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ABSTRACT 

The 2000s introduced us to the epoch-changing realities of the internet and 

social practice, the slow and self-care movements, and the radical politics of the 

Occupy and protest cultures. Post-2010 has been marked by international 

responses to right-wing politics, Black Lives Matter, and the Me Too movement. 

The world has dramatically changed, and museums have had no other option 

but to shed out-dated conventions and ways of working and thinking. Social 

engagement with the world around us is now imperative. In this dissertation, I 

examine the sea change museums are experiencing and the need for more 

socially engaged practices. I conclude that there is an imperative for seismic 

changes in curatorial practice.  

 

Museums are important civic institutions with enormous social impact. My 

research focuses on the changes in art museum curatorship in the second half 

of the 20th century in Western Europe, primarily in the UK and Ireland, and the 

US and the role of the curator.  

 

The purpose of this practice-based, multi-site enquiry is to investigate the use of 

socially engaged curatorial practice in regional museums and art centres to 

create relevant engagement opportunities with audiences and local 

communities. It also provides a critical reflection on socially engaged curatorial 

practice, as it evolves and adapts to political contexts. 

  

After researching examples of socially engaged art practice used by curators, 

artists, and educators working in American, British, and Irish museums, I tested 

and re-tested methods and approaches using my own curatorial practice in four 
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sites: Portadown, Northern Ireland, LaGrange, Georgia (US), Fargo, North 

Dakota (US), and Sligo, Ireland. The key research question was: How can art 

curators in regional museums and galleries meaningfully engage with 

audiences and local communities? The experiments facilitated an 

understanding of shifts in how art is presented and mediated to better engage 

with audiences and communities. This research generated a reflective, 

transferable working framework for museum professionals. 

  

My research reflects new knowledge in the fields of curating, museology, and 

social practice. While work has been published on socially engaged art practice 

and its audiences/participants/communities, little has been written on a socially 

engaged curatorial approach. More importantly, no working framework has 

been devised to support experimentation in the field. The framework of slow 

curating is a curatorial process and practice that enables, explores, and 

expands museum and exhibition experiences for more relevant audience 

engagement. Slow curating extends previous academic knowledge of curatorial 

practice, exhibition-making, and institutional critique. As a social practice, it 

portends alternatives to current museology and provides a map for alternative 

approaches to mediating contemporary art in a museum context.  
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CHAPTER ONE 

Introduction: Research Rationale and Questions 

 

Slow is not about time, per se. It is about connection. 
—Megan Arney Johnston, 2019 

 

As I finalise this dissertation, the world has entered a new epoch—it is Spring 

2020 and COVID-19 has become a worldwide epidemic. Today museums are 

physically closed but still play an important role. For many, museums are 

providing a virtual oasis to see objects of beauty and interest. My students, 

friends, and family have been regularly touring the ‘top 12 virtual museums’ on 

social media. These digital sites are quiet spaces that offer respite, the 

opportunity to contemplate, and visually emotive experiences. Yet, as critical 

museologists we know that museums are also about power, prestige, and social 

control. They are about hierarchy, privilege, money, and class. The DNA of a 

museum can be understood, as layers of social constructs of power evident in 

physical and spatial constructions, exhibitions, collections, and public 

programming. 

  

Because of their important role in society, now more than ever museums need 

to be studied and encouraged to be more open and relevant. Museums need to 

change; it’s essential that they respond to their local, regional, national, and 

international contexts. Even before the pandemic, museums were fighting for 

audiences and relevancy. As a result, curators and other museum staff must 

change their behaviour, exhibitions, collections, interpretation, and 

programming to create more meaningful connections with their audiences. 
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This thesis presents a solid, yet controversial, conclusion: curators play the 

most important role in the changing face of museums today. I argue that it is 

through socially engaged curatorial practices that a pivot towards relevancy in 

museum work can take place. In my research, I developed slow curating, a 

framework for social practice in museums. This new curatorial approach reflects 

the socio-political context of today. While part of a broader movement in ‘slow’ 

and social practice in art, socially engaged curatorial practice is an approach 

that focuses on the production, distribution, and consumption of art in museums 

through multiple platforms, with an emphasis on process and connecting with 

audiences (Johnston, 2014). Curators focus on their role, the production of the 

exhibition or project, context, and community, as well as, innovative methods 

and approaches to interpretation. Importantly, this process begins at the 

inception of a project and continues through production and presentation. 

  

This research focuses on the changes in art museum curatorship during the 

second half of the 20th century in Western Europe, primarily in the UK and 

Ireland, as well as, the US, and the role of the curator. Museums are important 

civic institutions with enormous social impact. As the opening of this thesis, this 

chapter presents the research aim and objectives underpinning my research 

and introduces the central research question: How can curators in regional 

museums, art centres, and galleries meaningfully engage with audiences and 

local communities? The chapter includes a problem statement, the statement of 

purpose, and accompanying research questions. It also contains a description 

of my research approach, perspectives, and assumptions. It concludes with the 

proposed rationale and significance of this study and definitions of terminology.  
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1.1 Aim and Objectives 

The aim of my practice-based, multi-site research was to investigate the use of 

socially engaged curatorial practice in selected regional museums, art centres, 

and galleries in the UK, Ireland, and the US. I undertook this in order to create 

relevant engagement with audiences and local communities, facilitating a better 

understanding of shifts in presenting and mediating art, and to provide a critical 

reflection on curatorial practice, as it evolves and adapts to political contexts. 

Through this research, I developed a new way of framing art practice in 

museums—the slow curating framework.  

 

The research objectives are: 

1. To provide a critical reflection on curatorial practice, as it historically evolved 

and currently adapts to political contexts 

2. To engage with audiences and local communities in a relevant way to 

facilitate a better understanding of shifts in presenting and mediating art 

3. To propose and explore the merits of the Slow Curating Framework, a new 

way of framing art practice in museums Slow Curating framework. 

This PhD research focuses on important museological trends, innovative 

curatorial approaches, socially engaged curatorial practices, and useful 

community engagement and cultural development techniques. I carried out 

museum-based experiments to facilitate a better understanding of shifts in 

presenting and mediating art to engage with audiences and communities. 

Through my research, I generated the transferable model of slow curating, as a 

working framework for professionals. It is a reflective framework that explores, 

challenges, and expands museum and exhibition experiences for relevant 

audience engagement.  
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The key research question is guiding this study is: How can curators in regional 

museums and galleries meaningfully engage with audiences and local 

communities? Three sub-questions underpin my research inquiry: 

1. What are the historical influences and legacies of museology and curatorial 

practices that influence the field today? Are they useful or are they 

obstructive?  

2. What methods and approaches have influenced, informed, and been 

embodied by socially engaged practice? Can they be used today?  

3. Can we create a reflective and practical framework for socially engaged 

curatorial work?  

 

This PhD research contributes to the field of museology and the discipline of 

curating, as dynamic and contested as they are established. This study is 

practice-based, focused on regional museums, and supports a spectrum of 

curatorial projects, including conventional and experimental curatorial models. 

The research draws together current thinking on museology, curating with a 

social practice focus, and related community discourse. The adaptive and 

reflective framework allows for interconnectedness and cross-disciplinary 

nuances to be examined and developed. 

 

1.2 Assumptions 

Based on my 20+ years of experience, as an established professional in the 

field of museums and curatorial practice, four primary assumptions underlie this 

study. First, that the changing face of museums, as understood by Vergo (1989) 

in The New Museology, includes a re-imagining of museums as relevant, civic 
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institutions (see also Bennett, 2004; Black, 2012). Second, that museums are 

sites of learning and that they offer education, learning, and other pedagogical 

experiences to the communities they serve (Black, 2012; Hooper-Greenhill, 

1992). Third, that museums and curators respond to the socio-political and 

economic nuances of their contemporariness (Bennett, 1995; Finkelpearl, 

2013). These assumptions are based on my museum work throughout my 

career, as well as, on the extensive research reflected in Chapters Two and 

Three. The final assumption is that a framework can be devised and used to 

employ socially engaged curatorial methods to create meaningful experiences 

for audiences (Black, 2012; Simon, 2010).  

 

1.3 Rationale for This Study: The Changing Roles of Museology and 

Curation 

In the past 50 years, there have been radical shifts in museums that directly 

affect the role they play in art and society. As Graham Black notes (2012): ‘We 

are living through a period of profound change in Western society, underpinned 

by a rise in new media and a fundamental shift in Western economies to a 

globally interconnected information economy’ (p.1). In his introduction, Black 

aligns himself with Tom Fleming’s (2009) contention that museums must 

‘change or die’ and that institutions be ‘turned inside out’ (p.1). Given my 

experience as an art curator, I am aware that museums are dealing with issues 

such as audience numbers, community relevancy, financial striations, and 

ongoing competition from other leisure pursuits. Furthermore, there have been 

recent examples of multi-million-dollar museum expansions, confirming that 

they are places that reflect societal power structures, as well as, a growing 

belief that museums are only for the elite.  
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Leading practitioners in the field are well aware of the challenges facing the 

sector. Olga Viso and Todd Breyfogle (2013), two museum directors, write: 

For art museums, this shifting landscape has also been marked by periods 
of rapid growth and facilities expansion as well as economic crises and 
financial uncertainty. . . . Struggling with issues of audience relevance, 
leadership and financial sustainability, museum directors around the world 
are boldly questioning the future of the art museum. For some directors, 
the model of the art museum has never been more challenged and is in 
need of creative re-imagination. (p.1) 
 

Viso and Breyfogle emphasise that a central concern for museums and 

museum directors is sustainability. This PhD research focuses on practices that 

prioritise audiences and their engagement, as the necessary factor in museum 

sustainability. It is underpinned by the belief that change can be brought about 

by challenging existing power relations in museum structures and embedded in 

institutions. In ‘The Art Museum Today, In Discussion’ (2013), Michael Govan, 

‘the most interesting and vigorous debate today within the leadership of art 

museums surrounds the dynamic relationship between the museum and its 

audience’. Govan adds that this relationship is now ‘a two-way communications 

path between museum and visitor’ (p.4). These questions of relevancy and 

audiences—in the broadest sense of the term (communities, neighbourhoods, 

constituencies, local, regional, national, and international contexts)—have 

become the most important questions for museum sustainability today. Govan 

highlights three topics that are recurrent in the debate about the future of art 

museums: the role of museums in society, their relationship with audiences, and 

financial sustainability (p.1). 

  

The issue of sustainability has been a continued concern for those writing about 

the changing role of museums in the 20th and 21st centuries. They have 
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primarily focused on museums’ impact on communities (Bennett, 1995, 2004; 

Crooke, 2008; Hooper-Greenhill, 1992). Studies include examinations of the 

changing patterns of consumer demand (Balfe and Peters, 2000), increasing 

diversity of artistic forms and artists’ roles (Billing, Lind, and Nilsson, 2007; 

Bishop, 2006; Kester, 2011; Kwon, 2004), the role of education (Falk and 

Dierking, 2000; Gude, 2004; Hein and Alexander, 1998), the diffusion of new 

distribution technologies (Cook, 2006; Graham and Cook, 2010), the increased 

collaboration between civic and non-profit arts sectors (Campbell and Martin, 

2006; Florida, 2009), and changing funding patterns (Black, 2012). These 

scholars argue that the arts are entering a new era in which more attention is 

being paid to the role of the arts in society and to the public benefits that the 

arts provide (Cherbo and Wyszomirsk, 2000; Balfe and Peters, 2000). As such, 

the role of the audience is becoming more fundamental in curatorial processes. 

Curatorial practitioners and scholars have noted that visitors are increasingly a 

central voice in exhibitions, rendering the events as organic and temporal 

(Kasprzak, 2008). Many curators, including myself, believe that this interaction 

continually inspires new approaches in our practice, such as investigating the 

contribution of the audience or participants and exploring the value of open and 

relational practices. This is causing curators to reconsider their role in 

exhibitions, namely, placing greater emphasis on the social context than on the 

artworks themselves (Kasprzak, 2008; O’Neill, 2012; Reilly, 2018; Smith, 

2012).  

  

Scholars, writers, curators, and art educators have begun to examine these 

issues by using methods found in a contemporary art practice called socially 

engaged art (Bishop, 2006; Jackson, 2011; Kester, 2011). My research can be 
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positioned in this area of examination. Theoretically, much of curatorial practice, 

research, and writing are connected to institutional critique, relational 

aesthetics, and communitarian discourse. Of particular note is the work of 

Bishop (2004, 2006, 2012, 2013), Kester (1998, 2006, 2011), Jackson (2011), 

Lippard (1990, 1998), Jacob (1995) and Kwon (2004). Others who have 

investigated the influence of social practice on museums and art practice 

include Finkelpearl (2013), Smith (2012), O’Neill (2007, 2010, 2012), Doherty 

(2007), Lind (2011, 2012), McGonagle (2004, 2006, 2007), Brenson (1998), 

Esche (2008, 2017), Gleadowe (2000), and Groys (2008a). These writers focus 

mainly on Western European and American social practice. My PhD research 

contributes to the wider discussion of socially engaged art in institutions and 

also embraces the third wave of institutional critique, or rather, post-institutional 

critique, as noted by Dorothea von Hantelmann (2010). Her critique goes 

beyond looking at the organisational structure of the museum to engaging its 

socio-political context (see Chapters Two and Eight). 

 

Socially engaged methods have mistakenly been thought to be a recent 

practice. But museum practitioners have showed otherwise. Tom Finkelpearl in 

What We Made: Conversations on Art and Social Cooperation (2013) connects 

socially engaged art practices with communitarian discourse and politics in the 

US. Moreover, Finkelpearl’s curatorial work and writing highlight links between 

today’s socially engaged art and the legacy of political movements in the US. 

He draws on examples such as political activist Saul Alinsky, educator John 

Dewey, and the Feminist Art Movement in the US. The work of Chicago-based 

curator Mary Jane Jacob also re-connects social practice with socio-political 

and historical sources. Finkelpearl and Jacob both discuss John Dewey’s 
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(1938) works, Experience and Education. Jacob goes further, solidifying the 

important role of education activist Jane Addams. I found that the connection 

between civic and political contexts and contemporary art practice goes back 

even further. I identified the symbiotic relationship of art, politics, and audience 

engagement early in my research, and it became foundational in understanding 

the complexities of socially engaged curating. Given the lack of research and 

writing on socially engaged curating in the early 2000s and the connection to 

context and communities during my research (2008–2015), I focused on the 

need to investigate new approaches in this area. My research is a critical 

reflection on curatorial practice, as it has adapted to political contexts and 

provided opportunities for the creation of new knowledge in curating and 

museology.  

  

There are several publications that have addressed the role of the curator in the 

past two decades, both inside and outside the art museum (Gleadowe, 2000; 

Kuoni, 2001; Obrist, 2009, 2011, 2014c; O’Neill, 2012). This important research 

(explored in Chapters Three and Four) elucidates the development and 

professionalisation of curatorial practice in the late 1980s and 1990s. It has also 

solidified and contextualised my understanding of the ‘educational turn’, as 

described by O’Neill and Wilson (2012a). The shift that curatorial practices in art 

institutions have undergone in the last three decades has often been 

characterised, as a movement from authoritative discourse to learning; from 

transmission and pedantic interpretation to the production of knowledge and 

interpretation (O’Neill, 2012). Although the ‘educational turn’ is a contested term 

(Rogoff, 2008), it has become a reality in curatorial practice and museology 
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(Birchall, 2015). However, there are still many unanswered questions in relation 

to an institution’s response to an ever-more demanding public.  

  

Figure 1.1. The space between museology, curating, and social practice: My practice-based 
research.  
 

My curating approach can be described as an interface between three fields, 

museology, curating, and social practice, with my practice situated at the centre 

where the fields overlap (Fig. 1). While research on contemporary curatorial and 

museum practices frames the inquiry conducted in this study, there is a need 

for a more specific focus on socially engaged curation as a part of and process 

in the field of curating. The convergence of museology and curatorial practice 

(inside and outside institutions) with social practice, community activism, and 

engagement is key to understanding this new era. This dissertation contributes 

to new knowledge by redefining and positing socially engaged curatorial 

practice within the context of regional art museums and art centres, the field of 

curating, and contemporary art practices.  
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Since the establishment of museums, the role of curator has been entwined 

with institutional development and institutional response to changes in the 

socio-political, historical, and scientific environments of their time (Bennett, 

2004; Black, 2012). As a direct reflection of these changes and the contested 

nature of art curation and the role of art museums, I found an increased interest 

in the quintessential debate found in museums and galleries: Who is art for and 

what does it do? Curators have become central activists in this dialogue, both 

as protagonists and antagonists. Part of the debate is about engagement; 

another part is about curatorship, authorship, and expertise. In the debate on 

relevance, a new trend has arisen—one of socially engaged artistic, curatorial, 

and educational practice, sometimes referred to as engaged, participatory, or 

community-facing practice (Black, 2012; Janes and Sandell, 2019; Kwon, 2004; 

Simon, 2010).  

 

It is increasingly recognised that sustainability and relevancy with audiences is 

paramount for the future of museums. Even after decades of significant change 

in the sector, art museums continue to swim in unprecedented waters. Here we 

stand with nearly 40 years of institutional critique behind us, 30 years after 

Vergo’s The New Museology (1989) with its call to re-imagine museums, and in 

the midst of a sea change in knowledge dissemination through new 

technologies. Museology and curatorial practice need new constructions and 

processes. In my research, I posed pointed questions and found that there was 

space to respond. We now see a clear and continued shift in museology, with 

curators focusing on audiences and relevancy.  
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1.3.1 Areas of Research 

This research, which has grown from my career as an art museum director and 

in the museums I have worked in since 2008, has become the site for my 

research practice. From 2008 to 2010, I was Arts Manager and Curator at 

Millennium Court Arts Centre (MCAC) in Portadown, Northern Ireland (UK). 

Portadown is a market town with a past that has been embroiled in sectarian 

conflict since the 1960s. It is regionally, if not internationally, known to be highly 

contested by Unionists and Nationalists. From 2010 to 2011, I was the 

Executive Director at LaGrange Art Museum in LaGrange, Georgia (US). 

Located in the American Deep South, this small town had a long legacy of 

racism, segregation, and conflict. The third research site was in Fargo, North 

Dakota (US). The Plains Art Museum (PAM) is one of three significant 

museums in the state, and Fargo experiences regular flooding from the Red 

River. I was Director of Curatorial Affairs and Interpretation, 2011–2013. The 

final site was The Model, home of the Niland Collection, where from 2013 to 

2015, I was Director and Chief Curator. Located on the far western coast of 

Ireland, this remote regional site is an art centre and holds a significant 

collection of work. All of the sites were regional (between 61 and 235 miles from 

a major city), were sites of human conflict or natural disaster, were within five 

miles of a university or technical college, and all local authorities were 

interested in how art could be used for economic regeneration. 

 

1.3.2 Terminology Used in this Study  

The definition of museum is core to this study. A museum is an institution 

devoted to the procurement, care, and study of objects of lasting interest or 

value and a place where these objects are exhibited (Alexander and Alexander, 
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2008a; Vergo, 1989; Witcomb, 2003). Historically, museums have also had a 

socio-political agenda of social control or as guardians of taste and value 

(Bennett, 2004). For the purpose of this dissertation, a gallery is a space for the 

exhibition of art, and an arts centre is a venue that presents multiple mediums 

of art. A regional museum or art space is located outside of a major 

metropolitan city. In this dissertation, I use the terms ‘museum’, ‘gallery’, and 

‘art centre’ interchangeably as sites for the display of visual art. 

  

A curator is defined as a person, usually a trained professional, who selects, 

organises, and holds institutional guardianship of works of art for display and 

interpretation. It comes from the Latin curare, meaning to take care. Noted 

curator Hans Obrist (2014a) defines a curator as one who ‘preserve[s], in the 

sense of safeguarding the heritage of art . . . select[s] . . . [and] connect[s] to art 

history’. Additionally, a curator is now one who presents what he calls a ‘mass 

medium and a ritual. The curator sets it up so that it becomes an extraordinary 

experience and not just illustrations or specialized books’ (p.i). I examine this 

historical, varied, and discursive definition of curating and review it in detail in 

Chapters Three and Four.  

  

Socially engaged art practice, or social practice, is an approach that focuses on 

the production, distribution, and consumption of art through experience and 

multiple platforms with an emphasis on process and connecting with audiences 

(Bishop, 2004, 2006a; Helguera, 2012; Jackson, 2011; Kester, 1998, 2006, 

2011; Lippard, 1990, 1998). It is an intentional process of community 

collaboration, contextualisation, and engagement. In socially engaged curating, 

we work with artists who employ social practice methods, as well as, with artists 
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who have more traditional studio practices (Doherty, 2007; Finkelpearl, 2013; 

Groys, 2008a; Jacob, 1995; Lind, 2011, 2012; McGonagle, 2004, 2006, 2007). 

