
Chapter One: Collecting, Curating and Exhibition Making 
 
Tony Bennett’s seminal book, The Birth of the Museum 1 begins with Foucault’s proposition that museums are 
heterotopias of indefinitely accumulating time…worlds within worlds that represent all time, all epochs, all form 
and all taste. But Foucault does not confine himself to one definition of the heterotopic space, he also refers to 
fairgrounds and festivals where time is fleeting and transitory. A juxtaposition of the all-encompassing, eternal 
and everlasting with the fleeting, contingent and transitory reminds me of Baudelaire’s definition of modernity, 
“the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent, one half of art, the other being the eternal and the immutable” 2. In this 
chapter, I want to examine opposing concepts of time within the art museum and how they influence different 
forms of collecting and display: the permanent collection fulfilling Foucault’s notion of all time, all epochs, all form 
and forever, while the temporary exhibition is closer in character to the fairground or festival in its fleeting, 
transitory and contingent nature. In addition, particularly over the last twenty years, a third strand of museum 
curating has emerged and this I am calling individual or social curating. I want to suggest that this new form of 
selection and display is encouraging a new response, different level of participation and a heightened expectation 
of the museum.  

Cabinets of curiosity or Wunderkammer have often been described as the forerunner to the modern museum. 
Highly fashionable in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth century and popular with wealthy merchants, 
nobility, naturalists, princes, and academics, they were extraordinarily beautiful, carefully manufactured cabinets, 
sometimes even whole rooms, designed to show off eclectic objects in the hope that they would provoke wonder 
and amazement 3. They also acted as shop fronts or calling cards for other wealthy individuals and became 
signifiers of knowledge, connoisseurship, and taste. On a simple level, collections were a very personal, 
idiosyncratic amassing of chosen items 4, predominantly for the collector’s pleasure with value taking a secondary 
role 5 but there were undoubtedly more serious motivations like increasing personal status or to borrow from 
Bourdieu’s terminology, gaining additional cultural capital. 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, displaying objects in beautifully crafted cabinets with the intention of 
provoking amazement and wonder became unfashionable 6 and enlightenment values like order and reason took 
precedence 7. The public museum was founded on these ideals and random groups of objects were replaced 
with clearly assigned, carefully structured displays that encouraged visitors to engage with new ideas and new 
narratives. In their early formation, museums developed these ideas visually; formal education and learning 
came later. In fact, eighteenth and early nineteenth century institutions paid little attention to instruction, 
“museums were just collections of curiosities …with little guidance for the inexpert” 8. As museums grew in 
stature, greater emphasis was placed on learning, education and improving the mind.  Grouped with libraries, 
public lecture halls and art galleries, they were expected to be, “instruments capable of improving man’s inner life” 
9.  Being inclusive, accessible, and restorative10, was highly prized, both then and now and current DCMS 
policy stresses the crucial contribution that museums make “to the regeneration, health and wellbeing of our 
regions, cities, towns and villages” 11. 

The transition of privately owned, randomly displayed collections, into the more orderly categorisation of work in 
public museums was largely due to an increase of displayable objects but there was also a radical change of 
attitude regarding assessment, worth and value.  Institutional, rather than individual judgment became the 
accepted measure of worth.  If a work was acquired by a museum, it was, de facto, valuable. This increased the 
status and prestige of curators and directors who became powerful, influential taste makers.  Jean-Christophe 
Ammann, whose curatorial journey started at the Kunsthalle under Szeemann, was asked at a Tate conference 
about the importance of the directors’ role.  He replied that you should be able to ‘smell’ him/her as you enter a 
museum. Chris Dercon, compared his tenure as director of Tate Modern to ‘taking the helm of a particularly 
difficult to steer ocean liner’ 12, and current director, Maria Balshaw has expressed her intention to make Tate, “the 
most artistically adventurous and culturally inclusive gallery in the world” 13. MoMA’s first director, Alfred Barr 
went even further and created an epistemology to shape the way generations of artists, art historians and art 
lovers studied modern European and American art. Many museum directors have become high-profile, high-status 
influencers, visionaries and inspirational leaders. They are dedicated to the promotion, development, and status of 
their institutions. You might say that they are the composers and conductors of a symphony and their curatorial 
team, principal members of the orchestra. 

 
People are fascinated with the job of the curator even though they often have no idea what it entails.  It is a 
specialist role involving detailed research into the provenance of individual works, in depth knowledge of an artist 
or group of artists and a period of art history or art theory.  Curators must also show that they are experienced in 
the display, management and maintenance of the collection. This is a rather conventional description of the 
curatorial role. Modern definitions might be different, “the contemporary art curator is no longer an expert on a 



particular period, instead the curator is an anthropologist, a reporter, a sociologist, an episte-mologist, an author, 
an NGO representative or an observer of the internet”14. To this long list of curatorial attributes, former Tate 
director, Nicholas Serota adds, “the curator can no longer be seen solely as the dispassionate judge of 
quality…the curator is a collaborator, often engaging with the artist to accomplish the work”15. 

