyartists
duringthepastdecade,andTateModern
hasnowpositioneditselfasaprimary
showcaseforthesetrends.Oneoftherea-
sonstheSwissarchitecturalfirmHerzog
anddeMeuronwonthecompetitionto
convertBankside,Serotatoldme,wasthat
theyseemedtohavetheclosestsympathy
withartists.(Theyarealsodoingtheex-
pansion.)Otherarchitectshadwantedto
filltheimmensespacenowknownasTur-
bineHallwithfloorsandpartitions,but
HerzoganddeMeuronproposedleaving
itempty—asanentrancetothebuilding,
andasahuge,newkindofexhibitionspace
thatartistswouldfigureouthowtouse.

There is much talk these days about
thechangingroleofmuseumsinworld
culture.TheopeningoftheCentrePom-
pidou,inParis,in1977,hadshownthat
freshapproachestothemuseumexperi-
encecouldattractamuchbigger,younger,
andmorevariedmuseumaudience.Inthe
yearssincethen,anall-encompassing,
media-basedpopularculturehaseroded
thereverentialattitudethatpeopleusedto
havetowardmuseums,andthenewelec-
tronicmediaarechangingthewayswe
processinformation.“Themuseumisbe-
comingsomethingelse,andwedon’t
knowwhatitisyet,”ChrisDercon,the
currentdirectorofTateModern,saidto
me.“Themainproblemiswhattoexpect
fromtheseaudiences,whicharelarger
andlarger,andhavedifferentdemands.
Wewanttomakesuretheycantalkback
tous.”Insteadofpassivelyacceptingthe
interpretationsofcuratorsandotherex-
pertauthorities,asSerotaputsit,“people
havegotusedtopullingstuffofftheWeb
andassemblingtheirownpictureofthe
world.Ithinkthey’relookingforamore
interactiveexperienceatmuseums.We
havemanymorepeoplethanwe’dantici-
patedwhowanttohearlecturesandask
questions,orjustspendtimehere,look-
ingatart,buyingabook,havingcoffee
withafriend.Ofcourse,therehastobe
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Damien Hirst’s “Mother and Child Divided,” in Tate Modern’s Hirst retrospective.

an underlying feeling that you will experi-
encegreatart.Ifwedon’tputongreatex-
hibitions,peopledon’tcome.”

At this point, we might ask how Nick
 Serota,withhisinnateshynessand

reserve,becamesuchamasterofpublic
persuasion.Hewasbornin1946,andhe
andhisyoungersister,Judith,grewupin

Hampstead,inNorthLondon.Theirfa-
ther,StanleySerota,wasacivilengineer,
thesonofaJewishcabinetmakerwhohad
immigratedfromRussiain1912.Beatrice
Serota,Stanley’swife,wasacommitted
andvigorouspolitician,whoseserviceon
variouslocalgovernmentcouncilsled,in
1967,toherbeingnamedtotheHouseof
Lords,withthetitleofBaronessSerota.
(LifepeerageswereintroducedinBritain
in1958;untilthen,thehonorhadbeen
hereditary.)Ayearlater,shebecame
MinisterofHealthinHaroldWilson’s
government.ThehistorianSimonSchama,
whosemotherknewBeatricewell,re-
membersheras“arealfigureintheLabour
endofAnglo-Jewisheminences,aworld
thatwasveryimportantinBritainand
London.”Serotaconcedesthatitcaused
hismother“someheartachethatIappar-
entlygaveupinterestinthethingsthat
weredearesttoherheart.”

Hehadthoughtaboutapoliticalca-
reer,whenhewasheadboyandcaptainof
therugbyteamatHaberdashers’Aske’s
dayschool,justnorthofLondon,butat

Christ’sCollegeinCambridge,wherehe
wentin1965tostudyeconomics,his
growinginterestinthevisualartsledhim
toaremarkableteacherintheart-history
departmentnamedMichaelJaffe,aRu-
bensspecialistwhoeventuallybecamethe
directoroftheFitzwilliamMuseumthere.
“Jaffewasaconnoisseurratherthanathe-
oretician,”Serotarecalled.“Hecaredpas-

sionatelyaboutlooking,andattendingto
whatyousee.”InSerota’ssecondyearat
Cambridge,heswitchedfromeconomics
toarthistory.“Ihadnoideawhereit
wouldtakeme,butIthoughtifIspent
twoyearswitharthistoryitwouldproba-
blystaywithmeinonewayoranotherfor
therestofmylife,andI’dendupwitha
degreethatIcouldapplytoawholerange
ofdisciplines.Fortunately,itdidn’tjust
staywithme;itgotholdofme.”

AlthoughItalianRenaissancepainting
wasthemainfocusofhisCambridge
years,Serotafoundhimselfbecoming
moreandmoreinterestedinmodernand
contemporaryart.Bothwereprettymuch
offthemapinCambridge,andbarelyde-
tectableinLondon.Serotaspentmany
hoursintheCambridgehomeofJimand
HelenEde,aretiredcouplewhosemod-
estcollectionofworksbyBenNicholson,
BarbaraHepworth,andotherBritish
modernistsgavehimhisfirstsenseofhow
worksofartcouldchargeanddominate
thespacearoundthem.Hebeganmaking
frequentvisitstotheWhitechapelGal-

lery,inLondon’sEastEnd,whereaven-
turesomedirectornamedBryanRobert-
sonshowedemergingBritishartistsand
importedexhibitionsofRobertRauschen-
bergandJasperJohns.TheWhitechapel
andtheInstituteofContemporaryArts,
inaspaceoffPiccadilly,alongwithtwoor
threecommercialgalleries,weretheonly
placesinLondontoseerecentart,which
mostoftheLondonreviewerscouldbe
countedontomockandrevile.

