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Since the 1960s contemporary art has seen a paradigm shift occur that has rejected the 

individual perspectives of modernity and begun to consider the value of connective and 

participatory aesthetics. New process-led and technologically-based practices have shifted 

the emphasis away from the art object and onto the art process, rendering the approach 

to making art a much more connected and relational one. In parallel, the curatorial role 

has radically shifted since it was first popularised in the 1970s. With less emphasis on the 

archival and more on the mediation and dissemination of practices, the role has risen to the 

forefront of the contemporary art arena, yet the actual methods of curation have not evolved 

in relation to the practices they curate, revealing an acute lack of curatorial convention for 

exhibiting and disseminating process-led practices.

Employing the term Social Practice to actively define this ever-evolving body of process-led 

works, this research is situated at the juncture between the social outputs of reciprocal 

artworks and the curator’s role in exhibiting them. In establishing curation as a practice and 

situating it at a well-founded and clear point of perspective, this thesis argues that a clearer 

understanding of curatorial practice will in turn formulate an active and more integrated 

way of working. Focussed on the curation of media and performative practices specifically, 

and through four practical case studies: Becoming Electric, Fast and Slow Networks, Scatter 

Projects and Turnstile, in curatorial and exhibition practice, a dynamic form of curatorial 

practice is made manifest. This Social Curation seeks to contextualise fully the potential of 

exhibitions as structures of communication and exchange, maximising social interaction and 

engagement across curatorial approach, process and outcome.

This thesis engages performative and participative approaches in its development of a 

research bricolage, revealing through practice how curation can function in an open and 

relational way. It contributes to methodical innovation through its use of a real-life initiative 

to test and ground the research strategies, and to the fields of artistic and curatorial research 

through original and responsive strategies towards evolving exhibition formats. Overall it 

has sought and revealed the means to both situate and question new ways of thinking and 

methods of working within the dynamic of the everyday.

Abstract
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Since the early 1960s contemporary art has seen a paradigm shift occur over time that has rejected the 

individual perspectives of modernity and begun to consider the value of connective and participatory 

aesthetics. Through looking at the inaugural art practices that emerged in this period, by artists such as 

Joseph Beuys and Allan Kaprow, a real can be traced to present day approaches and processes employed 

by artists in creating socially relevant and culturally connective works of art. The predominant shift 

employed by artists working in the 1960s was the expansion in their understanding of what the social 

and cultural potential of art could be. 

Artists like Marcel Duchamp and his 1957 seminal lecture on the creative act (Lebel, 1959:77/78), 

began to set a precedent for a more aesthetic type of practice to emerge. This new aesthetic saw a 

more process-based practice develop, with emphasis shifting away from the art object and onto the art 

process. This shift in itself rendered the approach to making work a much more connected and relational 

one, that sought to cohere process, context and reception. Across the span of art practices there have 

slowly emerged specific strands that have embraced these forms of aesthetic approach. Movements such 

as site-specific art, temporal practices, activist art (and later community art), and performance and live 

art have all played a part in establishing a new critical horizon that embodies communication, exchange 

and reciprocity through, and in, practice. 

Intertwined with its cultural landscape, art mirrors, reveals and pioneers new ways of interpreting and 

understanding material developments that affect us socially. Media art has materialised out of exactly 

such a landscape, with artists integrating emergent communication technologies into their practice in 

order to push and extend their work’s relational ability. This in turn has also extended the known working 

capacity of the technology itself, evolving and expanding its use, often through creative misuse. Drawing 

from technology’s early beginnings as a medium of communication, technologically led art practices have 

come to represent a critical fusion of communication, liveness and interactivity. With their contextual 

origins embedded in a synthesis of moving image culture and conceptual art, technological or media 

practices have broken down aesthetic barriers in the merging of concept, process and object. Processual 

by nature and communicative in origin, media artworks have played a leading role in ushering to the 

forefront of contemporary art works that don’t simply reflect everyday life, but also are embedded within 

its relations.

Many interactive or socially engaged practices, whether technological or conceptual, prove difficult to 

place within traditional models of exhibition. In majority this problem stems from the history of artworks 

1.0    Introduction
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as cultural objects, predominantly paintings and sculptures. With the expansion of conceptual art 

practice and the proliferation of temporal and time based works, a multitude of hybrid practices have 

been established. Many of these as described above are focussed on the social and relation capacities 

of art practice, yet still have a conceptual agenda. 

An acceptance of these hybrid practices into the traditional canons of fine art has been a difficult and 

lengthy process. Over time alternate ways of critiquing, valuing and interpreting such practices have 

been established, and, due to the rapidly evolving nature of many of these working methods, it has been 

difficult to establish a solid contextual arena. Through working in media arts for many years, I have 

experienced first hand the difficulties in working conceptually as a media artist. Technological works 

were not accepted as equivalent to other more traditional practices, and although this has changed 

drastically in the last decade, such works are still curated and exhibited in relation to their physical 

aesthetic and tangible output rather than their processual approaches.  My interest begins with how key 

temporal, performative or interactive practices have informed and influenced a whole new aesthetic in 

contemporary art, and the issues that arose with this development. 

This thesis positions itself in the gap existing between the social outputs of reciprocal artworks and the 

curator’s role in exhibiting them. I use media arts and other early relational works as starting points and 

templates to further understand the requirements of such practices in exhibition formats. In focussing on 

the role of the curator, I argue that the relationality of artworks can be better articulated by exhibitions, 

and how through curatorial integrity a clearer understanding of the connections between process and 

experience can be revealed. I propose that through examining participative and situated practices such 

curatorial knowledge and experience can be evolved, and a method of working curatorially will emerge 

that both accommodates and enhances process-based artworks. Through researching this evolved 

curatorial role came a recognition that curation for many years has paralleled artistic practice, in that it 

is very much a goal driven and objective experience. I continue to suggest that the curatorial role needs 

to evolve in keeping with the practices that it curates, becoming responsive, and in turn establish itself 

as an active practice in its own right. 

The benefits of a more integrated curatorial practice are manifold. Predominantly it will enable a broader 

understanding of practices and their associated process to emerge, inject dynamism into inherently 

static exhibition processes, and in turn inform and expand the existing critical and dialogical field. For 

curatorial practitioners this shift into a more holistic way of thinking aims to enable rather than disable 

the working process and begin to establish methods and approaches that are symptomatic of the 

practices they are curatorially representing. The existing dislocation between curatorial and practical 
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perspectives benefits neither party, and serves to continually reinforce the wedge between curators 

and artists. This practice-led research project articulates and establishes via discursive materials 

interwoven with actual case studies, a responsive and relevant approach to curating a diverse range 

of socially engaged practices. A route is developed that sees the curator established as an active 

practitioner, and through dynamic methodologies specific approaches are tested and reflected upon. 

These approaches are discussed and evaluated in relation to the fundamental research objectives, and 

suggestions made towards the future potential of these approaches as either starting points or 

possible junctures. 

Methodologically this thesis aims to emulate a web of social relations, echoing liveness and embodying 

movement. A fundamental part of this web are the three methodological threads: Reflexive, Action 

and Innovation, that weave throughout this research. Outlined in the Research Methodology chapter, 

these intersect and triangulate throughout both the practical case studies and the written discussion. 

Completed as an even split between theory and practice, this thesis proposes several participative and 

performative strategies that seek to establish a different perspective on curation that firmly situates 

it in a processual context. These strategies are reflected through the four practical case studies, all 

of which have been devised and produced in their entirety by the author. I argue for a transition from 

passive to active curation and the understanding of curation as praxis. Through placing equal emphasis 

on the interactions between curator, artwork, environment and audience, I present a way of thinking 

about curation as a social act, and generate new insight on the future position of the curator. 

A key element of this research is the arts organisation and experimental curatorial platform - Interval, 

which I established at the beginning of this research process to enable a real-life enquiry to take 

place. This has acted as a methodological framework, situating the practical research studies in a 

public context, and providing a reflexive vehicle through which the subsequent curatorial processes 

and outcomes could be evaluated consistently and transparently. This thesis is interspersed with 

images specific to the text they illustrate, but in order to provide the reader with a broader visual 

summary of the exhibitions carried out for the purpose of this research, all of the visual documentation 

and associated written and publicity materials are available online at the following URL: www [dot] 

socialcurating [dot] info. The reader can also view the public website for Interval at www [dot] interval 

[dot] org [dot] uk. The process of gathering information and testing such approaches and strategies 

has been an exceptionally personal journey that is reflected throughout the research. This important 

aspect reminds the reader of my practical background and overall approach to this PhD, and that my 

application of theory is from a practitioner’s perspective, not that of a theorist. 
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The curatorial approaches developed and tested in this research have raised compelling 

questions about the practice of curation and open-ended processes of working curatorially; it 

is my intention to enable readers to evoke even more.
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This chapter is the first of two contextual chapters that situate the research within a critical and 

practical dynamic. Through these chapters I aim to provide the reader with an overview of the key 

artistic influences, underpinnings and working examples that have influenced the participative 

approaches implemented in this research project. 

This chapter is divided into two parts; the first discusses a number of approaches and processes 

implemented by artists working in the field, revealing the working methods and approaches that ground 

the discussion in Chapters 4 and 5 on Curation and Social Curation. The second part follows on with 

a discussion of contemporary Social Practices and contexts, arguing in favour of recognising Social 

Practice as an artistic genre.

In beginning this chapter by articulating the term ‘Social Practice,’ my objective is to contextualise it 

firstly in relation to this research, and then in regard to a wider set of practices. At present it is a rather 

ambiguous and undefined term in relation to art practice per se, predominantly due to its minimal 

use. In recognising that I was establishing my research study around this critically ambiguous and 

thus unstable term, I set out to ensure that my understanding, use and proposal of it as a term is well 

analysed and described, and is subsequently clearly reflected through and within my research findings.

This section continues to review a span of Social Practices that have influenced my research thinking. 

This is by no means an exhaustive summary but contains a choice selection of approaches that 

highlight a specific way of working or thinking that contribute towards both the overall methodological 

approach of this research and new ways of working curatorially.

The second section of this chapter discusses theoretical and conceptual perspectives, charting the 

rise of contemporary Social Practices and contexts. This aspect of the chapter connects the attitudes 

prevalent in the 1960s to contemporary models, revealing the progression of social art practices and 

the innovative and multi-disciplinary approaches that have emerged. I consider the commonality of 

‘context’ in artistic and curatorial practice and how both roles are similar in their agendas to both 

curate and create situation and meaning.

2.0 Understanding and Positioning ‘Social Practice’
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Finally I provide a short analysis on why the term Social Practice should come to define a genre of 

practice. This proposition underlines a fundamental aspect of the research argument, and predicates 

later chapters in their use of Social Practices as methodological templates for curation. It also initiates 

discussion on the need for curatorial practice to evolve in keeping with both art practice and the critical 

contexts that it works with.

 2.1 A SHORT DEFINITION OF ‘SOCIAL PRACTICE’

 It may be proposed that the social context and surroundings of art are more potent, more   

 meaningful, more demanding of an artist’s attention than the art itself! Put differently, its   

 not what artists touch that counts most. It’s what they don’t touch. 

 (Allan Kaprow in Kelly 2003:94)

There is a variety of terminology used to define collaborative practices. Labels such as relational, 

dialogical, participative, negotiational, connective, collective, interactive and transformative situate a 

variety of socially orientated practices, with more terms emerging all the time. This thesis proposes for 

the term Social Practice to be used to characterise all types of socially-engaged creative practice that 

are context as opposed to content led (Kester 2004:1). This translates in simple terms to practices that 

are focussed on processes and relationships instead of the art object or material outcome. 

Each term is specific to the context it theorises, such as Nicolas Bourriaud’s ‘Relational Aesthetics’, a 

way of thinking about and framing art practice that theorises moments of sociability in art practice and 

art objects that produce sociability. The above quote, for example, describes Allan Kaprow’s perspective 

on where the emphasis lies in regard to art practices, specifically his ‘Happenings’; another is Grant 

Kester’s ‘Dialogical Art’ which considers the unfolding of meaning through a process of performative 

interaction such as dialogue. I have come to apply the term ‘Social Practice’ to characterise this 

growing collective of practices, and see the term as representative of the nature or properties of such 

works as opposed to summarising them. In breaking down the term further into two words; Social and 

Practice, I define and apply the word Social as its original Sociological meaning suggests. I extend the 

meaning of the word to apply to Practice, the activity and process of making art works, thus developing 

a combined term that summarises art practices that actively engage their audience or users with the 

aim of generating shared contexts and experiences. 

Social Practices reflect the structures and speak the language of everyday reality, making them 
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transparent and understandable (Wolfs 2007:8). Thus the audience is often an active element in the 

work, collectivising the production process and sharing the authorship. The cornerstones of such 

projects derive from critical contexts inherent in the artist’s concepts, often reflecting active issues 

concerning the structure or affairs of humans and their relationships within a society and its culture. 

Such social, political and environmental concerns are often reflected through Social Practices, as they 

have the capacity to actively engage with real-time scenarios, raising questions in a more abstract and 

creative manner. Such projects place emphasis on the realisation and manifestation of experiences 

and events as being the core of the work, as opposed to a tangible end product or art object. This is 

not to say they negate the role of the object and its meaning within the art process, but merely that 

the emphasis differs from traditional modes of practice, where the art object, such as a painting or 

sculptural form, is the primary source of meaning for both the artist and audience. 

I take it as read that we begin at this point. In presuming that the reader is able to acknowledge and 

understand my use of the term Social Practice and the stance I present above throughout this written 

text, I continue to use the term in a consistent and applied manner. 

2.2 SIGNIFICANT CONTEXTS AND APPROACHES

 We can no longer regard contemporary works as a space we have to walk through.   

 Contemporary art resembles a period of time that has to be experienced, or the opening of a  

 dialogue that never ends. (Bourillard 2006:160)

This section is specifically interested in the contexts and approaches of practice. It seeks to highlight 

the different reasons why artists make their work socially-engaging, the ways in which they do it and 

what the outcomes represent to both the artist and a wider art field. The following section outlines 

a variety of practices selected for several reasons. They have all in some way influenced my initial 

research agenda and I have continued to use them as illustrations of a range of Social Practices. I 

consider that they provide good working examples of works that focus on the artistic process and 

reveal a joined-up thinking about their aspects of production, site and context. They have very much 

helped me to break down and examine the aspects of why and how they function as practices, and 

subsequently enabled me to articulate more clearly my own working categorisation of what a Social 

Practice is and how it should function.

Through my summary of the following practices, I begin to reveal some of the critical elements in 
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artists’ approaches and methods that are self-reflexive or self critical in method. By this I mean that in 

doing what they do, in the way that they do it, these artists are asking questions of the very process 

itself and what it reveals. I consider how these artists attempt to mobilise and evolve thought and 

social change through the practice of art, highlighting new ways of thinking about art as a catalyst for 

exchange and communication. The following practices are reviewed instead of critically discussed, 

as it is my intention for the reader to be able to have a clear perspective of my starting points and 

influences as opposed to an analysis or personal perspective.

These practices were selected based on my initial working research synopsis, which was:

This investigation will examine the relationship between interactive art and human connectivity. Its 

objective is to explore how interactive artworks can communicate to an audience through offering 

original contexts and new working methods enabling meaning to emerge and thus leading to a more 

dynamic and transformative working practice.

The questions I asked were:

1. How do art practitioners approach making interactive works with an emphasis on participation and 

inclusion?

2. What are the elements of interactive art practices that promote discussion and communication?

3. What is the value of social interaction with an artwork?

Through this and the following chapter, the reader is able to see how these starting points have 

evolved through both practical and critical research, and how the subsequent knowledge has informed 

and evolved my initial enquiry. The research direction and arguments proposed in the introduction to 

this research make clear the final direction and concerns of this research study, with this thesis both 

highlighting the research route and extending the experience through discussion and written text.

2.2.1 THE ‘IDEA’ OF FLUXUS

 Fluxus is a way of doing things, a tradition, and a way of life and death. (Friedman 1998:10)

The artists group Fluxus is critical to the trajectory of communicative practices today. A seminal 

movement from the 1960s onwards, it has provided some of the most original and insightful critical 
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perspectives on experiential art practice to date. As early conceptual and temporal practices, many 

of the works produced by Fluxus artists were said to have no specific communicative purpose, yet 

Higgins writes that; ‘the meaning of Fluxus experiences lies in their simultaneous engagement with 

and withdrawal from everyday life, in their substitution of art and anti-art with life (as art)’ (Higgins 

2002:103). 

Fluxus existed, and continues to do so in a much-reduced capacity, as a loose collection of artists, 

technologists, performers and musicians. The artistic processes inspired and nurtured by the Fluxus 

community were at the time new and evolving shifts in the consideration of art, architecture, music 

and design (Friedman 1998). He (1998) states: “New paradigms in art emerge when the world-view of 

the larger society within which art is embedded begins to shift.  Changes in vision transform culture 

and science as they reshape history. These changes are visible in the shifting paradigms of art.”

I would describe many of these early experiments as ‘blueprints’ from which many more contemporary 

Social Practices originate or draw. Such experimental formats have been extensively reviewed and 

written about by members of Fluxus and external critics alike, creating an ongoing discourse of 

perceptions on, and extensions of, the subjects concerned. Fluxus as a movement positioned itself 

as an evolving set of real life narratives, and in a methodological sense could be suggested as an 

example of ‘praxis in action’. 

In using the term ‘Intermedia’, coined by Dick Higgins of Fluxus, the collective could position their area 

of interest in relation to others and thus establish dialogues. The term ‘Intermedia’ in representing 

the gaps between media, or ‘a dynamic interstitial space between media forms and between art and 

life structures’ formalised an arena that could be actively probed (Higgins 2002:91). As shown in the 

diagram below, Intermedia represented a merging of many types of approaches and relationships, and 

was especially interested in the gaps (or interstitial space) and the overlaps between known practices, 

and what these spaces represented.

I have come to comprehend Fluxus as a ‘way of thinking’, a way of bridging creative thought and 

actions in a period that was massively limited in its creative capacities by the dominance of both 

modernist and early postmodernist perspectives. As one of the original influences for my research, 

Fluxus embodied what in my early research I classed as ‘social responsibility’. I understood and used 

this term to classify relational work that made transparent its socio-cultural-political value set through 

its working processes. 
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Figure 1: Dick Higgins, Intermedia Chart, 1995.

It is Fluxus’ empirical nature that influences me. Fluxus experiences are described as ‘sensitising 

the perceiver to the life world by creating a special place - called art - for the sensitisation to occur’ 

(Higgins 2002:104). The work is created collectively within an interchangeable group of people thus 

shifting the dynamic of the practice continually. It therefore retains an experimental and responsive 

nature, functioning iteratively in relation to both its environment and the new situations and contexts 

that are continually emerging. As an artform it has a discursive function - it means something within a 

framework of argument, an ability to raise questions about itself and its operability.  

2.2.2 SOCIAL SCULPTURE

 The genesis and making of an artwork is the most essential and important thing: it is, in itself,  

 an ‘Action’. The object is simply the imprint, the trace of the creative activity. (Harlan 2004:1)

The artist Joseph Beuys, like Fluxus, established an alternative way of thinking about art practice, 

as the quote above suggests. Whereas Fluxus represented a movement that collectively developed 

experiential methods and approaches, and often working temporally rather than with form, Beuys was 

simultaneously employing a combination of materials that he termed a ‘Parallel Process’.  In this he 
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produced sculptures, objects and multiples, combining them with action based performance and other 

counter-institutional frameworks such as ‘permanent conference’, the public debate and discussion of 

a multitude of social or political issues (Mesch and Michely 2007:198). In these social works, Beuys 

combined material forms with temporal and ephemeral assets such as speech, will and thought 

(Harlan 2004:ix), representing an expanded definition of materials central to his expanded definition 

of art. Beuys was an active member of Fluxus but worked alone for much of his career as opposed to 

producing collaborative works under the banner of Fluxus. 

His perception of temporal assets as materials that can be worked with in the same way as any other 

tangible material, offers a good example of the paradigm shift referred to previously in relation to 

Fluxus. Temporality and ephemerality refer to the aspects of practice that can only be perceived and 

realised through participation and interaction. Thought, free will and speech do not exist without 

human presence, and within Beuys expanded definition of art they were of equal importance to the 

physical materials in realising an artwork. 

Beuys realised his theoretical system of ‘Social Sculpture’ in the early 1970’s, encompassing his 

expanded thinking and creating a configuration of practice that still resonates with many contemporary 

practitioners. Social Sculpture saw the exchange of individual opinions within an open public dialogue 

and debate; therefore a functioning and unmediated public sphere became the realisation of social 

sculpture (Mesch and Michely 2007:199). Methodology and thinking were central to his practice, 

with emphasis being placed on the ‘shaping of new forms and ideas through dialogue or other non-

traditional art forms’ (Harlan 2002:x). Beuys proposes that art methodologies connect the ephemeral 

act of making with more enduring forms such as drawings and installations (Harlan 2002:xi), this, 

he suggests, in turn enables us to work further towards the development of a more holistic and 

sustainable practice. 

Beuy’s practice is integral to this research, more specifically his process of working with the 

acknowledgement that the human presence itself brings many aspects of a work into being. The 

importance of his view of presence as a material to work with underpins many successive live 

practices and approaches. 
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2.2.3 MOIST MEDIA

Roy Ascott (2004:111-116), in his interest in the relations between technology and biology, coined 

the term ‘Moist Media’, summarising the integration of silicon-dry computer systems and wet, 

living biology. In a review of Ascott’s book ‘Telematic Embrace’, Sean Cubitt writes that at the heart 

of Ascott’s practice is the question posed by Niklas Luhmann: how is it possible to know – and to 

communicate – when we know how what we know is constructed by its communication. Ascott’s 

response is to focus not on the ‘what’ but the ‘how’, not on content but on the communicative (Cubitt 

2003).

I cite Ascott as a key influence as throughout his career as a telematic artist, his holistic approach 

is orientated towards the relational aspects of media technologies as opposed to focussing on the 

technology. As the next chapter discusses in more detail, this is unusual, even with the origins of 

technology as tools of communication. The integration of the two he terms ‘Moist Media’, described as 

a ‘substrate for art, where digital systems, telematics, genetic engineering and nanotechnology meet’ 

(Ascott 2004). This he labels as a ‘technoetic aesthetic’, a movement towards a bottom up methodology 

as opposed to a traditional top-down approach.  

 Our job as artists is not to provide meaning but to offer creative     

 contexts in which new meaning can be built and from which new meaning    

 might emerge (Ascott 2004)

There are several outlines and summaries Ascott uses to depict his aesthetic, such as his five-fold 

path that defines a fully differentiated interactive practice (Ascott 2004) - see Fig.1 below. This I see 

as translatable across art practices, and representative of a methodological approach embodying 

emergent thought regarding the different levels of social engagement that occur within projects and 

their significance. 

❈ Connectivity

❈ Immersion

❈ Interaction

❈ Transformation

❈ Emergence

(Ascott 2004)



40

This to Ascott constitutes a rupture from past practice as summarised in the table below.

FROM TO

Reception Negotiation

Representation Construction

Hermeneutics Heuristics

Tunnel Vision Bird’s-eye view

Content Context

Object Process

Perspective Immersion

Figure-ground Pattern

Iconicity Bionicity

Nature Artificial Life

Certainty Contingency

Resolution Emergence

Top-down Bottom-up

Observed Reality Constructed Reality

Paranoia Telenoia

Autonomous Brain Distributed Mind

Behaviour of forms Forms of behaviour

(Ascott, 2004)

Ascott, like Bourriaud, refers to an art that is relational in approach, with the value of connectivity 

being revealed in the meaning created out of interaction, and the transformation of attitudes and 

behaviours through this reciprocity. I have chosen to reference Ascott’s theoretical standpoints instead 

of his actual practice, as in the context of this research his critical perspectives are more relevant. 

It is worth noting that Ascott’s understanding of the meaning of the term ‘interaction’ is one developed 

in the context of global networking, in which he claims ‘ participants are always potentially in a state 

of interaction’, creating a dynamic communications environment with new opportunities for artistic 

expression (Ascot 1999:306). Ascott’s usage of the term ‘interaction’ in such a media-related context 

was particularly revealing for me in my early research. I discuss this in more detail in the following 

chapter, considering the dual significance that this term has acquired.
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2.2.4 HAPPENINGS

Allan Kaprow formulated a method of working that placed process at the core of its values. Happenings 

are events that simply happen, Kaprow states: ‘they appear to go nowhere and do not make any 

particular point. In contrast to the arts of the past, they have no structured beginning, middle or end. 

Their form is open-ended and fluid; nothing obvious is sought and therefore nothing is won. They exist 

for a single performance, and are gone forever as new ones take their place.’ (Kelly 2003:15/16). 

 The Happenings in their various modes resemble the best efforts of contemporary inquiry into  

 identity and meaning, for they take their stand amid the modern information deluge. In the  

 face of such a plethora of choices, they may be among the most responsible acts of our time.  

 (Kelly 2003:89)

I am interested in these early experiments by Kaprow in developing spaces for social exchange. The 

notion of a Happening merely brackets a period of time, within which ‘every act, whether conscious 

or incidental has meaning’ (Kelly 2003:xx). In this rawness of form, a Happening does not separate 

audience and play, creating intensity wherein the act is occurring everywhere within the space, with 

the venue’s inhabitants and their interactions forming the event itself. 

The impermanence of such events and their lack of choreographed form and set objectives - in 

comparison to live art and performance works - suggests that the outcomes from these occurrences 

are purely experiential in nature. Such qualities do not differ from the practice of everyday life; they 

are spontaneous, unexpected and social. Kaprow states that through happenings he hopes to know 

the meaning of life, and ‘to know that meaning, he must enact it everyday. This is where pragmatism 

becomes a practice’ (Kelly 2003:xxiv).

Kaprow, in his 1983 essay ‘The Real Experiment’, maintains that there have always been two traditions 

functioning simultaneously, Artlike Art and Lifelike Art. He proposes that the two have been lumped 

together as parts of a succession of movements fervently committed to innovation, but that they 

actually represent fundamentally contrasting philosophies of reality (Kelly 2003:201).

I consider the experimentation of this form of art practice akin to contemporary ideals of Social 

Practice. A stance is adopted and in this position the artist is free to experiment, as there are no prior 

assumptions regarding the outcomes of the work; it is the stance that forms the artistic act. 
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Nina Pope and Karen Guthrie

Bataville

2005.
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2.2.5 TEMPORAL AND PERFORMATIVE PRACTICES

There are several artists who work in performative and temporal mediums who have inspired this 

research through their collective approach. Both of the two examples described below work with 

audiences who become participants through different creative methods.

Nina Pope and Karen Guthrie in their re-enactment works such as ‘Living with the Tudors’ and in 

particular their collective performance work ‘Bataville: We are not afraid of the future’ (Guthrie and 

Pope 2003) work in this way. This particular piece was produced between 2003 and 2005 and involved 

taking a coach load of former employees of the Bata shoe factory in East Tilbury Essex, UK to the city of 

Zlin in the Czech Republic to track Thomas Bata’s legacy. 

Within this work the two artists played roles akin to those of travel agents or travel guides, assisting 

the trip and providing the narrative for the associated film. Described as ‘part travelogue, performance 

and documentary’, my interest concerns how the duo both interacted and worked with participants who 

were at the same time a live audience. Aside from careful planning and minimal choreography, the 

duo worked with a live and everyday environment, both embracing and responding to their participants 

whilst continually knitting together the everyday and the fictional. 

Marina Abramovic’s performance works question through their actions the definition of consent and 

how we constitute social relations (Heathfield 2004:145). Her works are durational in nature and are 

concerned with the relationship between the artist and the public. She states in an interview with 

Heathfield (2004:151) that ‘ they (the public) have to make this radical step of not being an observer 

anymore, or a passive thing, but being participants. It’s essential. They have to be creative to finish 

the work’. Works such as Soul Operation Rooms, 2000, which Abramovic describes as ‘public body’ 

(Kosmidou 2001) work where the audience are expected to do the performance, places the audience 

in different environment and conditions. This separation of the interior performance space from the 

outside world is distinguished through the audience putting on white coats at the door, thus signifying 

an awareness of their participatory role.
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2.2.6 LIVE ART

Live work forms an excellent working example of an engaged practice. Implemented in real-time, it 

combines a pre-considered context with action-based and interventionist methods, creating meaning 

and flow out of experience. As the following quote by Sally O’Reilly reflects, event-based artworks 

work with the transient and fleeting nature of the presence of the artist/spectator, using this as the 

subject of the work.

 The event-based artwork makes very different demands on the audience than the art object,  

 confronting us with an immediacy and irrefutability that even the most immersive of   

 installations cannot. (O’Reilly 2005)

Live Art originated from modernist movements such as Futurism, Dada and Situationism, evolving 

through Allan Kaprow’s Happenings and conceptual art practices such as those by the artist Dan 

Graham. Situationism for example, employed a dialogical perspective in its practice of constructing 

situations, attempting to ground such actions in the fabric of everyday life. It should be noted that 

Live Art differs from the genre of performance, in that it ‘employs actions in real time and space’. 

Performance Art invariably alters time, creating fictional time and narrative, whereas ‘’live artists’ 

bring the spectator into the present moment of the making and unmaking of meaning. This condition is 

often decidedly unstable and ambivalent, for whilst the artist’s or spectator’s ‘presence’ in the moment 

may be a prerequisite, the transient and elusive nature of this presence becomes the subject of the 

work’ (Heathfield 2004:9). Live art is a focus on the action rather than the concept or remnant, such as 

works by the performer La Ribot that deliberately push the social boundaries of the audience, shifting 

the dynamic to often dangerous and unstable levels.