Museums with permanent collections are custodians of work that is, by definition, permanently in the collection 
and must, therefore, be available, either on view or in store, in perpetuity.  This is increasingly problematic for 
directors, academics and curators who question the sustainability of keeping work in perpetuity. Rosalind Krauss 
refers to Thomas Krens, Director of the Guggenheim, “what was revealed to him was not only the tininess and 
inadequacy of most museums, but that the encyclopaedic nature of the museum was "over’ “16  and Krens himself 
said, “the notion of the encyclopaedia only makes sense in a world that is not mobile” 17.  

The decision to acquire work is based on many factors but the trajectory of art history, as it has been, or how it 
might develop together with the current shape and future form of the collection, will always be a factor.  
Museums are keen to be open and transparent about their acquisition policy, but the language they use, shows 
how difficult this can be. MoMA claims to have “a unique point of view that is carefully shaped by its curators, who 
are always mindful of historical precedents as they look ahead to future developments” 18 and Tate speaks of, 
“trying to …form a collection which is both fine in quality and shows the richness and variety of modern art, with 
representations of all the major movements and with the greatest artists each represented by several works , or 
groups of works” 19. Tate’s acquisition policy also refers to, “significant developments in art in all areas covered 
by the remit…of outstanding quality, and distinctive in aesthetic character or importance”20. The phrase, significant 
developments in art and aesthetic character exposes the rather indeterminate nature of an acquisition policy.  

 
The word aesthetic is defined as the philosophical study of beauty and taste and used by Kant to expound his 
theory that aesthetic judgements are inevitably subjective and impossible to support by any interpersonal means, 
both concepts that are problematic for museum curators.  There are theorists who believe that aesthetic 
encounters with artworks are immediate, non-inferential and sensory while others argue that aesthetic judgements 
are shaped by art history. Prioritizing art history over aesthetics or vice versa is the main topic of a group of 
conversations organised by James Elkins 21.  In the introduction to the series Robert Gero asserts, “the aesthetic 
is a contested space – a multiply defended zone of discourses occupied by theorists working within the disciplines 
of art history and philosophy” 22. Referring to aesthetics in relation to a museum’s collecting policy, presupposes 
that aesthetics and art history are junctures on the same path, or at the very least deeply connected, “art history 
without aesthetics is inconceivable … because art history is first of all constituted by the evidential record of 
previous aesthetic”23. It is Thierry de Duve’s belief that art history and aesthetics are inextricably linked, Elkins, on 
the other hand, believes that they are totally disconnected, that aesthetics is a means to a nonaesthetic 
understanding of art history. If the aesthetic is ever a factor for curators when they make acquisitions, it is rarely 
mentioned, whereas more practical considerations, like the condition of the work, cost, economics, politics, style, 
and fashion24 are always factors. Timing is also critical, if a work suddenly becomes available in auction or 
donated as part of a bequest. Gifts are regularly offered and just as often rejected, which is understandable, given 
that new acquisitions require documentation, cataloguing, and looking after, in perpetuity.  Even after a work has 
entered the collection, it will not automatically, or in some cases, ever be displayed. Like many other major art 
institutions, Tate has a huge body of work in store25 and the decision to display a work will be influenced by 
popularity, status, relevance and space (even weight can be a factor) 26.  
 
Documentation relating to the foundation of the museum makes clear that museums “hold work in trust for the 
nation and the public, not a super serving elite”27 but as Tate Modern director Frances Morris observes, many 
collections started out as, “a reflection of the taste, deficiencies, and particular ‘hobby horse’ passions of 
directors and curators”28. Among the small group of collectors who were responsible for the establishment of 
early UK public art collections, were Sir Henry Tate who donated his collection to the nation, John Julius 
Angerstein whose 38 paintings of Italian, Dutch, Flemish and English origin formed the origins of the National 
Gallery and Sir Hans Sloane, doctor and collector, whose enormous collection became the foundation of the 
British Museum. Regrettably, all three of these major collectors had links to the slave trade, Angerstein for 
example, owned a third share in slave estates in Grenada and used profits from the slave trade to build his art 
collection. In a move towards transparency, some museums are now openly discussing these matters.  In a 
special section of its website called, Tate Galleries and Slavery, Tate includes the following statement, “there can 
be no doubt that British culture was shaped by the institution of slavery in many, fundamental ways…we 
believe the firms founded by the two men which later combined as Tate & Lyle, do connect to slavery”29.  

In the eighteenth century, museums had no written acquisition policy and there were no rules or guidelines to 
impact on decisions made to buy specific works. In 1855, Sir Charles Eastlake travelled through Europe on a vast 



shopping spree and bought Italian paintings he thought would be worthwhile additions to the National Gallery. 
These works were predominantly what he liked and what interested him. In other words, it reflected his own taste 
and that of his Trustees30 . In many ways this very personal selection process, resembles that of early private 
collectors. Then and now, personal taste has always played an important role in the shaping and development of 
national collections, and it would be naïve to believe that this no longer happens. 