AftergraduatingfromCambridge,in
1968,Serotatooksometimeoffbefore
hispostgraduatestudies,attheCourtauld
Institute.Hejoinedanewlyorganized
groupcalledYoungFriendsoftheTate,
andpromptlybecameitschairman.“The
YoungFriendsdidn’tlastverylong,”he
recalled.“Webeganrunningworkshops
fordisadvantagedpeopleacrosstheriver,
andgotsomeyoungartistsandartstu-
dentstomakeshows.TheTate’strustees
wereanxiousthattheymightbeseenas
endorsingtheseshows.Theysaidwe
mustcease,andweallresigned.”Atthe
Courtauld,hisadvisersuggestedthathe
dohisgraduatethesisonWilliamBlake’s
engraver.Serotasaidthathewould
ratherwriteaminorpieceonamajorart-
istthanviceversa,andthathereally
wantedtoworkonTurner—“specifically
onhisvisitstotheAlpsatdifferenttimes
inhislife.”Hespentsixmonthsre-
searchingthedrawingsfromthoseperi-
ods,andtheartist’svariousitineraries.It
wasnot,onegathers,anentirelyhappy
experience.“ATurnerscholarlatertold
methatsomeofthethingsIhaddiscov-
eredwerenotquiteright,”hesaid.“That
wasasclosetoacademeasIevergot.”

In 1970, he went to work for the Arts
CouncilofGreatBritain,agovernment-
fundedbodythatsupportsculturalgroups
throughoutthecountry.Thecouncilhad
leasedtheHaywardGallery,ontheSouth
Bank,asitsLondonshowroom,andin
1971SerotawasassignedtohelpDavid
Sylvester,anacutelyperceptivewriterand
critic,installashowofMirósculptures
there.“WorkingwithDavid,”Serotasaid,
“wasaprettyspecialexperience.Ilearned
nottouseatapemeasurewheninstalling,
forstarters.Useyoureye.”Serotahelped
installseveralmoreshowsattheHayward,
andthisiswherehemetAngelaBev-
eridge,aformerdancerwiththeRoyal
Ballet.Shewasrunningthebookstore,and
tryingtore-startherlifeafteraseriousfoot
injuryandthetwogruellingoperationsit(E
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required had ended her ballet career. “Nick
wastallandthin,”sheremembers,“with
quitelonggoldenhair,ratherCaravaggio-
looking.Incrediblyshyandsaidsolittle—
hedidn’tcommunicateeasily.”

They got married in 1973, and moved
toOxford,whereSerotahadbeennamed
directoroftheOxfordMuseumofMod-
ernArt.Ithadnoconnectiontotheuni-
versity.Thefundingwasinadequate,and
therentedpremiseswereinbadshape.
TheSerotas,withhelpfromanunder-
graduatevolunteer,SandyNairne,who
stayedonaftergraduationtobecomea
poorlypaidassistantdirector,spentthe
firstfewweeksrepaintingtheinterior
themselves,andsewingtogethersisal
matstocoverthefloor.“Artbecamemy
newwayoflife,”Angelaremembers.“I
hadsuchanintuitivebeliefinNick’svi-
sionandhisgift.”

Minimalartappealedverystronglyto
Serota.“ItwastheartIfirstfeltareal
identificationwith,”hesaid.“Itwasabout
takingartoutofthestudioandintothe
world.”AtOxford,Serotaandhissmall
staffpresenteddifficult,austereartbythe
AmericanminimalistsCarlAndre,Sol
LeWitt,DonaldJudd,andDanFlavin.
Theyalsodidthefirstretrospectiveexhi-
bitionofpaintingsbyBritain’sHoward
Hodgkin,andamajorshowofdrawings
byJosephBeuys,theGermanartistand
teacher,whoseshamanisticalchemyof
painting,sculpture,performance,sociol-

ogy,andpoliticswasvirtuallyunknownin
Englandatthetime.Peoplecameout
fromLondontoseetheshowstheywere
doing,andSerota,whosesuccessindevel-
opingsuchacomplexandambitiouspro-
gramhadmoreorlessdoneawaywithhis
reticence,startedtobetalkedaboutinthe
Londonartworld.Whenthedirector’s
jobatthepubliclyfundedWhitechapel
Gallerywasofferedtohim,in1976,he
wasreadyforit.

In his twelve years at the Whitecha-
pel,Serotachallenged,electrified,andin-
furiatedtheLondonartworldinabout
equalmeasure.Threedirectorshadcome
andgonesinceBryanRobertsonleft,in
1969,andtheWhitechapelhadbeen
moreorlesssupplantedbytheHayward
andtheI.C.A.asaplacetoseecutting-
edgeart.Serota’sexhibitions,manyof
whichhecuratedandinstalledhimself,
changedallthat.Heintroducedhisaudi-
encetotheGermanneo-expressionists
AnselmKieferandGeorgBaselitz—ata
timewhenallthingsGermanwerestill
anathematotheEnglish—andshowed
minimalistandpostmodernAmerican
artists(BruceNauman,EvaHesse)anda
hostofBritishnonconformists,including
theduoGilbertandGeorge.TheLon-
doncriticscondemnedvirtuallyallofit.
“TherewerepeoplewhojusthatedNick,”
RichardDorment,alongtimecriticfor
theDaily Telegraph,toldme.“Andthe
forcesofreactionthenwerevery,very