This research specifically draws influence from the durational processes of live art, and the 

replacement of the material object with a temporal act and the condition of eventhood. I am interested 

in the performative as method, and the role of the audience in works that employ such methods. When 

the audience’s presence becomes the subject of the work, it is this aspect of a work, the real-time 

occurrence of the unravelling of experience within a coordinated context that this research focuses on. 

Through considering my early interest in durational works, I acknowledged my own interest as a 

spectator in wanting to contribute to and evolve pieces of work. Much of my early practice explored 

the boundaries between real and fiction, with time being a key medium in the manipulation and 

development of conceptual contexts. The more concrete origins of this contextual trajectory can 
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be seen in my 2002 performance work ‘Where is Time?’ and the 2003 sonic installation piece 

‘Memory and Duration’ (both accessible on the author’s website under the Practice tab at: www [dot] 

occasionallysomewhere [dot] org). Both these works were focussed on locating the viewer in the 

present tense and the subsequent meaning that was established in that moment.

One of my early research questions was concerned with the point at which an artwork becomes an 

event and a transition occurs from passive to active within an art practice. Such positionings are very 

much defined by the intention of the artist and the type of activity taking place and are thus difficult to 

categorise. In practices that ‘foreground the performance as method’ (George 2003:37), such as those 

of Vito Acconci and Diane Arbus, the audience/performer construct can be subverted, for example, 

Acconci’s ‘Following Piece’ where the artist functions as a voyeur, following random members of the 

public walking in the street and documenting their actions until they enter a private or restricted place 

where the artist cannot follow. 

2.3 AUDIENCE OR PARTICIPANT?

Although this research is very much audience centric, it is not concerned with the perspectives, 

opinions or experiences of the audience, but rather the actual occurrence of these. This in no way 

negates the importance of such opinions, but I choose not to include the reception and evaluation of art 

practices in this way as an element of this enquiry. 

However, the attitude of the artist towards their audience, and the subsequent understanding of the 

role that the audience will assume, is critical in interpreting the progression of socially orientated 

practices. I do not seek to mislead the reader by assuming false perspectives of this research’s 

approach to audiences, especially as I am arguing toward an expansion of social and participative 

practices. So merely to clarify: this research is attempting to further working knowledge of social 

processes and practices rather than audience experiences, meaning how work is approached and 

carried out, rather than its outcome or reception. 

I feel it is important to acknowledge the audience in some capacity, as I refer to them in a multitude of 

ways, for instance users, participants, spectators, etc, without defining as such the significance of their 

roles in these specific contexts. I wanted to briefly touch upon the role of the audience and how they 

are positioned and perceived in relational practices. 
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2.3.1 A HISTORY OF EXPECTATION/S

Audiences expect entertainment. In general, amongst other things, an audience expects to be amused, 

absorbed, shocked and informed by what they see in the context of creative entertainment. Audiences 

regularly volunteer to be subjected to alternative and unknown experiences under the broader premise 

of entertainment. Of course the most common form of passive entertainment is television, followed 

closely by film and the Internet, then a whole array of cultural and visual arts formats that range from 

real-time experiences such as theatre and performance to live and participative works.

Abercrombie and Longhurst discuss two processes associated with audiences: spectacle and 

narcissism. The importance of spectacle - the proposition that the world and its contents are 

increasingly treated as something to be attended to - suggests that the world can be constituted as 

an event, a performance, and the objects, events and people that constitute the world are made to 

perform for those watching or gazing.  Narcissism, on the flip side, embodies the idea that people 

routinely act as if they are being looked at, placing themselves in front of a real or imaginary audience 

(Abercrombie and Longhurst 1998:88). The audience member or volunteer participant thus plays on 

these conditions, fulfilling the need to both contribute to the entertainment of others and to perform 

the self.

Through introducing spectacle and narcissism I consider briefly, from the artist’s perspective, the 

natural expectation and assumption that audience members will participate.  Heathfield (2004:8) 

states ‘Live artists, like other visual artists, take the spectator into conditions of immediacy, where 

attention is heightened, the sensory relation charged, and the workings of thought agitated. The 

artwork is alive’. Such conditions, it seems, bring us as spectators into a fresh relation: into the now of 

enactment, the moment by moment of the present. This quote defines accurately the relational draw of 

participation, and the notion of shared authorship that is bestowed upon the participant.

2.4 THEORETICAL AND CONCEPTUAL PERSPECTIVES 

For the remainder of this chapter I want to highlight elements of conceptual thinking evolved in 

the period from the late1960s to the early1990s that reveal some of the more prolific debates that 

predicate my research rationale. I hope to provide a loose theoretical basis that positions the practices 

discussed so far, and reveal the fundamentals of the paradigm shift away from the separation of the 

aesthetic from the social that existed within Modernism (Gablick 1991:5). I integrate here the voices 
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of key critics and theorists through selected quotes; in doing this I hope to illustrate the differing 

perspectives on the topic that emerge through the writers’ respective trajectories.

Suzi Gablik acknowledges that such a paradigm shift cannot occur without consequences to the way 

we see and do things. I do not wish to negate or berate conceptual object-based practices; my issue 

is focussed on the dominant aesthetic structures historically established to define the ways in which 

we are able (and unable) to think about art. The fact that the predominant models of art in the period 

I discuss were Modernism and Post Modernism reiterates the split between the former, with its 

ingrained and objective solitary ideals, and the latter; a new value-based, integrated and pragmatic 

idealism that was beginning to evolve in response over this period in time. 

Charles Green (2001) proposes in The Third Hand that collaboration was crucial in the transition from 

modernism to post modernism, with the trajectory of artistic collaborations emerging clearly from late 

1960’s conceptualism onwards. I quote:

“The proliferation of teamwork in post 1960s art challenged not only the terms by which artistic 

identity was conventionally conceived but also the ‘frame; - the discursive boundary between the 

“inside” and the “outside” of a work of art.”

In arguing that artistic collaboration at this point in the late 1960s and 1970s occupied a special 

position, Green suggests that redefinitions of art and of artistic collaboration intersected at this time. 

Gablik (1991:60) takes up the argument in her reflections on modernism, stating that the framework 

of modernist aesthetics has left us with an ontology of objectification, permanence and egocentricity, 

seriously undermining arts inherent capacity to be communicative and compassionately responsive, in 

addition to being considered as a process in itself rather than exclusively as fixed forms. 

When viewed under the conventions of modernism, the artist became a model of the egocentric, 

separative self, whose perfection lies in absolute independence from the world (Gablik 1991:62). 

Modernism encouraged the depreciation of the ‘other’, as concerned with the object as the source of 

value; it did not focus on context, or on creating meaningful connection between art and society (Gablik 

1991:60).

Gablik, in The Reenchantment of Art, argues for a more connective aesthetic. Even in the early 1990s 

postmodernist practices still summarised the artistic arena as being about individual freedom and 

expression, with an emphasis very much on the art object. She helped mobilise a new emerging 
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1991.
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paradigm that reflected a will to participate, involving a significant shift in thinking from object-based 

to relationship-based practices (Gablik 1991:7). She references several artists whose work was key in 

the development of this genre of works, such as Suzanne Lacy and the practice she came to define as 

New Genre Public Art, and work by Krzysztof Wodiczko that acts as a catalyst for evoking dialogue with 

the public in regard to specific social conditions. 

Since starting this research, this (what was then) tentatively growing field has in some sense exploded 

beyond comprehension. Such perspectives as catalysed by Benjamin, Bourriaud, Wagner, Gablick, 

Lippard, Bhabha, Duchamp and Kaprow amongst others have matured and filtered through into more 

mainstream art thinking. Writers and critics such as Kester, Bishop, Bang-Larsen and Obrist, Billing, 

Lind and Nilsson, have taken on and continue to further the debate. A host of perspectives and 

practices have emerged that position relationality, collaboration, participation, reciprocity, exchange 

and mutuality as their critical horizon. 

Many such viewpoints emerged in response to Bourriaud’s (2002) book ‘Relational Aesthetics’, a 

discussion of relationality in reference to object-based practices and the traditional gallery space. This 

text in particular generated a backlash against his positioning of the art object as a relational device, 

as opposed to a discussion on the relationality of the creative process itself. Bourriaud’s critique of 

content-based practices as opposed to context-based practices incited a volley of alternative texts in 

response. Relationality was understood as being about subjectivity, and reflective of multiple voices 

over and above the singular artist. As the understanding of the term grew more widespread, critical 

texts from theorists such as Kester, Bishop, O’Neill, began to formalise terminologies and thinking on 

the topic. Kester’s Dialogical Art, Bhabha’s Conversational Art and Bang Larsen’s Social Aesthetics all 

cite an attitude focussed on the world of Acts as opposed to Objects.

2.5 THE RISE OF CONTEMPORARY SOCIAL PRACTICES AND CONTEXTS 

 A pre-requisite for an artwork that manifests a counter-consciousness is that the  separation  

 which existed between the artist and the audience is closed, that they become mutually   

 engaged, to the point where the audience become the rationale in both the making   

 and reception of the work. (Kester 2004:91)

I am aware that this thesis contains little content describing the artistic vision of social projects per 

se. I have so far attempted to provide the reader with a clear trajectory through my thinking across 
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the early stages of my research. Although I did compile an exhaustive list of artists working in a social 

capacity for this study, I was not really concerned with providing taxonomy of artists but rather a 

collection of working methods and approaches. However, in order to introduce some visual content to 

the end of this chapter, I want to present a collection of works as examples that I consider sit squarely 

within the genre of contemporary Social Practice. 

Both Community and Activist practices have been massively influential in providing methods and 

tactical approaches for artists developing experiential works. A project, for example, by Suzanne Lacy 

carried out in 1994, ‘The Roof is on Fire’, brought together over 200 high school students in Oakland, 

California, to sit in open top cars in a parking garage and discuss the problems faced by ‘young people 

of colour’ in their area. Over 1000 residents were invited to ‘overhear’ these recorded conversations, 

the results of which catalysed further dialogical projects between youth and local residents (Kester 

2004:91). Raqs Media Collective was formed in 1992 in response to the concept of the Sarai (a term 

denoting a refuge for travellers) in Delhi. In reinterpreting the term for the twenty first century, Raqs’ 

work sees the making of communal spaces where cultural exchange can take place. Often working 

collaboratively, such as with Tokyo-based Atelier Bow-Wow in 2003 on the installation Temporary 

Autonomous Sarai shown at the Walker Art Centre, Minneapolis, their work engages audiences in 

critical conversation about culture, media and place (See: http://www.raqsmediacollective.net/index.

html). The research carried out by Ele Carpenter in her recent PhD in politicised socially-engaged art 

and new-media art explores the connections between such projects and social engagament in art. 

The Danish artist collective SUPERFLEX produced Social Pudding with the artist Rirkrit Tiravanija in 

2003. This was focussed around audience members making and then sharing or exchanging a plate 

of pudding. Amusingly defined as a ‘pudding social’, their work explored the convergence of social, 

personal and everyday events and activities (See: http://www.superflex.net/projects/socialpudding). 

Cuban-born Felix Gonzalez-Torres worked with the concept of a gift economy, offering gifts to the 

audience without dictating what should be done with them. Works such as Untitled (Loverboys) 

1991 and Untitled (Public Opinion) that featured in the 2007 Venice Biennale saw spills of candy 

sweets carpeting the floor for the audience to pick up and take away (See: http://www.nytimes.

com/2007/06/07/arts/design/07bien.html?ex=1340251200&en=a1798f07be2ecddf&ei=5124&partner=

permalink&exprod=permalink). 

Other works see media forms being used to generate social exchange. Hole in Space, a public 

communication sculpture produced by Kit Galloway and Sherrie Rabinowitz in 1980, consisted of a live 

satellite link up between the cities of Los Angeles and New York. The large televised images were 
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located in shop windows with no offered explanation, yet within two days there was a huge audience 

of families who had made prior arrangements to meet lost loved ones on screen (See: http://www.

ecafe.com/getty/HIS). Works by Proboscis, London, such as ‘Urban’, (and, later, ‘Social Tapestries’) are 

software platforms enabling people to build connections with places by associating stories, images 

and other information about them. The Social Tapestries project focussed specifically on the social and 

cultural benefits of public authoring, exploring the use of geographic information systems and mobile 

devices in creating a public knowledge bank about community areas and collective experiences (See: 

http://urbantapestries.net and http://socialtapestries.net).

The Thai artist Rirkrit Tiravanija produced a work for the Aperto 93 at the 2003 Venice Biennale that is 

described by Bourriaud as remaining around the edge of any definition (Bourriaud 2002:25). Sculptural, 

installative, performative, activist, it purposely seeks to defy categorisation, as this is simply not 

important. Adrian Searle wrote in his review of Tiravanija’s 2005 solo show at the Serpentine Gallery 

that Tiravanija sees himself as much a genial host as an artist. ‘His aim’ he quotes, ‘in part, is to throw 

the established relationship between artists and institutions, art and its public into confusion’ (Searle 

2005). Often his work is centred on cooking, such as Open House at David Zwirner Gallery in 2007, 

where Tiravanija made Thai curry for his audience to drop in and eat for free. 

Mexican born Guillermo Gómez-Peña works with the willingness of the audience to participate in 

media spectacles. This nature of participation reveals a need to be part of a collective process, and 

it is precisely this that Gómez-Peña draws upon to enable the acting out of often-political spaces 

(Gómez-Peña in Trend 2001, and Gómez-Peña in Becker 1994). The ongoing performance installation 

project Ex-Centris (A Living Diorama of Fetish-ised Others) performed at the 2002 Liverpool Biennial 

saw the artist continually invite audience members to be elements in his work. He would dress them 

up with a number of props and position them within a context, slowly creating a frozen frame of 

individuals alongside each other. As the participants got bored or needed to leave they would simply 

undress and walk away as Gómez-Peña continued the cycle over and over again (Heathfield 2004:160). 

For her 2006 work Sleep of Ulro, Polish artist Goshka Macuga created an installation consisting of 

elevated walkways and complex corridors revealing hidden rooms and ante-chambers. Exploring the 

boundaries that define exhibition structures, Macuga seeks to adjust the relationship between curator 

and gallery through hosting the work of other artists within her own structures. The audience had to 

navigate the installation, making sense of the works, objects and curiosities that Macuga had curated 

in the space (See: http://www.afoundation.org.uk/greenlandstreet/details.php?id=10). 
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I have not sought to clarify the terminologies in use that define the diversity of approaches in Social 

Practices; I instead focus on their common denominators: mutuality and engagement. I am seeking to 

look beyond the minutiae of informal and formal groupings, and contribute to a future understanding of 

how Social Practices are perceived and evaluated, and in turn how they can come to dictate how they 

want to be theorised and curated.

Lind, at the end of her text The Collaborative Turn, voices the question ‘is collaboration a ‘better’ 

method which produces ‘better’ results?’ (Lind in Billing et al 2007:29). This has become a question 

asked by many critics, but one that I feel is invalid. “Better” than what? Why choose to compare 

collaborative methods to other methods at all? In this thesis I hope to reference a lineage of Social 

Practices through historical and contemporary art, predominantly because many of the mutual practices 

developed over this period have been subsumed under alternative classifications. Social practices are 

not new; they have merely not been established yet as an independent genre, and that establishment 

is in part what this thesis hopes to contribute towards.

2.6 ESTABLISHING SOCIAL PRACTICE AS A GENRE

 We have conjured up the ghost of objective culture, and now we do not know how to lay it to  

 rest. (Bostad et al 2004:1)

It is unnecessary to repeat many of the critical reasonings written in favour of socially engaged 

practices. The multitude of voices that reflect the theoretical, philosophical, social, practical and 

cultural perspectives of Social Practices are audible through decades of investigations and writings. As 

Bostad et al refer to in the quote above it has been a difficult process in making the shift from objective 

to subjective in art practice, and one that will remain problematic for a significant time to come. My 

contribution to this field is one of proposition. I am seeking to champion the field of mutual practices 

toward establishing a more cohesive potential for the future of social approaches.

I perceive the term Social Practice as summarising the characteristics of a set of practices, as opposed 

to being a summative fixed definition attached to a specific period of time. By comprehending it in 

such a way I see it as having no set meaning or definition but rather equalling an evolving matrix 

of overlapping tendencies, properties and attitudes that change over time. Understanding the term 

as being open-ended rather than static or fixed means that it is able to continue expanding the 

circumstances through which it is evolved. Thus in acknowledging that art is always situated within 
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a socio-relational context (the relationship between the artist and the artwork), this assumes that the 

properties of Social Practices will evolve from a relational perspective.

In proposing the term Social Practice to represent the multiple concepts that are context-led as opposed 

to content-led (Kester 2004:1), I hope to integrate, or at least acknowledge the future use of the term 

within a more mainstream arts vocabulary. It is interesting, as I write this thesis (and I have returned 

to this section to include this comment), that I have only recently come across this actual term being 

used to generalise mutual practices in an essay by Rudolf Frieling for the supporting publication of 

major exhibition at the San Francisco MOMA; The Art of Participation: 1950 to Now (Atkins, Frieling, 

Groys and Manovich 2008). Frieling uses it to label an ‘artistic approach’, placing it alongside other 

fashionable terms that narrate a span of participative and communicative approaches. 

I am pleased that it is in use, but fearful that it will just become another label, another way of phrasing 

and generalising a small number of practices that encapsulate certain properties. I fear it will come to 

equal what the term ‘New Media Art’ did; a shifting signifier that came to be used so ambiguously that 

it eventually rendered itself meaningless. In this proposition I respond to the current climate of Social 

Practices and what I consider is required to help formulate their future course and associated discourse.
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2.7 SUMMARY

In the first part of this chapter I defined my understanding of the term Social Practice. This clarified 

my use of the term for the purposes of this research project, with the hope that it will come to be 

used more widely. The clarification of this term also introduced the next section of the chapter, which 

outlined a variety of practices key to this research that have both influenced and informed my study 

considerably. These aimed to reveal to the reader my initial thinking on what constituted a Social 

Practice, and were my aids for gathering a full comprehension of the relevancy of 

socially-engaged practices. 

I showed the commonalities of this set of practices and how that these were all very much context, 

as opposed to content, based (Kester 2004). Through discussing how such practices function 

methodologically and their processes of engagement, this section aims to provide a solid working 

foundation on which the later chapters of this research are built. Some of these methods act as a 

set of blueprints, enabling curatorial approaches to also reflect sociality, openness, exchange and 

interaction through their processes. 

The second half of this chapter positions this research within a critical and theoretical dynamic. I lay 

out the debates prevalent in my field, introducing the perspectives and voices of others in support 

of my research trajectory. This follows with a section articulating the rise of contemporary Social 

Practices and contexts, picking up the discussion of actual practices and how they nurture or manifest 

social change and/or exchange. I show in this section that Social Practices exist within different 

genres of practice, and are not restricted to temporal and performative works as might be assumed.

I end the chapter with a discussion on why Social Practice should become a recognised genre of 

practice. This aims to firmly ground the term and provide a way forward for its potential further use in 

characterising clearly an evolving collection of practices.

The next chapter is the second Literature and Current Debates section of this thesis, and considers 

sociality in media arts. Akin to this chapter, it establishes how media arts have both influenced and 

evolved this research study, and the social and aesthetic issues present in this field. 

❈❈
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This chapter is the second of two contextual chapters that position this research within a critical and 

practical dynamic. It follows on from the previous chapter that contextualised this study in relation 

to historical and contemporary Social Practices, highlighting the approaches and methods that were 

developed to promote social engagement through works. This chapter considers Media Arts in a 

similar way, discussing the contribution that interactive technologies have provided to media practices, 

and how artists utilise such techniques to make their work socially engaging. 

This chapter has several objectives. Firstly, to reveal the practical field and inspirations from which the 

research questions were initially established. Underpinning this study is a longstanding preoccupation 

with interactive media arts and the contexts that artists raise through producing socially engaging 

work. Secondly it lays out the processual aspects of media artworks that have translated across to 

other forms of practice.

I begin the chapter by defining Media Arts, ensuring the reader is clear about my understanding of 

the term before I begin using it in earnest. This also aims to round up the many other terms floating 

about that are used to describe specific media practices. In the previous chapter I positioned the term 

‘Social Practice’ within a set of actions, approaches, attitudes and practices. I continue here along a 

similar vein, highlighting and extracting the properties of interactive media projects that either directly 

underpin or contribute in some capacity toward social models of practice. 

I briefly chart the origins of media technologies, looking at the social and aesthetic issues that this 

medium implies. I then continue to discuss the practical use of such technologies, revealing through 

selected projects its early use as a relational medium. Through the consideration of such projects I 

begin to look at interaction in Media Arts, and how these engage with audiences or users. 

From here I expand my thinking around the term Interaction, and begin to consider the meaning of 

the word in its origin, as a reciprocal action. I discuss the expansion of the term to encompass newer 

forms of reciprocity in Media Arts, relating these to technological growth and the widespread use of 

the internet as both a tool and medium for sharing and exchange. I discuss the emergence of open 

source models and web 2.0 and 3.0. I pause briefly at social networking, influenced by the social 

experiences conceivable through such electronic exchanges. 

3.0 Sociality inMedia Arts
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The discussion in these two Literature and Current Debates chapters set the scene for the next two 

chapters on curatorial practice and social curation.

3.1 A SHORT DEFINITION OF MEDIA ART

Media Art has come to define a set of practices that use technology as a primary tool, medium or 

creative partner. Reena Jana and Mark Tribe define Media Art as projects that make use of emerging 

media technologies, and are concerned with the cultural, political and aesthetic possibilities of these 

tools (Reena and Tribe 2006:6). Similar to the term Social Practice, I understand the term Media Art to 

signify the essence of the work as opposed to summarising it. To explain. Despite its increasingly wider 

use, Media Art is an unstable term, with its meaning varying depending on who is using it.  Critically, it 

is recognised as an abstract umbrella term spanning a host of technological practices that over the last 

half-century have paralleled the evolution of technology. Other terms such as Computer Art, Electronic 

Art, Multimedia Art, Digital Art, Net Art and Telematic Art have been used over specific time periods 

with each summarising the practice in relation to the technology.

However, as technological development grew exponentially the blanket term New Media Art was 

born, referring generally to works pioneering new technologies. Although the term Media Art has been 

around for a long time, its use has been clouded by the prefix ‘new’. Once again it is emerging in critical 

dialogues, minus the ‘new’, as what once represented inclusiveness is now seen as reductionist. 

I therefore use the term Media Art in this thesis to refer to the collection of media works in their 

entirety as opposed to using multiple terminologies.  

3.2 TECHNOLOGIES OF COMMUNICATION

 Art at its most significant is a distant early warning system that can always be relied on to tell  

 the old culture what is beginning to happen to it (McLuhan 1964:22)

Marshall McLuhan, as a theorist and, perhaps, futurologist, established many insightful perspectives 

on the relationship between art and technology. His predictions about what he defined as ‘the global 

village’, the exponential rate at which technology would infiltrate and network our lives, have been 

eerily correct. I intend this chapter to be led by the way that artistic projects have utilised and shaped 

our requirements of technology as opposed to whether art has been dictated or restricted by such 

developments.
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In my consideration of the contributions technology has brought to art practice, I am particularly 

interested in the ways that it offers a potential for social engagement. My interests lie with its initial 

uses as a tool for not just translating and broadcasting reality but challenging it; for example, the 

camera and the television both challenge traditional modes of representation. The ushering in of 

an ‘information society’ in the 1950s and 1960s contributed to the split in the dominant modernist 

aesthetic, with avant-garde movements such as conceptual art and performance incorporating the 

new technologies and thus moving away from materialised perspectives of art, marking a crisis for 

representation and the art of the object (Lovejoy 1997:8). 

This section is not aimed at providing a historical trajectory of the evolution of technology and media 

arts, as there are a number of publications that are dedicated to this such as Gere: 2002, Grau: 2007, 

Lovejoy: 1997, McLuhan: 1964, Paul: 2003. Rather, I discuss what technology has provided us with 

as artists, and how the origins of computers in their role as tools of communication have come to 

underpin how contemporary media technologies are utilised today as mediums for social interaction 

and exchange.

Since the computer’s inception in electrical engineering, artists have investigated its potential, 

revealing ways to explore, develop and think with information. Lovejoy states: ‘the mind of any age is 

the eye of that age. Technological advances inform powerfully our knowledge base, and affect all the 

premises of life, altering the way we see and think’ (Lovejoy 1997:12). Within the field of engineering 

in the 1940s the computer began to revolutionise the machine industry with its data processing 

capabilities. Artists were already picking up on the capacities that this new apparatus offered, and, 

where possible, started to incorporate aspects of it into their practice. The uptake was relatively slow 

due to the expensive and cumbersome nature of these early machines, but there still emerged some 

seminal works that critically resonate throughout the history of current technological and 

relational arts.

The iconic work of Marcel Duchamp, such as the 1920s piece ‘Rotary Glass Plates’, predates many 

technological and interactive works. Paul (2003:13) writes that Duchamp’s work in particular has been 

extremely influential in the realm of media art, with the shift from object to concept embodied in 

many of his works being viewed as a predecessor of computational ‘structures in process’. Both Dada 

and Fluxus worked with structures such as formal notation using these to create poetry and execute 

performances. The social aspect of these works in particular lies in their processuality; the instruction 

and process as conceptual element. These movements and works have a clear connection with 

software algorithms, defined as a procedure of formal instructions that accomplish a result in a finite 

number of steps (Paul 2003:13). 



59

John Cage went on to describe structure in music, dividing it into successive parts. His highly 

influential piece ‘4’ 33”’ (first performed in 1952) consisted of three short movements of silence; an 

attempt to show that any noise could constitute a musical experience (Gere 2002:80). The importance 

of this work to Cage was the way it involved the audience as authors of the music, in allowing 

everyone to do what they chose during these predefined intervals or blocks of time (Lovejoy 1997:55). 

Therefore each observer’s experience of the event differed, and like Kaprow, Cage’s performance aims 

were the ‘everyday presence of events happening in an environment’. 

In 1963 Nam June Paik completed the installation piece ‘Random Access’, taking a step forward 

for interactivity in asking his audience to physically ‘play’ the work. The work consisted of over fifty 

audiotape reels attached to a wall, with the audience required to use a tape play back head connected 

to a set of speakers to play the segments in any order they chose. 

The first merger between arts, engineers and sciences occurred in 1967 in the form of EAT 

(Experiments in Art and Technology), promoting computer-led collaborations between artists and 

engineers. The project Nine Evenings: Theatre and Engineering, aimed to bring together artists and 

engineers in collective works, and although the project encountered such difficulties that it did not run, 

the foundations were laid for future artist technologist collaborations. This proved to be fundamental 

to future ways of thinking about how the practical and creative could interact (Lovejoy 1997: 74). 

Many influential technological works emerged after this period inspired by these early computer art 

projects, and largely influenced by movements such as Fluxus and their attitudes towards audience 

involvement and participation. Interactivity in technologically based projects was inherent from the 

outset; the focus was always on process rather than output. I consider that this has shifted in recent 

years to becoming more about the interactive properties of the technology in use, as opposed the 

social possibilities of the interaction process it promotes. For me this shift is representative of a more 

traditional notion of the art object, where meaning is presented through a physical object or piece of 

technology, rather than experienced through a creative process. 

New technologies of the 1970s period such as satellite and video were first utilised in works such 

as Kit Galloway and Sherrie Rabinowitzs’ ‘Hole in Space’ and Robert Adrian’s ‘The World in 24 

Hours’. These both pre-empted and informed the next generation of technological practice. Another 

early example of an artist pioneering interactive technologies is the work ‘Lorna’ by artist Lynn 

Hershman Leeson. Leeson was one of the first artists to take laser disc technology beyond commercial 

exploitation, designing a piece that enables users to decide on the content of the piece through using 
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the video remote control. The piece saw the agoraphobic protagonist Lorna hiding in her apartment, 

and only relating to the outside world through the television and the phone. Users navigated the 

various channels to explore Lorna’s situation by accessing her possessions, employing early interactive 

methods to generate unique user-led approaches (Lovejoy 1997:188/189).

3.3 INTERACTION IN MEDIA ARTS

 Interaction as an active alternative to the one-dimensionality and passivity of traditional or  

 non-interactive digital mediums represents a democratisation of the art process itself.   

 Interactive art solicits more from the viewer than just  reception, but an independent   

 construction of meaning. (Broeckmann 2005)

The term Interaction has come to characterise the active element of media projects that enable the 

viewer to be an active participant in the unfolding and flow of events, and to influence or modify the 

work’s form in some way or other. Within media arts and increasingly within the wider arts world, 

‘Interactive’ has become an everyday terminology reflecting exactly this engaging ingredient of 

media artworks. It almost no longer needs the supplementary information as to ‘what’ sort of work 

is interactive, media or otherwise, as it has been adopted wholly by Media Arts to mean at the most 

simple level, media artworks that are interactive.

Interactivity is an outcome of the man/machine relationship that dates back to the industrial revolution 

of the latter half of the eighteenth century, with the birth of interactive media very much residing in 

the common usage of philosophical toys such as Zoetropes and Praxinoscopes which encouraged the 

user to develop a playful and intimate relationship with technology (Huhtamo 2005). In its use over 

a period of time, the term has however come to be somewhat of a shifting signifier. Jensen (1998) 

references O’Sullivan who refers to Interaction as a ‘multi-discursive concept’: one with significantly 

different meanings or connotations according to its use within different discourses, and thus dependent 

to a large extent on the independent context for a clear meaning to emerge. Jensen (1998) also labels 

it as a ‘media studies blind spot’, referring to its lack of precise definition and minimal verification 

of its actual role. Like many terms that come to signify an evolving body of practices, the expression 

interaction - as used originally to define ‘a mutual or reciprocal action’- has been overused and under 

defined, and has subsequently de-popularised in use.