The move away from private to public collections signalled a shift of emphasis from the purely enjoyable to the 
socially serious. Cabinets of curiosity functioned in a playful way, the “poetics and politics of the cabinet of 
curiosities offer[ed] a form of resistance to the totalising ambitions of reason, a place where the human mind 
[was able] to play instead of working” 31. In contrast, public museums had more serious ambitions, they were 
dedicated to inclusiveness, instruction, appreciation, research, and scholarship. They were also spaces where 
changes in art history and attitudes to art practice were played out.  

Modernism and modernist values from the late nineteenth to the mid twentieth century were rooted in logic, 
originality, tradition, liberty of expression and a belief in an abstract truth of life. Post-modernist thinking, from 
the middle to latter part of the twentieth century was more concerned with the irrational and illogical and 
favoured a fragmented, eclectic and critical view of previous theoretical positions. How we come to view the 
present is still being decided. The twenty first century might be characterized as a digital age, an age of 
knowledge consumerism or an individualized society, a product of liquid modernity 32, digital modernity or 
identity modernity.  Whichever definition we choose, there are indications that we have entered a “new period 
of transition and epistemological uncertainty” 33. 
 
Marion Endt uses the phrase, transition and epistemological uncertainty in support of her proposition that 
“concepts of curiosity and the marvellous resurface at different moments in cultural history 34. This fits perfectly 
with the historical period with which this book is concerned, the latter half of the twentieth and beginning of the 
twenty first century, a moment in museum history that I would suggest, is exactly that… a moment of transition and 
epistemological uncertainty, when institutional frameworks of knowledge and meaning are being scrutinized and 
traditional values and institutional identity, regularly challenged.  A moment, too, of doubt in the sustainability and 
continual expansion of the permanent collection and unease regarding the desirability (or possibility) of material 
objects becoming permanent signifiers of the passing of time. 
 
There are signs of a split of ideological methodology as curators shape new visual identities that both challenge 
and/or replace outmoded legacies and directors, architects and designers re-imagine the museum space in the 
hope that this will re-configure its mission and purpose. It may not be surprising that this period of indeterminacy 
has embraced a new identity and enthusiastically appropriated the fashionable trope that is ‘the turn’. The 
curatorial turn, the deconstructive turn, the ethical turn, post-colonial turn, educational, social, postmodern and 
epistemological turn 35, are all turns that are being used as a discursive frame for the re-shaping, re-evaluating 
and re-centring of collections as well as a repositioning of theory, structure and the management of museums and 
revision of theoretical ideas.  Museums have been forced to embrace opposing ideologies, showing their 
allegiance to the maintenance of permanent collections that signify status and nationhood, traditional values, and 
longevity, while at the same time, welcoming a new form of exhibition making that encourages dissent, discourse 
and dialogue. Some might see this as an impossible conflict of objectives, but there are many directors who 
identify real advantages in the symbiotic nature of different ideologies and methodologies. 
 
 In an interview with Hans Ulrich Obrist, and in answer to the question, are you against the idea of separating 
collections from exhibitions, Pontus Hultén replied, “Yes, otherwise the institution has no real foundation…I 
think the encounter between the collection and the temporary exhibition is an enriching experience…. a 
collection isn’t a shelter into which to retreat, it’s a source of energy for the curator as much as the visitor” 36.  
Hultén is expressing his appreciation of the energy and dynamism of the permanent collection as the backbone 
of an institution (37). Frances Morris is also a strong believer in the intellectually nourishing role of the 
permanent collection. In her keynote speech at MCA in Melbourne in 2016”38 , she referred to the display of 
different groups of work from different time periods as a dynamic interplay of concepts and ideas and described 
the permanent collection as “interlocuter in dialogue with the contemporary collection.  Both Hultén and Morris 
are keen to draw attention to the substantial advantages of museums that house both contemporary and 
historic collections and even though Morris believes that a museum’s permanent collection will always show 
signs of “inherent contradictions, utopias, dystopias, blind alleys and occasional misguided decision making”, 
she is confident that it will also be “a symbolic and real example of cultural, economic, intellectual and social 
capital and without it, the museum might become an exhibition space that holds no history and leaves no 
legacy”39  



 
Exhibitions. 
 
The first part of this chapter has looked at the way in which attitudes towards collecting for a permanent collection 
have been focused on notions of longevity and posterity.  I will now examine temporary exhibition making and 
suggest that this form of display is closer in character to the cabinet of curiosity with the curator, taking the role of 
individual collector. 