powerful.”BrianSewell,theEvening 
Standard ’sreigningreactionary,identified
whathecalled“theSerotatendency,”
whichwastosupportanyformofwhat
Sewellconsideredpseudoart(concep-
tual,video,performance,installation)at
theexpenseoftraditionalpaintingand
sculpture.In1981,though,whenSerota
teamedwithNormanRosenthaland
ChristosM.Joachimedestoorganizean
exhibitioncalled“ANewSpiritinPaint-
ing,”attheRoyalAcademy,withworks
bythirty-eightartists,includingWillem
deKooning,FrancisBacon,andGerhard
Richter,thecriticaloutcrywasnear-apo-
plectic.“Onlythesheerscaleofitstrivi-
alityisbreathtaking,”theSunday Times’
MarinaVaizey complained, and Bernard
Levin,the Times’critic,advisedreaders
that“ifyoureallywanttoknowwhy
mostofthepopulationwouldnever
dreamofenteringanartgalleryyouwill
findtheanswerroughlyhalf-wayalong
Piccadillyonthenorthernside.”Sewell
andothersthoughtSerotawasouttode-
stroyBritishculture.Theywererightto
worry,becausehisWhitechapelshows
drewlargerandlargercrowds,andhad
animmediateimpactonLondon’sart
schools.SeeingPhilipGuston’slate
paintingsattheWhitechapelin1982
wasagame-changerforPeterDoig,a
studentatCentralSaintMartinsCollege
ofArtandDesignatthetime.“Noone
inmygenerationknewthatwork,”he
said,“andallofasuddenherewasthis
olderartistdoinggreat,greatpainting.It
waslikecatchingabadrash—wecalled
ittheGustonrash.Seemedfunnyatthe
time,butthatwasthepowerofthose
exhibitions.”

SheenaWagstaff,whohadworkedfor
SerotaatOxford,joinedhisstaffatthe
Whitechapelin1980.“Nickwasveryfo-
cussedandveryambitious,”shesaid.“He
wasalsoverycleveratgettingthebestout
ofhisteam,bybeingconsciouslycounter-
intuitive.He’dthrowoutaprovocative
statement,andthenreverseonehundred
eightydegreesandthrowoutanotherone.
Henurturedandencouragedcritical
thinking,andofcoursehewastotallyin
control.”Inthoseyears,theSerotasand
theirtwoyoungdaughterslivedinatiny
flatinHampstead.“Iwaslikeasingle
motherwithAnyaandBeth,”Angelasaid
lastspring,“becauseofwhatwashappen-
ingwithNick.Wehadverylittlemoney,
andhewasworkinglong,longhours,and
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travelling a great deal. He was a wonder-
ful,lovingfathertoboththegirls,buta
ratherlong-distanceone.”

The Whitechapel was physically falling
apart—waterpouringinfromroofleaks
witheveryrainstorm—andin1984Serota
closeditdownforacompleterenovation.
Theworktookmorethanayear.During
thatperiod,Serotaaddressedthegallery’s
nonexistentendowmentbyorganizingan
auctionofworksbycontemporaryartists.
Everyartistheapproachedcamethrough
withasignificantwork,andtheauction,
in1987,raised£1.3million.Thistriumph
wascertainlyknowntothetrusteesofthe
Tatewhentheybegan,threemonthslater,
tointerviewprospectivecandidatesforthe
director’sjobthere.(Theshortlistin-
cludedSerota;NormanRosenthal,theex-
hibitionssecretaryattheRoyalAcademy;
andJohnElderfield,thedirectorofthe
DepartmentofDrawingsattheMuseum
ofModernArtinNewYork.)“DoIthink
thatwasthereasonIgotthejob?”Serota
askedme.“Ihopenot.Butitcertainly
madethetrusteesawarethatIwaspre-
paredtogetmyhandsdirty,soitprobably
helped.Ofcourseitdid.”

What impressed the trustees even
morewasSerota’sseven-yearplanforthe
Tate,whichheandtheothercandidates
hadbeenaskedtosubmit.Serotalaidout
thestepstobetakenwithclarity,bold-
ness,andconcision,single-spacedontwo
sidesofanA4sheetofpaper(thestandard
Europeansize,slightlylongerthanthe
American),underthetitle“Graspingthe
Nettle.”Thepaper’sconclusionread,
inpart,“TheTateisloved,butnot
sufficientlyrespected.”

Moving from the Whitechapel to a
nationalinstitution,wherehe

wouldbesubjecttochangingmoodsand
policiesinWhitehall,wasneveraproblem
forSerota,whosemotherhadbeenso
committedtopublicservice.Hiscriticsin
thepresswerepredictablyappalled.Peter
Fuller,theeditorofModern Painters,
warnedthatSerotahad“neithertheexpe-
rience,nor...theinclination”tomaintain
acollectionofBritishandmodernart.