During my research, I published an essay on the difference between artistic 

social practice and socially engaged curatorial practice (Johnston, 2014). As 

curators, we often deal with institutional accountability and other practicalities, 

as well as, the weight of art history, curatorial practice, museology, and the art 

market. However, the biggest difference is that socially engaged curatorial 

practice focuses on the role of the curator, the production of the exhibition or 

project, knowledge, memory, and understanding, as well as, innovative 

methods and approaches to interpretation.  

  

Interpretation, or interpretation, in an art museum can be described as the 

facilitation of a visual, physical, educational, or emotional relationship between 

the art and the viewer, how a curator presents artwork, as well as, the reading 

of the artwork by the viewer (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a; Anderson, 2004; 

Black, 2012).  

  

The definition of community is multifaceted and complex. For this study, 

community means not only people with common interests and those living in a 

particular area, but also a grouping of people with common characteristics, 

common histories, and shared social, economic, and political interests. Implicit 

in this definition is the acknowledgement that communities are dynamic and 

complicated (Goldbard, 2006; Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993; Kwon, 2004) or 

even imagined (Anderson, 1983).  
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The context of a place can be defined as the interrelated conditions in which 

something exists or occurs. For this study, the context refers to the social 

conditions surrounding the study location (e.g., the socio-political, historical, 

economic, and other influential factors in a specific place or site). Creative 

place-making is also a contextual term, which was first used in the 1970s by 

architects and planners. Creative place-making capitalises on a local 

community’s assets and inspirations and creates positive public spaces 

(Markusen and Gadwa, 2010; Wychkoff, 2014).  

  

Working with others is central to collaboration. However, while collaboration is a 

term that appears to be straightforward in meaning, it is difficult to define in 

practice. It is particularly complicated in museums where siloing and 

individualistic modes of functioning exist. For this study, the definition of 

collaboration is closely connected to pedagogical discourse and arts-based 

community development, where both cooperation and collaboration are 

relatively new terms. According to Florian Schneider (2015), these terms 

emerged in the 1970s in the context of ‘joint learning activities’ and ‘project-

based learning’, which were supposed to break with an authoritarian teacher-

centred style of guiding the thinking of the student. There are also precedents in 

the work of Dewey and others. In my research, collaboration consisted of 

working alongside artists, colleagues, communities, and organisations in an 

attempt to do more together than could be accomplished alone. 

 

1.4 Thesis Structure 

This introductory chapter describes the critical components of my research: 

research aim, objectives, underpinning questions, and research rationale. The 
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background is intended to elucidate a rationale, as well as, a context for my 

research.  

  

Chapter Two presents the research framework, which reflects the need for a 

deep understanding of museology, curating, social practice foci, and related 

community engagement. The proposed methodological framework is an 

adaptive and reflective one that allows for interconnectedness and cross-

disciplinary nuances to be examined and developed. The research methods 

employed use a theoretical lens of examining and deconstructing power 

relations that is both qualitative and reflective in nature.  

      

Chapters Three and Four provide a comprehensive literature review and explore 

the key concepts underpinning this research. These chapters provide the 

contextual framework in which the research was conducted, present the various 

avenues of research used to justify my approach, describe further background 

on the research topics, and document important texts in the field. They critically 

examine the pertinent literature in museology, curating, and social practice that 

underpin the research. The focus of these chapters is on mapping the 

intersection of museums, curatorial practice, and the activism found in socially 

engaged curatorial work. The mapping of literature allows for a critical reflection 

on how socially engaged curatorial practice has evolved and adapted to different 

political contexts. Importantly, these chapters provide contextualisation of 

socially engaged curating in the three fields of museology, curating, and social 

practice.  
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Chapter Five explains the methodology of slow curating in detail, which includes 

explanations and overarching contexts such as collaborations with artists and 

communities, as well as, engaging in contexts. My research output, the slow 

curating framework, is a reflective curatorial framework that explores, 

challenges, and expands museum and exhibition experiences for more relevant 

audience engagement. I contextualise and critically examine the framework 

within socially engaged curatorial practice and offer further descriptions and 

initial findings of the four locations of research. Also see Appendix A. 

 

In Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight I grouped experiments as examples of 

specific ideological findings. Experiments are placed in chapters that highlight 

three key concepts—radical pedagogy, space, place, and power, and curatorial 

risk. I included in each of these chapter discussions some experiment overlaps 

but many of these could be used in multiple chapters as exemplar.  

 

Chapter Six explores slow curating through a multifaceted examination of 

several areas of work and experimentation. The enquiry aims to reflect the 

fundamental intersection of art, education, interpretation, and engagement to 

activate potentialities. Using a theoretical framework to investigate power 

relations found in institutions was imperative to my research, and my research 

demonstrated that the activation of space between object and audience was 

possible through experiments that focused on radical pedagogy and socially 

engaged curating.  

  

Chapter Seven looks at the idea that place and space are also sites where art 

and audiences can be activated. This is shown through a number of 



 

30 
 

experiments that examined the definition of space as a notion of place, 

conceptual space, and the inversion of the traditional concept of the white cube. 

The experiments I conducted offered critical inquiry into the power structures 

found in a museum’s physical space, the field of architecture as a tool for 

engaged interpretation, and the role of a project space as a catalyst for 

experimentation. A key component of my examination was looking at art, 

architecture, memory, and spectral traces, as foci for creative actions in sites of 

post-conflict and trauma.  

  

In Chapter Eight, I discuss curating risk, contestation, and discontent within 

museum collections. I focus on experiments that were conducted using the slow 

curating framework to examine interpretation, challenge power relations 

inherent in the histories of museums, expose complexities of the histories of 

museum collections, and antagonise the museum as an institution.  

  

Finally, in the conclusion I reflect on the significance of my research and the 

three specific findings. The chapter illuminates the new knowledge found in my 

research and how it not only adds to current academic research in museology 

and curating but positions the findings as a toolkit and new knowledge that has 

an international impact. I also note possible areas of further research. The 

importance of professional development is noted, as is a statement on power 

dynamics of this area of work and the urgency therein.  
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CHAPTER TWO 

Research Stratagem, Paradigm, and Design 

 

This chapter begins with an exploration of the theoretical paradigm that 

underpins the approach and design of my curatorial practice in the four museum 

sites. It then moves on to provide a detailed discussion of the research methods, 

the research process and data analysis, as well as, ethical considerations. The 

dissertation is informed by practice-based, field research that evolved into a 

working framework that I refer to as slow curating. I also critically examine power 

in the four institutions, to challenge and analyse the complicated, discursive 

existence of institutional hegemony that impairs institutional relevancy. 

 

2.1 Research Design 

At the outset, my research was inspired by my experience, as an art curator (at 

that point, more for than a decade); I wanted to better understand the 

processes by which curators can facilitate art museums to be more engaging 

and sustainable. The research process began with an examination of 

museological trends: innovative curatorial approaches and processes, socially 

engaged curatorial practices, and community cultural development techniques. 

This raised two important concerns in the research process. The first was the 

ability to respond to wider social and cultural contexts of the museums in which 

I conducted my research. I knew the research would be conducted over a long 

period of time, through specific projects, and at different physical sites. 

Therefore, it would have to be responsive to variations in location. Second, I 

found that the research approach had to be flexible enough to respond to the 

specific contexts and had to employ a reflective practice. This encouraged me 
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to discover a set of practices and methods that revealed unexpected findings 

and opened up new knowledge at the intersection of contemporary art, 

museology, and curatorship that are often hidden or ignored in favour of 

dominant forms of representation and dissemination. This is where carrying out 

experiments—posing a thesis or point of view/action, reviewing, analysing the 

findings, and then making changes when required—became an important 

method in the overall research strategy. These experiments proved essential by 

allowing me, as the researcher, to present a thesis/premise/action through a 

variety of methods and letting the process unfold, as contextual responses in a 

reflective manner. This strategy facilitated success or failure, which in turn, 

informed the findings. Two key design elements, contextual responsiveness 

and reflectivity, were the basis for my research strategy. The experiments and 

methods further facilitated my understanding of shifts in presenting and 

mediating art to better engage with audiences and communities. 

 

The purpose of this practice-based inquiry was to investigate the use of socially 

engaged curatorial practice in regional museums, art centres, and galleries; to 

create relevant engagement with audiences and local communities; and to 

provide a critical reflection on curatorial practice, as it evolves and adapts to 

political contexts. Over many years prior to beginning the research, I had 

developed a curatorial practice that engaged political and local contextual 

ideas. For my PhD research, I wanted to investigate how and why museums, 

galleries, and art centres, as well as, those holding power in these institutions 

(directors, curators, and educators), could find new ways of thinking about 

access, knowledge, and engagement. I was particularly inspired by artists and 

curators who employed strategies found in the theory and practice of 
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institutional critique, which challenges traditions and conventions found within 

institutions. 

 

It became clear, both through an examination of theory, as well as, through my 

practice, that the overarching theoretical construct required me to examine 

power relations found in contemporary art institutions and curating, from various 

angles. This examination included looking at power from within and outside the 

institutions, between curators, directors, and other staff; between museum staff 

and artists and the public; and between artists and the public. The research had 

to engage with and interrogate the specific power relations in and around the 

hegemonic structures. I looked at examples of overt power and authority 

perceived in the roles of directors, curators, and educationalists, as well as, the 

concealed, or unconscious, power structures embodied in space, place, and 

communities. Museums are not neutral; they are fraught with power dynamics 

amid layers of authority and multiple avenues of influence.1 Importantly, the 

research methodology made it impossible to examine unequal power relations 

in institutions as a binary; it was more complicated. The theoretical paradigm 

had to evolve, reflect, and respond to the contexts of the experiments.  

 

Early in my research, I looked for theoretical constructs that aligned with my 

curatorial practice, including feminist theories discovered in tactical experiments 

 
1 There is widespread acknowledgement in the field of museology that bias is reflected in 
museums. See these websites for discussions of this: 
https://artstuffmatters.wordpress.com/2017/10/15/changing-the-things-i-cannot-accept-
museums-are-not-neutral/ and 
https://lookingbackmovingforwardinmuseumeducation.com/2018/07/12/museums-are-not-
neutral-a-discussion-on-why-there-is-no-museum-neutrality-in-museum-education/ 
https://artmuseumteaching.com/2017/08/31/museums-are-not-neutral/  
https://artmuseumteaching.com/2018/04/11/reflection-on-museums-neutrality/. 
 

https://artstuffmatters.wordpress.com/2017/10/15/changing-the-things-i-cannot-accept-museums-are-not-neutral/
https://artstuffmatters.wordpress.com/2017/10/15/changing-the-things-i-cannot-accept-museums-are-not-neutral/
https://lookingbackmovingforwardinmuseumeducation.com/2018/07/12/museums-are-not-neutral-a-discussion-on-why-there-is-no-museum-neutrality-in-museum-education/
https://lookingbackmovingforwardinmuseumeducation.com/2018/07/12/museums-are-not-neutral-a-discussion-on-why-there-is-no-museum-neutrality-in-museum-education/
https://artmuseumteaching.com/2017/08/31/museums-are-not-neutral/
https://artmuseumteaching.com/2018/04/11/reflection-on-museums-neutrality/
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such as with the Guerrilla Girls experiment and later with the site-specific 

experiment in Sligo entitled the Bureau of Radical Accessibility (B.R.A.). I 

considered structuralist theory, in which culture is understood to have 

connections to larger systems and structures, when curating the exhibits 

Conflicted Accounts by photographer Paul Seawright (post-conflict society), the 

Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project (sexism in the world), Flood Diversion 

(environmental issues), and Mark Clare’s Dream House project (US housing 

crisis amid the worldwide recession). Yet, in my early experiments, I found post-

structuralism to be less binary than structuralism’s prescriptive and restrictive 

oppositions. Considering post-structuralism also opened up space in my 

research to examine how a specific museum or curating project is understood 

as an object or field in relation to the history, systems, and knowledge that 

produced it (Eagleton, 1983). I also found that while theoretical constructs in the 

field of museology use qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method approaches, 

they appeared to be based less on theory and more on practice or field work. I 

observed that curators often used contemporary theoretical constructs in their 

work, including critical theory and literary theory. However, in much of the 

literature on curating I reviewed, curators use theory as the basis for exhibitions 

or experiments while not testing these theories in a consistent way or at a 

specific long-term site or institution (see Gleadowe [2000], Kuoni [2001], and 

Obrist [2009, 2011, 2014c]).2 Relating specifically to socially engaged practices, 

 
2 Among the exceptions is the work by curator Michael Birchall (UK) and artist Fiona Whelan 
(IRE). Birchall’s exhibitions, PhD research, and curatorial practice employ a socially engaged 
curating process. Whelan’s work in Dublin is based as an artist-in-residence. Her reflective 
practice responded to that specific context through a series of art interventions. Her work has 
been published in Ten: Territory Encounter and Negotiation (2014) and in the social practice 
peer-reviewed journal Field. Both of these scholars’ work coincided with my curatorial research 
and practice. Alongside these peers, I have participated in three conference panels discussing 
socially engaged practices and curatorial work and now have a strong international reputation 
for socially engaged museological and curatorial practice.  
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feminism and gender studies (see hooks [2008], Pollock [2003], Robinson 

[2001]) provided insight and specific tactical examples. However, not all of my 

investigations were solely situated in these theoretical constructs. I wanted to 

be more assertive in challenging the status quo found in art institutions. In 

general, as discussed in Chapters Three and Four, challenging organisational 

structures using institutional critique did not extend far enough for a long-term 

intervention in a museum, gallery, or art centre.3 

 

Solidifying what I believed was a strong theoretical foundation from which to 

examine power relations, my research required me to understand the 

complexity of power relations in institutions. Throughout this process, I identified 

several key philosophical ideas that provided a foundation for my research. 

Chantel Mouffe (2013) argues that art plays a role in destabilising institutions 

and the status quo through the facilitation of dialogue that disrupts a space. In 

turn, these spaces can be re-imagined. I also found Jacques Rancière’s (2009) 

notion of the politics of disruption or antagonism useful, as well as, Michel 

Foucault’s (1970) analysis that power must seek to unfix and destabilise 

accepted meanings.4 As discussed in Chapters Six, Seven and Eight, I used 

the experiments to challenge traditional approaches in museology, curation, 

and interpretation. I also antagonised conventions of space and place. As 

 
3 One of the drawbacks of the theory and practice of institutional critique is that artists who 
challenge the institution also benefit from the institution. There also seemed to be an inability to 
change the institution through one-off projects or exhibitions. My research found that real 
change has to challenge power structures and relations.  
4 I also considered Jean-Francois Lyotard’s ideas of art as a resistance force in his 1985 
curated exhibition at the Centre Georges Pompidou in Paris entitled Les Immatériaux. However, 
I felt his aesthetics of the sublime was too passive, in relation to liberal democracy. Michael 
Birchall (2013) has written a solid Post-Fordist critique of neo-liberalism/neo-capitalism in 
curating and the resistance to such via social practice.  
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intentional antagonisms, several experiments purposefully posed new questions 

and unsettled conventional meanings.  

 

However, antagonism (and disruption) for its own sake was unhelpful, if not 

detrimental, to my curatorial work. My practice had been rooted in 

communication and personal connection with individuals and communities. 

There needed to be a curatorial intention—a reason—to use antagonisms to 

open space. The disruptions could not offend or be acrimonious for the 

community; there needed to be reciprocal respect. My experience working with 

communities bore this out, and the research helped me further develop my 

awareness.  

 

When determining how power structures could be disrupted, I also looked at 

dialogical approaches, such as the theories of Emmanuel Levinas (1989), in 

relation to concepts of responsibility and negotiation between the author, co-

producers, and participants, as they adapted and were applied to the political 

landscape. Discussion became a method of understanding the research sites 

and art’s meaning, as produced in its context. Foucault’s (1970) notion of 

discourse as discursive was useful in unpacking the idea that knowing a place 

was a matter of researching primary sources but also of being self-reflective 

and critical of my own understanding. 

 

The desire to employ dialogical processes pointed me to Jurgen Habermas 

(1981) with his models of dialogue in power relations. This became important in 

my response to the question of how power relations can be examined through 

actions. The idea of curatorial dialogue was useful when conducting 
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experiments: I would pose a question and then a counter-question to provide 

space for ambiguity and dialogue. Marx’s theory of dialectics was a useful point 

of departure. However, my curatorial work became less essentialist in nature. In 

order to push beyond the binary of dialecticism and to facilitate a non-linear way 

of working, I found curator Jean-Francois Lyotard’s (1984) notion of the 

labyrinth useful. Additionally, Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980) rhizomatic 

approach and non-linear process, proved insightful.5 Using rhizomatic 

approaches in non-linear thinking and curating proved significant to visualising 

an alternative curatorial practice. The concept allowed for an openness to 

exhibition-making, which developed and manifested itself in non-linear, 

advantageous, and unexpected ways rather than traditional, linear, or planned 

ways. These key theoretical constructs for examining and challenging power 

relations in art institutions are manifested in three approaches, disruptive, 

dialogic, and rhizomatic functionality, which I explore in the remainder of this 

section. 

 

2.2 Curating as Disruption 

I knew from previous curatorial work at Millennium Court Arts Centre (MCAC) in 

Portadown, that when posing questions rather than answers, a space for 

dialogue was opened. Gathering data on how exhibitions and art projects were 

understood and received by the public was crucial for curatorial success. Yet 

my research pushed me to be more assertive, take more risks, and pose 

poignant questions in my practice. These approaches had at their foundation 

 
5 The organic nature of Deleuze and Guattari’s rhizomatic approach allowed for unexpected 
outcomes—as a seed grows not up but sideways and meanders until finding a space to break 
new ground. The metaphor became a conceptual gesture in many of my research experiments, 
allowing for meaning and processes to unfold in situ. 
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the aim of re-articulating and reframing curatorial epistemologies. Some 

projects were openly antagonistic to historical curatorial models. Other art 

practices I curated were not overtly political. Mouffe (2013) argues that for 

critical art, which can exist in different forms while contributing a critique of the 

dominant hegemony. I agree with Mouffe that distinguishing between ‘political’ 

and ‘non-political’ art is an unimportant divider. Of the approximately 30 

curatorial experiments I conducted, only 10 were overtly political in content (the 

methods and outcomes of these are discussed in Chapters Six, Seven, and 

Eight). I often worked with artists who did not consider themselves political or 

socially engaged. In those instances, I employed socially engaged curatorial 

practices in the exhibition or public programmes. I was interested in critical art, 

unnerving or non-traditional display, and inversion of traditional interpretation, 

and I employed these tactics in projects. 

 

Most commonly, however, my approach was parasitical.6 I explored artistic, 

curatorial, and creative practices that flourished in beneficent parasitic 

relationships, following Michel Serres’s (2007) understanding of the parasite: 

artists and curators whose practices parasitise existing structures, whether 

academic, architectural, or administrative. Artist Vito Acconci (2004) describes 

this modus operandi as art under cover. Interested in this approach, I found that 

Ranciere’s (2009) disruption and antagonism, which initially seemed too 

aggressive for me, became an important part of my research. Increasingly there 

was a need—a curatorial urgency—to develop subversive, parasitical, 

experiments. Ranciere argues that by maintaining order, or the status quo, we 

 
6 This idea was fleshed out in a CAA proposal with scholar Christina Schmid, Professor, 
University of Minnesota, US.  
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become de-politicised and that it is only through politics as a disruption, an 

antagonism of the status quo, that can we challenge hegemony.  

 

These ideas underpinned a number of experiments and methods I used in the 

Guerrilla Girls project in Ireland/Northern Ireland (2009/2010), where biting 

humour and statistics were used to question the collections of several major art 

institutions. Another example was the inclusion of Camile Billops’s film The KKK 

Ain’t just for Rednecks (2010) in a collections exhibit at LaGrange Art Museum. 

This work was purchased specifically for the exhibition and posed direct and 

immediate questions about the contested term ‘post-racial’ in the American 

South. This antagonism was first posed to the LAM board of directors, then to 

the curatorial team who had to prepare the viewing conditions, and finally to the 

public. You Like This: A Democratic Approach to the Museum (2011–2012) was 

a crowdsourcing exhibition in Fargo, North Dakota, that posed the question of 

community-based selection and the usurping of curatorial control from museum 

curators, a concept that enraged New York blogger Judith H. Dobrzynski.7 A 

final example is the Bureau of Radical Accessibility in Sligo, Ireland, a site-

based installation that was set up in the art centre lobby in direct defiance of the 

everyday normality of a director’s/curator’s closed doors.  

