
Response III

FORMS OF PRAGTIGE:
CURTTING IN TEE AGADEMY

I'\,c. been worrying tkat we ta.lk about curating too much. We ne\,€r used to
talk about curating like this. We just got on with it. Actuall, we hardly even

had a lrame for it. But as it ta.Les shape as an academic subject, the level

of self-consciousness that this pmduces prorokes a.form of rhetorical, even

ironic; curating It's our fault. At best we arc at a moment that coins the
new languages of curating At \aorst the academy becomes home to cunting
about curating Curating as subject, but with no subject to curatir. Surely the
practice of curating otrers moie possibilities tha.n that. Curating as research.

Curating in tie lab.

But it's still eaiy days for cDrating And er.en morc so for curadng as an
academic subieo. t hc growrh of curaring programs around the world seems

to rcflect demard from pot€ntial students, if not necesa.rily from the institu-
tions that might later employ them. According to this trajectory, one night-
mar€ scenario is that th€re might soon be as marry cumtors as artists a soft
of concierge serr,rce for art, every artist having their own curator in tow. And
then there arc the specializations, wherc curating is invoked to serve every

type of micro-rnedium.
What accounts for this interest? There's a c)'nical suggestion that it's a

d€sir€ to participate in the a.t wodd. It does sound glamomus, but there are

easier wa]6 to crash the parties. I want to a€ue for something else: that there

is an emerging discipline of curating that rclocates its legacies, as it gradu-

ally frees itself.fiom the constra.ints of the institution and comes to occupy a

unique place in *re academy It needs to be sited there if only to defne very
often what it is not. The discourse of cuating is rot about methodologies of
display or histories of the museum, but about a.n expanded 6eld of pnctice. I
want to a€ue aga.lnst the trend for curatoria.l specializations in far.or of curat-
ing as a more inclusivc mediadng pracdce.

, There is a pa.radox to this, given that curating, I would argue, must
be understood in terms of practice rather than as a supplementary activity
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tacked onto the end of afi history It is not art history nor is it museology

Rathe4 it linctions in a variety of wals to produc€ a languagc of its own that
goes beyond another styling of critical theory It is respo$ive, of course, in its
relationship to art and to artists, but it may also be proacdve in the ways in
which it seek to establish spaces and cont*ts of operation for works and
peoplc.

The adhercncr ro practice Ls an ideologi, al position. lmm"diar"ll rhi-

flags up the difficulties of tcaching curating as a srJi,ct Us not a subj€ct at a.l,

but rzther a framewo* or critical mechariism to enable self-criticality, and to

expand a field of vision. It's tempting even to pmpose curating as a gezre. Cu-
nting not so much as critiquc or commentary but as a formal manif€station

of pracbce. Genre, her€, is a definable spa.e or larguage within or against

which on€ might worL continuously. To pmpose curating as a genre wor d
suggest that it is a practice that is not exclusively rcsponsi\,.e or secondary to

the styles of aft with which it collaborates.

Cumting as a taught subject is not even 20 years old. The program I
inherited eight,lrals ago at Goldsmiths, for arample, had been run along a

socia.l science model, for oo apparent reason, as far as I could determine,

other than to apply some formal rigor to this relatively new discipline. AII dre

more strange, as it was position€d in the fine art departnent rather tha-n under
the umbrc.lta of art history The aft school has been comfofiably embedded

in the British University since the 1950s, with a.ll the implications that come

with the notion of suppoting artistic practice as an academic, assessable

subiecl.

Anallzing the specfications of the curatoria.l program we inherited at

Goldsmiths, my colteagues and I understood that it had been li?.rned within
the unircrsity institution to invoke s'Btems of knowledge that were subject-

specific. It's hard to excavate what exacily the motivations for this were, but
they w€re perhaps rclated to an inherent instituoonal newousness at the pros-
pect of this new discipline.

Curating prograrns ftamed themselves in the early daF through a tri-
partit€ model of artist-curator-audience. But much of wbat was taught re-

lied heavily upon museological technicalities, social engagement, and a small

measrrre of connoisseurship thrown in. A training in a pordolio of pledeter-

mined skitls, radrer than in a more complex developmcnt of an individuated
practice. No negotiatior oflonlirA of where the curator might be in spaces

in which art circulates ard comes to be seen.

