
 
 
In Spring 2019 for the first time in a decade UMMA will debut a new installation in our historic 

entry, Alumni Memorial Hall. Called Collection Ensemble, the new display is dramatically 

different than what preceded it: It no longer centers only on European and American 19th and 

early 20th century paintings but instead samples the Museum’s broad collection, featuring 

artwork from across diverse time periods, places, and media, and including works rarely 

displayed or shown together. The exhibition consists of forty-one works by famous and not so 

famous artists, many of them artists of color and women, including Charles Alston, Khaled 

al-Saa'i , Norio Azuma, Jenny Holzer, and Kara Walker, and others.  Works of art are gathered 

into eclectic groupings, presenting not one overarching normative narrative of art history, but 

many different stories at once.  

Candida Höfer’s photograph of an extraordinary vacant cathedral, Basílica do Palácio 

Nacional de Mafra, 2006, is at the center of the installation: around it, distinct arrangements 

reflect on the ideas of the cathedral, religion, and community formation; other sets of objects 

contemplate form, light, and space, and the dynamic effects of monumental structures. Taken 

together, the Höfer photograph and the scenes around it act as a kind of visual 

“call-and-response” performance. Höfer’s photograph speaks a set of visual ideas across the 

space, and the works around it respond visually, repeating and echoing the photograph’s motifs. 

It’s a playful encounter of responses and interplays; the artworks converse with one another, and 

with us. 

Two works of art remain from the installation that preceded Collection Ensemble: Flora, 

1850, and Nydia, 1861. These two Neoclassical statues, so beloved at the University of Michigan 
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and in Ann Arbor, have long held court in Alumni Memorial Hall. They suggest the building’s 

historic purpose—it was originally installed as a statuary— and highlight Ensemble’s unique 

installation design.  Artworks from the nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Neoclassical 

period were inspired by the art and culture of classical antiquity. Artists sought “noble simplicity 

and calm grandeur,” and yet delivered visual impact through dramatic staging; figures were 

posed theatrically and made more spectacular by the darkness behind them. In acknowledging 

this stylistic period and its strategies, we pose our mini-theaters around Flora and Nydia as both 

homage and markers of the Museum’s history and resilience. 

Collection Ensemble highlights the fluid qualities of artworks found within our art 

collection, presenting them in a lyrical and innovative group performance, one that might be 

recast and performed differently in the future. It reimagines the collection not as a fixed entity 

with one set of meanings to be unearthed, but as a fertile source of stories about the past and 

present that the Museum might enact for viewers. This isn't the final word—the collection is 

endlessly rich, and we'll be restaging it often in the years to come. 

 

Vera Grant 

Deputy Director, Curatorial Affairs, Curator of Modern and Contemporary Art 

 

2 
 