 
If Marjatta Hölz is right in her observation that Institutions are “increasingly focus[ing] their activity on temporary 
monographic or thematic exhibitions and events” 40 why might this be so? One hypothesis might be that the less 
permanent nature of a temporary display is an attractive proposition for curators who want to bypass expectations 
of longevity and timelessness and explore concepts that are more contingent and topical. Shorter, temporary 
exhibitions act as visual interrogations or conversations that are challenging and disruptive, they “collect – 
without suffering the consequences of the obstacles that isolate or disperse works – works of art that when 
gathered together, acquire a normative value or a programme of reproduction. By mobilizing material and 
intellectual means, without measures common to permanent exhibitions, they can concretely produce, within a 
relatively short timeframe, what has been elaborated for countless years in museums and in books on the history 
and theory of art”41. As well as their interventionist nature as an exclamation mark in the museum narrative, 
exhibitions are a source of significant income, particularly important for London museums where entrance to the 
permanent collection is generally free. Taking maximum advantage of this revenue source, museums have begun 
to expand their annual exhibition programme with smaller in-focus and artist displays. This new direction has 
radically changed the working pattern and character of the institution as well as significantly increasing the 
workload of art handlers who are required to negotiate charts of enormous complexity and work with military style 
precision on timetables that accommodate frequent changes in both exhibitions and permanent collection 
displays. 
 
In Judith Masai’s essay in Museums After Modernism 42, she states that “there is no such thing as a visitor”’ with 
an emphasis on the indefinite article. In other words, it is a mistake to speak of a single visitor or sole visitor type. 
Similarly, it is impossible to speak about exhibitions in a generic fashion. They are part of the history of an 
institution, and as such they will reflect, or challenge, its mission, structure, display and acquisition strategy. An 
exhibition acts as an intervention, an interrogation and/or a deconstruction of museum philosophy, in some cases, 
it may even challenge the “allegiance and affinity to the very tradition they seek to displace”43  
 
Exhibitions may be arranged according to medium, (paintings, sculpture, photography, installation) or time frame, 
(decade or century), gender, (feminism, masculinity, bi or trans gender), philosophy, (phenomenology, 
existentialism, psychoanalysis) or an artists’ life. The display might take as its central theme, historical change like 
a world war or economic disruption, an artistic group with similar objectives, like naïve, outsider or folk art, an 
artist’s life or a friendship like Picasso and Matisse, Gauguin and Van Gogh, or an ‘ism’ like modernism, post 
modernism, surrealism, minimalism, or pop art. They may also take the form of a grand survey show, an annual 
competition like the Turner Prize or be cyclical, biennial or triennial in nature.  
 
In contrast to the criteria used for the selection and display of the permanent collection, planning a temporary 
exhibition is conceptually and organizationally different. These smaller, shorter displays have a different starting 
point, different time frame and different pace. They may also speak with more than one voice, which may at times. 
confuse the visitor. Located within the museum and therefore identified with that institution, they may challenge 
the dominant ideology and present an alternative story or line of enquiry. In this way, they can be part of, but also 
apart from the museum’s past and present history, they can look forward while they also glance back, be part 
nostalgic, part futuristic.  
  
Exhibitions start with an idea that is culturally, socially and artistically conceived, a blank canvas that the curator 
will use to explore an idea, concept or theory using “isolated points – stations or landmarks” 44. To gain approval 
from the exhibition committee, the initial proposal must be supported by a solid rationale and a detailed list of 
desired works with additional information about the condition of individual pieces and required conservation, 
transportation to and from the exhibition venue and information about how the work will be installed.  Each one of 
these considerations will have financial implications, and this will be reflected in the final selection. Work that is 
already in the permanent collection might need to be re-visioned, recontextualised and re-adapted to suit 
alternative narratives and create new context. 

 
Curating is always a collaborative affair involving in-house colleagues or curators from other museums who are 
familiar with the subject area, experts on a specific artist, group of artists, genre or theme covered by the 



exhibition.  Collaborating with a guest curator will often add another dimension to the overall vision. There are 
numerous examples of this type of dynamic pairing including the Intelligence exhibition at Tate Britain in 2001, co-
curated by Ginny Button from Tate and Charles Esche from the Van Abbemuseum and Century City an 
exploration of nine cities curated by nine different curators. 

 
Planning an exhibition will begin years in advance with forecasts about likely visitor numbers and which slot in the 
year would best suits its revenue potential. Traditionally, autumn is the most desirable time and most likely to bring 
the greatest income, whereas the summer show will allow the institution an opportunity to experiment with artists 
and themes that might be less popular and more challenging. The pandemic and subsequent downturn in the 
economic situation may have impact on this type of annual programming and there are already signs that 
museums may have had to reduce their large-scale exhibitions and focus on shows of shorter duration. 

If we borrow from Bourdieu’s concept of cultural capital and specifically his proposition that objectified and 
institutional forms of cultural capital are only available to individuals with required levels of reading competency, 
parallels might be drawn with the development, consumption and understanding of images, sometimes called 
image literacy. Exhibitions have become “the primary site of exchange in the political economy of art, where 
signification is constructed and maintained and occasionally deconstructed” 45.  Any statement that refers to the 
construction and deconstruction of signification is important.  Signification is relative, it has no permanence or 
eternal ‘truth’, “as long as we can identify something through signification, we have caught the thing in its essence. 
For Derrida, signification is an endless chain. Just when we think that we have pinned down the thing in question, 
we realise that what we have caught is simply another signifier” 46. Understanding, appreciating or interrogating 
works of art will never be exclusively about its style, subject matter or content, it will always be affected by its 
mode of acquisition, method of exhibition and display, and the accompanying institutional interpretation. 