However, in retrospect, Interaction is representative of a set of media practices spanning approximately 

a decade from the 1990s onwards, that saw an impressive line-up of projects realised that both 
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empowered and challenged the visitor to go beyond the usual modes of spectatorship (Huhtamo 2005). 

I choose not to list such projects as in majority they are well known, and I want to move the discussion 

on to begin to address the term Interaction in relation to sociality within Media Arts. I intend to look at 

the ways in which interactive practices are bridging ‘old’ and ‘new’ media dialogues, forging through 

their relational capacities a new collective voice for the future of interactivity. 

3.3.1 THE ACTIONS OF INTERACTION

At this point in my discussion I want to introduce some of the many voices that have critiqued, 

theorised and discussed interactive practices over the years. This provides a more holistic overview of 

the field as it currently stands, revealing its multitude of opinions, approaches and dialogues.

In considering the ‘actions’ of interaction I reference Kaprow and his quest to explore the meaning of 

everyday life through his practice. He made art like life, and life-like art, drawing from the everyday, 

the general, in order to illustrate that art is not separate from experience. In other words, his work 

responded to the actions of the everyday, making them transparent through the processes of practice. 

In grounding these processes in a real-time environment, Kaprow engaged with the socio-political 

aspect of culture, placing the value of participant experience at the foreground. Within art practice per 

se, audience performance or engagement at a point in time makes the work spatial (present in a space) 

and live (responsive to a stimulus), and thus comparative to everyday life. Heathfield declares of Live 

Art that; ‘The drive to the live has long been the critical concern of performance and Live Art where the 

embodied event has been employed as a generative force; to shock, to destroy pretence, to break apart 

traditions of representation, to foreground the experiential, to open different kinds of engagement with 

meaning, to activate audiences’ (Heathfield 2004:7). This perspective can be translated to represent 

interactive art in a wider cultural sense, defining the interactive capacities of media works also as 

‘foregrounding the experiential’, and thus questioning the way knowledge is seen and understood. 

Another perspective is Ascott’s understanding of the term as one that has been developed in the 

context of global networking. He claims ‘participants are always potentially in a state of interaction’, 

creating a dynamic communications environment with new opportunities for artistic expression (Ascott 

1009:306). Manovich describes the concept of Interaction as a ‘tautology’ as it states the most basic 

facts about computers (Manovich 2001:55). I quote:

 When we use the concept of “interactive media” exclusively in relation to computer-based  

 media, there is a danger we will interpret ‘interaction’ literally, equating it with physical   
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 interaction between as user and a media object (pressing a button, choosing a link, moving  

 the body) at the expense of psychological interaction. (Manovich 2001:57)

Dinkla (1994) writes that ‘Interactive Art builds on the traditions of participational art forms by 

allowing the viewer to intervene in the action’. She goes on to state that this demonstrates that the 

current role of the artist is changing significantly, and instead of being a commentator standing outside 

of society, the artist now takes part in the socio-technological change and judges from within. Polaine 

(2005) raises a similar perspective in his article as an argument towards highlighting the difficulties 

in dealing with users’ experiences of interactive structures. Polaine’s discussion is pivotal in revealing 

the problems associated with framing Interactivity within its own schema. 

This research is not concerned with defining levels of technological interaction by instructional 

qualities or functionality; it instead seeks to clarify the processes of Interaction and consider how 

an understanding of these is being expanded. Much of my time spent reading about Interaction and 

visiting relevant exhibitions revealed the extent of this field. At exhibitions I visited I was continually 

intrigued by how users responded to and engaged with works, but realised that I was not particularly 

interested in their personal accounts of their experience. The point of interaction itself intrigued me: 

the moment at which both the work is made live and new experience is formed. 

To begin to interpret this interest further I began looking at taxonomies of Interaction that were 

developed from a range of perspectives spanning HCI to Virtual Reality. This was not towards an 

attempt at developing my own taxonomy, but rather to begin to extract and understand the interactive 

qualities that I was drawn to, so that I could begin to develop templates for more social forms 

of practice.

The process of both researching and negotiating such taxonomies and definitions really backed what 

I quoted earlier in this section regarding O’Sullivan’s rationale on Interaction as a ‘multi-discursive 

concept that shifts according to its independent context’ (Jensen 1998). As I proposed, for me 

Interaction is an essence: it represents common properties inherent in a wide body of practices. 

Through defining commonalities the term becomes much more usable and moves away from being 

quantified through taxonomies that homogenise it in sterile and scientific categories.

There are a multitude of taxonomies on Interaction such as: Rhodes and Azbell (1985), Schwier and 

Misanchuk (1993), Sims (1997) and Aldrich et al, (1998), and lastly Bordewijk and even Kaam’s Matrix 

for the Four Communication Patterns: Transmission, Conversation, Consultation and Registration. 
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However, I prefer to reveal my thinking through outlining practical examples. It doesn’t make sense 

for me to critically distance myself from works when actually I am specifically interested in the grit 

and texture of first-hand experience. I consider this this vastly outweighs the dry nature of written 

comparison, however detailed it may be. Therefore, in order to do exactly this, I have compiled a small 

study that looks at the interactive properties of three well-known media works, and considers where 

interaction and participation either meet or cross over.

3.3.2 A SMALL STUDY

As a major aspect of my Literature, Current Practices and Debates research I visited a large number 

of exhibitions, and experienced a fair number of interactive artworks relevant to my research; to list a 

few: Lynn Hershman Leeson, ‘Lorna’; David Rokeby, ‘Very Nervous System’ and ‘Giver of Names’; Ben 

Rubin and Mark Hansen, ‘Listening Post’; George Legrady, ‘Pockets Full of Memories’; Paul Sermon, 

‘Telematic Dreaming’; Rafael Lozano Hemmer, ‘Body Movies’, ‘Frequency and Volume’, ‘Under Scan’; 

Masaki Fujihata, ‘Beyond Pages’; and Golan Levin, ‘Messa di Voce’. From these I selected three that by 

chance I had visited in fairly close proximity to each other. 

This is not a typical case study, but it aims to illuminate how interactive media works engage with their 

audience. I don’t rate or critique the pieces as this is not my objective, thus any comments on either 

their artistic or interactive capabilities or limitations is merely to articulate examples of functionality 

and/or relational capacities.

The three works I have chosen are: George Legrady, ‘Pockets Full of Memories’; David Rokeby, ‘Very 

Nervous System’; and Rafael Lozano Hemmer, ‘Under Scan’. These are well known and widely 

exhibited pieces, and reveal a range of interactive processes, functionalities and artistic intentions. 

Obviously it is up to the individual artist’s positioning of the work as to where its focus lies: with the 

technology or the interactive process, and not all interactive works aim to be relational. Therefore, 

within this study, the first work is centred on human contribution to a system, the second on the user 

triggering a system, and the third, the experience of interacting collectively with a system. Only the 

final work is aimed at generating any form of social relationships between users, in that it functions 

much more effectively with collective as opposed to independent actions.
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George Legrady 
Pockets Full of Memories
Cornerhouse, Manchester 
January 2005.
Curated by Kathy Rae Huffman.

Pockets Full of Memories is an installation work and associated website that invites the public to scan 

in a personal possession, the image of which is then uploaded to an online database and categorised 

according to the answers given by the contributor to a series of questions asked about the object. The 

software creates a 2-D map based on the object’s characteristics from the data given; participants 

can view each other’s descriptions online and add their own comments, generating an evolving map 

of possible relations between the objects and their functionality, value and personal significance (Paul 

2003:179). The database is empty at the start of the exhibition, and grows through the public’s or 

participant’s contributions. It is an emergent work that proceeds through small local actions, with the 

system self-organising itself over time to a final ordered state (Wands 2006:175). The work is meant to 

communicate the absurdity in classifying objects infused with personal meaning and also to reveal the 

objects that people carry around with them every day.

This piece allows interaction to happen both within and across a system. Through contributing in the 

form of uploading an object, participants gain access to the database and can help the evolution of the 

system by commenting on each other’s uploads. However, its social capacity is limited as participants 

can only interact with an interface - either a scanning station or the website. This does not promote 

new relational experiences as the only engagement with other participants is through commenting on 

their selected possession on the website.

The aspect of this work that I like is the object map that is projected on the gallery wall, showing the 

array of scanned images, often including body parts and obscure paraphernalia (see Images). This map 

changes over time as recently added objects expand existing categories and new ones are formed. This 

systematic map indirectly connects the participants in terms of the possession they choose to scan and 

through the given information regarding its personal value. 
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David Rokeby 
Very Nervous System
Oakville Galleries, Ontario
October 2004
Curated by Su Ditta
And
FACT, Liverpool. 2007
Curated by Marta Ruperez.

Very Nervous System is a sensory environment limited to a given space that detects even the smallest 

bodily movements and translates them into abstract sounds. The more frenetic the movement the 

more intense the depth of sound becomes. Depending on the size of the installation space, a varied 

number of participants can interact, promoting to some extent a form of social exchange and potential 

dialogue. Rokeby states that ‘the interaction between body and sound was intended to construct more 

than a simple feedback relationship, rather, one that created dialogue and inspired a probing of the 

altered state of consciousness that the work could induce, to the contradiction of the machine logic 

that enabled the experience’ (O’Brien 2004:32/33).

The work, in its sensory ability, allows interaction to happen that is not predefined by the artist. 

Participants can react in any way they like in order to generate sound as long as it is movement-

based. As happens with many interactive or playful artworks, audiences are often so glad to be able 

to physically engage in some way that it invokes an often crazed and over exaggerated series of 

movements. This, to the detriment of the participant, often bypasses the subtle nuances available in 

the range of sensory capacities that the technology allows. Thus for example in this work, a subtle 

rubbing of the fingers together produced a delicate, feathered sound, but many people chose to jump 

about or wave their arms to trigger mass noise as opposed to exploring the edges of the 

work’s capabilities. 

I consider that this piece borders on participative, as the interactive qualities promote engagement 

with other people in the space, and promote shared experiences of generating collective sound. Its 

context does not reflect on its relationality, thus remaining focussed on the capacities of the technology 

in use, with participant interaction merely a trigger to generate output.
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Raphael Lozano-Hemmer
Under Scan
Part 11 of the Relational Architecture Series
Brayford University Campus, Lincoln
November 2005 
Commissioned by East Midlands Development Agency
And 
Venice Biennale 2007
Curated by Príamo Lozada and Bárbara Perea.

Under Scan is a installation work from Hemmer’s Relational Architecture series, which as a body of 

practice consists of large-scale interventions that allow participants to transform urban landscapes 

or buildings through sensory and networked and AV technologies. This piece is an interactive 

video art installation made for a public space in which the shadows of passers-by are detected by 

a computerized tracking system, which then activates video-portraits projecting them within the 

individual’s shadow. These video-portraits “wake-up” and establish eye contact with the viewer as 

soon as his or her shadow “reveals” them. As the viewer walks away, the portrait reacts by looking 

away, and eventually disappears if no one activates it (Lozada 2003).

Hemmer defines his work as ‘relationship specific’, with the focus of it being the participation of the 

public and the new relationships that may emerge between the site and the public (Lozada 2003). 

He acknowledges that without the public the work cannot exist; thus, the audience who become 

participants realise the work. However the parameters of the work are restricted by the system, 

with predefined video elements randomly selected to play when a specific condition is fulfilled. The 

participants are not co-authors as they do not change or evolve the work in any way, but merely 

trigger it. 

From a social perspective this work goes beyond most interactive media artworks in its site-specifity 

and relational qualities. In principle its technological limitations are similar to Very Nervous System, 

with a predetermined system path set for users to follow. However, this work actually functions better 

when individuals move together in groups and produce larger shadows. This generates more video-

portraits to wake up as they are revealed, making the collective experience more fun than the 

singular one. 

As far as interactive media practices go, this research has benefited most from looking at practices 

similar to Under Scan. Not only do they promote communication and exchange between participants, 

but also the artistic agenda is centred on creating a context explicitly for social exchange. Thus, 

the essence of the work is about the production and significance of that context, over technological 

capacity or the depth of user experience.
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3.3.3 INTERACTION OR PARTICIPATION

Ars Electronica, an interdisciplinary annual festival working across Art, Technology and Society, award 

a series of awards each year for projects that pioneer the use of different technologies in innovative 

ways. Huhtamo quotes their 2004 “expanded definition of interactivity” in his article for the Refresh! 

Conference (Huhtamo 2005), applying these definitions to works such as Rokeby’s (n)Chant, Rubin 

and Hansen’s Listening Post, and Golan Levin and Zachary Lieberman’s Messa Di Voce - all Golden 

Nica prize winners. He seeks to reveal through this comparison that the two works Listening Post 

and (n)Chant both function on an autonomous system, so that when audience stimulus is minimal 

or non- existent, pre-choreographed actions are performed. Thus, the most important developments 

happen within the system itself, emphasising the role of the digital system. This type of interaction, 

states Huhtamo (2005), ‘deliberately marginalises the active participation of the user, placing the 

machine and its operations in the centre’. Messa Di Voce, on the other hand, is more of a traditional 

‘interactive’ work but still is often performed for audiences, as opposed to being installed for users to 

participate in. Still the work is merely responsive to user stimuli and begs the question of ‘can it be 

considered interactive’?

Lister et al (2003:40) write that ‘interactivity is often understood as placing authorship in the hand of 

the ‘reader’. This was to mean that users of new media would be able to navigate their way across 

uncharted seas of potential knowledge, making their own sense of material, each user following new 

pathways through the matrix of data each time they set out on their journeys of discovery’. If a key 

property of interactivity resides in the power that is given to the user to write back and reconfigure a 

work, then it is a clever illusion that interactivity is a type of democracy; with the artist sharing the 

power of choice with the user or ‘participant’ (Lister et al 2003:41).

3.4 INTERACTION AS A WAY OF THINKING

I want to begin to consider how an understanding of the term Interaction can be expanded into 

something that includes participation and authorship. Jensen (1998) suggests that it is more 

appropriate to view the definition as a ‘continuum’, in that it becomes more flexible in relation to the 

multiple levels of interactivity and its rapidly developing technologies.

Gablik (1991:151) writes that ‘interaction is the key that moves art beyond the aesthetic mode: letting 

the audience intersect with, and even form part of, the process’.  Through this action, meaning is 

no longer in the observer, nor in the observed, but in the relationship between the two. In beginning 
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to consider Interaction as a way of thinking, or of being, it shifts the power balance away from the 

mechanics of technology and onto the users themselves. 

From this a more relevant understanding of the term in relation to art practices can be developed, 

one that once again references a way of being, an exchange and mutuality but in reference to human 

relations rather than in regard to a technological system. This is not to say that the term Interaction 

should no longer be used in relation to interactive media practices, but rather that a collective 

understanding of it should (as is beginning to happen) be expanded to encompass practices that are 

technologically-underpinned and participation-led rather than technologically-centric. I think the term 

needs to remain active; not definitive of a type of practice but referencing its active properties, thus 

shifting it from the static nomenclature it has become.

My interests reside with the social value of interaction as a means of contextualising social situations, 

providing the ability for participants to author new collective experiences and revealing the work’s 

agency as a collective catalyst for social change. The research work of Anne Galloway, specifically 

her PhD and methodological approach presenting ways in which emergent technologies reshape 

specific experiences, has enabled me to consider how such playful strategies can reveal much toward 

utilising everyday life as method. The connective paradigm detailed by Gablik is highly relevant in 

thinking about the way Interactive Practice is understood. The work of Ascott - introduced in Chapter 

2 - provides a working example of the theories she proposes, focussing on behaviour over form with 

the artwork as a matrix between two sets of behaviours - the artist and the observer (Ascott 1999:178). 

Ascott writes that ‘ Art does not reside in the artwork alone, nor in the activity of the artist alone, but 

is understood as a field of psychic probability, highly entropic, in which the viewer is actively involved, 

not in an act of closure in the sense of completing a discrete message from the artist (a passive 

process) but by interrogating and interacting with the system “artwork” to generate meaning. Thus the 

viewer/observer must be a participator and is of operational importance in the total behaviours of the 

system’  (Ascott 1999:179). 

I acknowledge that since I began writing this research the use of the word Interaction has shifted to 

being indicative of more relational forms of practice.  A critical barometer of such significant shifts 

is the aforementioned Ars Electronica Prix Award categories, one of which is for Interactive Arts. I 

quote below their suggestive criteria for submission, revealing the current understanding, or rather, 

requirements, expected of an interactive practice. 

 The “Interactive Art” category is dedicated to interactive works in all forms and formats,   
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 from installations to performances. At the top of the agenda is artistic quality    

 in the development and design of the interaction as well as a harmonious dialog between   

 the content level and the interaction level—that is, the inherent principles of interaction   

 and the interfaces that implement them. Of particular interest is the socio-political relevance  

 of the interaction as manifested by its innate potential to expand the scope of human action.  

 Jurors are looking forward to encountering innovative technological concepts blended with  

 superbly effective design (usability). (See: http://www.aec.at/prix_categories_en.php)

It is interesting to track the changes in the IA category criteria, over the past ten years for example, 

observing how the artistic understanding of interactive arts has changed. This progression and shift 

within media projects is of course intricately linked with the availability of hardware and software, 

which was fairly corporately controlled until the mid 1990s when the Open Source movement 

placed the tools in the hands of the public as opposed to licensed corporations. This enabled rapid 

development of both open source software and hardware, and with the increasingly available Internet 

bandwidth an easy way of sharing information across distributed networks produced the birth of Open 

Source culture. This movement has been prolific in shaping ways of communicating, and through a 

combination of technologies and services everywhere can now be considered ‘local’ to the majority of 

the global population.

3.5 SOCIAL MEDIA CULTURES AND TECHNOLOGIES

 The old art was an object. The new art is a system. (De Salvo 2005:11)

The following is a short extract on social media that provides some context toward a discussion 

in Chapter 5 that considers open-source methods of curation. I feel it is necessary to provide the 

reader with some background information regarding social media cultures and the ways in which 

communication media are used (and misused) for social networking and exchange.

Davies writes that ‘innovations in communication technology open up possibilities for new forms of 

social contact, and reduce our dependence on previous ones’ (Davies 2005). This is true to an extent, 

but I consider it as more of a side step toward finding new uses for previous technologies, as opposed 

to reducing dependency. A good example of my thinking is the use of the mobile phone. Originally 

restricted to phone calls only, it has rapidly become a device that supports a multitude of software 

platforms, providing us with a choice of ways through which to communicate. Supporting web 

applications, it offers us access to the multitude of social networking tools and services online that are 
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rapidly becoming the preferred method of peer-to-many social exchange. 

The expansion of Internet bandwidth has seen a rapid growth in the use of the web, and with this 

increased usage of course comes a new set of tools and applications developed in response to users’ 

needs and requirements. Web 2.0, first suggested at a conference in 2004, is the name given to 

describe the second generation of web development that aims to support increased communication, 

information sharing and facilitation online (See: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Web_2.0). Many services 

such as Amazon existed before web 2.0 was coined, which were all about harnessing the collective 

intelligence of crowds to give information a value through enabling user contributions such as 

comments and seller ratings. Current services include blogs, wikis, file sharing, Skype, peer-to-peer, 

peer-to-many, social networking sites such as MySpace, Facebook, Bebo, Twitter, video, image and 

knowledge-sharing sites such as YouTube and Vimeo, Flickr, Wikipedia, del.icio.us - the list goes on. 

The emergence of Web 3.0, a third generation of web development, is now well on its way to 

integration. Described as completely user driven and produced, web 3.0 will be authored ‘by the 

people for the people’ as it were. Web 1.0 was defined as ‘network as platform’, Web 2.0 as ‘web as 

participation platform’ or ‘the participatory web’; Web 3.0 is labelled as ‘the semantic web’ (Richards 

2007) where every aspect of individuals digital lives will be connected, removing the ‘platform’ aspect 

of the previous two incarnations, and seamlessly integrating data into peoples lives.  Paul Baran 

presents in his Centralised, Decentralised and Distributed Networks diagram (shown below) an ideal 

example of this.

Figure 2: Paul Baran, Centralised, Decentralised and Distributed Networks.
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Readers’ comments on this article in the Times Technology online in October 2007 read: 

 “Web 2.0 has paved the way for applying real world contexts to the web and Web 3.0 will be  

 an extension of this into everyday life.   As the article says, data will be given context to   

 become more useful and more “intelligent”. Traditional input / output devices will be   

 replaced with more personal, mobile devices that better integrate with our everyday lives.”

Basically Web 3.0 is about serendipity, where related objects are freely connected in meaningful ways, 

but for media projects and sociality what has this meant?

The use of more distributed forms of media have enabled media projects to shift from within 

predetermined spaces off the map and into everyday life. Comparable to the Happenings of the 1960s, 

media works have begun to focus on the use of portable technologies to enable collective interaction 

between participants. A trajectory of projects using mobile locative devices within everyday 

environments that emerged, termed Locative Media. Clear in its parameters and objectives, it has in 

some ways taken ‘interactivity’ onto the streets, extending the potential of media projects. As a set 

of practices and practitioners it has, however, carved its own niche, and quite rightly refused to be 

subsumed under the banner of either ‘interactive’ or ‘new media’. That a collective set of practices has 

been self-categorising and autonomous provides hope that future models can be just as assertive and 

genre-definitive, removing the need for terms such as ‘new media’ to be continually re-defined. 

Although Locative Media has a slightly different legacy than traditional interactive media practices, 

stemming from walking practices such as those of Richard Long and Hamish Fulton, Situationism and 

surveillance culture. It none the less correlates with the more successful interactive projects such as 

Hemmer’s Relational Architecture series, that uses public space as its canvas and the general public 

as participants. The main difference between the two genres, however, is a political distinction. 

Locative Media is very much about the ‘participative’ as opposed to the ‘physical’ of interaction. Thus 

Locative Media is very much about participatory democracy, and what ‘enables’ us collectively rather 

than ‘disables’ us. 

There are many more ‘edges’ to media practice, with hybrids like Bio-Art merging distinctly different 

fields of study. No longer limited by the bounds of technology and the availability of software, and 

fuelled by an economy of sharing and communication, there are no bounds to the way media works 

can evolve. 
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3.6 SUMMARY
 

My hope is that this chapter reveals to the reader not only a trajectory of reciprocity and exchange 

within media arts but also a passion for the potential of relationality across media works. I have 

attempted to keep this chapter on track and not allow myself the liberty of indulging my obsessions and 

detailing the minutiae of process-led practices. Rather, I have revealed a concern that Interactive Arts 

are stuck in a rut, and have for too long been focussed on the medium as opposed to the message. 

Interactive works have not seen their day as yet, quite the opposite; they still have the capacity to 

surprise and enthral audiences. However, my concerns are centred around the premise that the context 

of art has and is still shifting, partly in relation to new technologies, but is much more focussed on 

relationality and subjectivity than the objectivity still offered by a large number of media works. 

The historical perspective of relationality in media projects fundamentally consists of the user’s 

autonomous interactions with an interface. Conceptually, virtual spaces reproduce a Cartesian space - 

where a viewer can only see from fixed monocular viewpoints (Wood 1998: 133), and for a long period 

this perspective was templated across media works, placing the viewer at the centre of the piece as 

opposed to in relation to their environment. This has imbued media cultures with an attribute that has 

been hard to shift and that, in response to social movements such as Open Source, Social Networking 

and the present culture of communication and exchange, is finally adapting to becoming multifocal 

rather than monofocal.

These two Literature and Current Debates chapters reveal the influences, underpinnings, starting 

points, blueprints and knowledge upon which this research study has been based. The second part 

of this thesis continues to bring this knowledge together and utilise it to drive forward the research 

agenda. This body of information and experience provides a comprehensive map of where this research 

is contextually situated, and in combination with the research threads outlined in chapter 6, provides 

cohesion and stability throughout the study.

❈❈
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This chapter takes the role of curation as its starting point, breaking it down, opening it out and making 

its working processes transparent and accessible. I begin here to establish curation as a practice in its 

own right, with respective methods, working processes and approaches.

The aim of this chapter is to inform the reader of the many premises of curation.  I begin by charting 

the rise of the curator from its museological origins to the forefront of contemporary art, and how this 

evolution of the curatorial role has been underpinned by increased expectations and requirements by 

artists and exhibitions. The complexity and diversity of artworks has also led to an expanded need 

for curatorial authoring and contextualising in order for the concepts to be publicly accessible and 

interpretable.

I begin by dissecting curation, examining it in order to reveal its nuances and intricacies of production. 

The multifaceted role of producing exhibitions has been subject to such a shift in responsibilities, that 

it is incomprehensible to the majority of people, what a curator is, and even less what one actually 

does. I thus establish curation as a subject in flux, an ongoing performative role that is self-evolving 

and self-positioning, and to a large extent self-reflective. I begin to draw analogies between curatorial 

and artistic practices, looking at the concerns of context and situation inherent in both. 

The role of the gallery or exhibition space has also come to play a large part in the curatorial 

manifestation of exhibitions, with alternatives to the traditional gallery or museum space finding 

their way into mainstream exhibition culture. Site-specifity, as contextualised and explored by a rich 

chronology of practices, has contributed much of its active dialogue on the convergence of practice and 

site toward curatorial discourse and the subsequent contextualisation of alternative exhibition spaces. 

I look at how these more public spaces of exhibition can shift and change the role of the audience or 

participant, and how the curator is required to direct and position them within this live and conditional 

space through the amalgamation of site, context and content. 

My first practical case of this research project introduces an exhibition I devised and curated in 2006, 

which questioned the potential of an interactive media artwork to open up a space for dialogue 

and exchange within an exhibition format. Discussed in relation to my research interests, I focus 

4.0 ContextualisingCuratorial Practice
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specifically on an aspect of the exhibition to examine the different facets of curating socially engaging 

works in order to reveal processuality, promote interactivity, and nurture the works’ capacity to initiate 

new dialogues and experiences through participant exchange.

From here I expand into looking at the blurring of curation with other creative roles, specifically 

art practice. This section discusses the ways in which curatorial practice is both learning from and 

emerging out of artistic practice, and how the two practices can better inform each other and work 

together. This leads onto a broader discussion about curatorial cultures, and in using the analogy of the 

curator as bricoleur, considers how curators can build a discourse that articulates an epistemological 

blend of contexts. 

The next section pinpoints locations of curatorial exchange, chronologically paralleling the shift from 

passive to active curation against the emergence of group exhibitions and the increasing use of 

non-gallery venues. I link the growth of curatorial autonomy to these unique and under-documented 

contexts, referencing some recent perspectives on the early role of the independent curator. I begin 

then to situate curation in relation to the methods and actions it employs, considering it as an active 

and iterative practice always in flux. I position it as Praxis, as an in-between what is known and 

unknown, revealing the movement and performativity inherent in its approach. 

The second practical case discusses collaborative curation, documenting through a live study the 

dialogical space opened up through the collaborative curatorial decision-making process. This project 

aimed to break down the curatorial process and make it transparent to others. With co-aims as 

an educational and research project, it sought to really make visible and share every aspect of the 

curatorial process. Tying in with the previous contents of this chapter, it reveals curation as a creative 

practice, drawing analogies with open source methodologies and exploring new ways of 

working collectively.

Finally, I consider openness and open-endedness within curation, suggesting that as an active practice 

it is very much focused on process instead of product. This seeks to embed curatorial practice within 

everyday social relations, exchanges and environments, suggesting a much more contemporary 

significance and understanding of the curatorial role. 
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4.1 THE PRACTISE OF CURATION

 Exhibitions have become the medium through which most art becomes known. 

 (Ferguson, Greenberg and Nairne 1996:2)

Joan Gibbons, in her introductory narrative to the curatorial section of Hothaus Papers, reveals how 

the etymology of the word curate (as in ‘curate’ as a noun) goes back to the Latin word for care, ‘cura’, 

and through the religious art of the middle ages evolved into ‘curatus’, in reference to the care of the 

soul (Gibbons 2006:170). This is a particularly evocative description of the actions of the contemporary 

curator, as one that cares for our cultural products and their critical significance.

Contemporary curators are summarised with a range of descriptive words such as caretaker, facilitator, 

mediator, catalyst, context provider, collaborator and negotiator. These have come to rise through 

the continuing prominence of the curator within exhibitions. A more public understanding of the term 

curator is only just beginning to shift away from the traditional role associated with museums and 

institutional art galleries. This infancy of the curatorial profession is reflected in the limited usage of 

relevant terminologies; for example, dictionaries do not yet have a contemporary definition of ‘curator’ 

and the verb ‘to curate’ is still limited to its meaning in a religious context. Therefore, the labels 

listed above aim to give meaning to and contextualise the role of the curator in contemporary art, and 

provide the foundation stones for a relevant critical language to be established that will in time come 

to underpin a field of practice.

 

I intend, through the following section, to highlight the growing role of the curator within exhibition 

cultures, and attempt to provide a more contemporary understanding of curatorial activity. I begin 

by tracking the rise of the curator, moving on to consider their current role as both a collector and 

contextualiser, and finally look at where the boundaries have already begun to blur and overlap 

between artistic and curatorial practices. 

4.1.1 THE RISE OF THE CURATOR

The practice of curating is live and temporal. It has shifted dramatically from its anonymous backstage 

origin within dusty museums to a role at the forefront of modern art, and is responsible for conjuring 

both a synergy and a dynamic that operates across a multitude of levels. Curation is a rapidly growing 

practice and discourse that is fundamentally shifting the ways in which we view and receive art. Mari-

Carmen Ramirez states that ‘by contrast, the centrality accorded to contemporary art curators in the 
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new system is evident in the multiplicity of extra-artistic roles and the diversity of performative arenas 

that have come to define our current practices’ (Marincola 2001:26).