It secms to me that the moment for curadng pmgiams has rea.ly oc-

curred in the last decade, exacdy when perrnission for cumting as a prac-

tice has become lirlly part of the drscourse of the broader art world. And
thc moment when curating camc into its own, no lon$r obliged to defend
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Rapor m

ilself as a rolg 'rs t-h€ saEE mdmenr that we urder:rood $at curating cannot
be taugha. :.: :J ' .1'j : -:

This.;,not'as.rtdaal as it sounds. And it is certainlv not bad news. lt
means tlrat tie moment you recognize euratingurs u pru.ti.". 

^n,..fr.. 
ryp" ot

contextualization comes to take the place of the canon, opening it up beyond
one singular history or methodolo$. And because of *re operness of the
practice it is not a question of curriculun.

There's a blank qpace to be filled, and indeed a spare to b€ forced open,
where tle curator js accountable to a multitude of influences. In this \,1,?y

curating cannot be taught, becaus€ it should a.nticipate being out of its depth.
Curating doesnl tick boxes, but flows o\.tr the margins. Practice is a.n u4-
steady condition that thrives on the spaces its er'?eimentation opens up. Cer-
tainly there is an articulary that can be developed arormd practice. Context,
if you witl. But it is not prescriptiv€. If contexi is a}nost the sum of what one
might be able to tfac]\ by tle same token, curating as ataught subject should
rccognize that it canrot hope to co\cr a.ll the grormd- It must be subject to
coistant change and displacernent. (And never rcIy upon the same reading
list 6tm one year to rJre next.y

There's a function for the curator that needs to be defined belond foor
noting what has gone beforc. The model that emerges must be one of sub-
jectivity, wherc the curator prcduces an alternative set of histoies that work
baehlard to |ocate Lhemsehfs.

By the sarne token, with hindsight, as we attempted to rctbinl how cumt-
ing might be taught, we might well have thmwn the ba\ out with the bath-
water In our ftvisioru, we chose not to prioritize tedrnical skill sets in favor of
Iearning those practicalities on thejob. We do not reach a history of dispLay
ftom the lMmderkmvner to Whn Attitudet - . . {or fear of an overindebtedness to
art history Instead we conduct seminars according to the practices of the stu-
dents. We shouldnl do morc than structu€ the space in which their pmjects
axe tested among their peers. No thematics, e-ycept perhaps th€ Dderstated
anticipation of barely visible memes, or an unstable zeitg€ist. No theory as a
starting point, except in the service of a pmject under discussion.

Ard yet, allnosi reluctandy, we found ourselves reintroducing histories
into the discourse. But this tirne the penpective was dilferent. For example,
at Goldsiniths we ha\,r d€veloped a curatorial histories coune inside the pro-
gram that is entirely drirrn by the students. They select the exhibitions that
arc to be bnrught to th. seminar for discussion. They rewrite the history of
these precedens. l4trat we continue to le.arn liom this isjust how ctirating is
used for dramatically differcnt agendas, and contiru€s to be read differe{dy,
depending on one's penpectsve. This sound Iike a ba.nal tuism, given the un-
contested internationalism of cont€mporary axt, when tierc is ro continent

57



The Ethibitionist

or region without its own biennial or art fair. Bccausc we are a.ll subscribed

to e-flux, the ncw cumting reveals not so much a distinction of content, but a

dramatic diflerence of purpose. We never a.nticipated that our students would
wish to use curating a.s a la.nguage that chan$s so dramatica.lly depending on

If the cthjcs ol curating are to be based on the obJigations that emerge

with practice, then how is it possible to negotiate $e curated obj€ct il by defi-

nition, it is absent from the sitc of the dlscourse? Art schools have long taught
around a produced object, in the studio, where, for the most pa:rt, the object
is labricated. The citiquc takes place with a materialized wo*, or at lcast

the wo* in progress. There's something to see, to walk around. But that's not
always a possibility within th€ pncticc of curatin$ The acls of curating are

so oftcn dcfirred. The processes of production may bc drawn out, and might
occur much later in the day, or, of course, elsewhere.

But there must be a w:ry to carry lbrward the encounter of the studio
critiquc into the obligations of curating. It's an intense encounter, and alwals
an ethical one. Facing up to tho work of axt and finding a language lor it. I
would wish to arBu€ that therc is a possibjlity of a curatorial critique that
retains dris ethical obJigation, cvcn with t}te phFical absence of the works of
art under discussron. Pmctice, or research, occun clsewhere. In this $ay the
academy is not neccssarily the site of that research, but a location that gath€$

these findings into an open discoursc.