The curator is the beating heart of the museum, orchestrating a vision and making possible the intellectual 
development of an idea as well as ensuring ‘an afterlife’ for the artist, “after the death of an art ist their 
work continues to evolve…not l i tera l ly in h is work but in  our perception of  the work’ 47. They are 
archaeologist, ringmaster and choreographer, juxtaposing the familiar with the unfamiliar, exploring different 
methodologies, challenging emerging theories or sometimes, acting as the mouthpiece and spokesperson for the 
museum, in which case they, ‘speak of, and for, the object that he/she has produced’48. This might suggest that 
the subject of curating is not “a subject of the master, but neither is it a subject of the university, it is, like the artist 
himself, or like the analyst, the subject of a praxis” 49. Ensslin’s refusal to accept that the subject of curating is 
either the subject of the master or the subject of the university or cultural institution is particularly important for the 
cultural period that this book covers. 

 
If curators are the “institutionalised recognised experts of the artworld establishment” 50, then Hans Ulrich Obrist, 
who regularly tops the list of the worlds’ most powerful artworld experts, is surely its star.  There are many critics 
who view the kind of iconic status achieved by star curators as worrying. They believe that they have become too 
influential, too powerful, sometimes even in competition with the artist. Curators defend their position and explain 
that they are exercising “procedures of artistic self-organisation and becoming collaborators in an area in which 
attributions are uncertain, and therefore also more flexible and negotiable” 51. Affording star-like status to curators 
is not a new phenomenon. Harald Szeemann achieved his notoriety in 1969 in Kunsthalle Bern when he staged 
his exhibition Live in Your Head; When Attitudes Become Form. This exhibition was startingly innovative: it 
interrogated the most radical artistic movements of the 1960, Minimalism, Body Art, Land Art, Earth Works, Arte-
Povera, Fluxus and other conceptual art movements.  Even more radically, it chose to emphasise a shift of artistic 
focus from space as location, to space inside your head.  The show achieved iconic status, influenced many 
young curators and left a remarkable legacy as well as transforming the actual making of an exhibition into an 
artform, in its own right. It treated the museum space as a laboratory rather than a collective memorial 52 and 
took an experimental as well as an experiential attitude towards exhibition making. Szeemann rejected the 
traditional aestheticized showcase previously favoured by curators and created in its place, a form of “spatial 
choreography” 53, a stage upon which he would choreograph intricate pieces of movement. The exhibition space 
became an environment where artists could meet, interact and engage in dialogue and Szeemann was the 
facilitator and enabler, “setting the stage for the curatorial assumption of the artist’s creative mantle”54. 

Szeemann devoted as much attention to the empty spaces surrounding and in between each artwork, as the 
work itself. He wanted to give art, a “special aura, a beathing space that it would never have again”55, and 
create an atmosphere that was expansive, spiritual and utopian. He was also keen to display relevant 
supporting material like plans, lists of works, correspondence, evidence of his thinking process and references to 
the relationships he had formed with artists and curators. Making transparent the thinking behind an exhibition has 
become a popular trope with modern curators. Hans Ulrich Obrist for example often includes archive material, 



interviews and memories. There is also renewed interest in the status of the temporary exhibition and a marked 
increase in university and art school degrees that offer “a foundational narrative of curatorial and exhibition 
studies” 56 and a proliferation of books, articles and exhibition related literature.  

Exhibitions have their say and pave the way for other curators, sometimes quite literally. In 2013, Jens Hoffman 
staged a come-back version of the Szeemann show called, When Attitudes become Form become Attitudes. 
This tribute show, showcasing the work of younger artists born after 1970 took place in 2013, in San Francisco, 
Detroit and the Venetian Palazzo of the Prado foundation57 and included a large-scale model of the original 
exhibition.  I like to think of Hoffman acting like a stalker, a fan or gang member in this obsessive act, (interestingly 
Szeemann said, only tribes survive58), an impressionable teenager cramming his bedroom with posters and 
memorabilia of a favourite film or pop star.  Hoffman’s exhibition opened with an archive room, representing “the 
sequel to an episode that tells you what went before” 59. Including archival information of the original exhibition.  
When asked in a video interview 60 why he thought the original exhibition had become so iconic, Hoffmann replied 
that this was the first time that Europe had been exposed to conceptual art from the United States. This was true, 
but in my opinion, of even greater significance was Szeemann’s decision to cast the curator as a free spirit, an 
inspired partner of the artist. This was an idea that really captured the imagination of the art world. 