 It is worth remembering how new this contemporary idea of the curator is: if it first   

 emerged in the 1970’s, it is only in the last ten years that it has become such a    

 prominent and pervasive presence in the art world. (Beech and Hutchinson in O’Neill 2007:54)

 

Paul O’Neill, in Rugg and Sedgewick (2007:13), discusses the ascendancy of curatorial criticism since 

the 1960s, describing the critical shift away from the objects of art, to a critique of the space of 

exhibition. More relevantly, he references the ascendancy of the curatorial gesture in the 1990s and 

how this ‘began to establish curating as a potential nexus for discussion, critique and debate’. The rise 

of the curator can therefore be tracked through critical requirement. The role has adapted according 

to paradigm shifts, movements, cultural perspectives, and through the requirements of the work it 

chooses to curate. 

Traditionally the curatorial role was to collect, archive and preserve works of art, and was seen as 

separate from its variable display (Storr in Marincola 2006:14). Ramirez situates the curator as an 

internationally recognised expert of the artworld establishment, I quote: ‘in this elite context, curators 

have traditionally functioned as arbiters of taste and quality. The authority of this arbiter role derived 

from an absolute - ultimately ideological - set of criteria grounded in the restrictive parameters of the 

canon on western Modernism/Post Modernism’ (Ramirez in Ferguson, Greenberg and Nairne 1996:22).

 

Figure 3: Diagram visualising the shift in focus of the Curatorial Role with the density of black 
in the circles indicating the emphasis.
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As the simplified diagram above visualises, the focus of the curatorial role has shifted from being 

that of a ‘behind-the-scenes aesthetic arbiter to a centralised position on a broader stage, with a 

creative, political and active part to play in the production, mediation and dissemination of art itself’ 

(O’Neill 2007:12). The practice of collection within museums and galleries still remains the same, with 

a continual need for the assimilation of art collections and their preservation and display. This ‘time 

storage’ as Hans Ulrich Obrist (Obrist in Marincola, 2001:32) labels it, is still massively important in 

cataloguing and preserving works. A perfect example is media arts, where the necessity to archive 

digital and often ephemeral works is completely reliant on the survival of particular software and 

hardware. Therefore, to preserve the work, the associative technology must also be collected and 

conserved by the museum or gallery. The practice of archiving contemporary artworks has broadened 

relatively with the expansion of practices, and the responsibility of ensuring the future presentation of 

many works is thus massively reliant on the preservation of increasingly obsolete technical platforms.

There are several suggestions as to why the curatorial role has risen to the forefront of modern 

exhibitions, such as the increasing number of group shows from the 1980s onwards, the rise of 

Biennials and Art Fairs, and the general growth, complexity, diversification and collaborative nature 

of art practices (O’Neill in Ferguson, Greenberg and Nairne 1996, and Schubert 2000). There are more 

requirements for a mediator to collate, contextualise, translate and broker to a public the works shown 

in an exhibition. Thus contemporary curatorial practice has become much more holistic, dealing with 

the whole of the process as opposed to an element. Today’s curators are about authorship and agency, 

rather than the ‘reproductive processes of institutional power structures’ (O’Neill 2007:13). 

Curatorial practices have come to embody one of the most dynamic forms of cultural agency available 

today. The challenges represented by this role and its ability to affect a series of interdependent 

areas inaccessible through other, more restricted, modes of cultural practices requires a fluid and 

multidimensional approach (Marincola 2001). In the shift from the curator as master planner, Obrist 

(2008) articulates how exhibitions have shifted from a historical approach of order and stability, to 

a place of flux and instability: the unpredictable (Marincola 2001). In thinking about the curator’s 

role at the helm of such uncertainty, it becomes much clearer how the position has evolved and its 

contemporary requirements shaped.
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Image of a Cabinet of Curiosity
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4.1.2 DISSECTING CURATION

 Exhibitions became a concept to be evolved, shifting from the purely presentational to being  

 thematic and collective in nature. The art curator’s role as arbiter has been gradually   

 displaced and substituted with that of a ‘cultural mediator’ (Marincola 2001). 

It seems clear, when expressed in the above quote, what a curator is, but it is not often as clear as to 

what a curator does. Between the lack of vocabulary making up curatorial histories, and the growth of 

a prestigious almost celebrity curatorial culture proliferated by the figureheads of global biennials and 

art fairs, there lies a gap in public awareness of the everyday curator’s job. It is perhaps more easily 

understood what a traditional curator does, with the collection and preservation of artworks being 

an easier process to comprehend. However, for those who do not reside within the artworld in some 

capacity, the concept of a ‘cultural mediator’ or ‘exhibition maker’ is merely an empty and inaccessible 

association.

The activity of the curator draws analogy to the Cabinets of Curiosity in sixteenth and seventeenth 

century Europe. The Cabinet of Curiosity, in its collection and display of often foreign and unseen 

objects, presented a tightly coordinated and rich tapestry of contexts and histories. Suggested as 

an early precursor to moving image culture (through the notion of an audience roaming through the 

narrated space) (Bruno 2002), the cabinet provided a specific audience with a metaphorical lens 

through which to view and understand alternative genealogies. 

Such groupings of objects began the notion of storytelling and narrative within displays, and the 

provision of context and representation. Tony Bennett (in Ferguson, Greenberg and Nairne 1996:101) 

writes of such museological cultures, ‘the space of representation constituted in the relations between 

the disciplinary knowledges deployed within the exhibitionary complex thus permitted the construction 

of a temporally organised order of things and peoples’. Thus this aspect of the contemporary curator’s 

role is not new, but through the lack of documentation of our curatorial history, such connections are 

still to be made.

 The last twenty years have seen radical shifts in the perception of what the curator   

 does, but curatorial criticism and the specific critical discourse  surrounding curation has been  

 slow to respond, inform or critique these modifications in a productive way. (O’Neill 2007)

The position in which the contemporary curator sits is one of emergence and flux. ‘Curator’ is a term in 
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the constant state of ‘becoming’ writes O’Neill (2006), ‘as long as “curating in practice” is continuously 

willing a flexible “common discourse” into being’. It can therefore be said that curating is no longer 

about being somebody else, e.g. curator as negotiator or facilitator, it is about being a ‘curator’ as 

understood in discourse. 

In addressing what the role of the curator is, it is very much dependent, as previously stated, on the 

translation of practice into discourse. Even with the limited corresponding literature on curation, there 

exists a huge gap even in the documentation of fairly contemporary curatorial projects. An ongoing 

project by Obrist, for example, sees the curator interviewing older curators in helping to fill this gap and 

contribute to the cultural legacies of curating (Obrist 2008). 

The actions of curating means different things to different curators, who again work in different 

contexts and situations, locations and sites (ONCurating.org, Issue 1 2008). It is very much a cultural 

commentation role, experimental and discursive, necessarily responsive to socio-political and artistic 

shifts in a fluid culture. The above may all seem rather evasive or arbitrary, but that is the point. Our 

evolving curatorial dialogue seeks to embody movement and continuation in its descriptive qualities, 

and make visible and transparent the links and networks between meanings. For me curating is about 

the creation of new contexts through the bringing together of artworks, artists, private intentions, 

space etc, but also responding to the contexts of the artworks that I seek to curate, and opening up 

a discourse. 

The first issue of OnCurating.org, an online publication dedicated to curatorial practice, asked a 

selection of curators about the specific topics they would like to see discussed more in dialogues about 

curatorial practice. Many of the respondents talked about the appreciation of transparency in the role, 

and the ability to position art within society. I have quoted several of the responses below that provide 

a similar perspective to my own. 

 “Creative curating: what happens when the curator is a collaborative partner in the creative  

 process of creating and defining the works? In which ways can the contemporary curator be  

 viewed as a coach?” Iben Bentzen

 “Curating as an act of catalysing more than one of squatting.” Wibke Behrens

 “All curatorial practices should discuss/question their position within the actual art system.  

 They should not hide their ideological backgrounds, but openly analyse them.” Tadej Pogacar
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 “Curating exhibitions I think is about creating a context, using the excuse of an exhibition   

 to open up a discourse. I think successful art projects create conversations - the ideas behind  

 an exhibition, the artworks, the relationship of the artworks with each other and the space  

 they inhabit, and most importantly their relation to the world around.” Suman Gopinath

Personally, I consider that there is no curatorial evolution in the top-down chronological curation of 

museum culture; they do not bring anything to the table that is not already formulated. This is not to 

say that such events don’t contribute to a broader artistic discourse through the collision of multiple 

artistic meanings, but in terms of curatorial practice such approaches reflect a person working at some 

remove from the processes of artistic production, instead of one actively in the thick of it (O’Neill in 

Rugg and Sedgewick 2007:15).

 
4.1.3 CURATOR AS CONTEXTUALISER

The curator will always be viewed as sort of contextualiser, whether in regard to artworks or the site 

of exhibition itself. Previously perceived as ‘experts on art’s mediation by the sites of its display’, the 

area of curatorial expertise sits markedly between the ‘private sphere of the production of art, on the 

one hand, and the public sphere of consumption, on the other’ (Hutchinson 2006). Curation is always 

situated within a dynamic and is dependent on what has gone before to reveal originality in thinking. 

However, the notion of an expert sets the curator on a pedestal, setting their word apart from the 

multitude of voices, as opposed to embedding it within the many that together form a dialogue rather 

than a dictatorship. 

In an interview carried out by Hans-Ulrich Obrist with Seth Sieglaub, Sieglaub positions the historical 

role of the curator as ‘powerful’, but only within the context of some greater institutional power - 

stating that their job was to select ‘great artists’ and be the voice of gods, or of ‘quality’ and correct 

art values. Sieglaub writes: ‘I think our problem in the area of curatorship was to become aware that 

this person - in this case me - was an actor in this process, and that he or she had an effect on what 

was shown: and being aware of this was part of looking at art and understanding how art choices 

were made’ (Obrist 2008).

The term Contextualiser infers a live and temporal practice rather than a static one. I have discussed 

previously the fluidity of the curatorial role in general, but now I want look at the ephemerality and 

performativity of the role in actuality. Ignoring for a moment all of the other aspects of curating, I want 

to focus for a minute specifically on the spatial aspect of display. A primary focus of the curatorial 
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role is the public consumption of artworks and their associated contexts. The curator, in bringing a 

selection of works together either by a solo artist or in a group format, situates the practices within a 

dynamic. Yet this dynamic is not brought to life without an audience’s engagement with the exhibition. 

The ‘window of liveness’, from when an exhibition opens to when it closes its doors at the end of 

the day, reflects the performative aspect of the curatorial role. Irrelevant to whether the curator 

is absent or present in the space over this period of time, it is in this interval where the practice 

of curation is revealed. The collision of the production, mediation and dissemination of artworks 

becomes a performative gesture, making manifest the actual active ‘practise’ of curation. It can 

therefore be argued that curation is also very much concerned with contextualising sites of reception 

or live situations. The curator sets up a framework within which social engagement and exchange 

occur, experience is influenced, and new relational contexts emerge. Yet this aspect of an exhibition 

is often overlooked and its social value not considered. With the proliferation of socially engaged 

practices, this thesis hopes to contribute towards understanding why such aspects of curation are 

underdeveloped, and what potential they have in interpreting further the role of the curator within art’s 

social relations.

4.2 OUT OF THE GALLERY AND INTO THE EVERYDAY

The curatorial role is ever evolving in its relationship with site and place. With exhibition spaces 

no longer restricted to the traditional confines of a gallery, curation is about establishing and 

contextualising a site of exchange, referring to a space where artwork, site and audience converge. 

The ‘exhibition space’ exists where these conditions are met, and with Social Practices in particular 

focuses on the process of this convergence itself. This coming together of social, spatial and critical 

contexts generates a political space that exists within a wider cultural sphere. I prefer to use the term 

‘exhibition space’ to represent the location where the artwork occurs, and to distinguish it from an 

institutional gallery space.

There have come to be more ‘off-site’ (non-gallery based) projects in recent years as exhibitions shift 

away from the white cube’s signified emptiness (Kaye 2000:33), and critically acknowledge the role of 

site as part of the exhibition’s context. I quote Brian O’Doherty (1999:14) here, in order to contextualise 

Nick Kaye’s description above, in his description of an ideal gallery, extracted from his book, Inside the 

White Cube. ‘The ideal gallery subtracts from the artwork all cues that interfere with the fact that it is 

“art”. The work is isolated from everything that would detract from its own evaluation of itself. This 

gives the space a presence possessed by other spaces where conventions are preserved through the 
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repetition of a closed system of values’. 

Site-specifity has long existed as an artistic genre, explored by artists such as Lacy, Smithson, 

Wodiczko and Acconci, with broad roots in Installation, Situationist, Land and Conceptual practices. 

Kaye (2000:1) defines site-specific practices as those which, ‘in one way or another, articulate 

exchanges between the work of art and the places in which its meanings are defined’. Although the 

basis of such exchanges has historically been grounded within the socio-political contexts of the site 

itself, contemporary site-specific works are concerned with developing a ‘spatial-cultural discourse’, 

described by Miwon Kwon (2002:3) as combining ideas about art, architecture, urban design and 

theories of the city, social space and public space. 

This merging of two critical directions; the white cube space of the object and the site-specific context 

of spatial works, has seen a new dialogue regarding the aesthetics of the relationship between 

artwork, place and audience develop. Exhibition spaces now exist ‘off the map’, and in the world, citing 

real life as their critical horizon and conceptualising the relationships and processes that occur within 

this context. I felt it was important to clarify my meaning of the term exhibition spaces, to enable the 

reader to locate this and the following chapter within a spatial environment. The majority of examples 

of artist’s work I use as examples and the case histories carried out within this research (apart from 

one), are all located in non-gallery, alternative spaces. 

In taking my point of leave from the theoretical standpoints of site-specifity outlined by Kwon (2002), 

Lippard (1997), Kaye (2000) and Tuan (1977), I consider how Social Practices engage both site and 

audience to reveal a critical process that in turn nurtures dialogue and exchange. The work of artists 

Janet Cardiff and Michelle Teran, for example, span the fields of locative media and sonic practices 

and use public space and everyday life as the backdrop to their works. Cardiff, through her audio 

walks, invites participants to wear a set of headphones and walk a prescribed route whilst listening 

to the artist’s recording that ‘annotates’ the journey. This embeds the work in the everyday, with the 

participant ‘walking the work’ to life through listening to the recording and thus contextualising what 

they see in combination with the artist’s thoughts. This exemplifies a particularly ambulant practice, 

one perhaps more akin with the original walking practices of Hamish Fulton or Richard Long, that could 

not exist within a confined exhibition space. Site-specifity, to works like these, is about the relationship 

with a spatial environment, rather than a particular site. 
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4.2.1 SPACES OF POTENTIAL

There is no one set example of how live practices function within a confined space; each performs 

differently, exerting different pressures on the conditional aspects that both determine and limit 

their relational capacities. Most works that function well in such spaces are often produced or 

commissioned to work within such parameters, and therefore are perhaps more site-specific in the 

traditional sense as they are intrinsically embedded within the site of production. The tag ‘exhibition 

space’ as previously defined, defines a physical space that sits conceptually between the traditional 

institutional gallery space and public sites. 

However, such locations differ from their traditional predecessors in that the curatorial process also 

takes into account the relationship between site and artwork, and therefore is much more reliant 

on the audience to acknowledge and legitimise the connections made between the two. Out of 

the ‘gallery’s function as a place for viewing’ (Kaye 2000), the audience can step outside of their 

predefined role as a viewing public and become authors or collaborators, abandoning any fixed ideas 

about what an audience should be. Hutchinson (2006) says that ‘the unifying idea of the public can be 

a negation of the particularities and differences between and within people’, suggesting that there is 

no ‘authentic’ public or audience. 

This raw space provides a blank canvas for both the curator and artist that can be worked with 

accordingly to capture the characteristic of what the exhibition seeks overall to explore. Away from 

the agendas set by gallery spaces and the critical expectations of gallery audiences, alternative 

spaces reveal a space of potential, a space where anything can happen. This is very much a live space 

working with the conditions of subjectivity and presence, and dependent on an engagement across all 

elements. It is in this ‘conditional’ space that socially engaged projects sit, where contexts are formed 

and experience is lived. As an example, Allan Kaprow’s Happenings are critically positioned by the 

artist, realised by the audience, influenced by the site, and politicised by the multiple perspectives 

and opinions of the participants. This condition of immediacy where a conflux of ideas, perspectives, 

conditions and experience meet mimics in Kaprow’s eyes the grit and texture of everyday life. 

Such conditions of immediacy are also opened up through interactive media works and emphasised 

or furthered by the opportunities afforded by the chosen exhibition site. As suggested, alternative 

exhibition spaces remove the audience’s ‘authenticity’, permitting them to function in a more natural 

role. These circumstances allow a public authoring of the exhibition itself, with the public’s interaction 

with artwork and site both contextualising and realising the exhibition as a space of engagement.
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4.3 CASE: BECOMING ELECTRIC

My first case for this research was an exhibition titled Becoming Electric. Devised and curated by 

myself, it took place in December 2006, and was hosted by Interval - the arts platform and curatorial 

initiative established to support this research outlined in Chapter 7. Becoming Electric thematically 

explored how artists represent themselves through technology. The curatorial statement read:

We live in the time of the electronic soapbox. We have ever more opportunities to have our say and 

be heard, or to project a sense of who we are, primarily as a result of a variety of social software and 

networking services. We use Blogs, Wikis, Instant Messagers, and a variety of tools such as MySpace, 

Flickr, Bebo, and YouTube to represent our electrical selves, and to mediate who we are and what we 

say. In our Web 2.0 world, the Internet is no longer about information silos and corporate sales, but 

about sharing, communication and participation. 

Becoming Electric responds to this rapidly developing digital domain in our culture, and asks artists 

what it means to represent themselves through technology. The project references the concept of 

‘Becoming’, highlighting that we are always in the process of becoming something else, in the interval  

between here and there, them and us. Becoming is opposed to being, which suggests we are static, 

trapped in the shell we inherited. Becoming Electric questions what can emerge from this fluidity of 

movement and of self.

Works for the exhibition were selected out of an open call for submissions, with a six out of the initial 

sixty-seven submissions selected. The pieces were chosen for their artistic merit and relation to the 

overall curatorial theme. The exhibition space used was an empty public house in Central Manchester 

that was rented for a month, allowing the artists time to install and uninstall their works. Exhibition 

costs were supported through a Grants for the Arts award from Arts Council England. There is full 

documentation of the exhibition available online at www [dot] socialcurating [dot] info.

4.3.1 CASE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

This case study evaluates an excerpt of the Becoming Electric exhibition, exploring the curatorial 

process involved in positioning and installing a participative artwork in an exhibition space. The 

study focuses on one of the six works selected for the exhibition, paying specific attention to how the 

piece functioned within the limitations of the exhibition space, and the responsibilities of the curator 
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throughout the installation process. 

Through my role as curator, I aimed to work closely with the artist in positioning and installing the 

work. My objective was to understand how exhibition structures could better support interactive and 

Social Practices, and how as a curator my practice would also need to shift and respond accordingly. 

This case is also a precursor for the later studies in its action of slowing down the curatorial process 

and gaining insight into a particular aspect of it in order to extract meaning and develop knowledge. 

Through doing this, I hoped to reveal the best working practices for dealing with particular types of live 

and situational artworks. The following underpins the discussion in Chapter 5 that argues that curators 

need to better understand Social Practices in order to both curate them more articulately, and to have 

the insight to be able to maximise a work’s interactive and participative potential.

4.3.2 PLAYER PRINTER

The work I evaluate for this study is titled Player Printer, and is by Manchester-based artist, Simon 

Blackmore. Invited through the same panel-led selection process as the other five works in the 

exhibition, Player Printer formed an ideal piece to use for this study. It provided a good working 

example of the way in which artworks can generate real time spaces for engagement and exchange, 

and utilise technology as an interactive partner as opposed to just as a medium.

Player Printer used a combination of defunct computer hardware, open source software and 

electronics, to reinvent a style of jukebox. In a similar vein to clockwork music boxes and early 

computers, the Player Printer reads holes punched within sheets of card. This data is sent as MIDI 

messages to an old pc running Linux and an open source audio program called SuperCollider where it 

is turned into music. Audience members were invited to create ‘scores’ for the piece by punching holes 

in sheets of A4 card and feeding them through the printer - see images. Unlike many computer-based 

sequencers it is easy to hear the score upside down or back to front. 

Although the printer could only read one sheet at a time, the audience were able to create as many 

scores as they liked, either alone or collaboratively. The exhibition space had washing lines strung 

round the walls to clip the different scores to, making it possible to remove one and add to it at any 

time. This process, reflective of open source culture, allows multiple users to contribute to one piece of 

work at any time and thus evolve it collectively. The artist’s aim was to represent a form of Wiki where 

there is no author as such or ownership over the scores, and with the work evolving over time with the 
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Simon Blackmore, Player Printer, 2005
Defunct computer hardware, electronics, speakers
Becoming Electric, Interval, Lower Turks Head, Manchester. 



94

Simon Blackmore, Player Printer’, Installation views. 2005
Defunct computer hardware, electronics, speakers
Becoming Electric, Interval, Lower Turks Head, Manchester. 
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Simon Blackmore, Player Printer’, Installation views. 2005
Defunct computer hardware, electronics, speakers
Becoming Electric, Interval, Lower Turks Head, Manchester. 
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ongoing contributions, the outcome is purely collaborative. Participants helped themselves to paper 

and hole punches, with some improvising further and punching scores on other paper based materials 

to feed through, such as the exhibition programme and bus tickets.

The interactive element of Player Printer existed in several ways. Firstly it required a score to be 

created through punching and cutting holes in sheets of card to feed through the printer in order to 

generate sound. The sheets remained in the space for other participants to play or adapt. Many scores 

were created collaboratively to begin with, and the limited amount of cutting tools meant that people 

needed to share and swap implements regularly. Secondly, the generated sound was played out loud 

with certain notes being created by specific shapes cut in the paper. These notes or pitches were often 

picked up on by observers who would then enquire as to what shape created what sound, and then 

mimic or expand on the shape either independently or in collaboration with the original participant. The 

scope of this work in creating a space for exchange and collaboration was open-ended, and grew in 

potential as more and more scores were created and adapted. Participants learnt how to literally ‘play’ 

the work, adapting it to their own preferences and in turn taking some authorship over the work.
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4.3.3 CURATING RELATIONAL SPACES 

Player Printer was originally commissioned for the free community media lab Access Space in 

Sheffield (See: www.access-space.org). The objective of the commission was to reveal the creative 

potential of discarded and obsolete technologies, reinforcing that because such equipment has been 

usurped by something newer, faster and shinier, that it isn’t necessarily functionally redundant. 

At Access Space the piece was installed on the wall above a bank of computers, only accessible 

by standing on a chair to feed the scores into the printer - as shown by the images. Although the 

piece requires continual engagement in order for it to be active, it was positioned in an inaccessible 

location, hence limiting the interactivity that could occur. 

When installed for the Becoming Electric exhibition the work was installed slightly differently. 

Without compromising the artistic ambition of the piece itself, the piece was positioned to enhance its 

interactive and participative qualities, and to encourage audience members to interact with and author 

the work. Installed in a prominent location on the first floor of the exhibition space and directly in front 

of the main entryway staircase, the work was visibly separated from the others on the same floor. 

Situated in a room of its own with a wide doorway, a physical space was provided for participants to 

sit and create their scores to feed into the printer. The live playback of sound in the room encouraged 

participants to stay and see what their score sounded like, and also listen to the playback of others.

In comparison the two installation locations made a big difference to how the audience accessed the 

work, but also how the audience interacted with each other. In its initial location the piece was only 

accessible by one or two people at a time, so it was limited in its capacity to promote social exchange 

and dialogue through its difficult location. For Becoming Electric my intention was to spatially locate 

the work where it was easily accessible, giving the audience room to participate and interact with it 

and each other. In considering the social space that such an artwork opened up, I wanted to make sure 

that as a curator I acknowledged the work’s spatial requirements of the piece in addition to its obvious 

physical ones. 

4.3.4 PROCESS AND REFLECTION

There have been many times when visiting exhibitions hosting interactive works, both media and 

conceptually based, that I have noticed that the work has been installed based on its physical 
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Simon Blackmore, Player Printer’, Installation views. 2005
Defunct computer hardware, electronics, speakers
Access Space, Sheffield. 2005. 
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Simon Blackmore, Player Printer’, Installation views. 2005
Defunct computer hardware, electronics, speakers
Access Space, Sheffield. 2005. 
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Simon Blackmore, Player Printer’, Installation views. 2005
Defunct computer hardware, electronics, speakers
Access Space, Sheffield. 2005. 

dimensions as opposed to its relational ones. Often the leftover surrounding space is used as the 

‘interaction space’, but what is often not taken into account is that such works need their own marked 

space that is not taken up by other exhibition goers passing through, gallery attendants or otherwise. 

The quality of the relational space demanded by socially interactive practices is often overlooked to the 

detriment of the scope and potential of the work to generate real time social engagement. 

Initially my approach to this case study was to consider the artwork as a social space, documenting 

what sort of relational space was opened up by an interactive media artwork. However, as the 

emphasis of my research shifted more towards the curation of such works, this became more about the 

ways that interactive works could be curated on their social agenda as opposed to by their 

conceptual premise. 

Thus the initial queries that I posed for this case study evolved into more specific enquiries into the 

nature of curating space, and how as a curator I needed to accept that my role was responsive. The 

process of putting the show together and inviting artworks raised new concerns in regard to the mixing 

of artwork types, i.e. media, and how difficult it was to approach curating one for its spatial and social 

agenda alongside others for their physical object-based presence. As this case study was specifically 

about curating this one work, I had to put these concerns aside and consider them separately to this 

thesis. Also this study raised a lot of questions regarding the audiences’ expectations and the ‘codes 

of conduct’ as such that have become an exhibition visitors norm. For example, audioguides, planned 

routes, exhibition maps, all these make for a passive visitor and not one that wants to think and 

interpret for him or herself.

The understanding that emerged from this case study very much informed my direction at that point 

in time both towards future curatorial ideas and also this thesis. The importance of how the work 

was positioned in relation to an audiences understanding of how to view an exhibition, raised further 

questions that informed future case studies, such as Turnstile – which look specifically at how 

audiences approach exhibitions and interpret them.

4.4 A BLURRING OF ROLES
   

The topic of many discussions over the past ten years has been the benefits and detriments of 

combined roles. We have seen critics merging into curators, artist-curators, curatorial-producers, and a 

number of other hybrids emerge. I consider these a positive aspect of building and exploring the areas 

that border curation, and to inform the ongoing contextualisation of the curatorial role.
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I want to use the example of artist curators, or ‘Gonzo’ curating as it has been playfully nicknamed 

(Govinda 2005). The emergence of this role can be traced back to artists wanting to gain some control 

over the context of how their work was presented, and can thus often be seen as an empowerment 

tactic on behalf of the artist. I acknowledge this perspective but argue that if the artist needs to 

employ such tactics, and the artist curator relationship is or has been that unbalanced, then ways to 

equalise this alliance and find alternative and more harmonious approaches within curatorial practice 

is essential.

 My art practice is often a search for context. Curating is in many ways an extension of this,  

 providing ways to create contexts that I might as an artist be interested to work with, or to  

 allow a diversity of decisions and explorations through working with other artists that I   

 might not enjoy if working purely on my own. It is the expanded dialogue that underlines my  

 interest in working this way. (Erika Tan in Govinda 2005)

I consider this an ideal example of the ways in which curatorial practice is both learning from and 

emerging out of artistic practice. The processes of exploration and contextualisation involved in 

artistic practice form perfect templates for contemporary curatorial practices. Curatorial practice by 

proxy is embedded within our cultural and social relations, as is art practice. Art seeks to raise-up the 

circumstances and frameworks of a particular cultural climate, framing and re-framing it from alternate 

interpretative perspectives. 

I think the merging of artistic and curatorial roles is critical in developing an understanding of how 

these two practices can better work together and support each other, such as the practice of artist/

curator Gavin Wade, who now runs Eastside Projects in Birmingham. It promotes a knowledge 

exchange, leading toward a more informed comprehension as to how each practice can evolve. I would 

argue that for curators especially, the dialogue that is coming out of such dualities is pivotal in laying 

the foundations for curation to be perceived as a creative practice. The intrinsic understanding of how 

art functions as a social placeholder informs exponentially the potential for curators to establish a 

similar dynamic role. 

Per Huttner, for example, views curatorial practice as an extension of his artistic practice, describing 

himself as an artist curator, and often just as an artist. Even when working in a curatorial role he 

approaches the activity from the perspective of an artist, so therefore, taking an artistic approach - 

the re-presentation and re-negotiation of experience - and combining this with a curatorial approach, 

which might be more like the re-presentation and re-negotiation of how artists work can be seen and 
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meet its audiences (Huttner 2006); a new approach to exhibition making emerges. This new curatorial 

context, states Huttner, in most instances creates previously unseen forms of collaboration, and leads 

to changes in exhibition making, how we perceive art, and how we present it to an audience. 

4.4.1 CURATORIAL CULTURES

In his article The Curatorial Turn: From Practice to Discourse, O’Neill (2007:26) writes that ‘It is 

apparent that curatorial discourse is in the midst of its own production. Curating is ‘becoming 

discourse’ where curators are willing themselves to be the key subject and producer of this discourse’. 

This sees the curator as Bricoleur, reflecting the messiness and complexity of everyday contexts, 

building a knowledge formulated by experiences and relationships. This self-reflexivity is translated 

into a dialogue that positions the curator as a collaborator in art’s social relations. 