 

However, the antagonisms were not always overt. Examples of more indirect 

antagonisms include the quiet gesture of site-specific reflection on utopia and 

dystopia in post-conflict Craigavon, Northern Ireland, found in Andre Stitt’s work 

 
7 In the blog post, Dobrzynski writes: ‘I understand the desire to involve people in art. But I do 
not understand why museum directors want to so devalue the curatorial profession’ (2011, p.1). 
For more on this research experiment, see Chapter 7. 
https://www.artsjournal.com/realcleararts/2011/10/plains_museum_and_public.html 

https://www.artsjournal.com/realcleararts/2011/10/plains_museum_and_public.html
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(2009–2010) at MCAC or the empathetic creation of Mark Clare’s Dream House 

(2011). Clare’s public artwork in LaGrange posed questions about the 2008 US 

housing market crash and the impact on working-class Americans while 

critiquing the hegemonic display of traditional public art. 

 

2.3 Curating as Dialogue 

While examining how power structures can be disrupted, I found the 

practice/theory of curatorial and institutional responsibility and negotiation, as 

developed by Levinas (1989), to be an important counterbalance to 

antagonisms. Levinas’s ideas on negotiation between the author, co-producers, 

and participants, as adapted and applied to the political landscape are reflected 

in both the slow curating framework and in how I responded to and negotiated 

with specific places and people in each working location. Mouffe (2013) also 

notes the importance of what she calls artivists, or those who employ hybrid 

artistic practices and political activism to position themselves against the status 

quo. I would also call myself an arts activist.  

 

With the addition of open rhizomatic approaches and self-reflection, I was 

supported theoretically in my selection of methods in relation to the need to 

adapt to different contexts. The theories I used played an important role in 

facilitating the evolution of research outputs and outcomes. It was also vital that 

I did not presume any research outcomes. In an attempt to be more responsive 

to the specific context, I reflected upon my work, as it unfolded in situ. Noted 

curatorial scholar Dorothee Richter (2019) believes that  

curating exists at the interface between spatial, the theoretical, and the 
visual. . . . that curating produces meaning in the manner analysed in 
Barthes’ Mythologies for complex signs and systems. The meaning is 
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produced in a specific historical moment in relation to the arts, to a political 
situation, to a cultural context to a social situation (p.12).  
 

Discussions with artists, the public, and key stakeholders were essential for a 

comprehensive reflection on the projects and my role in them and, therefore, 

my research flexibility. My commitment to dialogue meant discussions were 

conducted in both the exhibition space and outside the institution, and I 

conducted large, public lectures and discussions, as well as, informal, intimate 

dialogues.  

      

I hoped to demonstrate, as part of the methodological process, that through 

dialogue, slow curating was a useful framework in many different contexts. My 

research showed that responding to context was an essential factor in how 

curatorial practices adapt, which in turn facilitated a greater connectedness with 

audiences. For example, negotiation and responsibility (Levinas, 1989) 

manifested themselves in my research as reciprocal relationships. This means 

that, as I developed projects, I wanted participants to feel that they had 

ownership, as well as, a relevant stake in the project. The participants were 

respected for what they brought to the table, and it was important that they 

benefited in some way from the project. Through negotiated experiments, I 

exposed unequal power relations through abstract constructions, such as space 

and location, and through dialogue between artists, participants, and the public. 

The Guerrilla Girl All-Ireland Project (2008–2009) was one such intentionally 

dialogical project; the collaboration of six organisations and more than a dozen 

people were at the core of the two-year endeavour. Numerous 

debates/discussions took place in the collective decision making. As individuals 

contributed their knowledge and skills to a project, there was dialogue and 
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mutual respect. The discussions were always robust but also reciprocal and 

acknowledged participants’ contributions. There was a dialogical criticality 

embodied. This way of working was apparent in the process, such as the 

Guerrilla Girls’ All-Ireland research in 2008. For example, subsequent analysis 

of our findings in this project underscored the importance of how we 

communicated with each other. The participating institutions acknowledged the 

statistics we recorded as new knowledge. They wanted to learn from this 

research and began to consider their work in relation to our findings. 

Throughout the process I considered Levinas’s (1989) strategy of ‘negotiation 

between author, co-producers and participants . . . continually tested, adapted 

and applied, as the political landscape evolves and participants’ status changes 

from day to day’ (p.47) guided me. (For further examples, see Chapters Six, 

Seven, and Eight.) 

 

2.4 Curating as Rhizomatic 

I further developed a process to explore tension, struggle, and interplay in 

projects to reveal unequal institutional power relations. As noted above, 

Lyotard’s (1984) interest in art as a resistant force and the use of a labyrinthine, 

non-linear process was fundamental in my approach. Dialectics were too 

essentialist and binary. Therefore, in designing my experiments, I embraced the 

idea of asking more questions than providing answers. For example, in the 

Flood Diversion project in Fargo, I commissioned six new works that responded 

to the seasonal flooding of the city. However, that year, the Red River did not 

flood, so artists would not be able to respond to an immediate flood. In 

response, I changed the project so that possibilities could be discussed 

collectively with participating artists and the PAM. Another example of this 
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rhizomatic process was the openness of the Bureau of Radical Accessibility in 

Sligo, with its unknown and unintended responses from both invited artists and 

participants. The B.R.A. was an example of dialogical space, as understood by 

Mouffe. Also, Henri Lefebvre’s assertion that space ‘not [be] considered, as an 

empty container, but something you create and change, dialectical and 

materialist’ (quoted in Brancaleone, 2012 p.9)8 was helpful. These theories 

facilitated my idea of an experimental place, which in turn could become a site 

of change, activation, and resistance to the institutional status quo.       

 

I was drawn to these ideas not only as theoretical insights into unequal power 

relations but also, as points of departure for notions of place/space in the 

employment of specific tactics and experiments. As my research progressed, I 

drew on educational theory found in the work of art activists Paulo Freire and 

Shor (1987), as well as, John Dewey (1938) in relation to education and radical 

pedagogy. If power imbalances are to be addressed, we need to re-imagine 

and activate social relations and education in institutions. Shor and Freire 

(1987) discuss the dialogical method of liberatory pedagogy, not as a mere 

technique to achieve cognitive results, but as a means to transform social 

relations in the classroom and to raise awareness about relations in society at 

large. Their liberatory pedagogy and dialogical methods facilitated my ideas on 

institutional collaboration and curatorial teams. My ideas of non-hierarchical and 

alternative distribution models in curating were influenced by Grant Kester’s 

(2004) ‘dialogical art’9 and Bishop’s (2004) idea of ‘open-ended, interactive and 

 
8 Lefebvre’s ideas of active space was most likely influenced by his work with Situationists Guy 
Debord and Raoul Vaneigem in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  
9 Initially termed littoral art but later known as dialogical art, Kester attempted to name and 
describe this art practice, as it was unfolding in southern California in the 1990s. Kester is the 
author of several key social practice publications including Conversation Pieces: Community 
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resistant to closure, often appearing to be a “work in progress” rather than a 

completed object’ (p.52). These references, along with sociological, political, 

art, and communitarian theories, helped me establish a lexicon for connecting 

my curatorial practice to the concept of slow curating and socially engaged 

practices. 

 

2.5 Research Methodology and Methods 

At each of the four research locations, I created relevant engagement with 

audiences and local communities while critically examining my curatorial 

practice, as it adapted to political contexts. The biggest challenge was 

generating new knowledge within formal academic research. I challenged 

institutional power relations, opening up space for new knowledge. As a 

reflective curatorial framework, slow curating interrogates traditional processes 

and entails researching socio-political and historical contexts. One conducts 

research, carries out discussions, experiments, observes, notes outputs, 

responds in situ, and then re-tests. Slow curating is an iterative process and was 

reviewed, repeated, and altered in the four locations of research. 

 

The research design needed to be responsive and flexible over long and short 

periods of time in order to respond to the four research locations. The method-

based framework was an evolving project, reflective of internal and external 

dialogical processes involving myself, museum staff, artists, and community 

members. There was a need for continual verbal and non-verbal dialogue and 

 
and Communication in Modern Art (2004), which was an important early text that informed my 
practice. In early 2006, I was asked to speak on a panel with Kester at Interface Centre for 
Research in Art and Design at the University of Ulster. As we discussed our individual practices, 
the conversation was an early indication that there was indeed a name for my curating, but it 
had yet to be more fully developed.  
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self-reflection about the process. The reflective components of the process 

primarily fell on me, where journals (Fig. 2.1), discussions, and writing were the 

means of self-criticism and evaluation. See Appendix B for more examples of 

field notes. 

 

       

 
Figure 2.1: Research field notes as reflective methodology 
Portadown, 2009 (left), and Fargo, 2012 (right). 

 

Qualitative research was the best methodological approach because it allowed 

me to consider multiple focal points and voices (polyvocality),10 incorporating 

various disciplines and subject matters. At the same time, it was important to 

include other foci and the perspectives of staff, artists, and the public. This 

intentionality of the research design directly challenged established power 

structures in art presentation and interpretation. Across the four locations of 

research, a qualitative methodology provided an approach for an in-depth 

understanding of human behaviour and what impacted audiences’ choices and 

their connections with creative experiences. This broad approach to studying 

social events and experiences is based on a constructivist and critical 

perspective (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011). For example, central to the 

 
10 Polyvocality is used in anthropological studies to denote the researcher’s use of participants’ 
ideas for research questions. Similarly, in my research, incorporating polyvocality into the 
methodology was intended to include other community-based, participant-led decisions in the 
curatorial process.   
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methodology was an approximate six-month mapping exercise that included 

observation, discussions with local stakeholders, artists, and activists, as well 

as, a review of primary and secondary sources relevant to the locale. The ability 

to test and retest my Slow Curating Framework through this creative, 

responsive approach became increasingly important, and the multiple work 

sites facilitated this process. Through a reflective practice, which included 

repeated experiments and failures, I learned to adjust my actions and try again. 

(These lessons are discussed in detail in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight.) In 

order to challenge institutional power in a way that would bring lasting change, 

the dialogue involving myself, artists, staff, stakeholders, and the public had to 

be open. 

 

A qualitative approach entails the researcher studying ‘a cultural or social group 

in its natural settings, closely examining patterns of behaviour, values and 

practices’ (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008 p.12). For me, the ability to speak with 

important stakeholders, artists, and staff became a primary way to uncover the 

socio-political issues (spoken and unspoken) in the four communities.11 This 

approach resulted in rich, layered data that would not have been produced had 

I used quantitative methods.  

 

Donald Schön’s The Reflective Practitioner (1983) presented a way for me to 

develop methods through a series of actions and experiments, engaging 

 
11 Though discussed in more depth in Chapter Eight, suffice it to say here that one particular 
unspoken socio-political issue highlighted in the research was segregation in LaGrange, 
Georgia. Home of the Callaway Estate, Gardens, and family, the community leaders—
particularly the Callaway family patriarch—had unofficially continued to facilitate a 
segregationist policy of ‘separate but equal’ until the early 1980s. This was explained to me by 
locals during an intimate three-person evening dinner chat. Officially, desegregation occurred in 
the US between 1954 and 1964.  
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concrete situations. According to Schön, the creative practitioner can use 

experimentation to reveal new facets of the situation, previously unidentified or 

not clarified, which in turn provides new information and clarity. The situation is 

as active a player as the practitioner (Schön, 1983), and in this way, the 

dialectical nature (posing a thesis and a counter-thesis) of the research and 

findings afforded me more space to be less binary and more nuanced in my 

practice.  

 

My curatorial practice was cyclical, with reflection and dialogue taking place 

throughout the process. This was especially true after each experiment, but 

more so after I had completed my research in each location. Schön (1983) 

explains that the practitioner ‘reflects on the understandings which have been 

implicit in his action, understandings which he surfaces, criticises, restructures, 

and embodies in further action’ (p.5). This reflective process allowed for pivots 

during experiments and, most importantly, it allowed for failure. The next step 

would be discovering how to implement the research methodology at the four 

locations.  

 

The second design approach was determined by the four locations where I was 

employed. The methods needed to be flexible and responsive to the different 

sites. Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) describe the merit of multi-site research as 

the opportunity to provide ‘a detailed investigation into a setting and its 

participants, accompanied by an analysis of the data for themes, patterns and 

issues’ (p.11). I used this approach so that I could compare and contrast 

different points of view, including mine, as well as, to develop the Slow Curating 

Framework. The experiments I performed in the four locations are presented in 
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later chapters where they sit in broader discussions of key concepts. The 

methodology of the research was iterative—continually creating new 

antagonisms, knowledge, and re-testing possibilities from previous findings. I 

frequently assessed and revised my research, specifically in response to new 

ideas or collaborative initiatives. 

 

The use of an evolving inquiry facilitated two key elements in the methodology. 

First, by working in four distinct regional sites, I could include a number of tests 

and re-tests. In effect, the testing and re-testing reflected my curatorial practice, 

as it evolved and adapted to different political contexts. For example, I tested 

the pedagogical approach Visual Thinking Strategies (VTS) multiple times and 

introduced the project spaces approach in all four research sites. Each of the 

experiments built on knowledge I had gleaned from earlier experiments, 

effectively embodying the reflective research framework.  

 

VTS is a widespread approach to interpretation in contemporary art. It aims to 

break down barriers in discussions about art, as well as, challenge the notion 

that the curator, educationalist, or the tour guide is the expert. When I first 

implemented it at the sites, it was relatively new in all four sites; VTS has only 

been used in Fargo, and then only sporadically. The evolution of VTS into a 

broad inquiry-based interpretation—as exemplified in open-ended questions 

and non-authoritative tours and educational strategies—supported the non-

hierarchical ways of working internally and externally with the public, as 

embodied in my research. 
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Secondly, the sites were located in very different places, including three 

countries and two distinct regions of the US, and the research occurred over 

eight years. The immersive process of the researcher was embodied in the 

methodology and evolved during the time I spent at each site. Bloomberg and 

Volpe (2008) describe this form of research methodology as ‘an intensive 

description and analysis of a phenomenon, social unit or system bound by time 

or place’ (p.80). I spent a significant amount of time in each area: 5+ years in 

Portadown, 1.5 years each in LaGrange and Fargo, and 12 months in Sligo. 

The focus on temporality and process was parallel to my research. Bloomberg 

and Volpe (2008) quote S.B. Merriam (1998), who explains that multi-site 

methodology is ‘employed to gain an in-depth understanding of the situation 

and meaning for those involved. The interest is in process rather than 

outcomes, in context rather than specific variable, in discovering rather than 

confirmation’ (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008: 80; Merriman 1998). Therefore, I 

argue that when in slow curating, the temporality of years or months becomes 

less important, and the intensely dialogical process becomes the priority.  

      

My research was undertaken in visual arts-driven organisations. Two of the 

institutions were museums, and two called themselves art centres. The two art 

centres and one of the museums had permanent collections. My experience in 

the field bears witness to the blending of the definitions of ‘museum’, ‘art 

centre’, and ‘gallery’, and these traditional definitions are confusing.12 

Therefore, my criteria selecting research sites was the priority of visual arts in 

 
12 The traditional definitions of and perceptions of difference between museum/art centre/gallery 
do not hold up in a contemporary context. Many art museums function like art centres and vice 
versa. In Europe, a gallery can be public, but in the US, a gallery connotes a commercial 
setting. In general, a museum means there is a collection. For use in this inquiry, all of the 
venues—whether they were called a museum, art centre, or gallery—were visual arts-driven 
organisations.   
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their institution. In each of the locations, I was employed as a director or chief 

curator. By design and by the realities of the field, it was also central to the 

process that I was an outsider because it gave me an opportunity to meet with 

many local people to learn about the context of the facilities/exhibitions. The 

research design included an aim to quickly connect with the community at large. 

This process included living and working in the location and sharing facilities 

(schools, shops, and playgrounds) with the local population, as a way of 

engaging quickly. But being from the outside was also embraced by the 

community because I came with fresh eyes and an openness to learn and 

engage with others.  

 

I held multiple positions in the various locations. On the one hand, I could be 

regarded as an outsider because I had moved from elsewhere. I found that the 

role of an outsider can provide potential space for accessibility and influence. 

This allowed me (as an outsider) to take chances and programme with the 

intention of ‘activating potentialities’ (Laermans, 2012) without knowing what 

had previously been done. This outside position also allowed space to facilitate 

an experimental process. On the other hand, I was also an insider, based in the 

institution and one who held significant power in the role of director/chief 

curator. This provided me with a strong ability to influence and act, as well as, a 

responsibility in relation to risk and possible failure. This is important because 

other researchers would have had to work much harder to convince a museum 

to experiment as I did. Though overall working in this way was a challenge. I 

may have captured the socio-political space to conduct investigations, but it 

was the process of negotiation that facilitated openness to outcomes.  
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During the research I was able to be a catalyst for change. I was interested in 

encouraging change together with other people (artists, community, staff), 

allowing them to take the lead in projects and influence decisions. The role of 

an outsider, as a catalyst and facilitator, stems from arts-based community 

development (ABCD). Using ABCD as a method also facilitated an interrogation 

of power structures. Noted activist Terry Bergdall (2003) explains:  

Effective catalysts from outside of the community do not do anything 
directly for people. They encourage people to do things that are their own. 
ABCD emphasizes that one leads best by stepping back. . . . Catalysts 
enable a community to look realistically at itself. They hold up a mirror so 
residents can see themselves as they really are. Because people have 
been well conditioned to focus on their problems, facilitators emphasize 
analytic tools and exercises that help community residents to identify and 
recognize strengths and capacities which they may have overlooked or 
ignored in the past. (p.3) 
 

The approach of simultaneously curating in context and reimagining 

interpretation and interpretation in institutions became the primary method I 

developed over an eight-year period. Reflective methodology foregrounds an 

apposite curatorial practice that prioritises the experience over the object and 

the audience over the expert. In doing so, I was able to activate space between 

object and audience, as it emerged out of experimentations in curatorial and 

museological musings at each site. 

 

2.6 The Methodology Framework 

The methodological framework manifested itself in slow curating, which is a 

multi-staged process of engagement, experiment, and curatorial praxis that 

aims to engage audiences more relevantly (Fig. 2.2). The methodology is briefly 

explained below to provide an initial description of the Slow Curating 

Framework. Much more breadth and depth is needed in order to critically 
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substantiate and contextualise the framework; I have dedicated an entire 

chapter to slow curating (Chapter Five).  

 

 

 

 
Figure 2.2. The Slow Curating Framework 

 
RESEARCH: Begin environmental mapping of the local context through 

dialogue, primary and secondary research, and observation. Take extensive 

notes. Speak with stakeholders. Consider questions that are overt and subvert. 

What is not being said? Over time, the nuances of the socio-political and 

historical ecosystems will become apparent.  

 

EXPERIMENT: Based in and/or connected to a local context and working with 

others, begin to present creative experiments that facilitate further and deeper 

dialogue. Take calculated risks. Given that the research aims to facilitate a 

space that is dialogical and experiential, use new approaches and methods for 

engagement through multiple avenues of entry into the work. Unplanned 

opportunities arise in the space between art and audiences.  

 

OBSERVATION: With an open, reflective, and transparent approach, observe 

the experiments, as they unfold within the context. Reflect in your journal: What 

is said, what is not? What works? What could have been done differently? Do 

not attempt to control the situation.  

 

 

Research 

 

Experiment 

 
Observation 

 

Reflect 

 

Dialogue 

 

Adapt / 

Alter 

 

Repeat 
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REFLECTION: Take time to reflect on your process, work, relationships, and 

context, as the process unfolds. Write, talk, and think about how things are 

going. Journal. What would you do differently?  

 

DIALOGUE: In light of the above, discuss the project and process with 

collaborators, colleagues, and mentors. Should you try again? What would you 

do differently?  

 

ADAPT/ALTER: As the process unfolds, allow for changes in the project.  

 

REPEAT/RE-TEST 

 

2.7 Qualitative Methods 

Qualitative, reflective, and responsive in nature, the research methods and 

approaches I used were the most applicable for the field. The advantage of 

qualitative methods, as opposed to quantitative methods, is that they make 

possible a more complete description and analysis of the research subject 

without limiting the scope.  

   

Figure 2.3 Examples of Field Notes.  
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Left: from 2009 ISEA conference in Belfast where I noted the importance of interactivity artwork 
as an event and how network strategy can be an alternative to a spectacle strategy. Middle: 
notes from Declan McGonagle’s talk in London in 2009 that reflect art ‘in relation to’. Right: 
notes and reflections on discussions in Manchester 2009 about the Taking Time: Craft and the 
Slow Revolution exhibition and the broader influence of the slow movement and art practice. 
This is when I first contemplated the notion of slow curating. There are additional examples of 
Field Notes in Appendix B. 