Nine months elapsed between his ap-
pointment,in1987,andhistakingoffice,
in1988,andduringthattime,Serotatold
me,AlanBowness,theoutgoingdirector,
refusedtolethimhaveanycontactwith
thestaff.“Alansaid,‘You’llcometosee
meonceamonth,’”Serotarecalls,“‘and

I’lltellyouwhat’shappening.’”According
toBowness,“Itwasjustnormalpractice
atthetimeforhimtohavecontactwith
thedirector,notwiththestaff.”Bowness,
whowastheson-in-lawoftheartistBar-
baraHepworth,actuallylikedmodernart
andhaddonewhathecouldtobuildthe
Tate’smoderncollection.Someofhis
trusteeswerefrustrated,however,byhis
traditionalistattitudetowardoutside
fund-raising.Bownessbe-
lieveditwasthegovernment’s
jobtosupporttheTateand
othermuseums,asitalways
had.TheTate’spurchase
grantundertheThatcher
governmentwasthesameas
ithadbeenin1981,though,
andwithartpricesrisingin-
exorably,severalboardmem-
berswantedtogoafterfunds
fromcorporateandprivate
sources.Oneofthem,thepropertydevel-
operPeterPalumbo,hadcriticizedthe
Tate’sadministrationinanewspaperin-
terview.Bownesshadthreatenedtore-
sign,andalotofbadfeelinghadbuiltup.
Thetrusteescouldhaveaskedhimtostay
onafterhereachedretirementage,at
sixty,buttheydidn’t.

When Serota took over, in September,
1988,hewasforty-two,oneoftheyoung-
estdirectorsintheTate’shistory.One
monthearlier,asecond-yearartstudentat
GoldsmithsCollegenamedDamienHirst
hadorganizedanexhibitionofworkby
himselfandhisfellow-studentsinanaban-
donedwarehouseontheLondondocks.
Hirst,abornentrepreneur,talkedSerota,
NormanRosenthal,andotherkeypeople
intoseeingtheshow,takingthemthere
himselfinataxi.“Nicksaid,‘Idon’tneeda
taxi,’”HirsttoldmeinMarch.(Serota
usuallypreferstotaketheUnderground.)
“Hecameandlookedroundtheshow,and
said,‘I’msureI’llbeseeingyouagain.’”
Theexhibition,called“Freeze,”marked
thedébutoftheYoungBritishArtists,or
Y.B.A.s,astheyweresoonknown,whose
impactontheLondonartscenewouldbe
roughlycomparabletothatoftheBeatles
andtheRollingStonesonthemusicworld
twentyyearsearlier.Forthefirsttimeever,
newBritishart—epitomizedinthepublic
mindin1992byHirst’sfourteen-foottiger
sharkinatankofformaldehyde—became
internationallyfamous.

In his first week at the Tate, Serota
gaveabigpartyforartists—clearnotice

thatthemuseumwouldbeshowingmore
contemporary work. He also called a
meetingofallthe“keepers,”asEnglish
curatorswerecalledthen,anddidsome-
thingthatFrancesMorris,whohad
joinedtheTateafewmonthsbeforehis
appointment,foundextraordinary.“We
satatatable,andheaskedifanyonehad
aprojecttheywouldliketodo.Before,
mostexhibitionsherewereproposed

byoutsidecuratorsandthen
workedonbyaspecialexhibi-
tionsteam.AfterNickcame,
weallstartedmakingexhibi-
tions.TheTatebecamea
muchmoreopenplace.We
weremorereadytoquestion
whatwedid,andtotakerisks.”
Oneoftheearlyriskswasde-
cidingtorehangtheperma-
nentcollection.Therewould
beperiodicrehangings,Serota

said;museumsshouldoffer“aseriesofar-
guments,ratherthansimplyacollection
ofpictures.”

Curators found themselves working
muchmoredirectlywithlivingartists.
Forthetimebeing,though,Serotawasin
nohastetoengagewithDamienHirst,
SarahLucas,MarcQuinn,andtheother
Y.B.A.s.CharlesSaatchi,amajorcollec-
torandadvertisingmogulwhosepublic-
relations services helped Margaret
Thatcherwinthe1979election,hadsold
hiscollectionofavant-garde,mostly
Americanartafterthestock-market
crashin1989,andstartedbuyingworkby
theFreezegeneration.Heputupthe
moneyforHirsttomakehisfirstshark
sculpture,andshoweditin1992athis
gallery,onBoundaryRoadinSt.John’s
Wood—aformerpaintfactory,imagina-
tivelyredesignedbythearchitectMax
Gordon,whichhadbecomeLondon’s
premiershowcaseforcontemporaryart.
Saatchihadagreateye,andareputation
formanipulatingtheartmarket.Afew
yearsearlier,underBowness,theTate
hadbeenheavilycriticizedfordoingshows
ontheAmericanartistsJulianSchnabel
andJenniferBartlettinwhichmanyof
theworkswereborrowedfromSaatchi—
worksthatwouldgaininvaluebecauseof
beingshownattheTate.Forthatreason,
accordingtoSerota,“theTatewasnotas
activeinpromotingtheY.B.A.saswe
mighthavebeen.”In1995,however,a
jurychairedbySerotagaveHirstthe
TurnerPrize(hehadbeenshort-listed
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for it three years earlier), and in 1996 the
Tateacquiredhis“Pharmacy,”aroom-
sizeinstallationofcolorfullystocked
medicalcabinets.MostoftheY.B.A.sare
wellrepresentedtherenow,andHirst’s
currentretrospective,atTateModern,
hasbeendrawingfourthousandvisitorsa
day—alongwiththeusualcomplement
ofscathingreviews.“Ihavenodoubtat
allthatHirst’searlyworkisveryimpor-
tant,”SerotatoldmeinMay.“Timewill
tellwhetheritsurvives,butIbelieveit
will.”