In Chapter 6, I discuss curatorial practice in relation to Niklas Luhmann’s writings on art as a social 

system. I propose that his articulation of a reflective practice could be applied to curatorial practice. I 

suggest that this would compare the action of ‘exhibition making’ or curatorial practice as being the 

equivalent of making an artwork. Luhmann (2000) understands art as an autopoietic system that is 

self-referential and recursive (Luhmann 2000:49); I view curation as a similar thing. Curation enables 

the space of exhibition to open up new possibilities for dialogue and exchange, with these new 

perspectives feeding back into the way in which the exhibition is perceived and reflected upon. The 

‘artwork’ or ‘practice’ of the curator is the exhibition and all of its associated processes, thus again 

coming back to Luhmann’s notion of practice as not being solely concerned with agency but rather the 

work’s understanding of itself and how this reveals possibility for an exhibition to raise questions about 

itself and its environment (O’Reilly 2006).

This becomes relevant when thinking about the broader social, cultural and political remit of curation 

and its practice. In its responsibility for the collaborative creation of context  - that includes the artist/s; 

the artwork; the concept of the work and its representation; the facilitation of an exhibitions content; 

orienting the body of work (Cook and Graham in Kimbell 2004:85); and finally the space of engagement 

with an audience - curatorial practice is very much the actions of a bricoleur. In reflecting the 

messiness and complexity of everyday contexts and building a knowledge formulated by experiences 

and relationships, the curator is a responsive practitioner. 
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4.5 EMERGENT FORMS OF CURATORIAL EXCHANGE

 [I consider] my role to be that of catalysing activity and curating processes as opposed to   

 discrete works of art or art-as-objects. I feel more comfortable  when my relationship   

 to other artists in the production and presentation of work and actions is collaborative and  

 centres on dialogue. Other curatorial models often seem to carry an implicit hierarchical   

 relationship, which ... seems at odds with the emphasis on process and exchange in   

 community-based or activist art. (Delgado, D. referenced by Cook and Graham in    

 Kimbell 2004:90)

It has been difficult to pinpoint original forms of curatorial exchange and when they first emerged. 

This comes back to the lack of historical documentation of the curatorial position, and where there 

are glimpses of discussion and exchange within the exhibition-making process, these are elucidated 

through the exhibition review or in written analysis of exhibition making. O’Neill (2007:115), amongst 

others, summarises this gap in curatorial histories as ‘an amnesia’, and more specifically one that is 

particularly prevalent when it comes to innovative exhibition display practices of the past. The lack of 

significance placed on the curatorial role in museum histories has meant that it effectively ceased to 

exist in mainstream critique. This effectively leaves one to piece together fragments of information 

and imagine what sort of exchanges emerged when, for example, group shows became more prevalent 

in the 1980s, and the artist-curator emerged in the 90s. 

Curatorial exchange has several manifestations: the exchange between curator and artist, and curator-

to-curator exchange. The former has emerged progressively with the prominence of the curatorial 

role, as the necessity of a closer way of working between artists and curators has been key within 

more alternative models of presentation. This is also due to the development of processes of works, 

which is often either collaboration between multiple artists to begin with, or some form of exchange 

within the artistic process itself (Paul 2005). The latter begins to emerge around the 1990s, with the 

emergence of curatorial anthologies coming out of international meetings between curators, curatorial 

summits, symposia, seminars and conferences. This process, however, still placed emphasis on 

individual practice, first person narrative and the separateness of the artistic and curatorial gesture 

(O’Neill 2007:14). Although promoting a more traditional separation of positions, alternative curation 

was very much influenced by artistic practices of the period, and, in becoming more responsive to such 

practices, both adopted and adapted many artistic approaches and working processes into its remit. 

For me, curatorial exchange occurred the moment that curating shifted from passive to active. 
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Wherever the curator became autonomous and independent, taking on responsibility outside of 

institutional confines, a new form of exchange emerged. These actions shifted the curatorial role from 

that of a passive, anonymous facilitator to an active and dynamic role that was very much present 

within an exhibition. These unique contexts have sadly gone undocumented, but can be traced through 

the genealogy of exhibitions to an extent through curatorial statements, catalogues and exhibition 

publicity. These previously unseen forms of exhibition-making led to shifts in both how we view and 

perceive art and how we present it to an audience (Huttner 2006). The continuing lack of dialogue on 

curatorial ‘practice’ itself as opposed to the ‘practice of curation’ makes this research all the more 

detrimental in beginning to verbalise the role of the curator as embedded within art, culture and 

society. The perception of curation as a practice in its own right positions the curator as critically self-

aware and thus able to enter to into mutual and dialogical relationships with other curators and artists 

alike (Beech and Hutchinson 2007:57).  

From such modest beginnings I have sought to pull together examples of exchange in the curatorial 

approach. Obrist’s recent anthology of curatorial interviews has provided a good grounding of older 

practices that sought to be experimental in their approach (Obrist 2008). There are of course a 

significant number of examples of curators working together to select works and discuss curatorial 

contexts, but it is more than this that I have been searching for. There is a legacy of particular curators 

such as Hans-Ulrich Obrist, Uta Meta Bauer, Thelma Golden and Hou Hanru, who over the past decade 

have experimented creatively and energetically with methodologies and subsequently contributed 

toward a visible paradigm shift in curating (Hoffman in O’Neill 2007:138). Exhibitions such as Cities on 

the Move, curated by Hou Hanru and Hans-Ulrich Obrist (originating in 1990), and Utopia Station, again 

curated by Obrist, this time in collaboration with theorist Molly Nesbitt and the artist Rirkrit Tiravanija 

(2003), are both strong examples of open-endedness and dynamism within exhibition structures. Cities 

on the Move, for example, was a constantly evolving exhibition mirroring the continual motion of cities, 

emerging as a performative exhibition touring to different places. 

 We also wanted to show that you can create significance in countless different ways. Instead  

 of limiting the interpretation, we try to stimulate all possible ways of seeing, and to get the  

 viewer to give his own significance to the works of art, drawing on his own experiences. The  

 entire exhibition is an open system. An exhibition such as this is always a challenge to the  

 institution, the curators, the artists, and the audience, even to the media. We want to create  

 a living event in which the viewer can participate, and embark on an adventure into   

 the unknown - we do not want to exhibit nice works and clever ideas. 

 (See: www.kiasma.fi/index.php?id=88&L=1)
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Both Hanru and Obrist have continued to curate exhibitions that are alternative in their structure and 

approach. Another example I reference more in Chapter 5 is the performative exhibition Il Tempo Del 

Postino, initially presented at Manchester International Festival in 2007.  Described as a ‘visual arts 

opera’, this group exhibition, curated by Obrist in conjunction with the artist Phillipe Parreno, occupied 

time rather than space, and aimed to redefine how the visual arts can be experienced.

4.5.1 CURATION AS PRAXIS

As described in Chapter 6 of this thesis, the participative act is central to this research. I reveal an 

active research approach, with Chapters 2 and 3 looking specifically at participative models of creative 

practice that underpin the study and have influenced the research activities. The previous contents of 

this chapter have sought to build up an image of contemporary curating and curatorial practice, with a 

specific leaning towards the constitution and recognition of curation as an active practice.

At this point I draw on the methods laid out in Chapter 6 - Research Methodology, specifically the 

notion of Invention and Curation as Praxis. Here I refer to a quote from this chapter by Paul Carter that 

describes Invention as a state of being that allows a state of becoming to emerge (Carter in Barrett 

and Bolt 2007:15). This connects to O’Neill’s quote stating that ‘curating remains in flux, in perpetuity, 

in a constant state of becoming as long as ‘curating as practice’ [sic] is continuously willing a flexible 

‘common discourse’ into being’ (O’Neill 2006). Therefore, in maintaining that curation has become an 

active practice, the actions of Invention and the method of Praxis or even ‘becoming’, render curation a 

live and participative process.

Curatorial practice therefore sits (as does artistic practice) in the spaces opened up in between 

the processes of decontextualisation (in which found elements are rendered strange) and 

recontextualisation (where new families of association and structures of meaning are established) 

(Carter in Barrett and Bolt 2007:15). It is an active process embedded in social relations and is 

responsible for the contextualisation of situations, knowledges, sites and imaginings and the positing 

of these accordingly. Using Praxis as a method, curation becomes a movement between what is known 

and what will be revealed. I again cite a quote I use in Chapter 6 by Estelle Barrett that I have adapted 

slightly, replacing the original word ‘research’ with ‘curatorial’ (italicised).

 Practice brings into being what, for want of a better word, it names. The curatorial   

 process inaugurates movement and transformation. It is performative. (Barrett and Bolt 2007)



107

There could be an argument that there is little difference between the practice of curation and the 

practice of the artist-curator. I see these as subtly but distinctly different in that the artist-curator 

borrows artistic methods and applies them to curation, but the practice of curation develops its own 

approaches and methods through doing, using the artistic examples as templates and influences at 

most. This in turn generates new language specific to curating, as opposed to borrowed or translated 

terms from other backgrounds or disciplines.

4.6 CASE: SCATTER PROJECTS

The second case study of this research is a project titled Scatter that explored the process of 

collaborative curation. The idea for a curatorial project was initiated by Derek Hales from the University 

of Huddersfield and the subsequent activity was devised and directed by myself. Scatter was the only 

case study to be carried out separate to Interval, and consisted of a small curatorial working group 

including: six final year Contemporary Multimedia students, Clare Danek, Programme and Marketing 

Manager at The Media Centre, Huddersfield; and Jen Southern, artist and lecturer.

Scatter Projects took place between January and June 2007. In total the project consisted of a 6-month 

teaching module on curation (4 hrs per week), and a subsequent gallery exhibition supporting the work 

of 7 artists. My statement for this project read:

 Scatter is a new initiative exploring collaborative curatorial practice. It aims to create a space  

 for critical debate, to encourage experimentation within a curatorial approach and to explore  

 new methods of working through live projects.

 This project was initiated to explore contemporary curatorial practice with a group of   

 undergraduate students in a supported environment. Scatter is interested in today’s cultural  

 landscape of collaborative ownership, open source, and shared perspectives, and has used  

 these approaches as methods; developing through discussion a critical     

 arena and a representative exhibition.

The project’s educational objective was to co-curate a gallery-based exhibition supporting the work 

of six or seven artists. There were no prior objectives regarding the context of work or fixed ideas on 

how to represent types of media within the given exhibition space. It was important that the approach 

remained open and the group allowed their curatorial practice to be transparent.
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Works were gathered through an open call for nominations, where artists and creatives could submit 

the title of an artwork they liked or wanted to see exhibited and a short statement outlining their 

choice. The call was placed on local and regional art mailing lists with a three-week deadline, and 

received 45 nominations in total. The curatorial process was completed over four three-hour sessions, 

and started with the group sitting round a table with each nomination on a slip of paper. There 

were many ways discussed as to how to start breaking down the nominations and whether a theme 

should be developed first and works selected accordingly, but the group eventually decided to start 

categorising the nominations and see where it took them.

The first categorisation was into media types, and removing the projects that were unsupportable 

either through scale or perceived cost. We began researching and discussing the contents of each 

category, and from this, sub categories developed and eventually the original categories became 

empty and were removed. This process continued until a general interest began to emerge, prompting 

more specific categories to develop. Eventually themes such as locality, globalisation, placelessness, 

materialism, and the value of voice and opinion became defined interests. We eventually selected nine 

works and managed to scale it down to seven; this was partly dictated by the constraints of the gallery 

space and the cohesion of the selected pieces.

The artists were then contacted, with all but one accepting, at which point we decided to support 

six and a live performance at the opening preview. We co-wrote an outline and key points for the 

exhibition statement, which I then wrote up and posted on our group Wiki for comments and final 

edits. The exhibition was then developed and installed in The Media Centre’s gallery space with 

associated press and marketing, and ran for a four-week period from mid-June to mid-July. There 

is full documentation of the exhibition available online at www [dot] socialcurating [dot] info and at 

www [dot] scatterprojects [dot] org.

4.6.1 CASE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

This case study evaluates an excerpt of the Scatter project, questioning the dialogical space 

opened up through the collaborative curatorial decision-making process. The objective of the study 

was to collaboratively curate a gallery-based exhibition, opening up and making transparent the 

curatorial process in all of its stages. The approach developed for this project drew from open source 

methodologies in attempting to democratise the curatorial process and explore new ways of 

working collectively.

Like all of the case studies carried out for this research, Scatter had a dual agenda. On the one hand 
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Scatter Projects, Images of discussion and selection process, 2007.
The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 
Jan - June 2007. 



110

Scatter Projects, Images of discussion and selection process, 2007.
The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 
Jan - June 2007. 
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E-Petitions, website.
If Elsewhere, The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 2007.
June 2007. 

Rob Chui, Black Day to Freedom, Projected Animation, 2006.
If Elsewhere, The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 2007.
June 2007. 
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Katamari Damacy, Game by Namco.
If Elsewhere, The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 2007.
June 2007. 

Levon Biss, One Love, Photographic Prints (left) and John Davies, Allotments.
If Elsewhere, The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 2007.
June 2007. 
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If Elsewhere, Exhibition view, The Media Centre, Huddersfield. 2007.
June 2007. 
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it was an academic project, carried out in an educational setting, with learning objectives to fulfil and 

expectations to manage. On the other, it was a covert research project akin to those carried out through 

Interval. It applied similar methodologies in grounding itself within a natural setting, and formed 

analysis and evaluation on the experiments that in turn influenced the wider research goals.

4.6.2 COLLABORATIVE CURATION AND DEVELOPING DIALOGUES

The influences for this study very much reflect the topics previously discussed in this chapter regarding 

the expansion of the curatorial role and its associated responsibilities. My aim through the study was 

for the curatorial process and the exhibition to be part of the same whole. The curatorial decision-

making process often goes unacknowledged when the exhibition opens, with the visible curatorial 

outcome being the content rather than the context of the exhibition. 

I use the example of art practices in that there are multiple opinions as to what artists consider the 

product of their ‘practice’. Often it is the final object or iteration that emerges from a making process 

that is deemed as the outcome, however, as with the practices outlined in Chapter 2, for many artists 

the process of making a piece is an essential aspect of a work’s context, and often solely the process in 

itself is considered the artwork.

This project drew from open source principles that in 2007 were beginning to infiltrate through into 

curatorial practices. Open source methodologies are discussed in more detail in the following chapter, 

but here I used the basic open source model of decision making that aimed to be alternate to the 

closed, hierarchical and centralised models of curation. 

The process, as briefly outlined in the case overview at the start of this section, revealed an open 

process that from start to finish was carried out collaboratively. The intention of asking for works to 

be nominated was the first stage of this approach, aiming to enable participation in the project from 

people outside of the core group. This approach also positioned the group at exactly the same starting 

point, removing the potential of members having alternative agendas to fight for works that they 

had selected. In attempting to combat as much as possible individuals’ artistic sways and egos, this 

method eradicated the presence of individuals’ past experience, and instead focussed on the present 

discussion and exchange happening within the group. 

Again, as outlined, the selection process and development of the exhibition’s context were carried out 

simultaneously, with each influencing the other. Works were discussed as they were categorised, and 
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broken down within their categories to form smaller topical groups. The process was entirely iterative, 

with the grouping of works emerging from discussion, and discussion emerging from new groupings. 

The spontaneity of working this way was refreshing and exciting, and at no point did any group 

member feel external to the process or lesser than another. 

The documentation of the working processes involved in this project were made available on the 

project’s website in the form of images, written text and the project’s Wiki pages. The publicity for 

the project made transparent the project’s aims and methods of approach, including listing all the 

nominees of the original artwork submissions.  

This project was established around one of the four wider research interests that explore the social 

spaces inherent within different aspects of the curatorial process. Through opening up the curatorial 

process, slowing it down, and making it collective and transparent, alternate experiences were formed 

of the process of exhibition making. None of the group had previously worked in this way, and each 

member had a different perspective on what curation meant to them, either through observation or 

direct experience. This approach aimed to build and develop on this previous knowledge, as opposed to 

contrasting or negating it. There was no right and wrong, or good or bad way of curating the project; it 

was entirely based on the collective decisions of the group.

4.6.3 PROCESS AND REFLECTION

The process of working collectively in establishing both an exhibitions thematic and developing its 

physical manifestation, was an approach that requires time and a lack of strong personal agenda. 

Considering the instances in which such collaborations occur, such as biennials, festivals etc, 

where curators are asked to deliver large-scale exhibitions, often working with peers they have 

neither met nor worked with previously. The dynamism that comes with such endeavours cannot be 

underestimated, and is revealed through the exhibitions produced that are specific to a particular point 

in time, accurately reflective of current histories, site specific to both location and local knowledge’s, 

and positioned at a point of reflection within arts overall trajectory. This is not to say they are always 

successful endeavours, but failures produce equal, and often more interesting, reviews and summaries 

of an events outcomes and positionings, and thus it’s contribution to critical debates. 
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4.7 OPENNESS AND OPEN-ENDEDNESS

 

 The task for any would-be radical curation is to do justice to the social relations of curation,  

 within curation. It is necessary to make something of the possibility of open, reciprocal and  

 dialogical collaboration with others. But this possibility involves the abandonment of any fixed  

 ideas as to what curation might be: it is to embrace the idea that what curation is and can be,  

 is open to transformation in practice. (Hutchinson 2006)

This suggests open-endedness within the practice of curation, focussing more on the processes of 

curation instead of the product of curation. Like many of the artistic practices I outlined in Chapters 

2 and 3, the potential of context as opposed to content-specific practices to instigate dialogue and 

exchange, holds much more relevance and significance to a contemporary understanding of the curator. 

Going back to Paul Baran’s diagram in Chapter 3 that represented the three models of the Web, 

specifically the third diagram of Distributed Networks or web 3.0 - the semantic web - I re-present 

this diagram to convey an overview of open curation. The reader can also plot similarities against 

the first and second diagrams to traditional linear curation and its more independent and discursive 

descendant. I have added a fourth diagram underneath which I consider extends these and represents 

Social Curation.

Figure 4: Paul Baran, Centralised, Decentralised and Distributed Networks
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Figure 5: Diagram of Social Curation 

These diagrams also reveal that curation can also be mapped onto and very much influenced by our 

cultural climate, other models of communication, and the contexts of the artworks it curates. However, 

this, for me, places curation very much as a secondary and even tertiary practice, one that underpins or 

is directed by others but rarely steps out on its own either as a practice in itself or as a direct influence 

on any of the above. 

Curating is no longer a background sport, but one that is becoming embedded in everyday cultural life. 

It is no longer separate or on a pedestal away from the mess and dirt, and as I spoke about earlier in 

this chapter, it is no longer about ‘expertise’. Hutchinson (2006) has an interesting perspective on the 

notion of curatorial expertise stating:

 Expertise in any discipline, I want to say, is a protection against the absences, ills,   

 lacks, divisions, exclusions, negations, contradictions and silences upon which that discipline  

 is built; negations which need to be suppressed and silenced in order for that discipline to   

 maintain its authority. 

In describing expertise as a symptom, Hutchinson makes plain the aspects of curatorial practice that 

are suppressed as such. In bringing the curator down to street level, a much richer and embodied form 

of curating emerges, one that is subject to the determinations of an everyday economy. In equally 

addressing all of the contexts thrown up by curation, it automatically renders it as a practice as open, 

relational, and socially significant.

If curation is to be understood as an independent practice, there needs to emerge a model 
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where curation as a primary practice holds sway and influence over other ethnological models 

of communication and exchange. Its formats and ideas need to pioneer new and yet undefined 

positionings and orientations for curation in future cultures, as continuously do art practices and 

alternate activist and political movements, and more recently the proliferation of online networking 

platforms. This is definitely beginning to emerge and over the past decade there have been a growing 

number of examples of independent and financially stable curatorial positionings, but we are still far 

from breaking away completely from the institution. Examples of these would include the curatorial 

practices of Jan Verwoert, Elena Filipovic, and Annie Fletcher. Jens Hoffman reiterates this in his 

discussion on curating as an occupation. He verbalises an accepted norm that most independent 

curators are independent simply because they cannot find a position within an institution (Hoffman 

in O’Neill 2007:140). He means this in the sense that there is no financial framework for independent 

curators, and not that all curators wish to work for a gallery or otherwise. There still remains a 

discrepancy between being independent, out of the mainstream and exploring new contexts and 

approaches, and working for an institution where there is a limit to the exploratory or controversial 

nature of exhibitions. This gap is a reminder that we are not yet fully independent or established as a 

primary practice, and still have some way to go before the two sides meet.

4.8 SUMMARY

In the previous chapter I discussed sociality in media arts, reflecting the shift towards a multifocal 

media culture. This in conjunction with Chapter 2, which outlined more methodological approaches 

of participative practices, propose an understanding of the term ‘Social Practice’ as representative of 

works that are reciprocal in nature and embody communication and exchange. 

This chapter, in being the first of two discursive chapters, has introduced curation and its role within 

contemporary art. It has discussed curation as a practice in itself as opposed to merely a strategic 

process. In focussing on both the practice and the creative processes involved in curation, through 

both the text and the case studies, this chapter has sought to position curation as praxis; a fluid and 

responsive action that is open and transparent. 

Perceiving curation as a practice enables us to further understand how a curator can begin to really 

work with both an exhibition structure and the artworks they are curating. From a practical perspective 

this provides the curator with more space for exploration and research within their creative processes, 

and thus extra manoeuvrability within the overall curatorial role.



120

This chapter contextualises the next chapter on Social Curation where I really begin to both unpick 

and elucidate how the curator can open up their practice, developing it into something openended not 

just in process but also in approach. I look more closely at the structures and formats of exhibitions, 

and through two case studies and relevant discussion lay out some key principles for what I term 

Social Curating; a practice that seeks to contextualise fully the potential of exhibitions as structures 

of communication and exchange. This holistic approach to curatorial practice is analogous to the many 

seminal social art practices and approaches I have touched upon in this thesis, and aims to maximise 

social interaction and intervention across curatorial approach, process and outcome.

❈❈
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In this final chapter I seek to establish an understanding of what I term the ‘Social Curator’; 

a practitioner who seeks to contextualise fully the potential of exhibitions as structures of 

communication and exchange, and aims to maximise social interaction and intervention across 

curatorial approach, process and outcome. This is a concept that has developed out of this research 

project, and evolved into a real and useable method of both understanding curatorial practice and 

realising exhibitions. 

I feel it is important to establish that the following debate does not aim to usurp or discredit 

established curatorial methods, but rather, extend their existing capacities and reach. This chapter 

seeks to embody a way of being in addition to a way of thinking in regard to curation. Social practices 

of all kinds have strong foundations in social and political movements, and represent much more than 

the aesthetic or commodity value of a practice. As context-based practices they epitomise cycles that 

are in turn representative of wider relationships about art and the everyday. 

Within this chapter I reference many of the practical and discursive contexts previously cited and 

discussed in this thesis so far, and follow on from the previous chapter that positioned curation as a 

creative practice. In combination with two practical case studies, this final chapter reveals a new and 

original way of thinking about curatorial practice and its associated dialogues. 

I begin by considering the existing open-source curatorial movement and by looking at some examples 

of socially engaged curatorial approaches. These concepts have all received a certain level of interest 

and continue to inspire alternative methods of exhibition planning. This progresses into a discussion of 

how other social methods and approaches to practice, such as those outlined in Chapter 2, can be used 

as blueprints or starting points for curatorial practice. 

Here I introduce the third research case, Fast and Slow Networks, an exhibition devised and curated 

in 2006 through Interval, which focussed on the spatial aspect of exhibitions in order to create a 

relational space for audience exchange and interaction. This case informs the subsequent discussion 

on why traditional exhibition structures are not suitable for social practices. I articulate how alternative 

curatorial methods can begin to formulate ways of building exhibitions around the social requirements 

of works, as opposed to around their physical requirements. I continue to state why I consider it critical 

that exhibition structures need to be adapted and evolved to suit the practices they house. The next 

5.0 Social Curation



122

section follows closely with a discussion on exhibitions as ‘structures of exchange’. This promotes the 

idea that exhibitions are live and temporal entities with a huge capacity for many forms of 

social exchange. 

The fourth case of this research, Turnstile, is then introduced and outlined. This case extracted the 

existing social aspects of an exhibition and centralised them. It considers the original contexts that 

evolved when an exhibition structure was manipulated and adapted, and the shift from static to 

dynamic within a conceptual exhibition framework. 

I wrap this chapter up and open out this research for future contributions through a section entitled 

Ideas on the Table. Although this is a PhD thesis and is thus required to exist within certain linguistic 

parameters, I am also committed to treading the path that I lay, and therefore presenting this research 

as an evolving entity that embodies praxis, possibility and invention. Through this section I invite 

readers to conjure and exhibit other webs of relationships through the principles established here, thus 

developing a furthering understanding of what is possible. 

5.1 DISTRIBUTIVE APPROACHES

In order to better position the notion of the Social Curator, I reference a number of other collective 

models of curation that have emerged over the last five years or thereabouts. These alternative ways of 

approaching the contextualisation of art have emerged in response to a shift in the characteristics of art 

practices. Dynamic and process-based art practices don’t perform like static objects, and thus require 

a more active curatorial approach in order to be properly realised. The curator Sarah Cook quotes artist 

Rachel Baker in reference to attempting to displaying media art projects in more traditional formats, 

who comments: ‘this tactic does not suffice for new media wherein the technology of the work of 

art is at once the methodology, the tool, the content and the context’ (Kimbell, 2004:86). Although 

this quote is specifically in reference to interactive or networked media practices, it can be applied 

to all processual practices, therefore more relevant approaches to curating such open practices have 

emerged that are much more akin to the practices that they curate. Joasia Krysa, in her opening essay 

to the book Curating Immateriality, writes: ‘Situating curating in the context of immateriality offers an 

understanding of it not only as a creative and critical practice but also as a thoroughly political one’ 

(Krysa, 2006:10). Open-source curating is one such example that has emerged in specific response to 

the problems associated with curating networked media art. Based on generic open-source principles, 

these methods are inherently distributive, collective and iterative, and are centred around authorship 

rather than ownership. 
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There are an increasing number of projects that transfer the curatorial responsibility over to the 

public or the audience. One example is Per Huttner’s project ‘I am a Curator’ that took place at the 

Chisenhale Gallery, London in 2003 (Huttner, 2005). This invited the public to apply to be a curator 

for the day, and with over 70 artworks to select from, individuals worked with the gallery team for 

an afternoon in realising an exhibition. Other models invite the audience to select works, such as Do 

It With Others (DIWO), a project hosted by Furtherfield in 2007 (See:http://www.http.uk.net/docs/

exhib12/exhibitions12.shtml). This drew reference from Fluxus’s Mail Art projects in creating an e-mail 

art exhibition where users submitted their artworks and their own ordering and selection strategies 

for public consideration. Attempting to extend the DIY ethos of early net art and tactical media, DIWO 

focussed on developing remote dialogues through networked media that would culminate in a physical 

event. Another event, Click! at the Brooklyn Museum in 2008, defined itself as a ‘crowd curated’ 

exhibition, and invited the museums visitors, online audiences and the public to be responsible for 

the selection process. Working in a similar way to Scatter, Click! asked photographers to submit their 

work, with the public then being responsible for the final selection (See: http://www.brooklynmuseum.

org/exhibitions/click/).

Figure 6: Diagram of the difference between Open & Distributive methods and Social 

approaches.
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However, these approaches take a slightly different path to what I am seeking to define. The diagram 

below visualises the difference between Open & Distributive methods and Social approaches. To an 

extent they are incomparable as they function differently, yet this diagram is a good way to clarify the 

more embedded and integrated approach that social curation takes.

My research, through its exploration, has sought to evolve through written dialogue a consciousness 

regarding the future for the practice of the curator. No longer a lone figure nestled between the triad of 

artist, artwork and audience, the curator is a key figure in art’s social relations, and through interesting 

methods and approaches, can continue to innovate and extend the boundaries of what is known and 

has already been experienced. 

5.2 DRAWING FROM PRACTICE

I now refer back to the social practices that influenced and underpinned my initial research enquiry, 

such as those discussed in Chapter 2, which I consider provide intelligent and dynamic templates for 

curatorial practice. I selected to cite these practices for their open-ended relational approaches, their 

capacity to engage audiences and participants, and their ability to reveal original contexts and new 

experiences, but also because they give the reader clear examples of how art practices can visibly 

inform curatorial practices. For example, it is easy to see how Kaprow’s Happenings can be used as 

a curatorial approach. Therefore, relational or social curation could be said to be a practice that very 

much mirrors these relational art practices, including the audience as an element of the exhibition 

process and curating an experience as much as the contents of an exhibition. 

In using social practices as starting points for establishing an idea of a more socially engaged curator, 

I propose that curators as practitioners need to move beyond the content related aspects of an 

exhibition and also encompass the contextual aspects. This includes the spatial and temporal elements 

present in an exhibition’s context, and also its socio-relational aspects. By spatial I mean the construct 

or format of an exhibition, not the site, and by temporal I mean the total event-based nature of an 

exhibition, not just the chronological duration over which it occurs. An example of this can be seen 

across the practices of Fluxus artists wherein substituting art with life (as art), their practices became 

about everyday relations with art objects and contexts - but not separate as in something we ‘go and 

see’ or ‘look at’, as we know art formally - but as part of an everyday environment, thus implanting art 

in life, and perceiving life as part of art.

In considering the approaches taken by Allan Kaprow, it is possible to see where the artist places the 
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emphasis in his work. In bracketing a period of time and defining this duration as the artistic act, his 

pieces are purely experiential and spontaneous, and include everything that happens within this space 

and time. The work is about the relationships between everything bracketed in this period of time; 

site, participants/audience, communication, exchange, ideas, objects, and so on. There is no result or 

outcome as we traditionally expect from an artwork, but the process is the result and subsequently 

the result becomes the process. Beuys in his Parallel Processes combined ephemeral and temporal 

assets such as speech and thought with physical materials. In working with temporal forms, Beuys 

and many of the other artists working within Fluxus moved towards establishing a practice founded on 

social relations and experience as opposed to art objects. Another comparison would be Live Art and 

Performance Art, with the latter being predetermined and choreographed, and the former focussed on 

live experimentation and response. My suggestion is that the social curator works in a similar way, 

with emphasis placed on the ‘event’ of the exhibition, and what occurs within both the physical and 

temporal space. 