In the name of curating, even th€ obiects som€times get in thc way We

became commitmcnt-phobic in this flight ftom the museum, adepdy avoiding
any obligation at all to thc materiality of the collection. Indeed, the triumph
for the independent curator as thc ability to be detached lrom an obligation
to a collectron as such.

Thc curator was no longer at home. Uprooted, the curator could operate

in a variety of r€gisten and locations in a practicc of cuBtorial temporality
rather than any consolidation of history And dris was a batde woth fighting
It signals thc moment when cmating begins. But we lost the lozzi; we hardly
handlcd arytling. And sometimes you do need a home to go home to.

Retuming to the collcction, we've rcnegobated it through a couple of
surprising unanticipated routes. If today's generation of curators inherits a
legacy of dematcrialized, process- and discourse-driven cunting, the physi
cal absence that is pmduccd in the waLe of such strategles becomes a site of
mourning and loss. Something was left bchind.

At the same time, the past decade has seen th€ gnrwth of independent

collections, far beyond $e confol and rigor of any muserun. Independent,
wilful, without constEint, these collections rellect an increased inter€st
in and hunger for cont€mporary art as cconomic and intcllectual capital.
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HigI y visualized outputsi generating sp€ed through consumption. And no

one has begun to thinl their way through them in ary critical way, cxcept

as rymptoms of a market. But th€ir curatorial legary will prove much more

interesting:

The object returns, howev.r subversive the form. Indeed, ttrc more sub_

\,rrsive the better The contemponry collection has become infinitely accom_

modating there is nothing it could not brirrg under its auspices. It mows

quickly rashly, and does not fre! llith bu]er's remorse. But it can only do this

with.rut overind€btedness to a past. What is .oliected is a manilestation of
existential desire. It does rot have to tell the whole story lt simply tells its own,

here, now. Ourside ol hisron.

In suc-h a climatc the contemporary cumtor has to negotiate this surplus

and is obliged to rcengage with the idea of collection building These collec-

tions become &e sites where new coniunctions might be formed, temporarily,

that collapse museums' histories in lavor of an ethics of subjectiviry The col-

lection must be irresponsible, must refus€ to retr€ad the t€ritory of the mu-

seum, and the cu:rator now laces a uniquc opportunity to engag€ with this.

Another side of this practice ol culaiing would be to prcpose the notion

of the non-curator, perhaps in a way similar to how Brian Eno used to spea-k

of himself as a ron-musician. But if curating resists becoming a subject, then

why try to test its limits in academia? My sense is that we have l€amed a

geat deal though the curating programs about where curating might oper-

ate. Curating beyond the exhibition, a new generation of curators walrt to

cumte wherever gaps occur in their world etpedence A soit of daily pracdce

of curating If the academic context runs the dsk of producing a potentia.lly

unhealthy degree of self-conscrousn€ss in curatodal practlce, so too it needs

a degree of self-awareness to seek out corne$ of interprctation that critical

discourse alone cannot reach-

A non-curating, or minor curating, then, that rcsists the momunental in
favor of a temporary critique. Curating as problem solving, sketching out thc

terfitory
Often invisible, its ellect is incFcmental and highly localizcd lt is not r€-

sticted to proposing specialist expertise, bu! rather o{Iers a tailorcd iesponse

to where you find yourseli hcre, noiq \Vhile fully conwrsant with the lan-

guagr of the biennial or the museum or the catalogue misonn6, this is a curat-

ing of temporality, a.lways in motion, barely obser-\"able, but embedded within

the pra-ctices of art ma-king. Again, an ethics of curating.

A longtime collaborator of Harald Szeemann onc€ told me that

Szeemann ne\,cr included a work in an exhibition that he had not traveled

to see in the flesh. The curator today might e)lpress disappointment if some_

tling did not yield immediate resr ts in a Google irnage search There's some
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legitimacy to the I'oung cuiators' sE:ategy,,a.s much as rr wry much frowri
upon it iq dass. After all, Aby Warhulg's dislocation of art bistory bri ianqr
articipat€d tie equiv-alence ard simultanrit)' of-the Google.search. 8ut.I sus-

pecl tla( Szremann, if he was alive today. would still pfffer to conduct his

relrea,ltlr the Iong way round.
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