 
It is not uncommon for curators to pay tribute to extraordinary exhibitions but not always in such an overt manner. 
Reesa Greenberg has written extensively about remembering exhibitions, describing them as replica, riff and 
reprise 61. The act of remembering is an important concept for any temporary exhibition, as it is in the process 
of remembering, that the temporary becomes permanent. Hoffmann’s acts of resurrection became both a 
personal homage to Szeemann and a visual legacy of the vast potential an exhibition can have as well as its 
ability to influence institutional attitudes and form. 

The museum has never been a neutral space, although at times, it might try to present itself as such, “from the 
inside the museum effaces itself to become an invisible frame for the art or artifacts, it appears merely to house, 
conserve and exhibit” 62. It has always had a story to tell, ideas to communicate and a reputation to uphold, all 
attitudes that have influenced its function, policy and identity. Just as the new art history in the latter part of the 
twentieth century, changed from a context-specific, socio-historical discipline to a revision of the hierarchy of art 
historical values, exhibitions have developed from “merely a staging of the aesthetic projects of their participants” 
63 to a “radical redistribution of what seemed solidly preordained moving from transparency to opacity, from the 
erasure of aesthetic projects to their over-determination” 64.  

The museum exhibition has become the art institutions’ modern cabinet of curiosity with the curator, its privileged. 
powerful, sometimes wayward but always protected, collector. And not just collector, the curator is implicated in 
the “democratization of the cir- cumscribed professional relations between artists and those who seek to 
professionally represent it” 65. In Obrist’s words, exhibition making has become, “the medium through which most 
art becomes known” 66.  

 
 
Curating as a Social act 
 
The roots of the verb to curate come from the Latin curare, to take care of, so for example, the curate of a church 
is expected to look after, nurture and care for the congregation. The focus of this book is curating in the art 
museum, a job that uses different methodologies to manage different parts of the collection: if a work has already 
been acquired or is about to enter the permanent collection, the curator will check its provenance, history, arrange 
conservation, write the catalogue entry, award an accession number and make plans either for its display or 
removal to store. If the curator is devising and managing a temporary display, which is less concerned with 
longevity, it will be the central idea, narrative or philosophical proposition that shapes its development and 
artworks will be selected to visually explore the broad parameters of that question. Exhibitions may be used as a 
provocation, a challenge or a critique of assumptions and values held by the institution and attitudes to artistic 
production.  

As official mediator of the institution, the curator is possibly “the most emblematic worker of the cognitive age” 67. 
They are responsible for communicating the story that the museum wishes to tell and as sanctioned 
intermediaries, they fulfil the objectives of a range of institutional and professional networks as well as “the 
interests of larger and more powerful groups and constituencies” 68. The type of recognised groups and 
constituencies to which Greenberg et al refer includes directors, trustees, academics, sponsors, donors and 
government officials, all powerful well-established influencers.  But also, more recently, a new group of influencers 
has emerged, individuals who view the museum as their space. The museum visitor may once have been a 



passive receiver of information, but this has changed. They are now actively encouraged to take control of their 
experience, become contributors not just consumers, producers not simply audience members, participants with 
real rather than symbolic involvement. Above all, they are encouraged to think and act like curators 69. These 
changes did not come out of the blue. Throughout history, the public museum has promoted itself as inclusive and 
accessible but more recently, it has also become an interactive laboratory and working studio rather than a temple 
of excellence, a space in which curators and visitors engage in collaborative thinking and shared creating process. 
 
It is this move towards co-curating and co-producing that is central to the proposition I am making. I want to draw 
attention to the rather ambiguous relationship that exists between curating as a profession characterized by 
power, authority and authorship, an activity undertaken by museum curators who care for, manage, interpret, and 
display what, in their view, best represents the story they wish to tell, and the daily acts of selection and display in 
which individuals engage, to construct their own personal identity. This ambiguity might be described as, “the 
culture of lifestyle over culture of connoisseurship” 70.  
 
In some parts of the world with high levels of consumption and production (in 2005 the wealthiest 20% of the world 
accounted for 76.6% of total private consumption), these personal acts of selection have become habitual. People 
choose the style of dress that appeals to them, their hairstyle, make-up, how they decorate their homes, their 
lifestyle, leisure activities and political affiliations.  We are told that this form of individual curating is freely 
available, but as Zygmunt Bauman comments, “freedom has a price. No unchallengeable authority exists….to 
reassure that identity is a ‘good’ one“ 71. Essentially. even if our identity choices are free, they may not always be 
good. 
 
Lifestyle, knowledge production, politics and culture are all paraded in front of our curatorial eye, and we piece 
together a personal identity that matches the vision we have chosen for ourselves. This image may, if we so wish, 
be communicated to others in the form of a personal narrative, a visual display that makes new links and new 
connections. Facebook, Instagram, Pinterest, Snapchat, TikTok and Tumblr are all networks built on content 
curation. They encourage us to create, share and publish the most up-to-date version of our everyday selves. An 
important feature of these acts of individual image making, or what I am calling personal curating, is that they can 
be regularly changed, edited, adapted, or simply abandoned when new styles emerge, or we become tired of what 
we perceive to be an old-fashioned or outmoded image.  We have become comfortable with the act of 
constructing and reconstructing ourselves in this way and readily buy into the idea of identity consumerism.   