  

The primary method of data collection was organised into three areas: 1) 

curatorial experiments, 2) primary and secondary research mapping using 

archives, observations, social media, museum files, and discussions with the 

community, and 3) reflective practice through field notes, personal reflection, 

and journals. Examples of data collection included archival research, 

observation, personal reflection, dialogue, informal interviews, semi-structured 

interviews with small groups, and reflection on the gathered information 

alongside curatorial experiments. Analysing nonverbal and visual data related 

to the areas of inquiry provided a deep, multifaceted understanding of the 

issues. Documented informal discussions with audiences, exhibition interpretive 

materials, notes from conferences, as well as, group discussions with museum 

staff, funders, and others provided additional qualitative and primary source 

material. I engaged with artists, organisers, curators, funders, and participants 

through a variety of curatorial experiments for over eight years.  

 

An important element of the qualitative methodology was critical self-evaluation 

and reflection. Throughout the process, I kept journals, wrote notes and reports, 

published writings, and discussed the process with the public, participants, 

artists, and peers in the field. Undertaking this type of holistic and qualitative 

approach by working with local gatekeepers and key informants, created what 

Bloomberg and Volpe (2008) call a ‘holistic cultural portrait’ (p.11). 
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The overarching theoretical construct led me to examine power relations found 

in contemporary museums and curating, from various angles; I looked at power 

from within and outside the institutions while still being responsive and reflective. 

I observed and responded through experiments critical of power particularly that 

of the overt and perceived authority found in the roles of directors and curators. 

In many experiments, I intentionally inverted power and influence.  

 

I carried out experiments in alternative project spaces, with collections and 

project-based exhibits and interventions, as commissioned work and touring 

projects, and as collaboration with communities and other institutions. Archives, 

public spaces, and public art interventions also played a role in the experiments. 

The research also included direct observation, the purpose of which was to 

gather information by noting behavioural patterns and responses—structured or 

unstructured, conscious or unconscious, natural or contrived, personal or 

mechanical, participant or non-participant. 

 

More than any other method category, curatorial experiments embodied the 

theoretical construct of examining power relations in contemporary museums 

and curating from various angles. Experiments were nimble, with the ability to 

move, re-direct, and respond better. Project spaces were even more nimble, 

with short turn-around times and responsive possibilities, and were created with 

the participation of community members. Collection-based projects called into 

question curatorial expertise—who decides what is to go into the collection and 

how it is interpreted. Examples included Cult of Personality: Warhol, Dali and 

Lady Gaga at LaGrange Art Museum (2011) and You Like This: A Democratic 

Approach to the Museum in Fargo (2012). I curated responses to the bigger 
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socio-political issues of specific locations in project-based exhibitions, such as 

Mark Clare’s Dream House (2011) in LaGrange and Project FLOOD 

DIVERSION in Fargo. Relying on art archives upset the tradition of keeping 

them hidden from public view. For example, in The Return of Sodbuster: Luis 

Jiménez (2012), I displayed archival information including emails between the 

archivist and the artist. The Bureau of Radical Accessibility in Sligo (2015) was 

set up in direct defiance of closed-off office spaces so that the staff and public 

could meet, and hold discussions about how the art institution could be more 

connected to audiences. As part of that experiment, I invited two social 

practitioners, Carmen Papalia and Kristin Rochelle Lantz from Vancouver, 

Canada, to come for an artists’ residency at The Model in April 2015. This 

presented a number of challenges for staff in terms of museological issues and 

questions: Is this string the artists hung in our lobby actually art? Do we keep it 

up without a label? Will visitors understand that it is a piece? How do we talk 

about this type of art? Can we keep it up if there are potential safety issues? 

The research was conducted as part of Papalia and Lantz’s Bodies of 

Knowledge: Unlearning Infrastructural Oppression series, which envisioned 

museum spaces as accessible, horizontal platforms for cultural exchange. 

Papalia also offered a work of art to the Model art collection—an open source 

concept artwork that named a process that challenged the way institutions 

acquire pieces for their collections.13 Another facet of my research was 

engaging with communities directly via public spaces and interventions, which 

included site-specific sculptures, events, performances, and random acts.  

      

 
13 This project was noted in Bell (2016).  
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Many of my curatorial experiments engaged with notions of subverting 

authority, the blurring of authorship, and direct and subtle challenges to 

curatorial and museological traditions. In turn, they challenged existing power 

structures in the art institutions while also providing space and opportunity for 

communities to engage. In many of the experiments, there was the risk of 

failure, which I identified as curatorial risk (see Chapter Eight). The risk lay 

primarily in challenged museum and curatorial conventions—even small 

examples, such as ignoring the hanging of work at eye level. Another important 

finding was the relationship of place and space in inverting conventions. What 

started as tweaking place-based regeneration ideas, initially in Portadown, 

evolved into a place being an active site of change and agency where regional 

museums grappled with individual, collective, and institutional identity, as well 

as, audience engagement. 

 

In my mapping of primary and secondary sources, I used archival material, 

institutional social media, and museum files, as well as, observations of locale 

nuances and discussions with the community in informal interviews and semi-

structured interviews with small groups. Allowing for an intense study of the 

local context (documents and interviews) and enabled the acquisition of direct 

and indirect knowledge, which in turn informed my curation. In my mapping, I 

prioritised local archives materials, collections, and discussions with artists and 

community leaders. The ability to listen and hear other voices, and the 

importance of doing so as part of the curatorial process, was central in my 

research. Curator-led or the curatorial theory-based exhibition production 

became less and less interesting as the research developed. For decades 

curatorial practice has been established as an expertise, and indeed it is, but 
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more space can be opened in order to engage more extensively with 

communities. I discuss this in detail in the literature review and later chapters. 

Suffice to say here that new museology and trends in the curatorial and 

museological fields now recognise that social engagement is imperative for 

community connection (Black, 2012; Crooke, 2008; Janes and Sandell, 2019; 

Macdonald, 2006; Simon, 2010).  

 

The informal interviews I conducted enabled insights, often left unsaid or 

unreported, to come to the fore, thus prioritising other people’s views and 

revealing political nuances. These discussions posed intense challenges to 

conventional power structures. Over the course of the research period, I refined 

my interview skills and developed my ability to connect with people. As a result, 

interviewees became more comfortable and opened up the dialogue. I took 

minimal notes during the interviews and later recalled and noted the 

conversation. I found the more informal the discussion was, the more relaxed 

the exchange could be—and therefore more honest. One-on-one and small 

group interviews offered flexibility in terms of flow and open-ended questions. 

Not only did this subvert the notion of curatorial expertise, but it also allowed for 

polyvocality. In this regard, the dialogue opened up space for—and gave power 

to—participants and audiences to interact as they wished. It also revealed the 

meanings participants attributed to the experiments. The openness gave room 

for the generation of unintended conclusions. In observing the behaviour of 

individuals in the four locations, I was able to identify particular methods, such 

as inquiry-based tours, that revealed the situationality of each place. 

Interventions, exhibition programming, and other curatorial interventions 

allowed projects to be created for bespoke locations. Additionally, visual 
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documentation was useful to review the iterative process. Images and 

installation shots allowed me to analyse specific elements of each experiment, 

make adjustments in situ, and re-test other areas of work (Fig. 2.4).  

 

 
Figure 2.4. Liminal Spaces Project Space installation shots with mapping of local context. 
NB: Installation included images, text, correspondence, and research that informed the Art, 
Architecture and Place: Lake Isle of Innisfree (2013) exhibition in Sligo.  
 

The third methodological area was embracing a reflective practice through field 

notes, personal reflection, and journals. In my field notes, I documented ideas, 

findings, interviews, discussions, and experimental ideas to investigate as part 

of the curatorial experiments. Creating a journal meant I regularly reviewed my 

responses to the experiments, as well as, other observations. Additionally, 

notes from open and constructive discussions with participants and staff 

informed future experiments. This reflective practice underpinned my socially 

engaged process and willingness to be wrong and allowed me to share 

expertise. The ability to openly challenge the status quo of curator and director 

in an art institution interrogated power relations. 
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2.8 Development of the Slow Curating Framework 

The research data analysis evolved into a working framework. As I experimented 

with and investigated the socio-political and historical nuances and reflected on 

the research and the responses to the research, I developed the Slow Curating 

Framework more clearly. Design-based research is a method where knowledge 

is built in successive estimates while creating, developing, and assessing (Dias 

de Figueiredo. 2010). The iterative, circular design process is: define the 

problem, collect information, brainstorm and analyse, develop solutions/build 

and test a model, present feedback, improve design, and then start over again. 

In essence, the method consists of repeatedly going through a cycle—in my 

research, it was the Slow Curating Framework.  

 

I examined the data in detail using an interpretive approach to facilitate a better 

understanding of the phenomena in a comprehensive and holistic way. 

Qualitative research methods took the form of actions, and the data consisted 

of words, images, and objects. The analysis was subjective in that the 

relationship with individuals, one-on-one discussions, and interpretation of 

events became important. 

 

It may be useful to reflect again on Schön’s (1983) The Reflective Practitioner 

where he explains that a reflective practice allows a methodology of 

experiments, as a result of engaging concrete situations. In turn, these reveal 

new facets of the situation previously unidentified or unclear, which in turn 

provides new information and clarity. Schön’s prioritisation of the role of practice 

allowed for a rhizomatic, less binary, and more nuanced analysis. As the 
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research unfolded, I found several patterns and trends in the data, including 

processes that informed the Slow Curating Framework such as time, place or 

site, engagement with the community, the requirement for reflective 

contemplation, and dialogue. Findings also included the notion of radical 

pedagogy, which was antagonistic to traditional education in museums, as well 

as, embracing of experimentation. Ideas involving activated space, place as 

site, and art and memory became key patterns, as did curatorial contestation, 

risk, and volatile unpredictability. The reader will have a chance to review the 

cross-site evaluation and pattern delineation in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight.  

 

Slow curating allowed the experiments to unfold within a specific framework 

while also allowing for non-linear processes. I was sure that the framework 

could be generalised and work in multiple sites, and indeed it did. In this way, 

the framework reflected a practice that enabled and expanded museum and 

exhibition experiences for more relevant audience engagement. As a social 

practice, it showed alternatives to current museology and provided a map for 

alternative approaches to mediating contemporary art in a museum context.  

 

Overall, the methods outlined above allowed me to present intentional 

antagonisms and observe the dynamic, situational, social, and personal 

behaviours and responses of visitors. Artists and staff were also an important 

part of the analysis. How did the approaches impact the audiences in their 

opinion? The overall findings and new knowledge gained are discussed in later 

chapters. They are narrative in content, alongside contextual descriptions and 

reports of direct experiences. 
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2.9 Ethical Considerations 

This PhD research is a practice-led inquiry and is, therefore, a reflection of 

practice. According to Linda Candy (2006), practice-based research is 

undertaken if the ‘creative artefact (exhibition, project, performance) is the basis 

of the contribution to knowledge’ (p.1). Candy defines research ‘primarily in 

terms of research processes rather than outputs’ (p.2). In my practice-based 

research project, my aim was to provide a critical reflection on socially engaged 

curatorial practice, as it evolves and adapts to political contexts. Candy explains 

practice-based research as 

an original investigation undertaken in order to gain new knowledge partly 
by means of practice and the outcomes of that practice. In a doctoral 
thesis, claims of originality and contribution to knowledge may be 
demonstrated through creative outcomes in the form of designs, music, 
digital media, performances and exhibitions. Whilst the significance and 
context of the claims are described in words, a full understanding can only 
be obtained with direct reference to the outcomes. (p.1) 
 

In this regard, ethical questions arose in the dialogical framework I used in my 

practice. Additionally, as an employee of the organisations I was conducting 

research in, the ethical considerations as a leader in the community were 

paramount and a central factor in my work in these institutions. The institutions 

fully supported my research and took ethical responsibility. In all research 

locations, good practice protocols, rules, and regulations were employed, 

appropriate precautions were taken, no inducements were offered, and proper 

professional conduct was assumed by me, as the director and chief curator. 

Research activities carried out with human participants took the form of informal 

chats and fell under the legal liability underwritten by the participating 

organisation. Each museum or art centre board of directors was fully aware that 

I was conducting research and that findings would be used in my PhD 

dissertation. I conducted formal interviews with adult practitioners working at the 
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research locations, curators, artists, writers, and community members. At no 

time were minors or vulnerable adults interviewed or observed. The procedures 

I used confirm that there were no apparent ethical risks associated with the 

project. 

 

2.10 Conclusion 

In this chapter I discussed the research methodology, research strategy, and 

theoretical paradigm of my project. It also outlines the approach and design I 

used in the four sites, the research methods, and the research process and data 

ethical considerations. The dissertation methodology reflects applied research, 

in which I used qualitative methods, and substantiated my inquiry. Using themes 

of curating as disruption, curating as dialogue, and curating as rhizome, 

alongside a reflective practice, I  developed a theoretical construct to examine 

power relations. The methodology specifically underscored the practice-based 

field research that evolved into a working slow curating framework. Through both 

the examination of theories, as well as, through my practice, the theoretical 

construct enabled me to examine power relations from various angles found in 

contemporary museums and curating. Through a series of experiments at each 

museum site, examination of primary and secondary resources, and a self-

critical reflective process, I critically looked at power from within and outside the 

institutions, between curators, directors, and other staff, between museum staff 

and artists and the public, and between artists and the public. Most importantly, I 

analysed the power relations of the overt and specific authority found in the roles 

of directors, curators, and educationalists, as well as, the concealed, or 

unconscious, power structures embodied in space, place, and communities. This 

was carried out not as a binary of who has power and who doesn’t, but as a 
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reflection of the complicated, discursive existence of hegemonic tendencies in 

art institutions.  

 

The purpose of this multi-site PhD inquiry was to explore the possibilities for 

curators in regional museums and galleries to connect with audiences and local 

communities in relevant ways. The methodology I employed did not sit directly 

within more common research frameworks but was based on critical arts-based 

inquiry. I used a reflective, qualitative, methodological approach that included 

research, experimentation, observation, reflection, dialogue, and adaptation. 

Data was captured in whatever way worked in a ‘qualitative-researcher-as-

bricoleur’14 (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011 p.4) process where I created new tools and 

techniques or put them together in a working matrix, often in situ. 

 

The methodology I used is called slow curating and is supported by qualitative, 

dialogical data collection. The ability for me to take risks and programme with 

intention facilitated the openness of the experimental process. This was an 

important output of the methodology and was key to understanding me as the 

curator as central to the site, rather than as an outside observer. I was a curator 

who was challenging how museums connect with audiences by pushing my own 

museum practice to be more engaging and relevant. Being in a role that had 

strategic influence was essential for the research, as the role of the 

 
14 ‘The interpretive bricoleur produces a bricolage; that is, a pieced-together set of 
representations that are fitted to the specifics of a complex situation’ (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011 
p.4). Qualitative researcher as bricoleur is an approach that provides space for the lack of a set, 
pre-interpretation and restricted methodology. It allows for multiple theories and paradigms, 
which facilitate the triangulation of data collection, as well as, an open-endedness to the 
possible outcomes. Denzin and Lincoln (2011) describe how a research bricolage is created: 
‘The qualitative-researchers-as-bricoleur . . . uses the aesthetics and material tools of his or her 
craft, deploying whatever strategies or methods, or empirical materials are at hand (H.S. 
Becker, 1998, 2). If new tools or techniques have to be invented or pieced together, then the 
researcher will do this. The choice of which interpretive practices to employ is not necessarily 
set in advance’ (Denzin and Lincoln, 2011 p.4).      
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curator/director in each of the areas of experimentation meant that I could easily 

adapt the research to the institution under investigation. My inquiry mapped that 

experimentation, documenting the journey and critically reflecting on the new 

knowledge and understanding generated along the way. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

Understanding the Etymology and Roles of Museums and Curators 

 

In Chapters Three and Four, I critically examine literature in the fields of 

museology, curating, and social practice, considering the histories of museums, 

particularly new museology and curating (Chapter Three) and the history of and 

key ideas found in social practice art and curating (Chapter Four). In these 

chapters I explore the sub-questions of my research enquiry:  

• What are the historical influences and legacies of museology and curatorial 

practices that influence the field today? Are they useful or are they 

obstacles? 

• What methods and approaches have influenced, informed, and been 

embodied by socially engaged practice? Can they be used today? 

• Can we create a reflective and practical framework for socially engaged 

curatorial work?  

 

This chapter comprises an assessment of museology, in which I examine the 

historical vestiges of certain aspects in the fields of museology and curation, as 

well as, the museum as a contested site. Understanding the histories of these 

fields allowed me to identify opportunities for inverting conventions of 

institutional power. I map the development of curatorial practice, reflecting the 

complicated nature of the field. The areas of museology and curatorial literature 

underpin a critical reflection on socially engaged curatorial practice, as it 

evolves and adapts to political contexts through historical and contemporary 

museology. In Chapter Four, I describe the interconnectedness of art making, 

radical pedagogy, and socio-political nuances in social practice. I examine the 
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practicalities of and envisioning needed in the creation of a reflective framework 

for socially engaged curatorial work. Chapter Three also provides the contextual 

framework in which I conducted research, a practice that was responsive to the 

curatorial, museum, and community. Taken together, Chapters Three and Four 

contextualise socially engaged curating within the history of museums, curating, 

and social practice. The threads of literature that underline my critical reflection 

on socially engaged curatorial practice, as it evolved and adapted to political 

contexts should not be understood as binary: right versus wrong, historical 

versus contemporary, political versus non-political. Instead, my examination of 

the pertinent literature offers a propositional space, a site of permeability in my 

practice and supports an overlapping framework.  

  

It is important to acknowledge that most of the experts in new museology and 

the changing role of museums discussed are European or American, as my 

enquiry focused on Ireland, the UK, and the US. It should be noted that there 

are what noted curator Okwui Enwezor (2011) calls ‘blind spots’ in my 

examination, specifically a lack of examples from non-Western museums and 

curators.15 Enwezor spoke of the need for vigilance when it comes to blind 

spots in museum work and curatorial practice at the NOW Museum conference 

in New York at the New Museum, which I attended. His dedication to the 

expansiveness of the curatorial was an important signpost for my research. The 

blind spots associated with this PhD research, particularly the use of socially 

engaged curatorial methods in a non-Western context, could be addressed in 

post-dissertation research.  

 
15 Most likely Enwezor (1963–2019) was referring to blind spots, as a concept identified by 
noted post-colonial scholar Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak.  
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3.1 Historical Vestiges in Curatorial Practice  

Chapter Three critically explores the historical influences and legacies of 

museological and curatorial practices that influence the field today. In doing so, 

I map the rise of the socially engaged curator since the mid-20th century. 

Historical museological vestiges continue to heavily influence contemporary 

curatorial practice. Central to the discussion is the debate about engagement 

and audiences in museology, but there are also key texts that examine power in 

relation to the state, display, and wealth, the rise and fall of the museum as an 

institution, and radical pedagogy. Additionally, I note literature that discusses 

the contested history of curatorship, authorship, and expertise. Important ideas 

that emerged were: museums as contested sites of power, the curator as 

producer and protagonist, ‘the curatorial’ as an expanded process of curating, 

and radical museums and pedagogy. My approach to the literature reflects a 

nuanced understanding of the curatorial and museology, specifically focusing 

on the US and Northern European models.  

 

The extensive literature on museology falls into five main categories: history 

and evolution (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a; Bennett, 1995, 2004; Simon, 

2010; Vergo, 1989), socio-political elements found in museum displays and 

narratives (Anderson, 2004; Barker, 1999; Macleod, Hanks and Hale, 2012; 

McDonald, 2006; Staniszewski, 1995, 1998), the place of engagement, 

education, and community (Black, 2005, 2012; Cleveland and Shifferd, 2010; 

Crooke, 2008; Cutler, 2010; Hein, 1998; Hooper-Greenhill, 1992; Weil, 2002), 

the economic value of museums (Florida, 2003; McCarthy and Ondaatje, 2002), 

and how-to manuals for museum roles (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a). I 



 

70 
 

also was informed by other fields that augment our understanding of the socio-

economic impact that museums have on people and place (Anderson, 2004; 

Campbell and Martin, 2006; Florida, 2003; Pink, 2005). The two main areas of 

literature I drew on were museology, as ‘the study of museums and their 

development, history, social role, and underlying philosophy’ (Vergo, 1989 p.1) 

and the history of curating, which is decisively embedded in museology and yet 

is diverse, including both historical and contemporary artistic practices.  

 

The history of museums and the role they play in society has changed 

dramatically since the 1800s. As they developed theoretically and concretely, 

museums responded to their socio-political and economic contexts (Bennett, 

2004; Black, 2012). While this continues to be the case for museums today, the 

notion of community-facing, engaged, and permeable museums has come to 

the fore. But how did engagement in museums evolve? What role did curators 

have in their development? This can be answered by looking at the 

development of museums, which falls into three overlapping phases: amassed 

or collected presentations of artefacts and art from ancient times to 1850s, the 

museum, as public institution (1850–1960s), and the phase of community-

facing museums (1970s–present). Importantly, the nuances of all of these 

phases overlap and have residual impacts on museum work today (Fig. 3.1). 