To summarise my understanding of the Social Curator so far, I propose that there are several key 

characteristics of working in this way. These are only suggested starting points to be evolved over 

time, and are by no means definitive criteria. I have labelled them for the purposes of this research 

as method, process and context, as it reveals the triangulation possible between all aspects of the 

practice.

❈ Method: curation as an active and working practice

❈ Process: holistic and responsive

❈ Context: Their response to the works they curate should acknowledge and support the relational, 
intangible attributes of works in equal measure to the physical, tangible aspects

There are, I’m sure, many curators currently working in a similar or even identical way. Yet through 

this thesis I hope to both record and extend the dialogue around this shift in curatorial practice. As 

previously highlighted, we need to build a discursive field around such practices for them to evolve 

through language and discussion in addition to practice. Hans Ulrich Obrist’s collection of curatorial 

anthologies revealed the gap in our collective knowledge of curatorial practices, partly due to the 

behind the scenes nature of the traditional curator, but also stemming from a lack of contextual and 

critical positioning from which to catalogue and subsequently disseminate texts on this topic. 

Curators currently working with one or more of these characteristics have so far been keen to 

manipulate and adapt traditional curatorial methods, and thus still approach their work from a content-
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based perspective. One example is the performance Il Tempo Del Postino (Postman Time) devised 

and co-curated by artist Phillipe Parreno and curator Hans Ulrich Obrist for Manchester International 

Festival 2007 (See: http://www.frieze.com/:10)issue/review/il_tempo_del_postino. Defined as a ‘group 

show’, this work adopted the viewing format of an opera or other such cabaret performance, seating 

the audience in a traditional theatre and commissioning 15 well established conceptual artists to 

develop temporal works. The concept of the show posed the question: what if an exhibition was not 

about occupying space but about occupying time, and delivered to an audience instead of an audience 

visiting it. 

This model was innovative in its subversion of traditional viewing formats and exhibition expectations, 

involving the audience in a live and theatrical equivalent to a conceptual art exhibition. Yet through 

commissioning existing conceptual artists to reinterpret the format of their practices into something 

more temporal, the works still remained conceptual in their production of meaning through 

choreographed performances. If the works had focussed more on the evolution of meaning developed 

through interacting with the audience, this would have made the works temporal and social, but in 

their current form they were still dictating and delivering meaning to an audience in the same format as 

we have known for millennia. They thus adapted the format of an exhibition and its contents, making 

the exhibition into an event, but retained the emphasis on representative and conceptual art practice.

5.3 CASE: FAST AND SLOW NETWORKS

Fast and Slow Networks forms the third case in this research, and was an event that took place in 

July 2006 across two venues; a wide-beam canal barge and a 40ft shipping container. The objective 

of this case was to explore the potential of curating the spatial aspect of an exhibition to enhance the 

potential for exchange and interaction between audience members. 

The project considered the comparison of old, slow networks, such as canal networks, with their 

fast, contemporary, digital counterparts such as the Internet. The project responded to the history of 

the canal system, suggesting it as an early version of peer-to-peer exchange, supporting early social 

networking and other forms of communication. There is full documentation of the exhibition available 

online at www [dot] socialcurating [dot] info.

The project supported four artists’ work aboard the moving canal barge. The boat completed four trips 

per day over four consecutive days, and lasted for a duration of forty minutes. The invited works by 
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Graham Clayton-Chance, Katie Davies, Joe Duffy and Katy Woods were all in single channel video 

format, and were conceptually concerned with the relationship between the body and the urban 

environment. The screening began immediately after the boat left the wharf, running for a total of 

twenty-five minutes continuously, and finishing fifteen minutes before the journey completed. The 

works were rear-projected onto a 10’ x 8’ screen installed in the barge’s cabin area. 

The audience was able to stand and watch the work or sit on chairs that lined the walls of the 

cabin. The capacity of the boat was seventy, including an enclosed cabin space and a small open 

seating space at the front end. For this event it was important that the work was static, as this case 

specifically explored the curation and formation of social spaces within exhibitions. It was therefore 

decided that having work that was in any way participative would have confused the parameters of 

the study, creating uncertainty as to what extent the artworks catalysed audience interaction.

The layout of the boat space was considered so that the audience had the option to watch the work, 

watch the journey, or both. I was present on all sixteen journeys in the role of an exhibition attendant, 

and covertly observed the overall exchanges that occurred between passengers. The shipping 

container was located close to the Wharf and outside the Museum of Science and Industry in central 

Manchester. This aspect of the project formed part of the Futuresonic 2006 Festival, and hosted 

several sonic projects by members of the Liverpool-based collective SoundNetwork in addition to 

Diorama, a live work by myself and artist Gary Peploe. This case focuses on an excerpt of the overall 

show, the exhibition aboard the barge. The shipping container location and the artwork Diorama were 

intrinsic to the event’s concept as a whole and are therefore mentioned here, but were not included in 

this research study. 

5.3.1 CASE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

For this case I was interested in alternative exhibition formats and curatorial approaches that created 
space for both audience interaction and participation with artworks, and exchange between audience 
members. This case trials a method of how exhibition structures can be developed to reveal both 
social AND contextual value, and hopes to suggest new possible strategies for social 
curatorial methods.

The study looks specifically at the temporality of exhibitions: their event-based nature and the notion 
of liveness and performativity. Through confining a limited number of audience members to one space 
for forty minutes it sought to maximise the opportunity for communication and exchange to occur. In 
adapting the usual format of an exhibition screening, where the audience are free to exit the exhibition 
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space as they choose, this project lengthened the time that the audience were both present in the 
exhibition space and in relation to each other. 

This approach aimed to render the exhibition live and performative, and allow the observation and 
analysis of the communication and exchange that occurred between audience members within this 
exploratory exhibition structure. In principle it basically sought to reveal an example of curatorial 
practice, and test out an alternative approach to exhibition making.

5.3.2 CURATING A SOCIAL SPACE

 What, I want to ask, would it mean to think of art practice as the search for collaborators   

 rather than as the search for an audience? (Hutchinson)

I use this quote to set the scene for the following discussion on curating social spaces. Hutchinson 

reveals here an alternative way of thinking about art practice that can also be applied to curation. In 

considering artwork as a catalyst for exchange as opposed to a predefined knowledge repository, the 

potential of that work immediately becomes open-ended rather than closed. Hutchinson implies here 

that art practice and also curatorial practice can be open-ended, in seeking collaborators to extend the 

work in some way as opposed to an audience to view it. 

In considering curatorial practice from a similar open-ended perspective, we can see how approaching 

exhibitions for what they can reveal, rather than what they can dictate, shifts the practice of the 

curator significantly. For this case study the artwork, venue and relational context became dynamic 

parameters of an event rather than static signifiers. It looked to think outside the box and attempted 

to put aside the existing traditions and expectations of exhibitions in order to think independently and 

responsively. 

It should be noted that the case does not seek to measure the success of the method applied, nor the 

quality of exchange that occurred between audience members. Although this study is not statistical, 

in my role as exhibition attendant I observed and recorded as accurately as possible the amount of 

time that audience members spent watching the work over the four days. I have simplified it below, 

and include it as I feel it gives the reader a concrete representation of the percentages of time spent 

watching the work.
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Figure 7: A record of the amount of time spent by audiences watching a 25-minute screening 

over sixteen 40-minute boat journeys. 

For the rest of the time audience members gathered in the small front seating area of the boat, 

watching the journey and chatting. These percentages in themselves suggest that audiences often use 

exhibitions as networking opportunities, and ways of meeting others in their field. In my observation of 

the sixteen trips there was rarely a minute when conversation was minimal, and a continual number of 

new introductions between audience members occurred. 

Taking its cue from the open-ended works of Beuys et al, the piece broke down the norms of exhibition 

structures, adapting them in order to establish something different. Instead of focussing solely on the 

artworks, it sought to focus on the relational space of an exhibition, the spaces in-between works 

where transactions occur. This conditional space is brought to life through audience members, and 

contextualised through the collision of creative context, audience engagement and site. Similar to 

live and performative works, this approach is about what will be revealed, rather than what currently 

exists. In bookending it, a durational period was established in which the audience formed part of the 

work. Drawing reference from Kaprow’s Happenings, where a context was established by the artist 

and in the time that the audience were invited to spend with this conceptual frame, was the essence 

of the practice. This essence was only revealed through the audiences’ participation, placing them 

directly as the locus of the work itself. 

The flexibility or elasticity of exhibition formats, when developed with time and duration as their 

main focus, becomes interesting. The manipulability and manoeuvrability that a curator has at their 

fingertips becomes infinite, revealing a whole terrain of alternative time-based exhibition structures 
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Barge exhibition view.
Interval, Bridgewater Canal, Manchester. 
July 2006. 
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Barge exhibition view.
Interval, Bridgewater Canal, Manchester. 
July 2006. 
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Barge exhibition view and networking space view.
Interval, Bridgewater Canal, Manchester. 
July 2006. 
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Barge exhibition view and networking space view.
Interval, Bridgewater Canal, Manchester. 
July 2006. 
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Barge exhibition view and networking space view.
Interval, Bridgewater Canal, Manchester. 
July 2006. 
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Barge Journey view.
Interval, Bridgewater Canal, Manchester. 
July 2006. 



136

that embody liveness and exchange. O’Reilly writes of live art, “the immediacy of live action is utterly 

tied to its location in more pragmatic and divisive ways. The primacy of the body is an immutable pre-

requisite that establishes the artwork in the here and now” (O’Reilly 2005). We are not so concerned 

here with the politic of the body in space, but rather with situatedness. As O’Reilly describes, location 

is central to live practices, not only as a physical platform, but also as a condition of the work itself. 

The same can thus be argued to apply to exhibitions curated in a social manner but with a slight 

difference in the agenda of the event. Exhibitions, whether curated socially or in more traditional object 

focussed formats, are, on the bottom line, platforms for showing artworks. Live art is much more action 

based, but still places emphasis on the conditional space of the event to produce meaning from a 

specific and situated interaction. 

Thus, in curating a social space, the artwork is of course the primary focus, but also becomes a 

condition of the event alongside the site and context. The agenda of the exhibition thus shifts to the 

social interactions and exchanges that are catalysed by the artworks, and the meaning extracted and 

revealed by them.

5.3.3 PROCESS AND REFLECTION

Such approaches reveal in them the flaws and loopholes that come with unknown entities, and 

especially those that are concerned with working with the chaos of everyday life – people, 

relationships, experience, etc. In planning this event it was difficult not allow the artwork to become 

a facet of the event, such as the boat journey or other. The artwork formed the context of the event, 

it was the exhibitive element that allowed for other instances to be revealed, such as the audience 

being an audience, and the space between the active exhibition structure being a study that could be 

examined and evaluated.

The social space that was sought was a delicate space, temporary and elusive, and habited between 

the work and the structure of the event. Formed only by the presence of the audience, and thus 

different on every journey, the ephemerality of it allowed for anything to be possible, and awarded the 

curator a free rein to guide and shape what they sought to explore through the creation of this context. 
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5.4 STRUCTURES OF EXCHANGE

 I don’t think about us making history. I’ve tried to think of us making meaning.
 (Halbreich in Marincola, 2001:106)

Bostad et al (2004), in reference to Bakhtin’s Dialogism, describe Meaning as a ‘relational phenomenon 

that is situated, and can only occur in the loci where specific addressivity meets specific response-

ibility’. They continue to state that ‘meaning springs out of dialogue and belongs to dialogue, making 

dialogue a core aspect of all forms of culture’. To perhaps position Dialogism a little more clearly 

I quote the following: ‘The philosophy of dialogism implies a qualitatively different approach to 

understanding culture, for example in its epistemological focus on intersubjectivity and its dynamic 

way of linking specific utterances to ‘living tradition’. Meaning is dialogically viewed as an emergent 

phenomenon, integrating aspects of both the immediate and the historical social contexts of 

performance. Such an approach implies a universal epistemological orientation towards wholeness 

that is common to both everyday life and to works of art’.

The conditional space created through the temporal dimension of socially engaged exhibitions reveals, 

through its connectedness, Meaning beyond that which can be achieved through static, content-

focussed approaches. Drawing from the above quotes on Bakhtin’s Dialogism, it can be argued that 

Meaning emerging from social curatorial approaches is very much dialogical and grounded in the 

everyday, rather than specific to a closed context. Social exhibition structures, or structures of and/

or for exchange, position the relations between audience, artwork, context and site at the very core 

of their practice. The immediacy, or presence, thus established creates the site for exchange (as 

visualised in the diagrams below). 

Figure 8: Diagram showing two different curatorial approaches.
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As can be seen from these two diagrams, the aim of social curation is to create the site where 

presence can occur, and with this, new boundaries, new forms of exchange and thus new significance. 

The difference of the two diagrams being that the first (left) visualisation positions social interaction 

crossing all four-exhibition conditions, with each being in fixed relation to the other. The second (right) 

diagram presents a more open perspective, with social interaction as a central force, and where all 

exhibition conditions are of equal relevance and overlap each other, allowing much more room for 

new potential.   

5.5 CASE: TURNSTILE

Turnstile forms the fourth case in this research, and was a series of three consecutive one-day 

exhibitions that sought to make visible the social aspects of an art exhibition. 

The project observed and extracted the most social aspect of an exhibition - the preview event - and 

centralised it. This shortening of what is traditionally a durational event into something small and 

focussed, aimed to make an audience take notice of something they usually take for granted. Through 

making visible the social conventions of an exhibition, repeating them, making it strange - absurd 

almost, new social contexts were able to form. People were encouraged to both question it and to get 

to know it in a different way. There is full documentation of the exhibition available online at www 

[dot] socialcurating [dot] info.

Turnstile took place over a period of three days in July 2007, at the Holden Gallery in central 

Manchester. The project was based on a general observation by myself that many people only visit 

exhibitions once. Through observing audiences visiting gallery exhibitions I confirmed that the preview 

events drew the highest attendance figures, with only a small percentage of people returning to see 

the exhibition again at a later date. This observation is backed up by publicly available audience figures 

and is referenced by Lord, 2001; Message, 2006; Marincola, 2006.

The format of Turnstile aimed to mimic an audience’s actions and flow, redesigning an exhibition 

format so the preview event became the overall exhibition. Critically, this shortened the time-window 

in which the audience got to see the three exhibitions, and increased the scope of each event from a 

social gathering or network opportunity where the work is casually observed (encouraging the viewer 

to return if interested), to a concentrated period in which to both network and address the work. This 

generated an intensity around the exhibitions, attracting a high number of visitors across all three days. 
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Each exhibition was thematically different: Day 1 was titled Successful Failure; Day 2, Outside of 

Parallel; and Day 3, Portable Rest. Each day the artists had from 10am till 5pm to install their work, 

with a 3-hour preview event open between 5-8pm, followed by a 2-hour uninstall period. Such narrow 

time constraints were too limiting for many works, with a major selection criterion of initial work being 

speed and simplicity of installation.

The exhibition attempted to generate continuity over the three evenings through providing the 

audience with small coloured tags to pin on their clothing. Each colour-coded tag had a 1, 2 or 3 on it 

and was given out at the entrance. This aimed to provide a system where audience members could see 

who had been at the previous openings and whom they may or may not have met.

Image of 1,2,3 Tags.

5.5.1 CASE AIMS AND OBJECTIVES

This case sought generally to test out another social curatorial approach, this time perceiving the 

whole exhibition itself as a social space. Developing out of the previous case study, this curatorial 

approach combined the space for networking with the space for exhibition, rendering the whole 

construct a live and dialogical space. 

Through breaking down and adapting an exhibition structure, but this time extracting a single aspect of 

it to work with, the objective of this study was to reveal the dynamism and potential of live curatorial 

methods in creating significant starting points for future endeavours. The sub aims of the case were to 
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create a visible network of audience attendance through tagging, providing automatic links between 

audience members. It also aimed to generate a more intensive exchange between visitors, as the 

conditions of exhibition were much more concentrated. 

Through repetition, it tested the evolution of the idea or approach, the difference occurring across the 

three events. Gilles Deleuze’s articulations of two types of repetition are as follows: static repetition, 

which concerns only the overall, abstract effect, and dynamic repetition, which concerns the active 

cause. The second kind Deleuze likens to ‘the evolution of a bodily movement’ and a pure dynamism 

that creates a corresponding space (Deleuze, 1994:22/23). In viewing the complex repetition of 3 

events back to back, this study hoped to reveal dynamism in the meaning generated by the three 

events.

5.5.2 ART EVENT AS SOCIAL SPACE
 

Turnstile as a curatorial concept explored the potential for locating people within a space and 

timeframe. Through the exhibition’s overall agenda of producing conditions for exchange, this study 

took a further step in beginning to locate its audience within the space and timeframe through 

assigning tags to each visitor. Based on the basic principles of meta tagging and geo tagging, this 

method helped to visibly position people in relation to others by asking them to wear small coloured 

discs pinned to their clothing (as previous image).

This system enabled the audience to see who had attended on which day, and who they may have met 

before. It also provided a sense of connection within a disparate group of people, linking attendees 

of specific days to each other through common ground. The diagram below gives the reader an idea 

of the use of this system; it is slightly inaccurate due to the complexity of recording the tags of every 

audience member correctly, especially during busy entrance and exit times. (It should be noted that this 

diagram is solely to provide an example, and is not meant to be viewed as hard data.)

This system could only have worked well in similar circumstances, with the repetitive nature of the 

study providing an excellent framework for carrying out such an endeavour. Again, to reiterate this 

thesis’ aims, all studies are concerned with testing approaches and methods as opposed to measuring 

the quality or quantity of audience experience. This, I am aware, would give this research a whole 

other dimension, but it has been important to set limits to what the research will cover and can 

evaluate. For more suggestions in this potential future area of interest, please see the final section in 

this chapter, Ideas on the Table.



141

Figure 9: Diagram of audience attendance over 3 days.

Through focussing on the private view or preview event, this study maximised the timeframe in 

which social exchange could occur within an exhibition format. Through curating the ‘conditions for 

exchange’ from a slightly evolved perspective to the previous case study, this approach took a step 

further in beginning to visualise physically the conditions present in the space. In observing these 

conditions and providing a classification for them to be measured and analysed, new techniques have 

been offered that generate sociality within exhibitions. 

In Turnstile the works curated again were static. They were all media-based, but without any 

interactive elements. Again this was to not create confusion between the multiple types of social 

spaces that would occur when curating interactive or participative works. Approaches such as these, 

which are templated from relational artworks, have been designed with the curation of social practices 

in mind. The recognition of the importance of the relational space of a piece of work by a curator 

occurs already; it is the curation of that space as equally important to the art object or piece itself that 

we need to strive towards. 
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Exhibition View.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Exhibition View.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Number Tags.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Exhibition View.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Number Tags.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 

Exhibition View.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Exhibition View.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Exhibition View.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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Number Tags.
Turnstile, Interval, The Holden Gallery, Manchester. 
July 2007. 
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5.5.3 PROCESS AND REFLECTION

The concentrated aspect of this event made it a very tight conceptual study of something that would 

function entirely differently if it were to be of a standard time-length. An exhibition spanning several 

weeks or months, as is the norm would be impossible to observe in such a manner and produce very 

extended results. 

As traditional methods of curation have become mainstream, so have such extended opening times. 

This makes sense in terms of maximising the availability of the work to an audience, but not to be able 

to curate such an intense dialogical space. Shorter and more durational opening times for exhibitions 

presenting specific types of processual works would be an alternative option, and one that denotes a 

significant shift from a major gallery’s or museum’s usual way of functioning. For smaller, more flexible 

spaces this approach would be less of a problem to implement, but still raise broader questions from a 

mainstream art perspective. 

5.6 SUMMARISING SOCIAL CURATION

The final two sections of this chapter provide a brief synopsis of where this research currently 

positions itself within a critical field, and future ideas for research. These sections stand apart from 

the overall chapter summary and the subsequent formal conclusion that summarise the achievements 

of the chapter and the overall research respectively, and reiterate both its critical and methodological 

contributions to knowledge. 

Social Curation has developed through this research study from an initial notion to something much 

more tangible and possible. My hope is that it will begin to catalyse further strategies for sociability in 

curatorial presentation, and contribute to a field of curatorial discourse spanning various 

artistic genres. 

Through this thesis I have considered its foundations, conditions and several practical incarnations 

of how it can function and what it can achieve. In terms of its positioning within a field, it is aimed 

specifically at the fields of curating both media and other participative practices, and toward curators 

looking for ways to begin exploring alternative strategies of sociable presentation. 

The approaches I present here are not specific to, but orientated towards social practices, and are 

not intended as direct templates for future approaches. They should be used as starting points for 
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curatorial practice, inspiring holistic and engaged approaches that seek to open out instead of close 

down value sets. 

I have presented here, in the final two case studies specifically, two approaches to curating from this 

perspective. For each, I have sought to think of the exhibition as a metaphorical ‘piece of work’, to 

remind myself that it is a practice rather than a role that I am assuming, and that it thus has outcomes 

and manifestations. 

This approach to curation is not limited to works with social aspects, and can be used to inspire more 

holistic approaches to curating a whole range of media. It has obviously been developed primarily with 

social practices in mind, but this is not to say it cannot be engaged toward an exhibition of 

traditional forms. 

The issue that would occur, however, is one previously discussed in this chapter, that of suitability. 

Social curation deals first and foremost with the context of practices, and not the content. Thus, 

in developing, for example, an exhibition of renaissance paintings, this approach would not be 

appropriate as these are contextually closed objects, and are not meant to have or be appreciated for 

any context outside of the visual.

Social curation has thus been evolved to offer a relevant alternative to displaying and situating social 

practices in particular, and to perhaps end some of the compromises made in trying to shoehorn 

relational practices into static exhibition formats.

Social curation is not a romanticised notion; it is a practical approach, established by a curator 

with a varied practical background. It is working toward establishing curating as a primary practice, 

and through this translation of practice into dialogue, contributes toward a growing critical field of 

associated discourse.

5.7 IDEAS ON THE TABLE

I wanted to bring together the number of connected ideas and trains of thought that have come to light 

during the process of completing this research study. As much of the area I have written about is fairly 

new and little established, there have been interesting nuggets for future research trajectories that 

have continually arisen, but that this research was not able to include within its scope. Many of these 



152

have been practical ideas for future curatorial presentation, and others, more critical strategies. 

My intention here is to begin to scatter a trail of nourishing breadcrumbs, suggesting future points 

for associated study. This research has very much become a way of being and a way of thinking for 

me, and I aim to continue working in this way. However, a lone figure walking a line is not enough to 

sustain and nurture a dialogue, especially one that requires presence and engagement in order to be 

fully realised. There are many others whose practices overlap with mine, so I am not alone in many of 

the contexts that I discuss and present, but I invite you as the reader to contribute to this evolving web 

of relationships.

The semantics of social curation are formulated around the principle that artworks are inherently 

social, and need to be presented and contextualised accordingly. As the term Dialogism suggests, 

‘works of art cannot be limited by visuality instead they are lived experiences based on contextual 

reciprocity’ (Kac in Bostad et al, 2004:205). It also assumes that presenting artworks in a social fashion 

requires a certain sociality in the curatorial approach. Thus social curation presents a dialogue, which 

seeks to embed the curatorial approach within the relational or the everyday. This then opens the 

process up to interpretation, translation and reconfiguration, and the development of new relational 

structures and strategies. 

I visualised, in the final section of Chapter 4, Openness and Open-Endedness, in my diagram of a web 

4.0 model translated into a social curatorial model, an open and relational realisation. This saw related 

objects or conditions are freely connected in meaningful ways. As web 4.0 is coined to be all about 

serendipity, I see much potential in social curation functioning in a similar way. 

Looking at collective methods and collaborative processes for ways of revealing sociality in 

approaches, and research methodologies such as the bricolage, all enable multiple ways of seeing the 

physical, the social and the cultural. Drawing from Bakhtin again, there is a need to see ‘beyond’ what 

is given, and in taking curation ‘beyond’, view it as emergent and dynamic as opposed to stable and 

given (Bostad et al, 2004:2). This expanded thinking enables consideration of our ways of operating and 

the nature of the knowledge produced as inseparable from their contexts. 

5.8 SUMMARY

This chapter has built on the previous chapter, which established curators as active practitioners. It 

has furthered this discussion through revealing ways that curators can both think about and develop 

exhibitions from a social perspective. Through developing and using the term Social Curator, I have 

begun to establish a working language and critical dialogue that I hope will in future catalyse 
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discussion and debate in regard to its working potential, and also how it can begin to be integrated 

into, and responded to, more widely across existing curatorial practices.

It began by considering open-source curatorial approaches that introduced an open and transparent 

way of thinking about curation, underpinning the upcoming discussion on how art methodologies and 

approaches have informed curation. I summarised this section with a working rhetoric on my current 

understanding of the social curator, aiming to position the reader at a point of perspective. 

Through the two case studies in this chapter, I have sought to exemplify approaches to curating 

socially that embody the many things talked about in this thesis. Both of these studies could have 

been much more focussed on specific aspects of social curating, but this is what this thesis is 

working towards: an understanding of the social curator. Each case history therefore works on several 

levels. Firstly, they provide two working examples of the premise of social curation, detailing their 

approaches, concepts and outcomes. Secondly, each study contributes and connects to a wider field 

of curatorial dialogue, linking to current debates surrounding the issues prevalent in curating media 

arts and other social practices. Finally, each case presents a new and original way of generating fresh 

ideas and trajectories for further research. Both cases have inspired new questions and raise pressing 

issues, many of which I’m sure I am not aware of, that will be revealed by others overlapping interests 

and perspectives. But this is the point. 

The chapter finally concluded with two short sections both summarising and opening out this research 

enquiry for future interpretation and expansion. As a practice in flux, fluid and dynamic, curation and 

social curation will continue to evolve and inform each other; these last two dialogues are an official 

invitation for this to happen.

❈❈
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This methodological appendix contextualises the approaches and decisions made in this research 

study. I selected to place this chapter at the end of my thesis in order to avoid breaking up the flow of 

research content and to dedicate a clear chapter to the ways in which this research was implemented 

and evaluated.

The methods that have been used are entirely reflective of the research process as a whole, and 

embody fully the performative context that this research has strived to achieve. I propose the methods 

outlined below as threads running throughout the enquiry and helping to position it within the wider 

framework of artistic research. 

Considering the methods as threads enables a shared visualisation of how the methods work in 

relation to this thesis. They can be considered in relation to Deleuze and Guattari’s “line of flight’ 

(Deleuze and Guattari, 2004), a form of line that escapes both control and structure. Used in their work 

to describe a rhizome, it is a nomadic line offering a different dimension and an alternative process of 

thought. I purposely do not use this term as it represents much more than this thesis requires of it, so 

instead I draw analogy to specific operations of it. 

There are several different types of thread that run through this research, that can be considered 

the main research approaches. These are as follows; Reflexive methodologies, Action Research, 

and Informed and Hybrid approaches. These threads are not parallel to each other but intersect and 

triangulate throughout the practical experiments and the written discussion. They provide a natural 

categorisation of the methods outlined in this chapter, and make transparent the processes of this 

research. 

The Reflexive Thread outlines the trajectory taken by the research, detailing decisions regarding 

approach, context, the researcher’s expertise and the research situation and associated issues. 

The second is an Action Thread; this describes the participative approach to this research and 

the development of a research structure. The third is the Innovation Thread that summarises the 

approaches unique to this research.

 

6.0 Ways of Doing and Ways of Being - Research Methodology
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6.1 RESEARCH THROUGH PRACTICE 

 What distinguishes the map from the tracing is that it is entirely orientated towards   

 experimentation with the real. The map does not reproduce an unconscious closed in on itself;  

 it constructs the unconscious. (Deleuze and Guattari 2004)

To articulate the approach of this research, it could be metaphorically defined as a map, representing 

relations between elements rather than fixed symbols. This dynamic activity, rather than static 

description, represents the action of discovery, rather than the discovered. 

This section begins with a perspective of the field in which this thesis sits, and, to a wider extent, 

articulates. A large amount of energy went into ensuring a complete understanding of the field of 

practice-led research. It seemed critical, as a practical researcher, that not only was a complete 

overview of the contextual field required, but also a solid grasp of the growing pedagogical field to 

which the research activity itself contributes. This activity of digesting the processes and associated 

issues of practice-led research has, in turn, contributed hugely towards an ability to review and 

evaluate artistic and curatorial practices from the perspective of functionality over aesthetic. It has also 

provided a comprehension of how this research can contribute to the wider field of practical research, 

and how perhaps through its original and innovative methods it can help advance understanding of the 

contribution of such research approaches.

I intentionally weave in a significant number of quotes from other critics and researchers in this section 

in order to reflect the multitude of voices contributing to, and representing, this ongoing dialogue. In 

navigating my way through the multitude of cross-disciplinary perspectives on this topic, I have come to 

settle with several perspectives that I feel generally summarise and articulate the dynamism of practice 

in relation to the transparency, rigour and transferability of research.

 

The terms ‘practice-based research’ and ‘practice-led research’, both reflect the expansion in emphasis 

that has occurred within research disciplines, from research about the visual arts and artists, 

predominantly carried out by critics, theoreticians, historians, etc (Frayling 1993), to research into art, 

through art, or for art (Douglas, Gray, and Scopa 2000). 

A defining point regarding practice-led research (PLR) is the recognition that there is not one model that 

fits all, and as Douglas, Gray and Scopa write of the idea of a single model, ‘this appears a particularly 

absurd solution in a discipline that celebrates individualism, whose lifeblood is innovation, if not 
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anarchy’ (Douglas, Gray, and Scopa 2000). Thus each individual research project must establish its own 

dynamic. This dynamic should pinpoint the role of practice in relationship to a particular question or set 

of issues that the research project aims to address (Barrett and Bolt 2007:5). In locating the research, 

clarity is achieved, enabling informed choices and clear research motives.