 
As this book is concerned with attitude that becomes form in the museum, I want to question whether the liberty 
we have, to select, deselect and reselect our own self-image has given rise to similar expectations of our 
museums, leading us to believe that we have a heightened level of agency and power to influence and change the 
way we choose, shape, and consume the art that we are told is ours and the legacy that we have inherited.  

 
You will see the immediate conflict of interest.  

 
Individual curating welcomes change, revision and renewal and will happily reject or disrupt what went before. 
Museum curating operates within strict guidelines, actively resisting any attempt to ‘have a good clear out’.  In UK 
museums, de-accession is still rare.  Even the word museum implies permanence, ICOM defines it as a 
permanent institution that exhibits “tangible and intangible heritage of humanity”72 . But this description is 
problematic. A collection that represents the visual heritage of what was once considered historically and 
culturally relevant may now seem like an uncomfortable reminder of a time when class, race, gender, colonial 
attitudes, and political awareness were very different.  
 
As the permanent home of works of art, many of which have, over time, become part of the furniture, our 
museums find themselves in a difficult position. They are unable to upgrade or re-fashion work that was 
acquired long ago, they can only move it around or in some cases, store it in the loft (for loft, read museum 
store). Although moving work around may change the background narrative and encourage new thinking73, it is 
impossible to re-paint visual references or change visual narrative. The only option for museums is to reposition 
and recontextualize, make new connections, create new links and hope that these acts and the addition of 
interpretative text will somehow change the context of what was being communicated then to what is acceptable 
now.  
 
There are also problems with our passion for encyclopedic collections based on notions of universality. James 
Rondeau, Director of  the Ar t Museum of  Chicago says, “I  don’t  actually  embrace the word 
“encyclopedic” when i t  comes to our museum. I feel  that the term isn’t  scrutinized enough. 
We’re not actually encyclopedic in our col lect ions.  We’re broad in general , and deep and 



varied. …but I  worry about the transparency and the honesty around [the word].  Clearly, i t  
suggests a kind of  universal i ty that  we as museums don’t actually deliver” 74.  

So, how to square the circle where individual curating is ubiquitous, an act that begins with a vision of ourselves, 
an opportunity, “to take identities off the shelf, to deliberately pick and choose those elements we like and want” 75 
and museum curating, a uniquely specialist profession, steeped in historical, traditional values and privileges, and 
for now at least, solidly opposed to the idea of deaccession.  
 
Museums work hard to be accessible, inclusive, and welcoming to all.  They reject what they describe as the clean 
slate or empty receptacle model and encourage visitors to bring their own experience, engage, participate, and 
become active interpreters and co-producers 76. But this invitation triggers other expectations.  In their newly 
emancipated status, visitors expect a level of empowerment, in which, “physical or symbolic acts of interaction 
allow them to determine their own social and political reality” 77 and as active producers, they imagine that they 
have agency to influence the content, shape and future of the museum.  But museums are fiercely protective of 
their brand, their authorship, their authority and scholarship and although there may be opportunities for visitors to 
participate, interact, even sometimes to become co-artist or performer, it is unlikely that the visitor will influence 
acquisition policy or change the rules of de-accession, they cannot write museum captions or interpretative panels 
(there have been occasions where visitors are invited to contribute their own interpretation, but only in the form of 
a temporary intervention on informal platforms) and they cannot decide how, or if, work will be displayed. The 
conflict of people versus institutional power is constantly being tested not just in museums but also in the realm of 
public art and statuary.  

 
The case of the Edward Colston statue is an example of how dangerous it is to assume and/or expect consensus 
regarding the preservation of tangible and intangible heritage. The vast majority of UK statutory was erected 
between the 1890’s and mid twentieth century, decades that were largely responsible for “the entrenchment of 
whiteness and the creation of favourable conditions for the memorialisation of slave-holders and 
colonialists”78. The question of what is to be done with statues like these is not easy to resolve.  The UK 
government has introduced laws that block their removal and they now demand a policy of ‘retain and explain’ (so 
interpretation becomes the dominant method of ‘seeing’ cultural artifacts). But many people feel uncomfortable 
with this. They are uneasy about displaying, either on our streets or in our museums, tangible examples of 
heritage that do not reflect enlightened views regarding colonialism, even if it is explained.  
 
So, it falls upon curators to find ways of re-positioning and re-valuing history and heritage in a climate of changing 
attitude and values.  In Liquid Modernity 79, Zygmunt Bauman refers to a relentless recycle of directionless self-
modernisation.  If museums, as sites of modernity, have become ideological sites where acts of modernisation are 
performed for their own sake, then curation might simply respond to itself and become its own autonomous mode 
of practice. There is some evidence that this has already happened and modern exhibitions “mark the 
transformation of the curator from behind-the-scenes aesthetic arbiter to central player” 80.  
 