Museum scholars such as Macdonald (2006) have noted the overlapping trend 

in museum taxonomy and systematic structures.  
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Figure 3.1. Overlapping taxonomy and systematic structures of the history of museums, 
curating, interpretation, and display.  
 

  
Central to understanding early museums is recognizing the interconnection 

between display and power. Critiques of museums and their development from 

the Ptolemaic mouseion at Alexandria (367 BCE) to the modern museum have 

established that early museums were a display of wealth, power, and privilege 

(Alexander and Alexander, 2008a; Vergo, 1989). Scholars have reminded us 

about the conflicted priorities associated with museums (Leon and Rosenzweig, 

1989; Middleton, 1998; Simon, 2010; Staniszewski, 1998), such as collecting 

and display versus education. Still other scholars have gone further to delineate 

ruling power as reflective of and embodied in the role of museums and their 

displays (Bennett, 2004; Schwarzer, 2006). These conflicted roles, the 

expression of wealth versus individualism, and the notion of the democratisation 

of education emerging from the origins of museums (Alexander and Alexander, 

2008a) are historical vestiges found today.  

  

From the establishment of museums in the nineteenth century through today, 

the function of museums as places of power is evident in their role in nation-

building (Bennett, 2004; Crooke, 2000; Hooper-Greenhill, 2000), for example, 

both the Louvre and the National Gallery are examples of nation-state building 

(Duncan, 1995). I would push Duncan’s ideas further by suggesting there was 

much more than nation building to the socio-political working of museums 
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during this period. Scholars such as Tony Bennett (2004) have demonstrated 

that from the mid-1800s, the establishment of museums was a manifestation of 

democracy and a fear by the ruling class of the working class, their politics, and 

propulsion of democracy and democratic rights. The mid-1800s featured 

massive socio-economic changes and, according to Bennett (1995), gave rise 

to circumstances in which there was a socio-political need for public museums. 

The main aim of developing museums in the 19th century was to ‘arrange their 

displays so as to simulate the organisation of the world—human and natural—

outside the museum’ (p.26). It was thought that if institutions were open to 

everyone, the displays would stimulate an ordered society. Bennett also writes 

about the museum as a social space, which presents artefacts in a public 

sphere rather than a private one, the latter of which is arguably more socially 

exclusive. He writes of museums as a ‘space of representation’, which could be 

a site to promote ‘increased knowledge’ and support ‘enlightenment of people’. 

Bennett adds that the museum is a ‘space of observation and regulation’ 

(p.28).  

  

Museums reflect the socio-economic and political nuances of the time, with the 

19th-century museum being a direct response to the Industrial Revolution and 

the relationship with power among the classes. In the mid-1800s, there were 50 

public museums in Britain. The number had increased to 200 by 1900 

(Alexander and Alexander, 2008a; Bennett, 2004). The increase corresponded 

to the growth of towns and cities, which was a necessary by-product of the 

massive industrial expansion of Britain. However, along with the growth of 

industry and towns, population behaviours arose that were not necessarily 

acceptable to the bourgeoisie and upper middle class (Bennett, 2004; Duncan 



 

73 
 

and Wallach, 1978). The upper class was focused on nation building and social 

control but also found a need to prevent Britain from experiencing what France 

had just gone through—a revolution (Bennett, 2004, 1995). According to 

Bennett, museums of Britain were built as a direct result of the Industrial 

Revolution and a need to control the large numbers of workers that flooded into 

the major cities, primarily London. It became clear to the ruling class and factory 

owners that the role of museums and galleries, along with parks, churches, 

schools, and other recreational areas, could be used to affect the behaviour of 

the working class. According to Bennett, with this new influx of people in public 

spaces, with more interaction among people, great importance was placed on 

the management of behaviour.  

  

Bennett (2004) writes that cultural reformers at the time, such as Sir Henry Cole 

and Paul Ruskin, thought museums could be an alternative to the ale house for 

the working class and could improve the cultural development of individuals. 

Inspired by earlier views that high culture could be a state-sanctioned and a 

controlled resource to regulate behaviour, the concept was solidified by George 

Brown Goode in his Principles of Museum Administration (1895) with his idea of 

institutions being ‘passionless reformers’ (Bennett, 1995 p.20). According to 

Roy Strong, the use of museums became a tool for behaviour modification 

when ‘the art of festival was harnessed to the emergent modern state as an 

instrument of rule’ (quoted in Bennett, 1995 p.21). The intention was to channel 

the seemingly chaotic nature of the working class by showing them the conduct 

of the middle class, which they would see in these institutions. There was not 

only a physical code of good behaviour, but also other rules of discourse such 

as freedom of speech and rule of reason. Museums at the time also had rules 
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such as ‘no swearing, no spitting, no brawling, no eating or drinking, no dirty 

footwear and no gambling’ (Bennett, 1995 p.27). This demonstrates a belief that 

art museums were tied to socio-political contexts and social and class 

structures. 

  

The DNA of a museum can be understood as layers of social constructs of 

power, expressed in exhibitions but also in spatial considerations. The 

presentation of power through curated display can be visually understood in the 

classical salon—the hanging of artwork from floor to ceiling often in a 

hierarchical manner. In the mid-19th century, ‘academically trained art 

historians—a first in museum history—designed Berlin’s Old Masters Painting 

Gallery exhibitions balancing three competing principles: aesthetics, historical 

perspectives, and systematic organisation’ (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a 

p.237). Over the next 150 years, the power of display intensified; many scholars 

have discussed the intricacies of power, display, and state capitalism (Crimp, 

1993; Dubin, 1999; Karp and Lavine, 1991; Krauss, 1990; Staniszewski, 1998, 

1995).  

  

In the 19th century, American museums were, like their European cousins, 

focused on democracy, learning, and enlightenment, as well as, nation building 

(Schwarzer, 2006). After the Civil War, museums began to take on a greater 

civic role. Large public institutions were established, such as New York’s 

American Museum of Natural History (1869), the Metropolitan Museum of Art 

(1870), Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts (1870), and the Detroit Institute of Art 

(1885). These pioneering institutions emerged in the wake of industrialisation, 

periodic stock market crashes, corruption in the church and police, and social 
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turmoil of working-class politics (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a; Schwarzer, 

2006). This was a time of widespread political agitation in the US, and 

museums played a significant role in the development of educated middle and 

working classes. Neil Harris (1980) contends that ‘it is difficult to overemphasise 

the stress [museums] placed upon their pedagogical functions some 100 years 

ago, and the benefits they promised for industrial production, scientific curiosity 

and historical consciousness’ (p.75).  

 

Playing an important pedagogical and democratising role in society, US 

museums took a holistic approach to their subject matter, drawing on ancient 

and contemporary times. This approach is in contrast to their predecessors, 

such as the Louvre and the National Gallery, which primarily focused on Old 

Masters (Schwarzer, 2006). Importantly, the encyclopaedic museum was a 

curatorial and collection model that is still emulated today, but the idea is being 

deconstructed. According to Schwarzer (2006), a typical museum in the US 

‘was a place for the elite and privileged to teach the nation’s working men and 

women what it meant to be cultured, civic-minded’ (p.3). If power, display, and 

social control were central to the foundation of 19th-century museums in 

Europe, the role of education and community engagement became the force 

through which the ideas flowed in American museums, particularly in the early 

20th century. Founders of major museums in the US used the same arguments 

for museums as proponents did for schools: museums could help shape 

citizens and create a stronger economy (Schwarzer, 2006 p.9). The educational 

reformer and philosopher John Dewey established the idea of education as 

central to a museum’s mission. In 1896, he and his wife Alice Dewey 

established the Lab School, an experimental school based on creativity, 
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experimentation, and adventure (Schwarzer, 2006). This was the origin of 

radical pedagogy in museums. But such an education-focused mission wasn’t 

entirely benevolent. Schwartzer argues that the original focus on education in 

American museums was a consequence of not having depth or quality in their 

collections, compared to European museums. Embracing learning was a clear 

difference between American and European museums and was a distinguishing 

factor between them for the first part of the 20th century. For example, in 1907, 

Boston’s Museum of Fine Arts introduced the term ‘docent,’ a person who 

explains artwork to visitors. These gallery teachers offered to educate visitors 

for free and attempted to raise awareness of public health issues. In 1915, the 

Cleveland Museum of Art established the first free-of-charge educational 

service. Schwartzer adds that there were advocates for museum education, 

such as Dewey and Newark museum director John Cotton Dana. But there 

were also sceptics, such as Benjamin Ives Gilman, who thought those who 

engaged in educational pursuits in museums were ‘misled into thinking 

educational effort is the panacea for all the ills of society’ (Schwarzer, 2006 

p.9).  

  

By the early 1900s in both Europe and the US, the mission of a museum often 

included learning initiatives, and the notion of service to a greater good was 

reflected in programming (Schwarzer, 2006). After WWI, museums began to 

focus on collecting and displaying master works. However, the foundation of 

education and community engagement did not evaporate entirely. In 1920 the 

director of the Hanover Museum worked directly with artists, challenging the 

idea of the museum as a neutral space and embracing ideas of a museum as a 

laboratory and a place of social engagement (O’Neill, 2012). Then, by 1930, in 
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the wake of the stock market crash of 1929 and the Great Depression, there 

was a renewal of education in museums, elevating it to a place of importance 

(Schwarzer, 2006).  

  

According to Schwarzer (2006), institutions responded to the economic and 

social crises of the 1930s with more classes and educational services. She 

writes that Franklin D. Roosevelt believed that museums, at their best, could be 

‘woven into the very warp and woof of democracy’ (p.14). Museums and 

curators put in touring shows and established early community-facing art 

institutions. In the mid-to late-1930s, the Works Progress Administration (WPA) 

established 53 art centres with classes in painting, drawing, and sculpture 

(Schwarzer, 2006 p.12). These art centres included the Walker Art Center 

(Minneapolis), the Roswell Museum and Art Center (Roswell, New Mexico), and 

the North Carolina Museum of Art (Raleigh). These centres employed artists, 

educated the general public, and generated economic activity. They were also 

often racially integrated, welcoming diverse communities into the museum and 

hiring staff members of colour (Defenbacher, 1940; Schwarzer, 2006). The 

argument that museums contribute to the economy and contribute to a fulfilling 

life is often heard today, and even heralded, as an important reason to support 

the arts (Balfe and Peters, 2000). These early examples show the inter-

connectedness of the socio-political context and museology.  

  

Most museums have made good on the promise to take education seriously, 

offering public lectures, docent tours, providing material for school teachers, 

encouraging the use of museum resources, and supporting school visits. In fact, 

this kind of experiential learning, or ‘learning by doing’, is widely used today and 
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is often noted as one of the foundations of socially engaged art practice 

(Dewey, 1938; Jacob, 1995; Schwarzer, 2006). For the past century, a central 

role for curators in art museums has been to educate, illuminate, and create 

new knowledge through display and interpretation. 

  

The birth of the modern curator came with the rise of the art market and 

industrialisation. Museums at the end of the 19th century shifted from 

antiquarian arrangements of artefacts to collection-orientated displays, which in 

many ways solidified the primary role of the object (Bennett, 2004). By 1920, 

there was ‘a notable shift in emphasis, as major art institutions began to 

concentrate less on education and more on acquiring objects that would 

strengthen their collections’ (Schwarzer, 2006 p.27). Curators became key 

protagonists in the art market as buyers for museums. After WWI, many 

countries in Europe, including Russia, were selling off artwork. According to 

Schwarzer (2006), ‘by 1923, the American Art Dealer’s Association estimated 

that Americans spent $250 million on art purchases. One third was spent on 

European old masters: Titian, Bellini, Rubens’ (p.13). The collector, the art 

dealer, and the art market became important factors in museums and curating.  

  

Coinciding with this shift was the widespread acceptance of Modernism, which 

opened up a collaborative space for curators to engage with living artists and to 

present exhibitions that moved away from rigidly defined salon genres to 

embrace societal issues and support critical dialogue (Bal and Mieke, 2006; 

Bennett, 1995; Hooper-Greenhill, 1992; Macdonald, 2006; Staniszewski, 1995). 

While Modernism and avant-garde exhibitions became well known, a new 

capitalist class interested in visually expressing their wealth through art in their 
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homes also arose (Bürger, 1984; Leger, 2012). And, as noted earlier, it was 

then that museums began to shift away from education and social pedagogy 

(Schwarzer, 2006 p.13). It is with a nuanced view of museums, curating, and 

audiences—and their values, ideals, and understanding—that we can begin to 

see a more complicated view of the context of curating in museums.  

  

The demonstrative change in visual presentation and curatorial interests in 

artistic practice of the time (Dubin, 1999; O’Neill, 2012; Staniszewski, 1998) 

was directly connected to the aesthetics of the Bauhaus and the Russian 

constructivists. These ideas and artists influenced curators and museum 

directors, as well as, artists. According to Charlotte Klonk (2009), curators were 

often more radical in their artistic outlook than their conservative museum 

colleagues. Established in 1919 by architect Walter Gropius in Weimar, 

Germany, the Staatliches Bauhaus was a school of visual arts that combined 

fine and applied arts without a hierarchy of mediums. Located in Weimar until 

1925, the school’s founding staff included international artists (Klonk, 2009). I 

argue that the origins of the modern curator are linked to a connection with the 

intellectualism found at the Bauhaus. The Bauhaus intellectualism and aesthetic 

rigour were foundational in the development of curatorial practice in the mid-

20th century, as was its influence on the importance of scholarly work and 

academic contextualisation of art. For example, Bauhaus influenced the 

establishment of modern curatorial space, including the use of white walls, 

minimal hangs, and the white cube (Klonk, 2009; O’Doherty, 1999). The 

importance of the white space underscores Gropius’s use of basic forms and 

colours for what he thought was typical and universally comprehensible for the 

public (Wick, 2015).  
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In direct contrast to the late-19th-century hierarchical installations and the salon 

style hang, institutions and curators working in the 1920s and 1930s laid the 

foundation for curatorial practices (Macdonald, 2006; Vergo, 1989), as well as, 

the museum and curatorial vestiges of the white cube and minimal installation 

hang. For example, Alfred Barr, the founding director of the Museum of Modern 

Art in New York, prioritised the aesthetic based on art for art’s sake—the value 

of a work of art is in the materials and techniques—a formalist approach that 

would influence the disconnect between art and its audience for more than four 

decades (Kantor, 2002). There are two important points here. One is that Barr, 

who visited the Bauhaus, influenced decades of curators to embody his notion 

of Modernism and use the impermeable white cube hang in their 

installations. My experience in the field bears out the fact of the eminence of the 

white-wall gallery space. Rarely have I observed colour in installations of 

contemporary art, with only the most courageous of curators considering any 

other colour than white in their hangs. Secondly, the influence of Barr’s 1936 

timeline/diagram (Figs. 3.2 and 3.3), reflect a Modernist-dictated Eurocentric, 

linear vision of art history and, therefore, curatorship (Kantor, 2002). Both points 

underscore Barr’s interest in a Modernist feeling of order, hierarchy, and clarity 

of western European relationships. Again, museums established a role in 

presenting a specific hegemonic narrative. 
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Figure 3.2. Alfred Barr’s 1936 timeline/diagram of the Euro-centric development of Modernism. 

 

 
Figure 3.3. Installation view of MoMA’s first exhibition, Cézanne, Gauguin, Seurat, Van Gogh, 
November 7, 1929–December 7, 1929.  
The Museum of Modern Art Archives, New York. Photo by Peter Juley.  

  

Yet what most curators do not know is that Barr also used specific wall colours 

other than white, which became an important part of curating at MoMA. His use 

of red, yellow, or greyish beige was, according to MoMA curatorial assistant 

Eleonore Hugendubel (2010), a significant shift in museology. Previous hangs 

often included traditional saturated, Victorian-coloured walls of burgundy, 

yellows, purples, and greens. It was this more minimal aesthetic of the 

Bauhaus, and the use of white walls specifically, that connected Barr to the 
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notion of the white cube. The impact of this problematic construct,16 with 

didactic labels contextualising the work, has had a significant affect; the 

dominance of a white box visual aesthetic in museum installations is nearly 

inalienable. White walls and minimal hangs (Fig. 3.4) were so influential that 

today most curators do not (nor dare not) diverge from that aesthetic; there is 

seemingly no other way to hang (Kantor, 2002; Marquis, 1989). Hugendubel 

explains that ‘Barr’s adoption of the white-walled space set a pioneering, if not 

uncontested, international standard for exhibiting modern and contemporary art, 

one that to this day, by virtue of its chromatic simplicity, has remained 

somewhat of a norm’ (Hugendubel, 2010 p.1).  

 

The Euro-centric, single-line hang, as shown in Barr’s 1936 and 1940 

installations (Figs. 3.3 and 3.4), further support a reading that underscores 

artistic autonomy and individual artistic genius (Klonk, 2009 p.138) for viewers 

and curators alike. As Klonk explains, the museum invited its visitors to 

‘cultivate their taste, up-date themselves in matters of style, and recognise 

themselves as informed members of the consumer society’ (p.149).  

 
16 In 1976 Irish writer Brian O’Doherty, known as Patrick Ireland when practicing as an artist 
until 2008, wrote a series of essays for Artforum magazine, which he later turned into the book 
Inside the White Cube (1986). In an interview with me in 1993, O’Doherty was highly critical of 
the white gallery walls embodied in Modernist aesthetic, which he believed facilitated a reading 
that every object became elitist and sacred—one that infers power relations. 
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Figure 3.4. Alfred H. Barr’s experimental interpretive installations for the exhibition Cubism and 
Abstract Art (1936) at MoMA. 

 

Barr’s use of extensive documentation and didactic diagrams to pedantically 

explain Modernism feels like an over-explanation at times while also portending 

a more accessible, albeit doctrinaire, Western European reading and 

contextualising of artwork. I found, in my experience and research, that labels 

are a useful tactic, though they cannot be the only entry into the work for 

audiences. It is interesting that Barr combined design and art—fine art and 

furniture—something that has now resurfaced as a juxtaposition in museum 

display. But the single row hang, like its predecessor, the salon style hang, 

implies power and the artist as genius. White space between pieces of art 

visually indicates importance. One wonders if the white cube that replaced the 

salon was any more democratic. 

  

In relation to this PhD research, the notion that Modernist aesthetics influence 

curatorial practice as a social and visual construct offered an opening in my 

practice to examine how an exhibition and the artwork shown could be de-

constructed. I believe these constructions—the white cube, Modernist heroic 

artist geniuses, and Modernism—are hegemonic, but there is space for 
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subverting these conventions. My research examined these constructs through 

curatorial experiments, focusing on inverting ideas concerning power and 

knowledge in the museum. Several research experiments directly responded to 

the deconstruction of hierarchical installations, or what I termed ‘power hangs’, 

and critically examined what role curators could employ to antagonise these 

conventions.  

 

This mapping of museum and curatorial histories is important for seven 

reasons:  

• museums are contested sites reflecting power and class structures 

• ;education in museums offers space for curators together with other museum 

colleagues to respond to socio-political contexts  

• the idea that the curator is the only expert in valuing art (as opposed to a 

keeper of art) is a relatively Modernist notion 

• the interconnectedness of the curator and the collector and/or art market is a 

product of Modernism  

• the white cube is a Modernist, Euro-centric construction 

• the role of the curator is, by dint of historical development, one that is taught 

and constructed through the institutionalisation of the field, particularly in 

universities and the art history tradition, and has had an enormous influence 

on the relationship between artwork and audiences 

• curators can play the central role and are key protagonists in the manifestation 

of new museology 

These findings indicate an important underlying theme: the construction and de-

construction of an exhibition and curatorial framework is possible. I found that 
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the salon hang, the singular line of art with white walls, and the trickle-down 

effect could be re-worked, processed differently, and re-directed and opened 

up. Understanding these hierarchical concepts are central to de-constructing an 

institution, challenging existing power structures, and opening up the 

conceptual space for audience engagement. I argue that exhibition spaces are 

contested sites that can become creative spaces for artists and exhibition 

making. Though, importantly, this is not a new idea; antagonistic curatorial 

practices have historical precedents.  

  

There are a number of historical examples of radical museology and activist 

curating. Artists who exhibited in the late 19th and early 20th centuries in 

Europe and the US were part of established art groups. In response to the 

academy’s hierarchy and favouritism in official exhibitions, artists set up 

alternative ways to connect with audiences. Artists were curators, collectors 

were curators, and businessmen were curators. The lines of curatorial authority 

began to blur. Examples of curatorial rebels of the time include the 

Impressionists in France, the New English Art Club in Britain, and the Viennese 

Secession artists (Cherix, 2010). Coinciding with the introduction and evolution 

of Modernist thinking of the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, artists and 

curators worked with living artists to present exhibitions that were radical, often 

engaging with political and social ideas and rebutting traditional salon-

style/academic presentations (Bal and Mieke, 1992; Bennett, 2004; Hooper-

Greenhill, 1992; Macdonald, 2006; Staniszewski, 1998).  