Contrary to traditional research paradigms, but key to alternative creative arts methodologies, is 

the centralisation of the practice within the research investigation. PLR focuses on asking questions 

through action, critically reflecting through ‘the doing’ of the activity itself. Similar to the principles 

of action-based learning, PLR works on the premise that knowledge is generated through action and 

intentional, explicit reflection on that action. Barrett writes ‘we cannot separate knowledge to be 

learned from situations in which it is used. Thus, situated enquiry or learning demonstrates a unity 

between problem, context and solution’; for example, this thesis in its ‘dialogical relationship between 

practice and critical writing, aims to create new relations of knowledge subsequent to production’ 

(Barrett and Bolt 2007:7).

The subjective nature of arts research in itself is an ongoing action-based development and 

contextualisation of a shared discourse, establishing emergent methodologies alongside traditional 

ones as opposed to beneath them. This ‘springboarding’ of traditional methods in order to inform 

and evolve emergent methods, and thus obtain personal goals, results in research that is ultimately 

interdisciplinary through its relationality (Haseman 2007:148). In my use of emergent methodologies 

(and as in any yet unformulated creative research), I have gained a lot of knowledge through 

contrasting traditional methods with emergent ones, not just to justify the validity of such methods but 

to expand on them, thus bridging subjective and objective categories of knowledge and evolving new 

hybrid models. 

6.1.1 ASSOCIATED ISSUES

In order to further contextualise PLR, it is helpful to consider its associated issues. These continue to 

evolve and resolve in line with the development of the field, but offer useful insights into key problems.

PLR is problematic to many as it cannot merely be subsumed under traditional research paradigms, and 

nor does it wish to. It is distinct in its research approach, evolved from the longstanding and accepted 

working methods and practices of artists and practitioners across the spectrum of creative disciplines 

(Gray and Malins 1995:4). Therefore its issues continue to evolve and resolve in line with the 
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development of the field, but continue to provide an essential back-catalogue documenting all stages of 

the field’s evolution.

Malins and Grey write that ‘the criteria for the evaluation of this kind of research is generated by the 

researcher/practitioner and the nature and context of the project, and is not entirely subject to external 

objective, scientific, positivistic criteria’ (Barrett and Bolt 2007:2). This positions the very nature of 

PLR in flux, as it is not yet established enough to break free of the confines of traditional research 

paradigms, yet continues to be haunted by the art of comparison. 

Barrett writes on Bourdieu’s notion of Reflexivity; ‘Because of its inbuilt reflexivity, the emergent aspect 

of artistic research methodology may be viewed as a positive feature to be factored into the design of 

research projects rather than as a flaw to be understated or avoided’ (Barrett and Bolt 2007:8/9).

Barrett and Bolt (2007:2) explain that ‘what constitutes the very strength of practice-based research 

is the personally situated, interdisciplinary and emergent approaches, often contradictory of what 

is expected of research’. Rowe, in his comments on PLR, suggests that interdisciplinary research is 

a critical step in the evolution of research on complex issues. He continues to make some very lucid 

suggestions concerning the role of creative researchers in both articulating and elaborating how 

creative practice can engage with, and extend, theoretical and philosophical paradigms. This, he 

considers, requires thinking beyond merely ‘generating appropriate discourse to establish the value of 

their activities as research’, but extends to the opening up of possibilities for ‘refiguring and expanding 

research, knowledge and cultural capital’ (Barrett and Bolt 2007:8/9).

6.2 BRICOLAGE

Creative models of research are often described as somewhat unsystematic and scattered. In the 

complexity of arts practice, where methods evolve in response to situations and actions, a multi-mode 

approach is required, and as Kincheloe suggests, ‘one that focuses on the webs of relationships instead 

of things in themselves’, thus forming an interwoven set of practices, or a bricolage.

 The product of the bricoleur’s labour is a bricolage, a complex, dense, reflexive, collage-like  

 creation that represents the researcher’s images, understandings and interpretations of the  

 world...” (Grey and Malins 2004)
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Denzin and Lincoln (2000) talk about ‘blurred genres’ in relation to bricolage, alluding to the shift in 

focus of traditional research to the very edges of what is known. This is where we begin to consider the 

borders and overlaps between disciplines, the unfamiliar and unchartered, pioneering interdisciplinarity 

and employing the analytical frames of more than one discipline. I consider that the above embodies art 

practice per se, enunciating clearly the complexity of its nature.

In searching for an approach that would allow me to adequately reflect on the transient nature of 

experience and the ephemeral act of a creative process, my enquiry led me to the practice of multiple 

methods. Still grounded within disciplinary objectives, this mode reflected the relationship between 

the theoretical and philosophical aspects of the research act. Kincheloe (2005:325) proposes that the 

actions of the bricoleur exist in a zone of complexity; actively constructing research methods from 

the tools at hand, and avoiding pre-existing guidelines developed outside the domain of enquiry. In 

response to this complexity he appropriately labels the bricoleur as a ‘methodological negotiator’. He 

defines their entrance into the research act as a form of ‘tinkering’, a term used by Strauss to suggest 

the iterative process of construction and reconstruction. Such fluid conditions, states Kincheloe, negate 

the practice of planning research strategies in advance, hence the term ‘methodological negotiator’.

 In its embrace of complexity, the bricolage constructs a far more active role for humans   

 both in shaping reality and in creating the research process and narratives that represent it.  

 (Kincheloe 2005:325)

The aspect of the term bricolage that I identify with and turn to in relation to this research is one 

that enables multiple ways of seeing the physical, the social and the cultural. This is reflected in the 

methods used within the three main threads, Reflexive, Action and Innovation, thus the bricolage I refer 

to is a web of these different approaches. This expanded thinking enables consideration of inherent 

ways of operating, and the nature of the knowledge produced as inseparable from their contexts, thus 

allowing the researcher as a bricoleur to work with the grain and texture of processes, relationships 

and interconnections.

6.3 THE REFLEXIVE THREAD

PLR is a somewhat complex and messy affair in a number of ways. The art of situated enquiry 
in demonstrating a unity between problem, context and solution is not a clean-cut process, but 
involves a combination of approaches. This complexity or messiness is reflective of everyday 
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life, where a multitude of options, routes and voices are present at all times. I propose the 
notion of a ‘situated messiness’ in relation to this thesis, as I think that in suggesting a 
position, or a starting point, messiness becomes somewhat less abstract and workable with.

Within this thread a number of approaches are described that have enabled me to work with 
the complexity of my research questions. Through a requirement to evaluate and assess 
the intangible, I set up here the ways that have enabled me to contextualise what I do, and 
translate my findings into real outcomes.

6.3.1 SITUATED KNOWLEDGE

 Something that we know when no one asks us, but no longer know when we are supposed to  

 give an account of it, is something that we need to remind ourselves of.  

 (Wittgenstein 1958:36)

Barrett writes that limiting a study to those things that can be exactly measured means denying many 

of the advantages of alternative modes of enquiry (Barrett and Bolt 2007:4). Since practice-based 

research is motivated by emotional, personal and subjective concerns, she states that it operates not 

only on the basis of explicit and exact knowledge, but also on that of tacit knowledge. 

This inherent practitioner knowledge is not to be underestimated, but rather used to critically position 

the individual in relation to the dynamic of their research project. The use of this “tacit” or “embedded” 

knowledge, I consider is to be relied upon to profile both individuality and originality in a research 

process, and define why the researcher is best placed to be carrying out that particular research in 

the outset. 

This subjective and personal trait of creative research needs to be articulated in a robust enough way 

to be objective and able to be generalised, but at the same time remain a true account of emotional 

thought and action. Only through clearly recognising the unique knowledge held by the artist/researcher 

can this be used to re-insert the self and lived experience in the research account. This ‘embodied 

vision’ involves seeing something from somewhere. It links experience, practice and theory to produce 

situated knowledge, knowledge that operates in relation to established knowledge and thus has the 

capacity to extend or alter what is known (Barrett 2007:145).
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“An innovative dimension of this subjective approach to research lies in its capacity to bring into view, 

particularities that reflect new social and other realities either marginalised or not yet recognised in 

established social practices and discourses.” (Barrett and Bolt 2007:4)

Barrett and Bolt (2007) refer to Bourdieu’s notion of intuitive knowledge as ‘the logic of practice’, where 

strategies are not pre-determined, but emerge and operate according to specific demands of action and 

movement in time. Barrett (2007:4) cites Grenfell and James in her argument regarding the role of art in 

the production of knowledge; they maintain that the acquisition of knowledge may thus be understood 

as what they define as a ‘sense activity’, involving relations between individual subjectivities and 

objective phenomena - including mental phenomena, knowledge and ideas.

The relational capacity of the practitioner’s situated and epistemological knowledge in conjunction 

produces ‘reflexivity’ only possible by that individual practitioner. Through this written account of my 

research process I fabricate this inherent knowing through the articulation of my argument. My thesis 

articulates and makes transparent my practice and its processes, and through reflecting on the tacit 

nature of what I do, I am able to describe and thus evolve my thinking through the writing process.

6.3.2 INVENTION AND ARGUMENT

 Invention begins when what signifies exceeds its signification - when what means one thing,  

 or conventionally functions in one role, discloses other possibilities. (Carter 2007:15)

I want to briefly touch on Invention, as I consider it an interesting way of revealing how my argument 

is manifest through my practice. Carter (2007) describes Invention as a state of being that allows a 

state of becoming to emerge. As artists we function in the ambiguous realm of invention, exploring the 

liminal space opened up in-between the processes of decontextualisation (in which found elements 

are rendered strange) and recontextualisation (where new families of association and structures of 

meaning are established).

Rhetoric is also inherent within works of art. On the one hand it functions to serve as a way of 

positioning the piece within a field of enquiry, and could be described as the way in which an artwork 

makes manifest its questions and the point at which new dialogue can begin. However, within practice-

led research, the role of rhetoric becomes more than simply a persuasion or a touchstone towards an 

abstract concept or notion, but takes on a much more serious form. 
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This evolution of rhetoric into argument is key to the level of critical thinking that practice in a research 

context is required to operate at. Haseman (2007) writes that ‘practice-led research in its emergent 

approach is required to raise the level of critical practice and theorising around practice in a more 

rigorous and open way than professional practice alone is able to achieve’. Thus Invention, in realising 

a third space where transformation can take place, plays a critical role in both positioning and guiding 

the argument within practice. 

6.4 THE ACTION THREAD

I have always been aware of the fragmented nature of my research, and the need to bind it together 

through method. Accordingly, I have referred to examples of bricolage in both writing and practice 

[Benjamin: 1999, Deleuze and Guattari: 1972, Bricolabs - www.bricolabs.net], and discussed ways of 

revealing insight through mess. Drawing on Deleuze and Guattari ‘s identification of the bricoleur as 

the schizophrenic producer, I have sought to develop coherent and interlocking methods capable of 

revealing the complexity of the social phenomena I have been exploring. This next section introduces 

the action-based methods I have used. A significant part of this describes the combined art organisation 

and curatorial platform that I established for the purpose of this research, and the multiple levels that 

this functions on as a framework for my research enquiry.

The discussion in this section is heavily influenced by the work of the German social theorist 

Niklas Luhmann, and his writings on art as a social system. Luhrmann (2000) understands art as an 

‘autopoietic system’ (a term originally coined by Humberto Maturana and Francisco Varela), meaning 

a self-referential, recursive system that is ‘operationally closed’ and yet shares a ‘structural coupling’ 

with its environment (O’Reilly 2006). The idea is of a reflexive artwork, a reflexive practice that poses 

questions, a system that that incorporates the relation between itself and its environment into its 

processes’ (O’Reilly 2006). O’Reilly maintains that ‘the work itself poses questions and puzzles and by 

doing so differentiates a realised space from an unmarked, potential space’. Those engaging with the 

work inhabit this space of possibility, and thereby determine it. 

Although both Luhmann and Art and Language (2005) use the above term in reference to artworks 

themselves, I am interested in their articulation of a reflexive practice and how this can be applied to 

curatorial practice. This would shift the nature of the exhibition itself to being equivalent of that of an 

artwork or art practice. I draw reference to Luhmann’s idea of practice as not being solely concerned 

with agency, or the work’s effectiveness, but rather the work’s understanding of itself, revealing the 
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possibility for an exhibition to raise questions about itself and its environment. O’Reilly (2006) says 

of an artwork’s externality; ‘the work’s significance does not reside solely in its context (as in an 

institutional theory of art) but in the fact that the artwork “knows about its context from within” and 

is secure in its own indeterminancy. It effectively arbitrates how it is encountered but the implication 

is also that the work that the artwork does or doesn’t do is contingent on a broader concept of the 

artwork itself’.

6.4.1 PERFORMATIVE AND PARTICIPATORY METHODS 

 Practice brings into being what, for want of a better word, it names. The research process   

 inaugurates movement and transformation. It is performative. (Barrett and Bolt 2007:150)

The practical nature of this thesis embodies its participatory and often performative nature. My 

curatorial role is central to this research; I have been careful not to heavily theorise my part in this 

thesis, or abstract it too much. In defining myself as a curatorial practitioner, my contribution is unique 

from that of an artistic practitioner or a critical theorist.

I wanted to find a way to establish an approach that was process led and revealed the complexities 

of curating exhibitions and dealing with artworks. My intention was for the emergent methodology 

to exist as a way of thinking and being. I required it to be performative and embody liveness in its 

pursuits, but at the same time be reflective and to an extent self-aware. Deleuze defines Art in terms 

of its possibility and the way in which it can mobilise thinking. He considers Art as a tool of expansion 

and transformation, therefore, in itself, an event. The essence of the bricoleur encapsulates this fluidity, 

enabling a higher level of thinking and operating than traditional methodologies permit.

I see myself as a type of performer, as what I do is live and temporal. My practice is, of course, highly 

supported and contextualised by the frameworks established to support it, but on the whole it is 

essentially responsive and concerned with the action and moment of exhibition. 
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6.4.2 THE PARTICIPATIVE ACT

 It is useful to view the enquiry as praxis- a movement between what is known and what will  

 be revealed. (Barrett and Bolt 2007)

Through both my methodological approach and my research interests the notion of the ‘participative 

act’ is central. This transitional space where the inaugural movement from passive to active occurs 

creates social relevance beyond that of any artistic intention or relational technology. In pinpointing the 

contribution of this act and its associated meanings, the methods I use attempt to freeze-frame it in a 

variety of ways, considering the point at which an artwork becomes an event. 

The overall process of reviewing my field contained a lot of reading, visiting exhibitions, meeting people 

and in general, life experience. This active participation contributes to the multilayered reflections on 

both my research process and the methods employed, bringing the thesis to life. 

This participative approach applies specifically to the case studies, where the events were developed 

within the context of the research framework but existed in the real world. This is to say they were not 

choreographed in any way other than the provision of a situation and space for something to develop. 

I next refer to some of the starting points and influences of this research project, all of which were 

participatory and an active element of my initial contextual review. I consider that they help to reveal to 

the reader the performative aspect of my early research investigations, and how these in turn informed 

the theoretical material that was also underpinning my practice.

As part of my initial enquiry, I took part in several workshops with both contemporary media artists and 

a digital artist. The first was led by artists Nina Pope and Karen Guthrie, and explored the processes 

through which artists come to understand and contextualise their practice. The duo has an action-based 

practice, encompassing re-enactment, live durational performance and a variety of interventional works 

(See http://www.somewhere.org). This workshop was centred on their decision-making processes in 

fleshing out social and critical issues in planning live and participative projects.

The workshop explored a technique called SWOT/PEST (Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, Threats 

and Political, Economic, Socio-Cultural, Technological), a predictive tool that considers both the micro 

and macro environment of your specific project. Pope and Guthrie in their practice use this method to 

both brainstorm and reveal techniques applicable to a variety of real-life situations, enabling them to 
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position their projects at a point of observation. I was interested in both their critical approach and 

artistic intentions in devising such projects, and, as artists, what value was placed on the participative 

act. I have used this tool on many occasions since to break down and reveal the links between how art 

practices work with, and are embedded within, the everyday. 

The second workshop was with artist and technologist Christian Nold. His Biomapping project had 

recently been tested at a workshop run by the ICA in London, and this was one in a series of follow up 

events. Nold is interested in the concept of ‘the crowd’ and using technology to talk about ‘self’. My 

interest in his work considered his use of technology as a social action. Linking back to my interest in 

eventhood, I wanted to explore the role of the user or audience in Nold’s practice, what ownership they 

took over the data they created and what they were prepared to give away. 

The workshop involved users being wired up with an innovative device that records the wearer’s 

Galvanic Skin Response (GSR), which is a simple indicator of the emotional arousal in conjunction 

with their geographical location. Users explore their local area by walking the neighbourhood with the 

device and on their return a digital map is created which visualises points of high and low arousal. By 

interpreting and annotating this data, communal emotion maps are constructed that are packed full 

of personal observations, which show the areas that people feel strongly about and truly visualise the 

social space of a community. (Taken from: http://www.biomapping.net/index.htm)

This simple exploration determined how users think when using digital media devices or technologies. 

For example, whether they claim ownership and find a sense of self in the outputs, i.e. ‘that is MY 

route through the park’, or alternatively ‘this is the route the computer recorded me taking through 

the park’. This removal or abstraction of self from an artwork generated by that person, I consider, 

places emphasis on the social significance of the self in relation to our surroundings, as opposed to a 

relationship with the technology used.

Bourriaud (2002), in Relational Aesthetics, refers to the performative or interactive elements of 

artworks. He considers how such types of practice establish relationships between people, thus turning 

art into a social event or an encounter. Although I have many issues with Bourriaud’s critical horizon, 

at this point in my research he informed my thinking through his discussion of such topics as artistic 

praxis and the artwork as a social interstice (a space in social relations that suggests possibilities for 

exchanges other than those that prevail within the system) (Bourriaud 2002). The following statement 

in particular really resonated, shifting my thinking and research questions significantly: 
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 Depending on the degree of participation required of the onlooker by the artist, along with the  

 nature of the works and the models of sociability proposed and represented, an exhibition will  

 give rise to a specific ‘arena of exchange.’  (Bourriaud 2002:18) 

For me the notion of an ‘arena of exchange’ is a careful construction established collaboratively 

between artist and curator, thus representing a different way of thinking about and approaching an 

exhibition. It alludes to the relationships established in that ‘space’ and the experiential qualities this 

mutuality offers. This ‘space of exhibition’, when scrutinised, emerges as a product of a curator rather 

than of that of an artist. If my interests are regarding the structure of the exhibition in relation to the 

artworks shown, the curatorial role is key in both situating and contextualising the wider perspective. 

I attended the last in a series of four seminars hosted by VIVID in collaboration with the University 

of Central England. The Hothaus Series offered artists and curators an opportunity to discuss issues 

arising within the use of technology in association with interaction, participation, distribution and 

interdisciplinarity. I was interested in the questions that this seminar posed in relation to the role of the 

artist-curator, and the different ways in which contemporary curators were presenting, displaying and 

interpreting interactive digital media works. 

Cook (Gibbons and Winwood 2006:171) in her presentation The Art of Re-enactment: Curating Real 

Time Presence talks about the aesthetic of works being influenced by methodological choice; although 

she cites it in relation to re-enactment, this translates readily over to curatorial practices and the 

notion of an ‘arena of exchange’. The conceptualisation of such ‘exchange spaces’ in both practice 

and curation reveals a thinking that is not led by the art object or artwork itself, but rather by their 

relationship to both surroundings and audience. Kester (2004) reflects this when he refers to artists as 

‘context providers’ as opposed to ‘content providers’, alluding to the social relationships formed through 

the interaction with, or participation in, artworks.

6.4.3 THE DESIGN AND IMPLEMENTATION OF A RESEARCH FRAMEWORK

In my contextual reading and research at this stage, I was gathering a great deal of information on 

process-based artworks. Aside from the fact that my research enquiry hoped to explore and contribute 

to the field of participative practice in some way, I was also observing how other artists positioned 

themselves in relation to their practice and their audience, both through their making process and the 

methods they employed. This establishment of working methods was more often than not underpinned 

by an ethos, often ethical or moral, that came to represent a way of being or thinking. For example, 
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the work of Joseph Beuys, who was interested in artworks as transformative social processes or 

social models; his work - both process and object - aimed to mobilise imagination and was inherently 

underpinned by political actions. Beuys explored alternatives to private and state capitalism, and, 

in translating this politic over to his practice, came to define it as a methodology, a way of thinking 

that connected the apparently disparate aspects of his interests. Beuys states that such approaches 

‘open up a genuine understanding of the relationship between humans, nature and the cosmos and 

the interconnections between expanded art practice and our work toward a free, democratic and 

sustainable future’ (Harlan 2004).

With such methodologies in mind I began to plan a pilot study, an approach of my own that would 

hopefully reveal more about its own situation. In formulating situations that were self-reflexive or self 

critical, I hoped to develop my own methodologies in order to reveal new insights to practice. I planned 

to curate and produce an exhibition, inviting ten artists to participate. This pilot study was developed 

in relation to my original research questions (as outlined in the introduction to this chapter), but did not 

seek to expand on them at this stage. Rather, it sought to reveal or define a way of working or method 

to use as a foundation from which I could gain a perspective or foothold on the critical area in which I 

had started working. 

As the context of the exhibition became more established I became aware of the lack of formal 

structure to a one-off exhibition. I needed the event to sit within a contextual framework, visibly 

defined by some sort of manifesto or statement. Put off by galleries or organisations who are too 

explicit in their agendas, promoting exclusion and a closed dialogue, I sought to adopt a formula that 

would allow flexibility yet definition, discussion yet agenda, and most of all exchange and mutuality. 

I established what I termed a ‘platform’, a loose term suggesting a basis from which things can 

happen, yet something undefined and responsive. In defining some parameters within which this 

platform existed, I began to formulate a model that was open, transparent and clear in its objectives. 

For this initial trial exhibition the platform remained clear and simple in its aims:

 ❈To trial the platform itself

 ❈To integrate it into a local and regional arts community

 ❈To further understand my role as a curator/facilitator

The platform, ‘Interval’, was officially established and launched in December 2005, and supported its 

first exhibition, ‘Meme Pool’, in March 2006. Interval was presented as being a shift in thinking about 
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the usual role of an organisation as a host for exhibitions and having fixed curatorial perspectives. 

It aimed to objectify something new; a performative methodology through which I could articulate 

situations and assess outcomes against real life parameters.

The exhibition supported ten media artists working in a variety of media, ranging from film to 

processual works, web based works and sonic and site-specific installations. What this pilot study 

revealed was to heavily influence the subsequent development of the ‘platform’ or ‘research structure’. 

There was much interest in this first exhibition, showing that there was a requirement for exhibition 

opportunities and networks for artists working with media, and also an audience interested in looking 

at these types of practices. 

Apart from the practical success of this short study, it explicitly clarified for me where I was in relation 

to my research. As stated, I had completed this study partly in order to further question and understand 

my own practice and how it would evolve. This is where my explicit interest in curation began, and was 

the starting point for my thinking around curation as an active practice and how artistic processes could 

both influence and inform curation. 

6.4.4 THE PLATFORM AS METHOD

In response to many of the participatory and action-based methods, processes and practices I had been 

reviewing, I established a set of requirements that the research structure needed to provide. These 

were as follows:

 ❈ A grounded, real life enquiry (De Certeau ‘84, Robson ‘93)

 ❈A way of evaluating practice in a critical context (Schon’83, Guba, E G. and Lincoln,   

 Y S. 1985)

 ❈  A flexible design of a research framework that can adapt to different styles of   

 projects and types of evaluation (Bostad et al ‘04, Luhrman ‘00, O’Riley ‘06)

 ❈  A way of attracting a regular and relevant audience (Bertrand and Hughes’05)

The initiative was developed as a form of naturalistic enquiry. I adopted several characteristics from the 

established methodology, and below are the elements I make use of, adapted from Lincoln and Guba 

‘85, Polanyi ‘69 and Robson ‘93.
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Natural Setting Lincoln and Guba, ‘85) 

  Research is carried out in the natural field of enquiry, - an arts community

    ❈Study integrated as part of an existent arts community

    ❈ Working with real-world artists

    ❈ Attended by real-world audiences

Human Instrument 

  The enquirer is the primary data gathering instrument

    ❈ Defines curators role

    ❈ Observes audience

Use of Tacit knowledge (Polanyi ‘69) 

  Intuitive approach from previous experience working as an artist and curator

    ❈ The researcher 

    ❈ The artists involved

Emergent design 

  Responsive and flexible approach to gathering data 

    ❈Each case study informs the approach to the next  

Case study reporting mode (Robson, ‘93) 

  Preferred because of its adaptability and flexibility 

    ❈ The researcher as case study

    ❈ Genuine comparative analysis with similar organisations

In viewing the platform as a method, it needed to be comparable to equivalent organisations acting 

in the same way. I spent a significant amount of time researching peer organisations that supported 

and curated media arts, and considering their goals, aims and objectives and practical models. 

Organisations such as Cornerhouse in Manchester and FACT (Foundation for Art and Creative 

Technology) in Liverpool profile established media artists regularly. Smaller and more independent 

initiatives such as: Apartment, Bureau, Contents may Vary, International 3, Twenty+3, Manchester; 

Monitor, Leeds; Reactor, Nottingham; Chapter and G39, Cardiff; S1 and Bloc Space, Sheffield; Static 

Gallery and Royal Standard, Liverpool; Artsway, Hampshire; Artgene, Barrow-in-Furness; Folly, 

Lancaster, give varying profiles to such work, but have been very influential in terms of models 

of comparison.
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6.4.4.1 AIMS & OBJECTIVES

The primary objective for the initiative was to co-exist as a public-faced artist-led platform and as an 

experimental research structure. These personae were kept fairly separate as it was crucial that the 

research aspect of the initiative was low key, so its activities were not perceived as any different than 

its peers within a mainstream arts community.

Through fleshing out the aims and objectives of the initiative, the emergent structure drew many 

parallels to existing research methodologies. As I previously detailed in the first section of this 

chapter, my preferred definition of Bricolage to reflect on both the research’s elemental nature and its 

subsequent contexts, I again remind the reader of the multi-modal approach of this research enquiry 

and the purpose of its application.

Taking my leave from established methodologies such as naturalistic enquiry and grounded theory, I 

viewed the initiative as an iterative, real-life method that I could employ repeatedly across a number 

of small studies. So to simplify what is becoming unnecessarily complicated, the research structure or 

platform became a method, and the exhibitions, case studies. 

So, to list the A & Os:

The overall objectives of the initiative were: 

 ❈ To provide an authentic and supported environment in which to carry out the    

practical aspect of the research

 ❈ To exist as a visible arts organisation with a critical focus.

Its wider research aims were:

 ❈ To enable the production of varied styles of exhibition for research purposes

 ❈To work with a range of artists to generate authentic and varied types of data - a   

reflection of the ‘general’

 ❈ To critically reflect upon itself through its exhibition themes and functionality - the   

notion of an recursive system.
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Its curatorial aims were:

 ❈ To provide a supportive environment to test curatorial approaches and their    

outcomes also in a real-life context

 ❈ To make visible alternative and expanded methods of working curatorially in real-  

world situations - new methods of working intellectually.

Its public aims were:

 ❈ To support participating artists professional development

 ❈ To raise the profile of media artists working in the region

 ❈ To show new and upcoming work to the public

 ❈ To promote the use of alternative spaces for exhibition

 ❈To develop a critical dialogue and form creative links between local, regional and   

international artists

 ❈ To develop network opportunities, and forge links between public organisations,   

networks and other creative initiatives nationally and internationally

 ❈To contribute to the development of critical infrastructures that support the    

growth of cultural activity nationally and internationally.

6.4.5 PARAMETERS OF THE RESEARCH STRUCTURE

I now discuss briefly some of the other considerations that I took into account when constructing 

this research framework. Even through working practically, this project still exists within a research 

discipline, so it was necessary to acknowledge the importance and implementation of certain controls. 

I discuss the relevance of rigour, transparency and trustworthiness in relation to this research, then two 

other concerns: project limitations and ethics. 

I use the term ‘parameter’ to describe the set of boundaries or guidelines laid out to define the nature 

of the research framework or platform. I like to think of this as a flexible structure, impermanent but 

solid and definable. The aims and objectives thus equal a set of properties whose values determine 

the characteristic and behaviour of the initiative. This behaviour is conditioned to meet certain social 

and critical circumstances. It ensures that publicly the platform exists as a typical arts organisation, 

comparable in nature to its peers and critical in its activity. As a research structure it is a constant 
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against which to measure, compare, evaluate and assimilate data gathered, assess the working 

methods, and reveal new knowledge.

6.4.5.1 RIGOUR AND TRANSPARENCY

As discussed at the very start of this chapter, there are numerous problems inherent in the evaluation 

of practice-based research, including problems associated with personal interpretations by the 

reader or viewer. In reading about rigour in academic research, I was struck by the fact that rigour in 

itself is a process. Schon talks about ‘imposing an order’ upon an enquiry to create a constant, yet 

remaining responsive to the situations outcomes (Robson 2007:126). For me, the process of rigour is a 

methodology in itself; a methodology that ensures the correct handling of and a consistent approach to 

a situation, but, in addition, the correct application of relevant research methodologies. 

I therefore see rigour as an abstract term describing a set of values that are applied to a research 

project. These values are like morals, ascribed to continually keep the researcher within his or her 

guidelines. Therefore rigour has to be shaped, defined and given individuality relevant to the specific 

research project. Transparency, therefore, is symbiotic with rigour; and thus, in order to provide 

accountability to a project, the methods and processes used must be accessible, interpretable and often 

transferable to other parties (Robson 2007:67). This becomes the action of rigour, allowing both the 

implementation of methods as well as the research design to be interpretable and assessable.