Inherent within the operational model of the 17th century cabinet of curiosity was a clear understanding of the 
source of power.  Objects were the property of the collector, symbolic of his (usually male) wealth and status and 
clear of their intention to impress the visitor/viewer.  Any relationship between the two interested partners was well 
understood.  Following this, in the nineteenth century, museums became recognized publicly owned depositaries 
housing encyclopaedic collections of objects of “perpetual, and indefinite accumulation of time in an immobile 
place” 81 . In these public spaces, visitors were invited to see outstanding works of art, collected on their behalf, 
exhibited and displayed with the purpose of promoting education and enlightenment thinking. In the twenty first 
century, museums have a divided mission, they remain dedicated to their role as the preserver of legacy and 
history while they also provoke and challenge past attitudes to heritage and cultural worth.  
 
Museums have always been sites of inclusivity and accessibility and the message they now communicate is that 
anyone can be an artist, that creativity is for all 82.  Visitors are happy to accept this role and to adopt what 
Zygmunt Bauman calls a postmodern habitat, “governed by consumer desires and choices”. They want to upgrade 
their position from, ‘back street driver, criticising the route taken and move forward into the driving seat’ (83.  But 
transforming the visitor into driver, (curator, creator, artist, and performer) brings problems of its own. If we are all 
artists, then what exactly is the art museum for? Is this “space of performativity and performance” changing visitors 
into, “participants in a cultural activity that is both a creation of involvement and the manufacture of the necessary 
distance of critical reflection and self-consciousness?”84. The modern museum may have become ideologically 
more socio/political and more conceptually framed.  It has certainly become a space for interactivity and 
participation although there are differences of opinion regarding the impetus for this change.  
Claire Bishop suggests that visitors think of engagement as emancipation “from a state of alienation induced by 
the dominant ideological order – be this consumer capitalism, totalitarian socialism or military dictatorship?” 85.  



Bishop’s belief that visitors engage in participatory activities in order to escape from alienation or isolation is 
different to the more popular interpretation, that visitors use engagement and interaction to fulfil a deep need for 
playful interaction. Either, or both, of these interpretations may be applicable but what is undeniable is the 
dramatic change of attitude in the way in which people are using the museum space. They no longer wish to 
worship at the high altar of culture, they want to challenge the “settled, and uncontroversial position” 86, that 
culture has, for centuries, held dear. They have different ideas and expectations. They want to broaden their 
experience by re-imagining the museum as an expanded and re-visioned field of sociocultural experimentation, a 
space for debate and discussion, talks, lectures, conferences, and events, a space that is physically, socially, 
intellectually, and culturally accessible87, a haven for “convivial community”88.  The modern museum visitor wants 
to engage in real collaborative creativity and achieve, “a more positive and non-hierarchical social model”89. 

 
Although this non-hierarchical social model may not always be evident in the structure, governance, ethnicity and 
gender of museum personnel, it certainly is, in the newly designed physical spaces that offer an environment that 
is inclusive, accessible and participative as opposed to what has historically been an elitist, didactic environment. 
The museum has become an alternative space, a place for interaction and immersive activity, a physical 
embodiment of Foucault’s heterotopia. 
 
And as well as the provision of new spaces, museums have extended opening hours, introduced inclusive and 
accessible programming and devised a range of interactive activities to suit the changing demands and lifestyle of 
its visitors. All great news…but not without substantial financial challenges. Museums must achieve (and then 
sustain) a level of income that facilitates the upkeep of their buildings, ongoing conservation, ambitious exhibition  
programming and excellent standards of display.  It only takes one unexpected event like the recent pandemic or 
fears of an economic recession to disrupt their smooth running. During the pandemic, museums were forced to 
close their doors for months, radically depleting their financial reserves and changing (maybe forever) 90 the 
behaviour of visitors who, unable to visit in person, turned (yet another ‘turn’) to virtual platforms and online 
resources 91.  

 
Time, events, politics, the environment, people and ideas are central to the formation of history and what we 
choose as representative of our cultural heritage is exactly that…our choice. Nineteenth century museums were 
preoccupied with themes of ever accumulating time and the expansion of encyclopaedic collections, twentieth 
century museums placed more emphasis on discussion, debate, and critical discourse, and we can only imagine 
what central theme will dominate the museum in the twenty first century. 
 
Our attitudes toward legacy, heritage and modernism are out of sync. Our public spaces are concrete reminders of 
the way in which heroes of the past have become antagonists of the present, impossible to depose, so solidly are 
they rooted in our historical memory. Our permanent collections are struggling to reflect new attitudes regarding  
authorship, ownership, and value and exhibitions, as sites of activism, where tradition is scrutinized, and values 
reassessed, present an alternative ideology. If individual curating is influenced by and reflected in, the major 
philosophical concerns of the twenty first century, and identity, change and renewal are the current central 
themes, the question we must ask is how and if, we will be able to inject ideas of identity, change and renewal into 
our permanent collections and whether these new ideas will find refuge in a new separate space, a new 
heterotopia, a new world within a world.  
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