 

Art historian Bruce Altshuler, in his seminal work The Avant-Garde in Exhibition: 

New Art in the twentieth Century (1994), explains that Hugo von Tschudi, 
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director of the National Gallery in Germany in 1896, supported the notion that a 

museum of contemporary art should ‘facilitate the development of modernity’ 

(p.4). Germany’s National Gallery was joined by other museums that collected 

radical-thinking artists who were members of Die Bruke and Der Blaue Reiter. 

Artists began to work outside of the constraints of museums and universities 

and were leaders in the establishment of new ways of presenting the art of their 

time. Director–curator Alexander Dorner also curated at the Landesmseum in 

Hanover in innovative ways, engaging artists and the public. With Bauhaus 

located in Weimar and later in Dessau, it was a mere 268 to 225 kilometres to 

Hanover, and we can speculate that the school (and style) influenced Dorner.  

 

   

Figure 3.5. El Lissitzy’s Abstraketes Kabinett (1927), one of the first examples of radical 
curating.  
http://socks-studio.com/2015/08/29/el-lissitzkys-cabinet-of-abstraction/. Retrieved August 2015. 

 

http://socks-studio.com/2015/08/29/el-lissitzkys-cabinet-of-abstraction/
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Figure 3.6. The first institution to exhibit work by Picasso, Léger, Mirò, Mondrian, Arp, and 
members of the American Abstract Artists group, Grey Art Gallery, Museum of Living Art, New 
York. 
Source: Installation view of the Concretionists show, 1936. Getty Images.  

 
 

By the late 1920s, the Landesmuseum was displaying the Abstraketes Kabinett 

(Abstract Cabinet) designed by el Lissitzky in 1927–1928 (Altshuler, 1994). This 

installation contained ‘atmosphere rooms’ designed to immerse the viewer in 

the historical period (Fig. 3.5). An early example of radical curating, the 

installation was a 20 square foot room, using colour and reflective properties. 

There were moveable partitions and rotatable glass cases. According to 

Altshuler (1994), these new spaces had an extraordinary effect on curators of 

the time, particularly that of Alfred Barr, the founding director of the Museum of 

Modern Art in New York, who visited Hanover.  

 

In 1927, New York University established the Gallery of Living Art (Dunlop, 

1972), which was almost entirely artist-led (Fig. 3.6). The radical artist groups 

represented the first wave of artists and curators to think beyond official salons 

and sanctioned exhibitions to organise their own counter-exhibitions in 

alternative sites. ‘One forgets,’ writes Ian Dunlop (1972), ‘how difficult it was a 
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hundred years ago to show new work. The official and semi-official exhibitions 

held annually in most capital cities of the West came to be dominated by self-

perpetuating cliques of artists’ (p.8). The important point here is that artists and 

curators have a history of anti-establishment and do-it-yourself, practice-led 

initiatives. My PhD research acknowledges this history and is contextualised in 

it.  

  

Other influences on innovative exhibition-making during this time include early 

20th-century installation art, which took into account the viewer and audience. 

Bishop (2006), Frieling, Groys, Atkins and Manovich (2008), and O’Neill (2012) 

have all discussed this history of connecting radical politics and art practices. 

Bishop (2006) writes about a reconciliation of ‘art and social life that emerged in 

event-based installations and laboratory-style exhibition making from the 1920 

onward’ (p.ii). This laboratory-style exhibition, one that consistently antagonises 

museological and curatorial conventions, is at the heart of my research 

experiments.  

 

This section reflects the pertinent literature needed to understand how I took a 

nuanced approach to curating in relation to museology. The literature in the field 

meanders in and out of the socio-political and economic situations reflected in 

museum history. Curatorial etymology is complex, both physically and 

conceptually. The contested physical space of the museum and use of 

behaviour modification approaches are still issues that curators today contend 

with and attempt to deconstruct. There was extensive literature on museology 

and exhibition making that I examined, but it became clear that the role of the 

curator was central in the relationship between art object and audience, 
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presentation and interpretation, and historical and contemporary moments. The 

role of museum curator and public education, as well as, the importance put on 

participatory experiences and learning as a way of living, are all debates that 

continue today and are present throughout the history of museum curators. 

However, with regard to the development of new museology, which has been 

evolving for more than three decades (Macdonald, 2006; Vergo, 1989), I found 

that curators play the central role in the establishment of new museology. 

  

In the first section of this chapter, I considered the historical influences and 

legacy of museology and curatorial practices that influence the field today. 

There were seven key findings in the mapping of literature. While some ‘old 

museology’ remnants are obstacles, others remain useful—the issue is not 

binary. Instead, as the next section shows, the reality involves a network of 

related factors and intersections. By understanding how museums and 

curatorial practice developed in Europe and the US, we can see connections 

between museums and the socio-political and economic thinking of the day, 

particularly in how museums played a role in power, privilege, and education. 

The next step was to map the rise of the socially engaged curator from these 

vestiges, particularly since the mid-20th century. 

 

3.2 From Keeper to Agitator, Producer, and Mediator: An Evolving 

Curatorial Etymology and New Museology 

Focusing on the role of the curator in museology, this section explores key 

concepts that underpin my PhD research. Mapping the field of museology and 

curatorial developments provides a contextual framework in which I consider 

key influences on the curatorial practice I employed in my research. My aim is 
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to understand the increasingly important role of the curator since the mid-20th 

century—from Peter Vergo’s New Museology (1989) to current practices in the 

early 2000s. I use a nuanced approach that reflects the complicated nature of 

exhibition making from the mid-20th century. I am interested in inverting 

conventions and power structures, so an examination of historical, as well as, 

contemporary practice is necessary. I pay particular attention to methods and 

approaches that have influenced, informed, and been embodied in socially 

engaged practice generally and, more specifically, my practice.  

  

In 1989, Vergo (1989) coined the phrase ‘new museology’ to describe the shift 

that had been occurring in museums for at least two decades. For him, ‘old 

museology’ was ‘too much about museum methods and too little about the 

purposes of museums’ (p.3). Instead, Vergo called for a radical re-examination 

of the role of museums within society takes place, museums in this country, and 

possibly elsewhere, may likewise find themselves dubbed ‘living fossils’. p.3)  

 
Vergo urged museums to focus on their social roles. Macdonald (2006), 

explains that the shift in perspective in The New Museology was part of a 

broader development in many cultural and social disciplines that gained 

strength in the 1980s. She identifies shifts, such as how we understand an 

object’s meaning in the museum display. Noting that issues of display are 

political, she identifies the shift as a product of a broader critique in which the 

voices, opinions, and representations of certain groups were excluded from, or 

marginalised in, the public sphere. Yet the question remains, who will re-

imagine the object’s meaning today? Artists? The community the object 

represents? The museum curator? Macdonald names postcolonial and feminist 



 

91 
 

activists and scholars and others from the margins who challenge the canon 

(p.5). I argue that curators have been, and are, the main protagonists in the 

process of altering perceptions and representation of objects inside museums. 

Therefore, given the gap in the research in relation to who will re-imagine 

objects’ meanings, I set out to demonstrate that new museology, particularly 

through the role of curator as activist, has been firmly established.  

 

Janes and Sandell (2019) have provided invaluable confirmation that my 

research is timely and relevant. In their book Museum Activism, they note:  

Only a decade ago, the notion that museums, galleries and heritage 
organisations might engage in activist practice—marshalling and directing 
their unique resources with explicit intent to act upon inequalities, 
injustices and environmental crises—was met with widespread scepticism 
and often derision. (p.xxvi)  
 

They explain that such approaches, while still controversial, reflect a shift in 

museology. Janes and Sandell’s book includes ‘chapters [that] importantly 

historicise museum activism, and acknowledge the deep roots of socially 

engaged and ethically-informed thinking that underpins and informs present day 

practice’ (p.xxvii). Given their arguments, my PhD research can be justified as 

timely and urgent research in our field.  

 

The idea of new museology is a cornerstone in my research. New museologists 

have produced extensive research on the changing role of museums in the 20th 

and 21st centuries, focusing on museums’ roles in a community context and 

how they create meaning and knowledge (Bennett, 1995; Crooke, 2008; 

Hooper-Greenhill, 1992). New museology also challenges existing institutional 

conventions and power structures, albeit quietly. The work of these important 

scholars resonates with broader contemporary curatorial practice and 



 

92 
 

specifically with this PhD enquiry. Curating in context, that is, the space and 

place of the institution, community, and locale, is the central tenant of my 

research. In examining the literature, I found eight elements of new museology 

that resonated with my research: community as collaborators; space and place 

with notions of the local and the landscape as witness; the antagonism of 

traditional displays as a priority in curating and alternative techniques; 

interrogations of identity, race, gender, post conflict, and accessibility/inclusivity; 

exhibitions as laboratories; the permeable museum; radical pedagogy; and the 

impact of post-institutional critique.  

 

Community and context were vitally important to me, and key ideas by scholar 

Elizabeth Crooke (2005, 2008, 2010, 2018) in her work on museums and 

community directly connected to my experience of curating in communities in 

Northern Ireland and the US. Her work helped me to flesh out the complexities 

of Northern Irish communities and encouraged me to allow time and space for 

communities to define their own identity and interests. Sandell’s (2002b, 2005, 

2007) writing on community helped to clarify my work in a UK context but also 

an international one. The convergence of communitarian discourse, or 

community studies (Cleveland, 2010), was influential on my research. I am also 

interested in the impact of political movements, such as civil rights and women’s 

rights, and community arts on curatorial practice and museology, as it 

exemplifies new museology (Finkelpearl, 2013; Lampert, 2013; Macdonald, 

2006). I observed in my research that the symbiotic relationship between 

curating in a specific socio-political context and community building, creative 

place-making, and grassroots methods demarcates the period of new 

museology and socially engaged curating found in the early 2000s. In the US 
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these ideas are underscored by both Finkelpearl (2013) and Lampert (2013), 

who map the intersections of art and social movements in the US, and 

confirmed by my own experience working in American museums from 1993 to 

2018. Others have now connected the development of museums with inclusion 

and even radicalised spaces (Janes and Sandell, 2019; Reilly, 2018). My own 

curatorial work in Belfast and Portadown (2003–2009) also confirmed this 

interconnection in the field. In the US, writers on Black rights, civil rights, and art 

and the Black movement, such as Cornell West, bell hooks, and Malcolm X, 

alongside feminist writers in the US and UK including Hilary Robinson, Lucy 

Lippard, and the writing of an early mentor of mine, Griselda Pollock, connected 

contemporary art practice, gender, and politics for me. Feminist Art Journal, 

Women’s Art Journal, and Heresies, among others, were important journals in 

the literature mapping. Other writers on community art, Bill Cleveland, John 

Dewey, and Grant Kester, connect grassroots efforts with art, politics, power, 

and pedagogy.17 Having a road map and lexicon for curating in contested 

political structures, allowed me to see my research as part of a dialogue with 

other curators/artists/scholars in the fields of museums and curating. 

  

New museology also aims to deconstruct the museum space and how it is 

curated, read, and understood through objects and social relations (Vergo, 

1989). On one hand, this is about objects, which I discuss later, but it is also 

about museums unintentionally creating an unwelcoming atmosphere. Of 

course, this is not new to those of us in the field. Visitors can feel intimidated 

 
17 I had the opportunity to speak with Grant Kester on a panel at Interface at the University of 
Ulster in 2006. I spoke about my emergent socially engaged curatorial practice. He was 
encouraging of my practice, and that discussion helped me understand more clearly the role of 
curating and social engagement. 
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and inadequate because of a museum’s authoritative atmosphere. Artist and 

critic Brian O’Doherty (1999) described the white cube as creating discomfort 

and a heightened self-consciousness of trespass: ‘Because trespass makes 

one partly visible to oneself, it plays down body language, encourages a 

convention of silence, and tends to substitute the Eye for the Spectator’ (p.76). 

The museum as a contested space has been acknowledged in museology for 

some time. In a report published by the J. Paul Getty Book Museum (1991), 

researchers found that non-visitors at 11 American museums thought of them 

as stuffy and intimidating. The Getty’s Insights report found that the public does 

not feel that they can be themselves in these spaces. Visitors reported that they 

felt they had to be on their best behaviour, making as little noise as possible. 

‘It’s going to be so quiet,’ one participant stated of Cleveland Museum of Art, 

‘that you will feel conspicuous if you cough or anything’ (J Paul Getty Museum 

Insights, 1991 p.10). My experience testifies to the fact that the 1991 report 

could have been written yesterday. In Making Museums Matter (2002), Stephen 

Weil explains that whether a work of art is sensual, shocking, lavish, or 

amusing, the typical viewer nearly always responds with quiet deference. ‘Well-

bred visitors,’ he writes, ‘rarely display any horror, lust, envy, or open 

amusement at the things they see in art museums’ (p.185). It is striking to 

consider how little we have advanced in relation to museums as spaces that 

produce social construction—if not by aim then by default. We can briefly recall 

here the findings of Bennett (1995) in relation to museums and social 

construction of the late 1800s. I examined architectural space and the rituals 

found in museum structures that condition visitors to behave in a formal, 

restrained way. So, one of the key investigations in my research was how to 

deconstruct spatial power relations found in museum and gallery spaces. 
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The deconstruction of physical space, in addition to conceptual space, is a 

central issue in new museology that has impacted curatorial practice (Macleod, 

Hanks, and Hale, 2012). This is particularly true in architecture, sites, and 

temporal spaces in relation to spatial relationships between art and audiences. 

In my research, I investigated the gallery, physical buildings, institutional space, 

and even the notion of place and landscape. I embraced the importance of the 

local while encouraging artists and communities to do the same. This is not a 

new concept, but it is an urgent one. Janes and Sandell (2019) write, ‘It is 

incumbent upon all museums to help envision and create this new narrative in 

partnership with their communities’ (p.2). 

  

Early in my research, I drew inspiration from two books about the local, Lucy 

Lippard’s The Lure of the Local: Sense of Place in a Multicentered Society 

(1998) and Miwon Kwon’s One Place after Another: Site-Specific Art and 

Locational Identity (2004). Lippard has been highly influential in areas of art, art 

criticism, feminism, feminist art, and what is now called socially engaged art. 

She calls for a reconnection of art to a place or site. Writing on community and 

how we perceive the visual landscape around us, she eloquently describes the 

interconnectedness between the political, social, and cultural. Lippard calls for 

place-based public art that ‘has both roots and reach’ (p.46) within a 

community—one that acknowledges local history and nuances. She also calls 

for polyvocality as ‘a multicentered society’ (p.5).18 Polyvocality was embodied 

 
18 Polyvocality is often used in anthropological studies as a response to criticisms of the 
authorial authority. In anthropology, including others’ actual words and/or input in research is 
central. For me, this meant including others’ ideas on curatorial experiments and collaborating 
in the curating process. Numerous examples are discussed in later chapters. A definition of 
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in my research and was central when reaching out to others during my PhD 

work. Irit Rogoff (2006b) also notes the importance of what she calls criticality 

and an embodied, non-binary practice within a specific context. She calls for 

thinking through the dualities and ambiguities of art that critiques the institution 

as the subject (the artist, curator, or viewer) performs the critique. I undertook 

specific experiments, for example, intending to share my curatorial voice. Many 

research exhibits were deeply embedded in local history and place, and I 

emphasised relationships in the communities, facilitating my own and others’ 

ability to have their ‘boots on the ground’, or as Lippard (1998) states, where 

one has ‘rootedness’ (p. 42) in the community. Museologists also note the 

importance of community connection (Crooke, 2008; Janes and Sandell, 2019; 

Sandell, 2002b). I was not interested in curatorial practices that wasn’t 

embedded in a community. Importantly, this did not mean I wouldn’t work with 

artists who worked temporarily in a community or on a project. In fact, I found 

that it was more important to have a consistent curatorial presence than an 

artist in full-time residence in the community. I discuss this more in later in 

Chapters Five, Six, and Seven but it is useful to note here that curators in 

regional museums are usually based in that organisation and live in the area 

and are therefore better able to negotiate community-facing tactics. 

 

Place and landscape as witnesses helped me to clarify my intentionality in 

engaging local communities in non-parochial ways. As noted by Kwon in One 

Place after Another (2004), it is important to place art in context as a part of the 

artistic process. Kwon examines site specificity as a code, or cipher, of the 

 
polyvocality can be found at https://courses.lumenlearning.com/suny-
culturalanthropology/chpater/fieldwork. 
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tension between location and identity. Lippard (1998) and Kwon (2004) highlight 

the new museological tendency to radically re-examine space and place in 

society and contemporary practices. This was reflected in my research in that 

slow curating encourages shared curatorial authorship with local collaborators, 

and the slow process had a distinct and rooted presence in the community. In 

using this approach, I emboldened community connection and challenged 

institutional power infrastructures. Shared knowledge of local nuances, the 

inversion of space and place in architectural contexts, collaborative ownership 

in projects, and the creation of a space for the local facilitated the unpacking of 

spoken and unspoken tensions among the participants of my experiments and 

provided new ways of understanding location and identity. I discuss specific 

examples of this in Chapter Eight.  

 

New museology also challenges the priority of objects (Vergo, 1989). The 

display of objects, engagement with audiences, and understanding museum 

communities are continually being re-evaluated in contemporary curatorial 

practice. My research experiments routinely created displays that challenged 

the power of placement and radicalised space in highly contentious ways. 

Alternative displays are often found in post-Modernist approaches to curating 

(Barker, 1999; Enwezor, 2002; Williams, 2001). Carol Duncan (1995) calls 

these spaces ‘ritual sites’ (p.7), while Emma Barker (1999) focuses on word 

display as ‘a verb as well as a noun, active as well as passive: the point being 

that display is always produced by curators, designers, etc.’ (p.3). Scholars 

have also decoded the power relations and socio-economic nuances in display 

(Dubin, 1999; Duncan, 1995; Karp and Lavine, 1991; Staniszewski, 1998).  
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An influential project for me was Fred Wilson’s exhibition Mining the Museum 

(1992). This exhibit was at the forefront of politically minded curators. In 1992 I 

was just beginning to work in museums, and the idea that we could, as 

practitioners, subvert traditional museum conventions and power structures was 

exciting. Wilson’s project is often cited as an important signpost in the changing 

face of curating museum collections. Wilson assembled objects from the 

Maryland Historical Society collection in new ways, employing satirical and 

ironic methods. One technique emphasised absences in the collection through 

the use of empty pedestals. Wilson also created intentionally uncomfortable 

juxtapositions to generate connections, such as displaying ornate silver pitchers 

and teacups alongside a pair of iron slave shackles (Wilson, 1992). Mining the 

Museum was an example of institutional critique found in museums of the 

1990s. By using political tactics, such as revisionism, or identity correction, 

remixing the collection, irony and humour, and making the invisible visible,19 

Wilson created a framework that has been used by curators ever since and is 

embedded in my research. Mining the Museum is, for me, an example of a 

historical and theoretical curation that has consistently informed my practice. I 

used alternative display techniques in most of my installation hangs during my 

research. In the Luis Jimenez Sodbuster show in Fargo (2012), I used pallets 

for plinths and archival letters in vitrines. The Shared Visions collection show in 

Sligo (2015) had a salon hang, a solo work in one room, and the Niland 

Collection archive letters highlighted as objects. (More examples are discussed 

in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight.)  

  

 
19 The use of political tactics by artists and curators can be traced back to the Dadists and 
Situationists but the embeddedness of these actions in art practices is reflected in the Feminist 
Art Movement. 
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Scholarship on museums and on identity, race, gender, post-conflict, inequality, 

and accessibility (Pollock, 2003; Sandell, 2012a; Smith, 2007) are central to 

new museology and were important throughout my research. Race, gender, 

and interrogating the nuances of post-conflict contexts were posited in my 

experiments. Examples of this type of research include the Guerrilla Girls All-

Ireland Project in Portadown (2008–2009), which critiqued sexism in museums, 

the Andre Stitt exhibition in Portadown (2009), which unpacked the traces of 

post-conflict society, the Mark Claire exhibit in LaGrange, which examined race 

and class, the Warhol exhibition in Fargo (2013), a commission of work that 

critiqued Native American stereotypes in relation to Andy Warhol’s Cowboy and 

Indian Series, and the Bureau of Radical Accessibility in Sligo (2015), which 

opened up space for discussion about place and the socio-political distinctions 

of western Ireland. The contemporary issues that these exhibitions highlighted 

and how to respond to them through a museum as an institution became 

important threads in my research. In 2011, I began to describe these kinds of 

institutions as permeable museums—organisations that acknowledge and work 

through challenging issues rather than adhering to tradition modes of curation. 