The bias against contemporary art
wasbreakingdown,andtheTatehadbe-
comeanactiveforceinthenewcultural
climate.DennisStevenson,thechairman
ofitsboardoftrustees,wasjustayear
olderthanSerota.AScottish-bornen-
trepreneurwithagiftforimaginative
thinking,hehadjoinedtheboardin
1989andwassimultaneouslynamedits
chairman,butMargaretThatcher,who
didn’tcareforhisleftistviews,rejected
theappointment.(Governmentapproval
isrequiredforTateboardmembers.)
Thatweekend,Serotaspoketooneofhis
trustees,whohadawordwithTimBell,
Thatcher’smediaadviser.Belltoldthe
P.M.,notquitetruthfully,thatSteven-
son’sviewshad“mellowed,”andalsosug-
gestedthathavinghimchairtheTate
mightkeephimoffother,morepower-
fulboards.OnMonday,Serotawas
notifiedthatThatcherhadwithdrawn
herveto.“Thatwasoneofthebestthings
I’veeverdonefortheTate,”Serotatold
me.StevensonworkedtostrengthenSe-
rota’sauthorityvis-à-vistheboard,espe-
ciallyregardingacquisitions,andtheir
closeworkingrelationshipwithAlex
Beard,theTate’syoungfinancialdirec-
tor,turnedtheTateintoamoderninsti-
tution.“TheTatebecameamuchbetter
run,betterorganizedTate,”Stevenson
toldme.“Nickisverybraveindoing
whathethinksisright.Hewasn’tnatu-
rallygoodataskingformoney,buthe’s
grownmuchbetteratthat.”

Faced by rising costs, skyrocketing art
prices,andstagnantordeclininggovern-
mentsupport,theTateandothermuse-
umswereturningtotheprivatesector.
“Initially,wewentaftercorporations,to
sponsorexhibitionsandotherprojects,”
Serotatoldme,“butwhenitcametothe
capitalcampaignforTateModernithad
tobefromindividualsandfoundations.”
Britain,unliketheUnitedStates,doesnot

allowmostindividualstotaketaxwrite-
offsforgiftstomuseums.However,thein-
stitutioncanreclaimthetaxpaidonthe
donatedamount,substantiallyincreasing
thevalueofthegift.SerotaandStevenson,
workingtogether“likeacoupleofpirates,”
asAngeladescribedit,madeveryeffective
useofthisprovision.“Asignificantpro-
portionoftheeighty-fivemillionpounds
weraisedforTateModerncamefrom
foundationsandtrustsestablishedbyvery
richpeople—Sainsburys,Westons,Vivien
Duffield,”Serotatoldme.

Following his own recommendations
in“GraspingtheNettle,”Serotacom-
peted,muchmoreaggressivelythanhis
predecessorshad,forworksofmodern

andcontemporaryart.Hebroughtinkey
worksbyJosephBeuys,LucianFreud,
GerhardRichter,RichardSerra,Francis
Bacon,DavidHockney,andDamien
Hirst,manyofthembydonation,andhe
ledafunddrivein2007thatraised£4.95
millionforTurner’slatewatercolor“The
BlueRigi,”anacknowledgedmasterpiece
thatwouldhaveleftthecountryifthe
drivehadfailed.ShortlybeforeTate
Modernopened,SerotaaskedCharles
Saatchitoconsidergivingittenimportant
worksfromhisowncollection.Saatchi
counteredwithanofferofeightyworks,
“onlyoneortwoofwhich,”asSerotade-
scribedthemtome,“you,today,would
recognize.”Serotaandsomemembersof

THE	LETTERs	Of GEORGE	KENNaN	aNd JOHN	LUKacs,
iNTERspERsEd	WiTH	sOmE	Of	mY	dREams

You asked me about myself. In May
Iremarried,threeandahalfyears
afterIhadlostmyuniquewife.

Depression,atleastinmycase,
hasmuchtodowithmyphysical
andpsychicstateofthemoment.

Mywordsarecarvedongravelstones,eachaboutthesize
ofanoyster,andmustbefedinthepropersequence
intoagadgetlikeawatergun.

ThosestrikinglinesfromJohnDonnecorrespond
exactlywithsomethingthatIread
byKierkegaard

sometimeago:inwhichhesaysthatTruth
isgiventoGodalone:butwhatisgiventous
isthepursuitoftruth.

Mygravelwordsdriftslowlythroughthewater
towardasortofmuzzlethatspitsthemout,
andthatishowIspeak.

Forthesecondtime,Iamblessedinhavingfound
acharming,warm-hearted,intelligentwoman,
sparklingwithesprit.

InaPennsylvaniatownthebedframesaremadeofiron,
thedollsarestillporcelain,andthetrolleys
pulledbylonglinesofwhitehorsesinsinglefile.

ItisarainySundaymorning,andIhaveaskedourguests
toexcusemewhileIdosomewriting.I,too,
sensetheimminentarrivalofgreatcalamities.
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his board considered this a transparent
efforttomaketheTatevalidatehisjudg-
ment.Theboardturnedhimdown,and
Saatchi,whodeclinedtobeinterviewed
byme,isreportedtohavegonearoundaf-
terwardsayingthathe’dofferedhiscollec-
tiontotheTateandtheTatehadrefused
it.Hisnameandhissignalachievement
asanartpatron,whichSerotaandmany
othershadhopedtomakeasignificant
partofTateModern,arenowhereinev-
idencetheretoday.