6.4.5.2 TRUSTWORTHINESS

Robson (1997) writes that: ‘unless a measure is reliable, it cannot be valid. However, while reliability is 

necessary, it is not sufficient.’ By this he constitutes the need for validity, the concern with whether the 

findings are ‘really’ about what they appear to be about, or whether they are the effect of 

something else. 

Reliability is judged by the replicability of a project, and yet, as Robson points out, validity is not 

constituted by reliability alone. In social sciences the term Internal Validity is used, summarising a 

process by which a study can demonstrate the relationship between the process and outcome, and 

thus self-reflexivity and transparency. In developing my research structure I have attempted as much 

as possible at every stage to build in reliability. I have attempted to reduce chance and causality and 
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create stability in the methodological framework. 

In order for my research studies to be repeatable, the research structure or the ‘host’ needs to remain 

the same. Deleuze views repetition as being the power of difference. Not the occurrence of the same 

thing over and again; to repeat something is to begin again, anew, to renew, to question, and to 

refuse remaining the same (Colebrook 2002:8). This power of difference becomes the evolution of the 

practice, the discovery of new insights and knowledge, with the means of repetition itself, the research 

structure, forming an element of internal validity. 

Much of the demonstration of validity pivots on the logic of the overall research argument. Bertrand 

and Hughes (2005:237) state that before you can claim that your conclusions are valid, you must 

demonstrate that both your data and your argument are factually valid. In practice-led research 

the obvious issue with validity is the absence of objectivity and the presence of subjectivity. This 

situated messiness, as described at the beginning of Chapter 2, is reflective of the real-life studies 

it investigates. Thus the active construction of specialised research methods from the tools at hand 

creates a quietly assured validity, specific to that research project alone.

6.4.5.3 LIMITATIONS

It is important to acknowledge that this study has limitations, with factors such as the timescale of the 

research project, the geographical location and funding all playing a part in limiting the study, to 

some capacity.

All of the case studies that were carried out for this research took place in the city of Manchester, UK, 

apart from one that took place in the town of Huddersfield, UK. As a researcher I have been located 

between the two places for the period of this doctorate, living in one and working in the other. As both 

these locations were accessible to me it made sense to carry out the research in one or both places. 

Each activity carried out was very much informed and contextualised by the location it took place 

in; conditions such as the location of the venue and the type of works selected or invited were both 

influenced by the relevant place at that point in time.

The nominal amount of funding for such projects also placed a cap on the capabilities of the activities. 

Funding was awarded for the production of events through Grants for the Arts from Arts Council 

England, and for travel, contextual research and evaluation, through internal university research grants. 
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Both pots of money were very limited and difficult to acquire, and involved lots of proposal writing and 

persuasive presentations. This did become slightly easier once the first activity had taken place, as 

some legacy to the project made apparent both its current and potential future benefits and outcomes.

6.4.5.4 ETHICAL CONSIDERATIONS

I attended a workshop on Ethics in Research that was specifically concerned with ethical issues in 

social science research. My particular concern was that I was withholding information about the true 

agenda of the platform to both my artists and audience members, and although I did not consider this 

an issue personally, I questioned whether it would be a potential ethical issue. 

My motivation was genuine in not wanting to reveal the dual nature of the initiative, as I was 

concerned about what is classed in research-speak as ‘contamination of the field’. I find this term 

extremely scientific and slightly amusing when used in an abstract context, yet I was genuinely 

concerned that if the artists and audiences knew they were being evaluated in some capacity, that this 

would cause them to act differently. 

The other side of this coin was the right of the audience to know that they were being evaluated. 

If I was intruding on their privacy or compromising their safety to any extent, such as filming or 

photographing individuals, this would have been an issue. But as I was personally observing them in 

relation to the artworks and to each other and recording audience numbers, I did not think they needed 

to be informed. 

6.5 THE INNOVATION THREAD

The notion of innovation valorises the introduction of new and original methods, focussing on what they 

contribute to, and how they expand thinking around, a situation or context. In this thesis the innovation 

thread represents originality, new contexts and the expansion of knowledge. Innovation therefore 

equals what this research has formulated, established and pioneered in the way of new insight and 

understanding. Thus, future practitioners and researchers who choose to further the arguments and 

discussions presented here will continue the innovative aspect of this thesis. Innovation, by nature, 

enables its own future evolution, it is self-perpetuating, and therefore it is through innovation that this 

thesis exists.
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Part of the aim of this research in terms of knowledge and cultural capital is the valorisation of 

innovation. Such intensities and affects exist beyond signification within traditional methods of 

thinking, and unlike the assignment of value to aesthetic or economic concerns, creative arts require a 

differential approach to validation beyond the production of the works themselves.

6.5.1 CURATION AS METHOD

Curation is discussed in depth across the rest of this thesis, but here I describe the process as a 

contextual method. Curation forms a major element of my research bricolage as a praxiological way of 

exploring new methods of working. 

It is traditionally acknowledged that the essence of the curatorial role is to provide the audience with 

a set of tools to interpret an exhibition, a contextual peg to hang the works off, and thus provide the 

potential to reveal original ways of thinking and introduce new critical environments. In praxis, curation 

seeks to establish new critical constructs fundamental to the curator him or herself. As an action, 

curating positions the individual (curator) at a point of perspective, merging personal interests and 

critical insights to form an original or evolved concept. The curatorial stance is always influenced by 

the fashions of its time and is also equally swayed by historical precedents (Barrett in Barrett and Bolt 

2007). However, in establishing a line of enquiry, the curator reaches the point at which questions can 

be posed, challenging both their own knowledge and the collective knowledge of the field. 

Using curation to reflect on the ways in which curators consider and approach structuring and 

positioning exhibitions turns the creative action itself into a process. Thus, the result of the process is 

the occurrence of the process itself. 

Within this research study, curation exists on multiple planes. It is at once a creative practice, a 

method; or way of doing, being and thinking, and finally, an innovation; an unknown quantity that 

emerges from the previous two existences becoming tangible through the combination of new 

experience, contexts, and relationships.
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6.5.2 THE PRODUCTION OF KNOWLEDGE

This body of curatorial practice and written thesis aims to introduce new perspectives on the curatorial 

position in both practice and theory. As the rest of this thesis reflects, the practice of curation is 

only just beginning to reflect, in its working processes, the social issues inherent in contemporary 

art practice, and in order to further a theoretical discourse as well as a practical one, such practical 

processes need to be published and disseminated in the required form. Therefore through this exegesis 

I consider my role as author as being one that not only narrates an experiential journey, but also 

valorises the material, intellectual, and cognitive processes that enabled it. 

Barrett (2007) in her article metaphorically considers the exegesis as Meme. She analogises the 

‘fitness’ of creative arts research in its potential to advance the evolution of the critical discipline, 

in relation to the role of the exegesis as imperative in publishing the experiential enquiry. In citing 

Bourdieu in his distinction of two forms of logic, rational and alternative, that he contends make up the 

habitus or society, she writes that the exegesis can counteract the ‘cultural forgetting’ caused by the 

appropriation and subsumption of alternative logic into the rational. Thus the exegesis is key in tracing 

the logic of specific enquiries, and through publishing and promoting it in as many ways as possible, it 

achieves success as a ‘replicator’ or Meme (Barrett 2007).

6.6 SUMMARY

This chapter presents the methodologies employed in this research. It argues that a mixed-methods 

approach or a Bricolage is appropriate to the context of this study; systemising a complex collage of 

practical, participatory and critical approaches. 

Overall, this thesis cites the ‘everyday’ as a cornerstone of the research studies, attempting wherever 

possible to maintain a unity between problem, context and outcome. I begin establishing this unity at 

the outset of this chapter by situating practice-led research in a wider body of opinions and issues. 

Many of PLR’s associated issues (as were discussed) trickle down into the individual’s research topic, 

forming barriers that hinder the freedom of expression that is the very foundation of the creative act. 

This chapter aims to tackle the root of many of these issues, by laying out clearly both the adaptation of 

existing methodologies and the invention of new ones. I have worked very much to Stewart’s principle 

that ‘the choice of research practices depends upon the questions asked, the questions depend on their 
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context, what is available in that context, and what the researcher can do in that setting’ (Barrett and 

Bolt 2007:127). I have also sought to combine my own thinking with the findings of others seeking to 

elucidate PLR, with the aim of contributing to this dialogue alongside that of my own research topic. 

More research carried out in practice led settings leads to a more extensive understanding of the 

elemental combinations of method and invention. This in turn builds confidence in the implementation 

of hybrid methods, nurturing interdisciplinarity and new insight, and familiarising us with this 

knowledge cycle.

This chapter has been difficult to grasp, as my research is very subtle in its investigation of the 

mutual relationships between curator, exhibition and audience. It is not suited to formulaic, dynamic 

methodologies, or to the gathering of hard data. It is responsive and alchemical, searching for insight, 

original thought and action. Faced with these challenges, I sought the means to both situate and 

question new ways of thinking and methods of working within a dynamic of the everyday. More 

anthropological and sociological in agenda and praxiological in action, my work required a participatory 

and often rhetorical approach; an ability, as Carter (2007) describes, to function in the ambiguous realm 

of invention.

A characteristic of the research bricolage is Luhrman’s (2007) theory of art as an autopoetic system. In 

its assembly the bricolage is constituted to be recursive, effectively arbitrating how it is encountered 

and reflecting on its own significance. The situationist methods discussed such as Situated Knowledge, 

Invention and Argument, and Curation, are all constituents of this characteristic. They make transparent 

the functionality of the bricolage and thus provide the accountability, interpretability, accessibility and 

transferability symbiotic of rigour and validity in academic research. 

❈❈



178



179

This final chapter summarises the line that this research study has established and reiterates its 

main contributions, both methodological and practical. This thesis is a movement towards an evolved 

understanding of curation, and with intentional open-endedness it not only reflects its own relational 

working principles, but also encourages future questions to emerge and develop. I have separated 

my conclusions here into two parts: Contextual Methodologies and the Semantics of Curation, with 

each part summarising the main contributions of my thesis and ideas that can be carried forward for 

others to pick up. This conclusion also exists online alongside full documentation of all the exhibitions 

referenced as case studies. The decision to make this publicly available was centered on iterating this 

works open-endedness, and illustrating its catalystic nature as a starting point for future research. It 

can be found at the following address: www [dot] socialcurating [dot] info.

I begin here by briefly recapping on this research project as a whole, taking my starting point at the 

beginning of this research with the original working synopsis and related questions (recapped below):

 This investigation will examine the relationship between interactive art and human   

 connectivity. Its objective is to explore how interactive artworks can communicate to   

 an audience through offering original contexts and new working methods enabling meaning to  

 emerge and thus leading to a more dynamic and transformative working practice.

 1. How do art practitioners approach making interactive works with an emphasis on   

 participation and inclusion?

 2. What are the elements of interactive art practices that promote discussion and   

 communication?

 3. What is the value of social interaction with an artwork?

Through the initial chapters it is easy to see how my understanding and neutral role orientated 

to towards that of a curator. This research never limited itself from the outset to having to be 

implemented through artistic practice alone, and my original dual curatorial/practitioner knowledge 

allowed me to be swung in the direction as required by the research. 

7.0 Conclusion
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Even within my early working synopsis, it is clear to see where the area of interest is situated; the 

triangulation between artwork, audience and space, and the questioning of how interactivity can 

nurture relational spaces through their working processes. 

The evolution of the original research synopsis and questions, although detailed and specific in their 

language, has not been that great.  Taken from the abstract for this thesis, an updated research 

synopsis would read:

 This research is situated at the juncture between the social outputs of reciprocal artworks and  

 the curator’s role in exhibiting them. In establishing curation as a practice and situating   

 it at a well-founded and clear point of perspective, this thesisargues that a clearer   

 understanding of curatorial practice will in turn formulate an active and more integrated   

 way of working. Through four practical case studies in curatorial and exhibition    

 practice, a dynamic form of curatorial practice is made manifest. This Social Curation seeks  

 to contextualise fully the potential of exhibitions as structures of communication    

 and exchange, maximising social interaction and engagement across curatorial approach,   

 process and outcome.

No longer in need of sub questions, this synopsis or abstract presents fully the orientation and outcome 

of this research project. The reader is able to understand through the initial literature and current 

debates Chapters (2&3) how these original research questions expanded and evolved when examined 

in depth, and how existing knowledge underpinned and contributed to shaping the direction of 

the project. 

It is important to point out here the lack of existing research or knowledge in this specific area of 

curation. As is reflected in chapter 4, there has been a distinct lack of curatorial growth in terms of 

methodology and approach, with curators still working very much within traditional realms of curatorial 

practice. Again to reiterate, this works fine for a proportion of practices, and remains a relevant and 

necessary working approach for many curatorial situations. However this lack of evolved methodology 

for curators, coupled with the gap in recorded discourse, has meant that curation has lacked a critical 

underpinning. This research can be seen to bridge the fields of practice and curation, and I consider my 

background as a practitioner has been imperative to understanding how these two fields can function 

in unison. 

I now briefly remind the reader of the chapters of this thesis before the next two sections of this 
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chapter Contextual Methodologies and The Semantics of Curation conclude and more fully present the 

contributions of this thesis to a wider body of curatorial and research practice, and illustrate the new 

knowledge generated through this research study.

The early articulation of Social Practice as a working term in Chapters two and three position the 

research at a point of perspective within the fields of both visual and media arts. Defining a set of 

practices with core characteristics, and the outputs generated by such practices, sets the scene for the 

following two chapters, 4 and 5, which bring together both new and existing knowledge to formulate 

original ways of thinking about curating such practices in reality. The case studies in chapters 4 and 

5 consider different approaches to curating social practices developed through issues raised and 

revealed through this research process.

7.1 CONTEXTUAL METHODOLOGIES

 Any field theory of art must be inconclusive. Networking is the antithesis of reductionism, and  

 to be inconclusive in this sense is the essence of the postmodernist condition. (Ascott,   

 1990:183) 

As a body of research and practice, this thesis builds on my previous studies at both BA and MA 

level in fine art and research, and on a wealth of practical experience working as both an artist and a 

curator. The Original themes for this research study emerged out of personal observations and were 

gradually worked into questions through practical exploration. These initial questions were concerned 

with the nature of the relationships that exist between art practitioners, art practices, and the wider 

social contexts of art. 

This research enquiry, through the use of creative bricolage and practical case histories, forges a 

trajectory that revealed new and original working strategies towards the curation and dissemination 

of art. Through seeking new methods and approaches that could support the contextual and relational 

aspects of practice alongside the visual, it establishes a way of thinking that begins to test and 

question new ways of doing. 

Through using a research bricolage it has embraced methods of working that enable multiple ways of 

seeing the physical, the social, and the cultural. This thesis is established as a web of interconnecting 

social relationships, reflective of everyday life, with three methodological threads (Reflexion, Action 
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and Innovation), forming strong links between, and, triangulation across, methods. This ensures a 

continual relationship amid the approaches and findings, with the three threads mirroring the key 

principles of this research: Method, Process and Context - also understood as: Thinking, Making and 

Being. 

Through Interval, the experimental curatorial platform and art organisation, real-life contexts have 

been embedded in the everyday, testing the working capacity of exhibitions in relation to the literature 

findings. There was an uncertainty at the start, of the contributions Interval would make to this study, 

with it acting as an initial way of working with artists and exhibition contexts more closely. However, 

over time it developed into a fundamental part of this research methodology, forming both a practical 

context and critical backdrop to this study. 

The methodologies applied to this research combine established and hybrid techniques, and weave 

together a host of diverse approaches. Again, through the nature of bricolage, original and relevant 

methods of establishing contexts, observing situations, and, evaluating occurrences; as are detailed in 

Chapter 6, have been cultivated. This particular approach also contributes to a wider dialogue about 

practice-led research, furthering existing knowledge of the ways in which practice (curatorial and 

contextual), can be used as a mode of analysis.  

The writing of this thesis has been performative. It has been as performative as any of the practical 

studies in the sense that in writing these experiences to life and re-presenting them has along the 

way revealed new contexts and realisations. Working to the premise that experiences that have been 

observed need to be translated into knowledge through a process of contextualisation, or they remain 

forever notions and can never seed experiences of their own.

7.2 THE SEMANTICS OF CURATION

My research was established in the gap between prevalent issues in the presentation of social 

practices and the lack of curatorial strategies and conventions to approach and deal with these 

problems. Bridging the two pools of practitioner and curatorial knowledge revealed that the problems 

present in one reflected the resources lacking in the other. Through establishing a clear understanding 

of social practices, I have been able to begin addressing such requirements and why certain practices 

functioned much better outside of the confines of traditional exhibition contexts. From a curatorial 

perspective I have also able to understand why this is the case, and begin to consider approaches that 
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enable rather than disable such practices. 

To an extent this research could be considered an alternative perspective to other socially engaged 

curatorial approaches in play, and yes, it is exactly that. Through my unique perspective as a curator 

and the route that I have taken in researching and completing this research study, the perspective I 

offer is not one that can be found on the pages of art journals or curatorial anthologies. It has been a 

route that has acknowledged, yet bypassed, traditional curatorial approaches, with the intention of 

testing and negotiating a different way forward for both the curator and the presentation of Social 

Practices. Through my definitive use of the term Social Practice, as initially established in Chapter 2, 

to represent the multiple practices that are context-led as opposed to content-led, I have been able 

to propose a theoretical and practical standpoint, the Social Curator, that is a concrete and useable 

position for others to adopt and evolve who wish to work in this way.  

As my thesis discusses, curators have been slow to keep up with contemporary practices and their 

presentation requirements, especially when working with the relational requirements of artworks. This 

is referred to specifically across Chapter 4 where I map the rise of the curator and dissect the practice 

of curation in order to reveal how the role has evolved into an active practice, and one at the forefront 

of contemporary art. The absence of thought in regard to social or relational aspects of practices is 

where traditional forms of display have been known to struggle. They often disappoint and compromise 

social practices, not deliberately, but merely through the limitations of their working methods, as 

sections 4.2 and 4.2.1 in Chapter 4 and the first case study Becoming Electric reveal. This is changing 

however, and there are many evolving grass-roots approaches to working relationally than I am able to 

summarise at this point of conclusion. My intention is that this thesis is able to inform and shape such 

actions, and initiate future iterations of similar projects. 

Through acknowledging the Curator as an active practitioner and the space of exhibition as dynamic, 

a new perception of the potential for interaction and exchange can emerge. Just as the relational 

practices of the late 60’s and 70’s contributed to a new participative aesthetic reflective of the cultural 

and political changes of the time, Social Curation is reflective of a more thoughtful and considered way 

of being and interacting with the world.

What my research suggests is a line to be trodden that offers working solutions based around 

the fundamental principles and needs of social practices.  Discussed in Chapters 4 and 5, these 

approaches are not wild or pioneering, yet push the boundaries considerably of what already exists 

and is known, revealing newness and originality in what usually occurs in the spaces of exhibition. 
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These fundamental principles have been established through my research study, and by an iterative 

process of practice and analysis that can be implemented either as templates or blueprints for future 

approaches to curation and methods of action. 

The performative actions of the case studies, each drawing from aspects of live or durational practices, 

present in themselves new starting points for the reconsideration of the functionality and agenda of 

exhibitions. Although only tested within the parameters of this research enquiry the approaches used 

were successful in their implementation of ‘live’ spaces, and question the significance of existing 

models of exhibition in relation to the practices they present. Both Turnstile and Fast and Slow 

Networks present instances where the parameters of exhibition making were very much shifted and 

completely centred on the audience and the spaces revealed and opened up through their presence. 

This thesis has not been a study about conforming to norms, or the consideration of what currently 

exists as the best approach. In its reflection that there is a fundamental lack of curatorial legacy, and 

what does exist uses the same tried and tested method of curation, focussing instead on the variables 

across artwork, space and thematic. In dissecting this approach, or considering it as one possible 

option, presents a whole new space for curation to explore and really work with its materials. Akin 

to arts practice, working processes are dynamic, responsive and evolve over time and with relevant 

justification and underpinning. 

At this point in time politically our landscape is unknown, scattering cultural anchors and necessitating 

a reflexive action of consolidation and review. The time of cultural excess has passed, and the art 

world is being forced to respond to financial and political constraints, all of which bring new challenges 

to overcome. Now more than ever before we are learning that there is more than one approach, and 

that the age of being monocular is over, and it is up to us as to the multiple perspectives we choose to 

establish.

As I touched upon in section 5.7, Ideas on the Table, much of the area I have written about has been 

fairly new or little established. I bridge together several approaches; that of the social practitioner and 

the curator, translating the processes of the former into approaches and touchstones for the latter. 

This new ground invites curatorial strategies to emerge in response to the situations of exhibitions, 

affirming curation as a fluid and dynamic practice, and in turn encouraging the continued development 

of an associated critical field imbued with integrity and care. 

❈❈
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Diagram by the author.

p. 129, Figure 7:
A record of the amount of time spent by audiences watching a 25-minute screening over 
sixteen 40-minute boat journeys. 
Diagram by the author.

p. 130, Image 35: 
Interval, ‘Barge Culture’, barge exhibition view. Fast and Slow Networks, Museum of Science 
and Industry & Bridgewater Canal, Manchester, July 2006. Image credit John Hartley.

p. 131, Images 36/37:
Interval, ‘Barge Culture’, barge exhibition view. Fast and Slow Networks, Museum of Science 
and Industry & Bridgewater Canal, Manchester, July 2006. Image credit John Hartley.

p. 132, Images 38/39: 
Interval, ‘Barge Culture’, barge exhibition view and networking space view. Fast and Slow 
Networks, Museum of Science and Industry & Bridgewater Canal, Manchester, July 2006. 
Image credit John Hartley.
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p. 133, Images 40/41: 
Interval, ‘Barge Culture’, barge exhibition view and networking space view. Fast and Slow 
Networks, Museum of Science and Industry & Bridgewater Canal, Manchester, July 2006. 
Image credit John Hartley.

p. 134, Images 42/43: 
Interval, ‘Barge Culture’, barge exhibition view and networking space view. Fast and Slow 
Networks, Museum of Science and Industry & Bridgewater Canal, Manchester, July 2006. 
Image credit John Hartley.

p.135, Image 44: 
Interval, ‘Barge Culture’, barge exhibition view. Fast and Slow Networks, Museum of Science 
and Industry & Bridgewater Canal, Manchester, July 2006. Image credit John Hartley.

p. 137, Figure 8: 
Diagram showing two different curatorial approaches.
Diagram by the author.

p. 139, Image 45: 
1,2,3 Tags. 
Image by the author.

p. 141, Figure 9: 
Diagram of audience attendance over three days.
Diagram by the author.

p. 142, Image 46: 
Turnstile, exhibition view. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.

p. 143 Images 47/48: 
Turnstile, exhibition view. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.

p.144, Image 49: 
Turnstile, Number tags. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.

p. 145, Image 50: 
Turnstile, exhibition view. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.
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p.146, Images 51/52: 
Turnstile, exhibition view and number tags. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. 
Image credit Emma Rose.

p.147, Images 53/54: 
Turnstile, exhibition view. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.

p. 148, Images 55/56: 
Turnstile, exhibition view. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.

p. 149, Images 57/58: 
Turnstile, Number tags. Interval, Holden Gallery, Manchester, July 2007. Image credit Emma 
Rose.
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Appendices
CONFERENCES,SEMINARS AND WORKSHOPS ATTENDED

7-11.0.04 Liverpool Biennial, Liverpool, UK

29.1.05 VIVID – Hothaus Seminar on Digital Arts, Vivid, Birmingham

1/2.2.05 PLAN (Pervasive and Locative Arts Network) Conference, ICA, London

23.2.05 Ben Coode-Adams – Artist talk and masterclass, Pavilion Arts – University of 

Huddersfield

8/9.3.05 Christian Nold – Artist talk and masterclass, Pavilion Arts – University of 

Huddersfield

16.3.05 Inscription Symposium, Showroom Cinema, Sheffield

12/13.4.05 Pope and Guthrie - Artist talk and Masterclass, Pavilion Arts – University of 

Huddersfield

16.4.05 Pervasive Connections Conference and Workshop, SpacePlace, London

4.5.05 Sutapa Biswas – Artist’s talk and masterclass, Pavilion Arts, University of Leeds

16/17/18.6.05 Sonar, Barcelona – Festival and Conference of Multimedia Arts

22.7.05 Creative Futures Symposium, University of Salford

23/24.7.05 Futuresonic, International festival of Media Arts, Manchester

5.10.05 Rafael Lozano Hemmer Artist Presentation, Broadway Cinema, Nottingham

8.10.05 Open Congress Conference, Tate Britain, London. 

21-26.11.05 Ultrasound, New Media Conference, Huddersfield.

27/28/29.10.05 May You Live in Interesting Times, Conference, Chapter, Cardiff.

30.11.05 Presentation by Beryl Graham, Salford University.

3.12.05 Radiator Arts Festival, Nottingham.

14/15/16.6.06 Sonar, Barcelona – Festival and Conference of Multimedia Arts

21/22/23.7.06 Futuresonic, International festival of Media Arts, Manchester

13.7.06 We Love Technology – Digital Conference, The Media Centre, Huddersfield

7-13.8.06 ISEA2006, San Jose, California, USA - Electronic Media Festival and Symposium

9/10.11.06 CHArt, Birkbeck College, London - Computers and the History of Art Conference

17.11.06 The Map Designers Conference, Glasgow
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31-4.02.07 Transmediale, Berlin - Festival and Conference of Multimedia Arts

16/17.04.07 The Digital Aesthetic, Preston - Conference

2.04.07 PRASH Conference and Workshops (Postgraduate Research in Arts, Social Sciences 

and Humanities) University of Liverpool

25-29.04.07 Enter_Unknown Territories - International Festival and Conference for New 

technology Art, Cambridge

30.04.07 David Rokeby - Artist and Curator talk and discussion, FACT, Liverpool

10-12.05.07 Futuresonic - Urban Festival of Music, Media Art and Ideas, Manchester

16-19.05.07 LoveBytes - Festival of Digital Art, Sheffield

9-12.06.07 Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy

15/16/17.6.06 Sonar, Barcelona – Festival and Conference of Multimedia Arts

12.7.06 We Love Technology – Digital Conference, The Media Centre, Huddersfield

2-4.09.07 Locative Arts, Seigen, Germany

4-5.09.07 Documenta, Kassel, Germany

5-11.09.07 Ars Electronica - Festival for Art, Technology and Society, Linz, Austria

14-15.09.07 AVPhD - Manchester Metropolitan University - 2-day regional workshop

10-12.10.07 Urban Screens Conference, Manchester (Speaker)

3-8.11.07 Istanbul Biennial, Turkey (Invited on Curatorial Research trip)

8-9.12.07 Intimacy Conference, Birkbeck University, London (Poster Presentation)

26-28.03.08 City in Film - Conference, University of Liverpool. (Speaker)

30.10.08-04.11.08 Berlin Biennial, Germany. (Invited on Curatorial Research trip)

2-6.05.08 Futuresonic Festival, Manchester, UK

26.07.08 ISEA08, Singapore - Electronic Media Festival and Symposium

20.09.08 Liverpool Biennial, Liverpool, UK

8.11.08 Panel Discussion. Artist-led Spaces, Castlefield Gallery, Manchester, UK.

19.11.08 Aurora Moving Image Festival, Norwich, UK.

31.1.09 Transmediale, Berlin - Festival and Conference of Multimedia Arts

13-16.5.09 Futuresonic Festival, Manchester, UK

7.6.09 Venice Biennale, Venice, Italy

12.7.09 Curatorial Symposium with Marina Abramovic, Whitworth Art Gallery, Manchester, 

UK
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TRAINING AND DEVELOPMENT COURSES ATTENDED

3.12.04 Getting started in Research - Seminar, University of Huddersfield

22.2.05 Qualitative Data Collection – Seminar, University of Huddersfield

2.3.05 Qualitative Data Analysis – Seminar, University of Huddersfield

5.4.05 Ethical Issues in Research – Seminar, University of Huddersfield

13.4.05 Presenting your Thesis – Seminar, University of Huddersfield

1/2.12.06 Digital Production Course - FACT, Liverpool

5.02.07 Effective Presentation Skills – Seminar, University of Huddersfield

14.03.07 Vivas - Preparing Yourself – Seminar, University of Huddersfield
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PAPERS, PRESENTATIONS AND INTERVIEWS GIVEN

Jan/Feb 09 
Axis Artist of the Month. Invited to select Axis Artist for February. Includes work selection and 
written statement. www.axisweb.org

June 08 
Interview for Curating.info blog site on Curatorial Approaches 
http://tinyurl.com/4quzug.

May 08 
Award. Curatorial Trip to Berlin Biennial supported by Arts Council England and Castlefield 
Gallery

April 08 
Participation. Member of discussion panel as part of Asia Triennial, Castlefield Gallery, 
Manchester, UK.

April 08 
Interview for Axis - Dialogue on Curating and New Media Art http://tinyurl.com/4hgzgd

Mar 08
Conference Paper and Publication. City in Film Conference, Liverpool University, UK. 
Supported by the AHRC and Liverpool Capital of Culture

Feb 08 
Research Presentation. Castlefield Gallery, Manchester, UK. Supported by Castlefield Gallery

Dec 07 
Conference Poster. Intimacy Conference, Goldsmiths, London, UK. Supported by AHRC

Nov 07 
Publication. Book Chapter. DeCentre. ISBN 0-920397-55-5

Oct/Nov 07 
Award. Curatorial Trip to Istanbul Biennial supported by Arts Council England and Castlefield 
Gallery

Oct 07 
Conference Paper. Urban Screens Conference, Manchester, UK

July 06 
Research Presentation. Engaging with Practice, Huddersfield, UK
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