Though some practitioners call this type of curating ‘new institutionalism’ (e.g., 

Ekeberg, 2013), other curators and curator directors are also working with 

museums in innovative ways. Charles Esche (2013) refers to it as ‘experimental 

institutions’, curator-educator Simon Sheikh (2004) calls such spaces 

‘progressive institutions’, curator director Claire Doherty (2012) called on art 

institutions to ‘transform’ from within, and mediator and educationalist Sally 

Tallant (2009) calls for hybrid programming across departments. These were all 

practitioners whom I considered colleagues at the time. My research 

experiments were undertaken between 2006 and 2015, which was before 
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responding to current socio-political contexts was an imperative for museum 

directors and curators.20 My research reflects this growing interest in new ways 

of working with communities and audiences in museums today.  

  

In my research, I considered how museums engaged with alternative ways of 

presenting artwork using contextual history and memory, alternative hangs, and 

on-site alternative spaces. I looked at the re-installations at the Tate Britain in 

2013 (Glover, 2013), the 1999 MoMA hang Modern Starts, which was 

presented around groupings, or vignettes, entitled ‘People’, ‘Places’, and 

‘Things’ (Elderfield, 1999), or its 2020 rehang, which focused on divergent 

combinations. Of note was the exhibition at the Walker Art Center in 

Minneapolis, Benches and Binoculars (2009), a salon-style hang of the 

permanent collection, intermingling genres, artistic periods, and mediums. I was 

also inspired by the rich alternatives in curator installations of archival-

influenced exhibitions, particularly the Plug-In shows by Esche and Annie 

Fletcher at the van Abbemuseum in Eindhoven, Netherlands. Advances in 

community engagement practice, including McGonagle’s work at the Orchard 

Gallery in Derry (Northern Ireland) in the 1980s and at the Irish Museum of 

Modern Art (IMMA) in Dublin in the 1990s also informed this PhD. I carried out 

secondary research on the work at the Glasgow Museum of Art (GOMA) social 

justice programme in relation to community engagement in the 2000s (Sandell, 

 
20 A recent US example of a museum responding to its sociopolitical context is the Minneapolis 
Institute of Art’s 2018 exhibition on Philando Castile, the man shot by police officers in 
Minnesota. Kaywin Feldman, then-Director of Mia, one of the largest encyclopedic museums in 
the US, wrote, ‘art museums are intensely political organizations—political with a small ‘p’. Art is 
political because it is an expression of lived human experience; identity, love, sex, religion, 
death, home, happiness, and trauma have always been subjects for artists. A concerned trustee 
at the Minneapolis Institute of Art (Mia), where I am the director, recently asked me if we would 
ever be the focus of protest. I assured him that we would, and urged him to walk around the 
galleries if he wanted to find offence. We have it all on our walls: imperialism, colonialism, war, 
oppression, discrimination, slavery, misogyny, rape, and more. Artists reflect our beautiful and 
horrific world back to us’ (p.1) Other examples are Hibbens (2018) and Wesley (2018). 
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2002b). Previous iterations of Manifesta: The European Biennial of Art 

exhibition were inspiring, particularly Manifesta 9 and 12, as curatorial 

approaches that connected to local, regional, and international issues. MoMA’s 

on-site laboratory, which looks at new methods of museological communication 

and creative making (moma.org/learn/moma_learning) and the Tate Exchange 

social engagement learning lab at Tate Modern (led by my colleague Anna 

Cutler) also had a significant impact on my research. For example, I used 

interesting but uncommon groupings in LaGrange, Fargo, and Sligo. I used 

plug-ins, with sections of the exhibit changing during the full run of the show, in 

LaGrange, Fargo, and Sligo. I employed a salon hang in Sligo and a complete 

reordering of a full exhibit during a show in Fargo. The blurring of lines between 

curatorial work and community engagement occurred at all sites and 

dramatically increased over the research timeframe.  

  

Another important fundamental of new museology in my work was the 

development of enquiry-based education approaches. Pedagogy and learning, 

as understood by Hooper-Greenhill (1992), was reflected in my work with 

ENGAGE U (2012), a university-based think-and-do-tank of social practice. The 

re-imagination of the museum (Anderson, 2004; Kavanagh, 1996; Simon, 2010; 

Weil, 2002; Witcomb, 2003) inspired many exhibitions in the project spaces and 

collection exhibitions in all four sites. A fundamental of new museology is the 

changing patterns of consumer demand (Silverston, 1989). This was reflected 

in the You Like This (2012) publicly curated, crowd sourced exhibition in Fargo. 

The B.R.A. in Sligo and FLOOD DIVERSION in Fargo reflected the new 

museology trait of increasing diversity of artistic forms and artist roles (Schultz, 

2014; Sholette, 2011).  
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I drew on three other foundational elements of new museology for my research: 

The diffusion of new distribution technologies (Graham and Cook, 2010, 

Lovejoy, 2004), which can be seen in Template 2.0 (2009), a Portadown show 

for the ISEA conference; the increasing collaboration between the civic and 

non-profit arts sectors, which was evident in the LaGrange photography project 

Show and Tell (2012); changing funding patterns (Balfe and Peters, 2000; 

Cherbo and Wyszomirsk, 2000; McCarthy et al., 2002), which was reflected in 

my alternative sponsorship elements in the Warhol show in Fargo (2013). I 

discuss these examples further in Chapters Six through Eight.  

  

In the literature I found ample evidence that the influence of community art, 

communitarian discourse, and the crisis of relevancy that museums face today 

are intertwined with the urgent need to re-configure, re-imagine, and re-connect 

makers, doers, participants, and audiences. Museums are powerful spaces. We 

can challenge this power by engaging in a post-institutional critique that 

includes performativity, or an active physical intervention in space, to transform 

institutional sites. Judith Butler’s (2006) notion of performativity points to 

fundamental levels of meaning production, putting the conventions of art 

production, presentation, and historical persistence into focus, showing how 

these power structures are co-produced by artwork, and proposing that it is this 

dependency on conventions that opens up the possibility of changing them 

(see, also, von Hantelmann, 2010). Butler (2006) argues that identity is a social, 

performative action and not inherent. For her, the performance is not a break 

with the museum as convention, but an action that is within the structures of the 

institution. Similarly, von Hantelmann (2010) argues that exhibitions are a site of 
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engagement or action (performativity) and that the exhibition framework 

provides ‘a key factor in art’s relevance to society’ (p.10). As curators, we not 

only re-imagine, but we also work within institutions (such as museums) to 

challenge existing power structures. In challenging museological and curatorial 

power structures, it became possible to re-imagine and present/re-

present/perform differently, opening up possibilities of change in interpretation 

and audience experience.  

  

There is political agency to be found in museums as institutions to realise a 

transformed space for critique and reparation. I found that ephemeral concepts, 

such as conviviality, temporal spaces, and post-conflict poetics engendered 

increased political space. Tavia Nyong’o (2014) argues that post-institutional 

space is engaged by artists working with museums to create alternative spaces 

in the interstices of official culture. She points to those who ‘realize a 

transformed space for both critique and reparation . . . imagin[ing] a mode of 

being-together that preserves difference and antagonism in the face of liberal 

multiculturalism’ (p.3). Post-institutional critique, as a method of conceptually 

and literally re-framing exhibition museum space as a politically antagonistic 

site, was central to my research.  

 

3.3 Producer and Protagonist: New Museology and the Evolution of 

Curatorial Practice from the Mid-Twentieth Century 

In the mid-20th century, curatorial practice was developing new ways of 

working. Curators were less interested in the institutionality of the museum, 

focusing instead on the art, the artist, and making exhibitions. They were 

producers and protagonists in exhibition making. Curatorial practice was 
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evolving. It was also directly connected to early professionalization of curating 

(O’Neill, 2012).  

  

Following the initial professionalization of curatorship in the late 1920s at 

Harvard by Samuel Sachs, curatorial training shifted in the mid-1960s. In 1967, 

the Whitney Museum in New York created an early curatorial programme that 

would later be formalised into the Independent Study Program (ISP) 

(Gutterman, 1993), later renamed Curatorial and Critical Studies, with Hal 

Foster as its director. Its foundation was that ‘exhibitions should embody 

theoretical and critical arguments’ (Singerman, 2004 p.112). In his history of the 

ISP, Gutterman (1993) quotes curator Ron Clark saying that the programme 

was a place connected to a museum where students would have a ‘chance to 

experiment and see if it was possible to develop alternative curatorial forms, to 

challenge the established conventions’ (p.6). The first formalised study of 

curating emerged at the École du Magasin in Grenoble, France, in 1987. Five 

years later, a two-year degree was established at the Royal College of Art in 

London in 1992 (O’Neill, 2012).  

  

In The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Culture(s), Paul O’Neill (2012) 

charts three key periods in the development of late-20th-century curatorial 

practice and discourse: 1920–1960, 1960–1980s, and the late 1980s–1990s, 

the latter period marked by the development and professionalisation of curating 

or what Michael Brenson (1998) has called the ‘curator’s moment’. O’Neill’s 

(2012) work helped me to delineate how in the process of ‘researching, 

selecting, planning, organizing, structuring, framing and curating group 

exhibitions . . . one begins to understand how the curatorial constructs ideas 
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about art’ (p. 7). He underscores why we need to know about the recent 

curatorial past:  

In questioning how and what types of knowledges and epistemologies 
have been produced and enabled from within the curatorial field [we can 
begin] to unravel how a highly administered and organized art world 
resulted in the formation of a culture of curating that continues to 
determine and reinvent itself. (p.7) 
 

Curators facilitated these shifts by creating different kind of exhibitions with 

radical-thinking artists of the time. For example, important exhibitions that 

influenced curatorial practice included the first Salon des Refusés (1863, 1874, 

1875, and 1886), The Armory Show (1913), and MoMA’s The New American 

Painting (1958). This 50-year time period between the late 19th century and the 

1960s reflects a significant break between museums as institutions and curated 

exhibitions. This fissure began as early as the 1830s with small commercial 

galleries presenting works that had been rejected by the official salon. Though 

most curators still work in art institutions, in this period artists, collectors, and 

dealers began to organise art exhibitions in alternative sites in defiance of 

important art institutions of the day. The public, open, avant-garde, and 

rebellious nature of these exhibitions meant that exhibitions could be freed from 

the institution. Independent from institutions, both artistic and curatorial 

practices would never be the same. The nuances of curatorial work, while 

connected to museums, was supplemented by independent projects with artists 

as curators. Key exhibitions by the avant-garde in art history influenced the 

gradual change. ‘The art of the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries is deeply 

intertwined with the history of its exhibitions,’ explains Obrist in his introduction 

to A Brief History of Curating (2009). ‘The predominant accomplishments of the 

avant-gardes of the 1910s and 1920s can be seen . . . as a series of collective 
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gatherings and exhibitions . . . enabling ever-increasing numbers of emerging 

artists to act as their own mediators’ (p.6).  

  

Provocative exhibitions from 1913 to 1998 has been noted by museum exhibit 

planner Maureen McConville (1998). The period was marked by curatorial and 

artistic developments, beginning with the Armory Show in 1913, which 

introduced Americans to modern art or the widespread criticism of the Boston 

Museum of Art’s 1949-1950 exhibition exhibiting work created by supposed 

communists. The 1969 exhibition Harlem on My Mind at the Metropolitan 

Museum of Art in New York was problematic in that it was essentialist, 

simplistic, and exclusionary, and Black artists led the protest against 

paternalistic curation. Yet this was the first time a major institution addressed 

social issues of the time (McConville, 1989 pp.4–6). Provocative exhibition-

making history reflects a meandering, non-linear progression. In The Avant-

Garde in Exhibitions: New Art in the 20th Century (1994), Bruce Altshuler 

explains the nuances of the 1940s and 1950s, when cultural capital was 

transferred from Europe to the US. He highlights the hugely influential 

development of modern art in Japan in the 1950s with the innovative Gutai 

artists who deconstructed painting, used banal materials, and blurred the line 

between art and life. Altshuler notes the Nouveau Realiste movement in 

France, which responded to post-WWII life and concerned itself with cultural 

production and consumption. Neither of these movements have been given 

much attention in traditional art historical texts. He writes about important late-

1950s shows led by artists and artist-curators, such as: 1959 and 44 East 

52nd Street, NYC (Altshuler, 1994). Altshuler also notes the important works by 

Marcel Broodthaers and Hans Haacke. From 1968 to 1972, Broodthaers 
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operated his nomadic Musee d’Art Moderne Departement de Aigles in various 

locations and with unusual presentations. In Hans Haacke’s intervention at 

MoMA entitled Information (1970) he conducted a survey on a highly political 

question of the time: Would the fact that Governor Rockefeller has not 

denounced President Nixon’s Indochina Policy be a reason for your not voting 

for him in November? In turn Haacke used the information in his exhibition 

MoMA Poll.21 The public overwhelmingly voting ‘yes’. It is now considered one 

of the most important works of Institutional Critique.  

 

Using a nuanced framework, Altshuler traces the similarities and synergies 

found internationally at the time, effectively presenting a holistic and worldwide 

view of curating and exhibition making that was non-linear and inter-connected 

rather than hegemonic. He maps the growing interactions between artists, and 

eventually some curators, who would engage in the socio-political nuances of 

the time through exhibition making. 

  

The 20th century has been an active time of re-imaging curatorial practice and 

exhibitions. As noted by Greenberg, Ferguson, and Nairne (1995) in Thinking 

about Exhibitions, the format of exhibitions in the 20th century has changed to 

become a ‘medium through which most art becomes known’ (p.3). These 

scholars consider the sites of exhibitions to be about exchanges and 

constructions and de-constructions. They believe exhibits are ‘part spectacle, 

part socio-historical event, part structuring device’ and that ‘exhibitions—

 
21 "Hans Haacke, MOMA Poll [1970]". Algorithmic Art @ ucsb.edu. Archived from the original on 
2007-11-25. Retrieved 2007-09-20. 

https://web.archive.org/web/20071125124551/http:/www.arts.ucsb.edu/faculty/budgett/algorithmic_art/haacke.html
http://www.arts.ucsb.edu/faculty/budgett/algorithmic_art/haacke.html
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especially exhibitions of contemporary art—establish and administer the culture 

meanings of art’ (p.3).  

  

3.3.1 Responding to the Socio-Political: The Curator as Independent Thinker 

The period from 1960 to 1980 saw the emergence of a number of curatorial 

concepts now considered foundational. During this time, curators developed a 

more independently minded practice. For example, the artist-as-curator meant a 

curator with ‘a number of exhibitions [that] developed a symbiotic relationship 

between the exhibition space and conceptually led artistic production’ (O’Neill, 

2012 p.4). Like artists, some curators came to understand their work as 

practice. According to O’Neill, the 1960s were formative years for curators, who 

worked with artists who were interested in the ‘information systems, 

organisational tactics, and the language of interpretation [as] they turned toward 

more conceptual strategies’ (p.4).  

 

Artists and curators during this time re-connected to world politics, namely, the 

Vietnam War, civil rights, women’s rights, and gay rights. From 1960 to 1980, 

curatorial practice of artists and curators developed dramatically, as it engaged 

in socio-political exhibition making and in creative work—conventions were 

challenged. For example, curation emerged as a ‘creative, semi-autonomous 

and individually authored form of interpretation (and production), which 

structured the experience of the work of art and the affected the ways in which 

art was made and communicated to an audience’ (O’Neill, 2012 p.4). 

Exhibitions during this time became more politicised. The role of the curator 

was solidified as essential in the making of meaning and the distributing 

(interpretation and interaction) of the exhibition. By this time there was also the 
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notion of a ‘curatorial remit, operating above and beyond the interest of the 

artists or the discrete artwork, which opened up a space of critical contestation’ 

(O’Neill, 2012 p.4).  

  

Also important in this period was the curatorial gesture, an action—either quiet 

or demonstrative—by which a considered decision was made (Brenson, 1998). 

Gesture can also be described as the intentionality of the curatorial voice or 

vision, and it facilitates ‘a potential nexus for discussion, critique and debate, 

where the role of the critic in parallel cultural discourse was usurped by the neo-

critical space of curating’ (p.43). Curators Lucy Lippard, Seth Siegelaub, and 

Harold Szeemann were each interested in alternative ways of presenting ideas 

in exhibitions (O’Neill, 2012 p.43) through specific curatorial gestures.  

 

The literature I have referred to thus far provided me with a precedent for my 

curatorial practice, one that helped me contextualise my work and gave me a 

lexicon. I embraced the curatorial gesture as an action and idea—what I 

eventually termed my curatorial intention and premise. The gesture can 

manifest physically and/or conceptually and is an embedded part of my 

research practice because it genuinely offers something to the audience.  

 

The socio-political nuances of the 1960s heavily impacted the process that 

artists and curators employed from the 1970s onwards (Auther and Lerner, 

2012; Bradley and Esche, 2008; Bryan-Wilson, 2011; Finkelpearl, 2013; 

Lippard, 1990, 1984). In the 1970s, the role of the exhibition maker was 

transformed from primarily organising exhibitions of discrete artwork to an 

extended organisational and discursive practice (Filipovic, 2014; O’Neill, 2012). 
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By the 1980s, curated exhibitions that embodied an idea or intention were fairly 

widespread in the visual arts and the contemporary art sector. The individual 

curator became an author of the group exhibition, and this role continued into 

the next decade at full speed (O’Neill, 2007 p.5). There are several scholars 

and practitioners that note important individual curators of that time, in 

interview-format books (Klonk, 2009; Obrist, 2009; Thea, 2007). In fact, this was 

the format for most literature on curating until the mid-2000s.  

  

A few of the important exhibitions during this time were Szeemann’s 1969 

exhibition Live In Your Head: When Attitudes Become Form, which explored 

curating as a contemporary constellation of relationships and revealed process 

as important; Jean-Hubert Martin’s Magiciens de la Terre, which counteracted 

the colonial ethnocentricity of contemporary art; the collaborative exhibition 

series inSITE, curated by Jessica Bradley, Olivier Debroise, Ivo Mesquita, and 

Sally Yard (1992, 1994, 1997, 2000–01, and 2005), on the border between 

Tijuana, Mexico and San Diego, California, which was one of the first 

exhibitions to address the politics of borders and political engagement; Hou 

Hanru and Hans Ulrich Obrist’s international touring show Cities on the Move: 

Contemporary Asian Art on the Turn of the 21st Century (1997–1998), which 

critically examined the conflicted histories of the modernisation of significant 

Asian cities; and Cornelia Butler’s WACK!: Art and the Feminist Revolution 

(2007).22 

 

 
22 There are too many examples to list them all. But we should also include Traffic (1996), 
curated by Nicolas Bourriard, where he coined the phrase ‘relational aesthetics’, China Avant-
Garde Exhibition (1989), curated by Hou Hanru and Gao Minglu, which highlighted strong 
political work by a new generation of Chinese artists and which was shut down by police on 
opening day; and the 2002 Manifesta curated by Okwui Enwezor, which re-orientated the axis 
of contemporary art and a critical examination of nationality. 
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The 1980s saw another important development of exhibition making: in relation 

to the materiality of space, a curator could do more than organise shows and 

write about artists. The curatorial, as explained by Rogoff (2006b), allows for 

the ‘possibility of framing those exhibition-making activities through [a] series of 

principles and possibilities’ (p.132). The 1980s curatorial discourse also took up 

authorship and institutional critique, which became common in curation inside 

and outside the museum. Some Modernist scholars and art critics called this 

practice ‘new art’, including Gregory Battock (1965), who coined the term. As 

noted previously, other practitioners and scholars have called this ‘new 

institutionalism’. Those of us in the field noted a tension between the growing 

professionalisation of curating and the trend to challenge curatorial authority. 

O’Neill (2012) notes important institutional critique artists, critics, and curators: 

Buchloh, Hal Foster, Andrea Fraser, Mark Dion, Joshua Decter, and many 

others who came through the Whitney ISP. The role of the curator was also 

demystified during this time; the hand of the curator became more apparent in 

the exhibition (O’Neill, 2012). Though exhibited in the early 1990s, artist Fred 

Wilson’s Mining the Museum (1992), which critically examined presentation and 

politics in museum display, was an important example of curating institutional 

critique. These new ideas in curating unshackled many of us in the museum 

world and opened up new possibilities of engaging with artists and the public.  

  

3.4 The Rise of the Curator as Chief Protagonist 

While the 1980s reflect the reframing and interpretation of art, the 1990s was 

the decade of the curator as producer (Rogoff, 2006b). Previously, curatorial 

rigour was based in art history, then moved on to contextualization. Later in the 

1990s, curating became about concepts and ideas, which became a priority 
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over the artwork (O’Neill, 2012; Smith 2012), something that is still a part of 

practice today. In his essay ‘The New Public Art: As Opposed to What’, Hafpor 

Yngvason (2014) examines the self-critique of public art practitioners of their 

changing responses to the integrationist approach of the 1980s, as it evolved 

into a participatory one in the early 1990s. It was in the early 1990s that 

community as an active agent in co-creation, albeit embryonic, decisively took 

root. Yngvason (2014) describes the move away from integrationism, that is, 

the inclusion of community in public art, to one of participation based on the 

plurality of visions in a community. 