Serotahassomehowfoundtime—ex-
ceptduringthefranticyearsleadingup
toTateModern’sopening—toorganize
andco-curateshowsatTateBritainor
atTateModernbyDonaldJudd,Cy

Twombly,HowardHodgkin,Gerhard
Richter,andseveralotherartists.“There
arethingsIdon’tdo,”hetoldme,“sothat
Icangoonbeingacurator.”It’shardto
imaginewhat those thingsare.He
spendsatleasttwo-thirdsofhistimeon
administrationandfund-raising,byhis
ownestimate.AlthoughtheTatenow
getssixtypercentofitsfundsfrompri-
vatesources,ticketsalesforexhibitions,
andothermeans,itmuststillnegotiate
withgovernmentpoliticiansfortherest.
HehasdealtwithfivedifferentPrime
Ministers.“Youtendtousedifferent
arguments,”Serotaexplained.“Mrs.
Thatcherwasverykeenonanentrepre-
neurialattitude,andbringinginprivate

money.TonyBlair’sgovernmentwas
moreinterestedinaccessandeducation.
Ourpublicfundingincreasedalittle
from1997toabout2003,butsincethen
allthenationalmuseumshavebeencut
back,andwehavetomakeitupinpri-
vatefunds,orcutourprogramabit.”

The only thing he’s given up, so far as
Icansee,isbeingchairmanoftheTurner
Prizejury.(Since2007,ithasbeenchaired
bythedirectorofTateBritainorTate
Liverpool.)TheTurnerPrizewasestab-
lishedbyBownessin1984,asanannual
awardgivenbytheTateforachievement
intheartsduringthepreviousyear,andat
firstitcouldgotowriters,critics,andmu-
seumcuratorsaswellastoartists.Nobody
paidmuchattentiontoituntil1991,when
Serotapersuadedhisfellow-jurorstolimit
ittoartistswhowereunderfifty,either
BritishorworkinginBritain—whereupon
thepressbegantreatingitasamajorand
hugelycontroversialnewsevent.Theanti-
Serotapressbrigadeeruptedinragewhen
RachelWhitereadwonit,in1993,and
evenmoresowhenitwenttoDamien
Hirst.Serotawasdamnedasthemaster-
mind,the“Trotskyofthearts”under
whom,inBrianSewell’senrichedprose,
“thePrizedescendstotheintellectuallevel
ofafreakshowinacircus,anddragswith
italltheartsofwesterncivilisation.”The
annualTurnerPrizecommotion,needless
tosay,hasdonemuchtopromoteinterest
incontemporaryart.

Amonth before Damien Hirst’s ret-
rospectiveopenedatTateModern,

inearlyApril,hundredsofhisspot
paintingsfilledallelevenGagosiangal-
leriesworldwide,includingthetwoin
London.GagosiangaveapartyforHirst
attheArtsClubonDoverStreet,and
invitedaneclecticmixofartists,dealers,
andbig-moneytypes,alongwiththe
sortofupper-classsocialiteswhonow
wanttobeassociatedwithcontemporary
art—peoplelikeDavidCholmondely,
thecurrentGreatChamberlain,who
walksbackwardbeforetheQueenwhen
sheopensParliament.Serotawasthere,
afterafulldaythatincludedspeakingat
amemorialforLucianFreud,whodied
lastJuly.Serotaexcelsatthissortof
thing.Hewentoffbyhimself,onthe
morningoftheevent,andwroteabrief,
evocative,highlypersonaltributethat
comparedFreudto“abantamprize
fighterintraining—nippy,sinewy,always

I look down and see through my skin
totheinfantinside:hegrowshornsonhishead
butmyseeingitmakesthemgoaway.

Thearrivaloftheletterfoundmeinastateofcomparable
despair.

BeingessentiallyahealthypersonIrecover
byindulgenceinthelittlesatisfactionsofthemoment.

Myroomhasaterracethatlooksdownonsteephillsides
droppingtothesea,likeaBruegel.AsIadmiretheview
abayhorseclopsacrosstheroad.

Thisstateofmindcameinpartfrompersonalreasons,
notablytherealizationofmyfailuretobringabout
abetterunderstandingofnuclearweaponryandSoviet-

Americanrelations.

Thehorsechainhasbrokeninseveralplaces
anditismyjobtohitchanumberofwhitehorses
tootherwhitehorses.

Nooneknowswhatwillbeleftwhenthisprocess
ofdisintegrationhasbeenhalted—
possiblyonlytheRussianheartland.

DeeroutsidemywindowinManhattan,
andwoods,andagirlonahorse,andthen
snowbeginstofallinthick,slowclumps:

this,itseemstome,iswhatI’dhopedfor
soIgrabmycamera,
intendingtosendyouthepicture.

—Jana Prikryl
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somehow poised for action.” At the Arts
Clubthatevening,IsatdownwithSe-
rotaatatableinthebackroomwhere
GagosianwasentertainingSimonand
JoyceReuben,wealthyBritishcollectors.
GagosianjokinglytoldSimonReuben
thatSerotaneededfiftymillionpounds
tocompletetheTateModern’sexpan-
sionproject,andthatReubenshouldsell
hisboatandgiveittohim.“Youcan
haveyournameonanoiltank,”headded.
Serotasaid,“You’llbeknownlongafter
Larryisforgotten.”

Serota lives with his second wife, Te-
resaGleadowe,inasmall,cozyhousein
King’sCross,NorthLondon.Theyhave
knowneachothersince1969,whenshe
wasreadingarthistoryatCambridge
andhewasdoingresearchthereforhis
graduatethesisonTurner.Theirpaths
crossedoccasionallyinlateryears,during
whichTeresamarried,hadtwochildren
(bothgirls,likehis),andheldseveral
arts-relatedjobs.Intheearlynineties,
shewastheTate’sheadofinformation,
beforemovingtotheRoyalCollegeof
Arttoleaditsnewprogramtotraincu-
rators.Theirpreviousmarriageswere
endingbythattime,andin1997Nick
andTeresaweremarried.Therewasno
numberontheirfrontdoorwhenIcame
byforafternoontea—Teresahadpen-
cilleda“9”onapieceofpaperandtaped
ittothedoorframe.Inside,thepictures
onthewallsweremostlyprintsordraw-
ingsorphotographsbycontemporary
artists,someBritishandsomenot,all
carefullychosen,butnotfortheircom-
mercialvalue.“Wedon’treallybuyart,”
Serotasaid.

Serota’s friends agree that he has
neverhadanyinterestinmakingmoney.
HissalaryattheTateforeachofthepast
fiveyearshasbeenaboutahundredand
sixtythousandpounds,oraroundtwo
hundredandtwenty-fivethousanddol-
lars—attheupperlevelofcivil-service
ratesintheU.K.butfarbelowwhathe
couldexpectatanylargemuseuminthe
U.S.(In1994,hewasaskedwhetherhe
wouldbewillingtotalkwiththetrustees
oftheMuseumofModernArtaboutthe
director’sjobthere;hesaidno.)Atsix-
forty-fiveeverymorning,hegetsupand
runstwomiles,onthesidewalksintheir
neighborhood.WhenImentionedto
Teresawhathisoldfriendandcolleague
SandyNairnehadtoldme,that“no-
body’severseenhimrun,”shelaughed

andsaid,“It’strue—prettymuchinclud-
ingme.”Theyhaveasmallvacation
housebytheseainCornwall,whereTe-
resaspentsummerswhenshewasgrow-
ingup.Bothofthemlikesailing,but
theydon’townaboat.“He’saverygood
sailor,”Teresahadtoldmeearlierinthe
week,“althoughincertaincircumstances
IthinkIdosomethingsbetter.When
thewindislightandfluky,Icanfeelit
betterthanhecan.Hegetsexasperated.
Hewantstogetonwithit!”

The inauguration of Tate Modern, on
May11,2000,wasanall-dayevent.

TheQueencameinthemorning,and
appeared,tomanyofhersubjects,un-
usuallygrumpy.“Shegotupontheplat-
forminamint-greendressandamatch-
inghat,said,‘IdeclaretheTateModern
open,’andthatwasit,”accordingtoone
Tatestaffer.Serotaconcedesthatthe
monarchdidnotappeartoenjoyherself.
“WhensheopenedtheGreatCourtat
theBritishMuseum,afewmonths
later,”hesaid,“shespokeforabouttenor
fifteenminutesaboutthevirtuesofthe
BritishMuseum.Ontheotherhand,she
came.Shedidn’tbringtheDukeofEd-
inburgh.Isawhimabouttwoweeksear-
lier,andhemadeitclearthathewould
notbecoming.”

Thousandsofpeoplecametothepub-
licopening,thenextday,andtheirreac-
tionwasquitedifferent.“Fromthevery
firstday,peoplewerecrazyaboutit,”I
wastoldbyMichaelCraig-Martin,an

artistwhohadbeenoneofSerota’sfirst
appointmentstotheTateboardasan
artist-trustee.“Ordinarypeoplefelt
verywelcome.Andtherewasthisgreat
thing—museumshadbeenfreeinBritain
forages,butwhenTateModernopened
therewasallthisinthepressabouthow
youcangoandseethisnewwonderand
itwasabsolutelyfree.”“NowthatWhite
VanManhasapprovedLondon’snew
TateGallery,”the Sunproclaimed,“ithas
theofficialblessingofthepeople”—deliv-

erymenwhodrivewhitevansbeingthe
paper’scurrentmetaphorforworking-
classguys.

Thecrowdscame,andkeptoncom-
ing—5.2millionthefirstyear.Serota
andhisteamhadplannedforabouttwo
million,withasharpdropafterthat,but
attendancedroppedonlyto4.2million
thesecondyearandthencameright
back,andit’shoveredaroundfivemillion
eversince.(Bycomparison,theMuseum
ofModernArt,whichchargesforad-
mission,getsabout threemillion.)
“Therewasadifficultperiodafterthe
opening,”Serotasaid.“Everyonewasex-
hausted,andnotquitesurewhatthey’d
gotholdofwiththismonsterchildthat
waseatingus.”LarsNittve,asoft-spoken
SwedewhomSerotahadrecruitedin
1998asTateModern’sfirstdirector,left
in2001todirecttheModernaMuseet,
inStockholm,andfornearlytwoyears
Serotawastheactingdirector—while
continuingtosupervisethethreeother
Tates.Hecontinuedtoworkveryclosely
withtwopeoplehehadknownand
trustedsincehisdaysattheOxfordMu-
seum:SheenaWagstaff,whomoved
fromTateBritaintoTateModernin
2001,tobecomeitsdirectorofexhibi-
tions;andSandyNairne,whosince1994
hadbeendeeplyinvolvedinplanning
andstructuringthenewmuseum.Nairne
hadwantedtobethedirectorofTate
Modern,buthedidn’tgetthejob,and
in2002helefttobecomethedirectorof
theNationalPortraitGallery.Vicente
Todolí,abrilliantandindefatigable
Spaniard,wasTateModern’sdirector
from2003to2010;heisacuratorat
heart,hesaid,andheleftbecausehehad
otherthingshewantedtodo.Thecur-
rentincumbent,ChrisDercon,isaBel-
gian.Serotasoughtthemallout,talked
themintoapplyingforthejob,andmade
suretheygotit;althoughbureaucratic
regulationswerefollowed,Serotausually
managestogetthepeoplehewants.He
isnotthreatenedbystrongassociates,be-
causethereisneveranyquestionabout
whoisreallyincontrol.Thetrusteeshave
renewedSerota’stenuretwice,atseven-
yearintervals.Whenhisthirdtermcame
upforrenewal,theydecidedtomakeit
permanent.Hecouldkeepgoingforan-
othertenyears,ormore.

Serota eludes the hero’s aura that his
admirerstrytoattachtohimthesedays.
Heknowsthatwhathe’sdoneattheTate
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(and, earlier, at the Whitechapel) is part of
alargerstory,whichisLondon’srevivalas
agreatinternationalcity.“It’shardtore-
memberhowdepressingLondonwasin
theseventiesandeighties,”RichardRog-
ers,thearchitect,whowaschairmanofthe
TateboardthatchoseSerota,saidtome
recently.“WhenIwasdoingtheLloyd’s
insurancebuilding,in1980,peoplewere
sayingbusinessesshouldmovetoFrank-
furt,whichwaslikethecapitalofEurope.
ItshowshowfarLondonhascomeback,
andartwaspartofthat.”Londonnowvies
withNewYorkasamarketplaceformod-
ernandcontemporaryart,andthishasat-
tractedswarmsofnew-richRussianoli-
garchsandMiddleEasternsheikhsand
sheikas,andbroughtinartistsfromall
overtheworld.OneofSerota’soutreach
programshasbeentoformacquisitions
committeesinLatinAmerica,theMiddle
East,Africa,andAsia,andtohirecurators
withexpertknowledgeinthoseareas.The
MuseumofModernArthasrunasimilar
programinLatinAmericaformanyyears,
buttheTate’sisglobal.Themodern-art
canonthatAlfredBarrestablishedat
MOMA, and which was focussed on the art
ofWesternandCentralEurope,Russia,
GreatBritain,theUnitedStates,andnot
muchelse,hasexpandedimmeasurably,
andsohaveourwaysofusingandlooking
atart.

In the past century, three museums
havemanagednotjusttoreflectbutto
shapethevisualcultureofanera—the
MuseumofModernArt,inthenineteen-
thirties;theCentrePompidou,inthe
nineteen-seventiesandeighties;and
TateModerntoday.JohnElderfield,the
greatlyrespected,British-bornscholar
whorecentlyjoinedtheGagosianGallery
aftermanyyearsatMOMA, believes that
what’shappenedatTateModernis“are-
allyradicalchangeinhowpeopleusemu-
seumsnow.It’snotonlyaboutlooking
closelyatworksofart;it’smovingaround
withinasortofculturalspectacle.Ihave
friendswhothinkthisistheendofcivili-
zation,butalotmorepeoplearegoingto
beinthepresenceofart,andsomeof
themwilllookatthingsandbetrans-
portedbythem.”

ForstudentsandyoungLondonersin
theirtwentiesorthirties,themembers’
roomatTateModernisoneofthecooler
placestohangoutonFridayandSatur-
dayevenings,whenthemuseumstays
openuntil10P.M. The museum as a so-

cialenvironment,wherepeopleinteract
withartandwithoneanotherontheir
ownterms,andcreatetheirownexperi-
ences,mightseemtoworkagainstthe
closestudyofindividualworksthatSe-
rotalearnedfromMichaelJaffe,atCam-
bridge.“Onecriticismofthisbuildingis
thatyoucan’thaveanintimateexperi-
encewithaworkofart,”Serotacon-
ceded.“That’ssomethingwearegoingto
addressinthenewbuilding,wherewe’ll
havesomesmallergalleries,forphoto-
graphsandmodestlyscaledworks.But,
ifyoucomehereattenorelevenona
weekdaymorning,youcanstillhavethat
experience.”Asapopulist,artist-cen-
teredinstitution,though,TateModern
isalsorespondingtoviewerswhowantto
engagewithartonamoreactivelevel
thancontemplation,anditislearning
howtodothisasitgoesalong.Compar-
ingTateModerntoMOMA, Massimil-
ianoGioni,theyoungchiefcuratorof
theNewMuseum,inNewYork,told
me,“It’snotpedantic,anditdoesn’tfeel
liketheyholdthetruthintheirhands.”

Muchoftheartbeingmadetodayen-
couragesorrequiresitsviewerstobe-
comepartofit,inonewayoranother.
Morethantwomillionofthemre-

spondedwithnear-ecstaticdelightto
“TheWeatherProject,”aninstallationin
TurbineHallin2003,baskingforhours
atatimeintheDanish-Icelandicartist
OlafurEliasson’schangingsimulacrum
ofgoldensunrise(fromtwohundredyel-
lowsodiumlightsandtheirreflectionin
mirroredceilingpanels)andasoftmist
thatwaspipedintothefive-hundred-
foot-longspace.“InTurbineHall,”
SheenaWagstafftoldme,“youhaveart-
istsworkinginakindofspacethey’ve
neverencounteredbefore,whereeven
theydon’tknowwhattheeffectonthe
audiencewillbe.”Listeningcloselyto
artistshasalwaysbeentherealSerota
tendency,atanyrate,anditseemstobe
spreading.Lastmonth,Wagstaffleftthe
Tate,toheadthetwentieth-andtwenty-
first-centurydepartmentsattheMetro-
politanMuseum,inNewYork.Thiswas
ablowtoSerota,whowillmissher
deeply,butafewdayslaterhetoldherit
wastherightmove.Atthispointinhis
career,hecanonlybemagnanimous.
WhenIaskedhimwhetherheever
missedthevituperativeattacksheusedto
getfromLondon’sartcritics,hethought
foramoment,laughedsoundlessly,and
said,“Ihaveforgiventhemall.”

“U txtn 2 me?”

• •
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