 

In the late 1990s and early 2000s, with a resurgence of Marxism, the lexicon of 

curating was influenced by post-Fordism, a framework that focuses on who 

creates and mediates (production and consumption) exhibitions based on non-

specialised roles and tasks, as opposed to Fordism, which curator Jens 

Hoffman described as ‘an exhibition assembly line’ (author’s notes from Now 

Museum conference, New Museum, New York (2011). Some scholars and 

practitioners argue that curators have become either over-skilled or de-skilled 

and are highly mobile in response to the gig culture found in neo-capitalism 

(Birchall, 2013). This is a time in which the processes and concepts of individual 

curators became even more visible. Hoffman (2004) noted there was also the 

so-called ‘supervisibility’ of the curator, or curator as God. His article ‘God is a 

Curator’ is cited as an example of this category of curator. O’Neill (2012) 

explains this type of curator as 

an important agent within the global cultural industry[. A] new kind of 
international curator was identified by Ralph Rugoff as a ‘jet-set flaneur’ 
who appears to know no geographical boundaries, and for whom a type of 
global-internationalism is the central issue. (p.19) 
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In the early 2000s, I rejected this style of curation. Instead, I was interested in 

curating within specific contexts, collaborating with other, community 

engagement, and a slow, embedded curatorial process. Though not completely 

opposite to each other, these two curatorial approaches present a number of 

interesting tensions. One curatorial process is fast-paced and the other one 

slow; one is nomadic, the other is embedded; one is interested in eminence and 

working with high-profile spaces and artists, the other interested in community, 

shared authorship, and challenging the curator as expert.  

 

Anti-authoritarianism also strongly influenced curation in the early 2000s. 

Agnostic pluralism is where the facilitation of social relationships, dialogical 

space, and potential activations are as important, or even more so, than objects 

or the curatorial narrative. Many artists and curators, myself included, are 

interested in a space that allows for conflicting values and ideas to be 

discussed. I was curious about the anti-authoritarian turn in curating, that is, 

including the audience as a way of making meaning. While this has been 

critiqued by post-Marxist philosophers Jacques Ranciere (2009) and Chantal 

Mouffe (2013) who see the desire for an alternative as problematic for its post-

political stance, I was interested in a less-authoritarian presence of the curator. 

That said, I do not propose the disappearance of the curator nor the negation of 

the role. I experimented with exhibitions forms, alternative displays, and 

agitated and juxtaposed objects, and facilitated discussions that offered 

alternatives in form and function. Importantly, my research was specifically not 

about consensus but about antagonisms and the opening of space. In this way I 

agree with Mouffe when I embraced the approach that art museums need to be 
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rearticulated as a site for the give and take of dialogue and for divergent ideas 

to be offered to the audience (see Mouffe, 2013).   

 

An anti-authoritarian stance is created by sharing authorship and collaborating. 

It also challenges the authority of the gallery space. In this regard, the work of 

curators Charles Esche and Annie Fletcher at the van Abbemuseum, 

specifically their Plug-In projects (2007–present) and Be(coming) Dutch (2004–

2008) were influential in my research. Their approach of disruption inside the 

institution and the role of the museum in relation to socio-political dialogue was 

the impetus of several of my experiments. Pushing for space in curating to 

facilitate an examination of larger societal issues is part of the break from earlier 

curatorial movements of the 1990s. In Cultures of the Curatorial, von Bismark, 

Schafaff, and Weski (2012) describe this way of curating as one that goes 

‘beyond showing or presenting to include enabling, making public, educating, 

analysing, criticizing, theorizing, editing and staging’ (p.8).  

 

By 2005, the discursive role of the curator as producer developed beyond 

institutional critique. Curators have examined presentation, engagement, 

interpretation, and theoretical constructs much more deeply. Most influential 

within the expanded field of curating is the work of curator Maria Lind, who 

defines ‘the curatorial’, in contrast to the production of an exhibition, such as 

commissioning or peripheral events, as going ‘further, implying a methodology 

that takes art as its starting point but then situates it in relation to specific 

contexts, times, and questions in order to challenge the status quo’ (Hoffman 

and Lind, 2011 p.2). The curatorial is ‘a more viral presence consisting of 

signification processes and relationships between processes and relationships 
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between objects, people, places, ideas, and so forth, a presence that strives to 

create friction and push new ideas’ (Lind, 2011 p.64). Lind argues that the 

process comes from various positions and that ‘the curatorial can be employed, 

or performed, by people in a number of different capacities within the 

ecosystem of art’ (Hoffman and Lind, 2011 p.2). Lind’s ideas were a source of 

inspiration for me in relation to a curatorial process that antagonises methods 

and institutional power structures. Collaborating in an arts ecosystem is 

foundational in this PhD research.  

  

The approaches used in exhibitions by Lind and two early projects by Mary 

Jane Jacob directly connected artists and place: Places with a Past: New Site-

Specific Art in Charleston, Charleston, South Carolina (1991) and Culture in 

Action in Chicago, Chicago, Illinois (1993). Both of these curatorial projects are 

important in the field of socially engaged art and curation, as early examples of 

connecting with audiences and specific contexts and communities. I was able to 

review the documentation and literature from these projects, as well as, 

interview Jacob in Spring, 2014. Curatorially, she was responding to how artists 

placed importance on context and art practice in their work. This idea was 

already embedded in my practice, so I wanted to pursue it further. The 

alternative biennale exhibitions SITE2000/01 and SITE2005 further influenced 

my understanding of commissioning of work by artists. This directly influenced 

my work in the contested site of Portadown. Commissioning new work that 

engaged with ideas of regionalism, post-conflict, and community strife became 

a central curatorial process for me and evolved, as my research developed.  
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Between 1993 and 2008, I was already examining many of these issues and 

approaches. Influential curators were Claire Doherty, Dan Cameron, Declan 

McGonagle, Charles Esche, Annie Fletcher, and Rosa Martinez, all of whom 

have a deep interest in curating in a specific and local context, as well as, 

challenging power structures within museums.  

 

In three of the four areas of research I was a director–curator. Coined by Hal 

Foster (1996), it’s a term that describes the challenging positionality of 

combining curatorial and management in art institutions (p.198). In my first 

years at Millennium Court Arts Centre (MCAC) in Portadown, the organisation 

was dealing with dangerous local nuances in relation to a conflict and post-

conflict society similar to those reflected in the work of Declan McGonagle at 

the Orchard Gallery in Derry, Northern Ireland. I had several discussions with 

McGonagle about working in a contested place (physically, psychologically, and 

conceptually). As a long-time feminist, I also had been exploring how the ideas 

of feminism could be expressed in curation. In 2008, when I began this 

research, I reviewed documentation on recent feminist exhibits. The 

show WACK! Art and the Feminist Revolution in LA in 2007 was an important 

catalyst for my curatorial work at MCAC in relation to The Guerrilla Girls All-

Ireland Project, as was the 2005 Venice Biennial where curator Martinez invited 

the artists to exhibit. This initial mapping of political and socially engaged 

curators led me to important case studies. In the US, the exhibition Prospect.1 

New Orleans influenced my curatorial approach in both LaGrange and Fargo. I 

had several email conversations with curator Dan Cameron about working 

outside of New York or Los Angeles in regional sites. He supported my idea 
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that curating in non-major urban sites—out of the art world gaze—could offer 

more freedom to experiment.  

  

While the union of curating and artistic practices has been intertwined since the 

beginning of museums and curating, the exhibition as a framework (or form) 

and as medium are now central to how we understand the practice of curating 

(O’Neill, 2012 p.87). During the 1990s and early 2000s many artists were 

curating, and this influenced curatorial practice as it developed and responded 

to artistic, institutional, and socio-political nuances. The curator does not 

replace artistic practice but, rather, curators are experiencing a ‘dissolution of 

categories instead of the change of roles’ (Hoffman, 2004 p.108). The curator 

should be regarded as a producer of an event, a site, or an experience. The 

curator as producer has been written about extensively since 2010 (Birchall, 

2013, 2015; Skrebowski, 2010; Thompson; 2015) and is something that I 

discuss in detail in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight.  

 

3.5 Curating as Activism and the Academisation of the Field 

Post-2010, curators have become key influencers in contemporary art and 

institutions. We see in this decade a professionalisation of the field and a 

significant move by scholars to present the field, as one with weight and 

influence. This required not only that the role of curators to be canonised but 

also that touchstone exhibitions be produced. Texts on exhibitions from 1900 to 

1990 reflect a proposed cannon of exhibition making: Jens Hoffmann’s Show 

Time: The 50 Most Influential Exhibitions of Contemporary Art (2014), Bruce 

Altshuler’s The Avant-Garde in Exhibition: New Art in the Twentieth Century 

(1994), Salon to Biennials: Exhibitions that Made Art History (2008), and 
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his Biennials and Beyond: Exhibitions that Made Art History 1962–2002 (2013). 

In relation to my research, however, I found these texts did less to delineate 

curatorial practice and more to canonise curators and their exhibitions in art 

history. If we use a Modernist artist-as-creator/author-as-genius approach, we 

can even say that the field of curatorial practice needed to solidify curators as 

the protagonists in the art and museum worlds, as well as, in academia. 

Curators had been authors, now they were being given an even more privileged 

space in the consumption of art. Yet, the texts were useful in that they 

contributed to my knowledge and served to establish a mapping of the 

development of both exhibitions and curating.  

 

In my research, I noted important exhibitions, but I was influenced more by 

divergent curatorial practices, particularly that of the curator as activist (see 

Fraser, 2005; Janes and Sandell, 2019; Kester, 1998; Lampert, 2013; 

McGonagle, 2007; Sholette, 2011). I consider myself a curator/producer/art 

activist, and my research should be viewed through that lens. Central to my 

research is the way that curators work with audiences, artists, and institutional 

structures and engage with and embrace the production of creative agency. 

This approach is now, after 10 years of research, not completely new. Indeed, 

museums have begun to examine their roles and responsibilities much more, 

and this is reflected in the literature.  

 

Janes and Sandell’s Museum Activism (2019) contains a number of important 

essays that examine museums as social institutions. As noted previously, some 

scholars believe that political and permeable museums that employ social 

engagement are a relatively new phenomena (Janes and Sandell, 2019) or at 
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least have only recently been recognised as such. However, I found many 

precursors to this way of working in museums. Overall, I agree with Janes and 

Sandell in their assessment that socially engaged practices have become more 

common in museums and museology. But what was even more prevalent 10 

years ago was not only scepticism of these new approaches but ‘often derision’ 

(Janes and Sandell, 2019 p.xxvii). Several essays in Janes and Sandell’s edited 

collection address activism in institutions with staff and in relation to community 

engagement, all of which underscore my research. Other useful recent 

literature: Bishop’s Radical Museology: Or What’s Contemporary in Museums of 

Contemporary Art (2014) and Simon’s The Art of Relevance (2015), both on 

museums; the literature on contemporary curating, such as Curatorial Activism: 

Towards an Ethics of Curating (2018) by Maura Reilly, Paul O’Neill’s The 

Culture of Curating and the Curating of Cultures (2016), How Institutions Think: 

Between Contemporary Art and Curatorial Discourse (2017), and Terry Smith’s 

Thinking Contemporary Curating (2012). The periodicals OnCurating, Field: A 

Journal of Socially-Engaged Art Criticism and the Journal of Curatorial Studies 

also regularly publish articles that examine curators’ roles today. However, even 

given the latest writing on museology and activism or curating and activism, it is 

rare to find research that contextualises socially engaged curatorial practice in 

museums or delineates how museums can engage through the curatorial 

process. In Museum Activism (2019), Dina Bailey and Lynn Wray present 

curatorial projects and approaches in specific contexts, but I believe socially 

engaged curating, and slow curating as a framework, offer new knowledge in 

the field.  
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I argue for a nuanced position about both museology and curatorial practices, 

as they converge today, a convergence that developed between 2005 and 

2018. This period reflected an open and discursive dialogue about roles, 

purpose, and process in curatorial practice and museums. Kate Fowle in her 

essay ‘Who Cares? Understanding the Role of the Curator Today’ (2007), 

states that curating 

provides a platform for artists’ ideas and interests; it should be responsive 
to the situation in which it occurs; and it should creatively address timely 
artistic, social, cultural, or political issues. It could be said that the role of 
the curator has shifted from a governing position that presides over taste 
and ideas to one that lies amongst art (or objects), space, and audience. 
The motivation is closer to the experimentation and inquiry of artists’ 
practices than to the academic or bureaucratic journey of the traditional 
curator. (p.32)  
 

 

3.6 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I have examined pertinent literature about how museums have 

evolved and the role that curators play in these changing institutions. I have 

mapped useful literature that reflects the development of systems of power and 

obstacles for engagement. The most recent literature recognises what I have 

found: museums are now proposed as sites for community, dialogue, and civic 

engagement. Curating in museums is now broadly defined, and exhibitions are 

a form, a produced vehicle for potentialities.  

 

Through the literature review, I examined the shift in museums’ social roles, the 

position of the object as a priority, the role of museums and community, and the 

deconstruction of the museum and gallery as a space and place. These key 

shifts have an etymology, and the impact of the white cube and other Modernist 

conventions continue today. I examined how museums have vestiges of 



 

121 
 

historical process and institutionalised power structures that can be mapped. 

These include museums as spaces for social control, the display of power and 

nation building, and museums as reflecting the socio-political and economic 

impact of the time. I reviewed the literature on the evolution of curating, aligning 

it with its place in museology. 

 

This chapter drew on key influences on the curatorial practice I employed, the 

nuanced and complicated nature of exhibition making from the mid-20th century 

to the present, as well as, museology. The chapter is an examination of the 

development of the curatorial field as a practice that is responsive to socio-

political contexts. It also maps key curatorial ideas, such as the curatorial 

gesture, the curatorial, and new institutionalism, and dissects the curator as the 

key protagonist for change in a museum. For my enquiry, the discursive role of 

curator as producer and activist is most relevant. Like any creative practice, 

curatorial work and exhibition making is influenced by other work in the fields of 

museology, curating, and art practice in addition to important ideas and theories 

beyond these fields.  

 

As I mapped the pertinent literature, I found many examples of how an evolving 

understanding of museology impacts the development of curatorial practice. 

Those of us in the field know how intertwined the institution is with the role of 

the curator—they are often the protagonist in proscribing meaning through the 

exhibitions. My focus has been on curatorial roles in regional museums, aiming 

to facilitate experiments for a more permeable museum—a more engaged 

museum. This idea, which is fleshed out in the rest of the dissertation, is a 

similar but more active process than Janes and Sandell (2019) notion of the 
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‘mindful museum’. In this chapter, I have demonstrated that there is place for 

new knowledge in the field at the nexus of museology, curating, and socially 

engaged practices. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

Social Practice in Art and Curating 

 

This chapter is an exploration of the history and context of socially engaged art 

practice and its relationship to art curatorship. Specifically, I discuss the 

intersection of politics and art practices (both art and curating), as well as, the 

difference between social practice found in art and that of socially engaged 

curating.  

 

The importance of the history of political art and the rise of socially engaged art 

practice cannot be understated. Central to understanding socially engaged 

curatorial practice is having an appreciation for the ideas and philosophies 

found in what is now known as social practice. The development of socially 

engaged art curatorship is complex; it does not have a specific history but a 

complicated and nuanced past with antecedents and tangential influences. This 

chapter explores the intersection of political and socially aware artists and their 

impact on social art practice and curating, as well as, current museology. 

 

4.1 Approaches to Socially Engaged Art Practice 

Artists who work collaboratively and who facilitate interaction or engagement on 

a site or in a specific community use what are often referred to as participatory, 

interactive, collaborative, or relational methods. Participatory art practice, which 

emphasises the audience, has been labelled ‘conversational art’ by Homi K. 

Bhabha (1994), ‘dialogical-based public art’ by Finkelpearl (2013), ‘dialogical 

art’, or ‘littoral art’, by Kester (1998, 2004), ‘social works’ by Jackson (2011), 

‘public art’ and ‘new genre public art’ by Lacy (1995), and ‘site specific art’ by 
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Kwon (2004). Today it is most commonly described as socially engaged art. 

Although the definitions vary, this concept has at its core a participatory 

relationship between the artist, their artwork, and the public. In his book What 

We Made: Conversations on Art and Social Cooperation (2013), Finkelpearl 

delineates useful parameters for navigating participatory art practice, citing 

Kester, who ‘differentiates between collaborative, “dialogical” works and 

projects based on a scripted “encounter”’ (p.4). Bishop (2006a) identifies ‘an 

authored tradition that seeks to provoke participants and a de-authored lineage 

that aims to embrace collective creativity’. And Doherty (2004) differentiates 

between that ‘those practices which, though they employ a process of 

complicity engagement, are clearly initiated and ultimately directed by the artist 

. . . and those which, though often authored by the artist or team, are 

collaborative—in effect “social sculpture”’ (Finkelpearl, 2013 p.4).  

  

From 2008 to 2012, social practice was often referred to as ‘relational 

aesthetics’, a phrase coined by curator Nicolas Bourriaud. According to 

Bourriaud (1998), relational art takes its ‘theoretical horizon from the realm of 

human interactions and its social context, rather than the assertion of an 

independent and private symbolic space [and] points to a radical upheaval of 

the aesthetic, cultural and political goals introduced by modern art’ (p.113). He 

defines this type of art as ‘a set of artistic practices, which take as their 

theoretical and practical point of departure the whole of human relations and 

their social context, rather than an independent and private space’ (p.5). The 

important point to take from Bourriaud is that, as a curator, he observed a 

creative practice used by contemporary artists that was based on relationships 

and the socio-political context. This practice is often in opposition to the art 
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market, or what Bourriard considers the goal of modern art. Though his ideas 

were not new at the time, his definition of relational aesthetics is useful, as it 

demarcates a curatorial observation in the 1990s based on artists working, in 

particular those who made work that attempted to engage audiences. Bourriard 

(2002) identified this growing interest in relational art and art processes and 

then connected this interest to a proposed evolution of post-Modernism.23 

Relational aesthetics projects tend to break with the traditional white cube 

space and the social space of the art world or museum, preferring instead the 

synergies and systems of a social environment (Bishop, 2004). Circumstance, 

relationships, and collaboration are all constructed or created by the artists.  

  

Critics of Bourriaud contend that this type of work is disingenuous and shallow, 

accusing him of equating sociability with true democracy (Heartney, 2012). In 

Antagonism and Relational Aesthetics (2004), Bishop (2004) notes that art critic 

Hal Foster warned in the mid-1990s that with relational aesthetics, ‘the 

institution may overshadow the work that it otherwise highlights: it becomes the 

spectacle, it collects the cultural capital, and the director-curator becomes the 

star’ (p.53). While there is a tendency for the curator to become more important, 

the focus of my research was one of prioritising the relationship between artist 

and viewer, artwork, and audience, as well as, the space between institution 

and public. It was about activating space and not about who was the author of 

the exhibit. Therefore, it is necessary to understand social practice and its 

history.  

  

 
23 Bourriard (2009) also wrote about altermodern, a term he coined in 2009 to describe art 
made in a post-Fordist context. Such works are a direct reaction to global capitalism. He also 
wrote about artists working in this way as non-linear or a type of borderland. 
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I adopted a broad understanding of social practices. Socially engaged practices 

are not an art movement. Rather, these cultural practices are a reflection of the 

contemporary social condition, or, as noted curator Nato Thompson (2012) 

explains, ‘ways of life that emphasize participation, challenge power and span 

disciplines ranging from urban planning and community work to theatre and the 

visual arts’ (p.20).  

 

Throughout my research, I worked on a definition of socially engaged art. This 

was a challenge, given the multitude of definitions used in the early to mid-

2000s. I was also regularly asked by artists and scholars to describe a definition 

of social practice or to site specific examples of artists’ work that could be 

defined as socially engaged. I was frustrated by the traditional historical art 

convention of putting art and artists into a box, category or school, mostly 

because with social practice there wasn’t one that would encompass the 

spectrum of work being done.  

 

Table 4.1. Spectra of Social Practice and Curating  

Simple, short few projects <———> Complex, long, multiple projects 

Many collaborators/participants <———> Few collaborators/participants 

One artist/creative author <———> Multiple authors/owners 

Short commitment in the 
community 

<———> Long commitment in the 
community 

Curator as expert  <———>  Community as expert 

Simple, short, few engagements 
with others 

<———> Multiple and complex 
engagement 

Emphasis on object  <———> Emphasis on process  

Not political <———> Highly political 
 

 
In response, I created the Spectra of Social Practice and Curating (Table 4.1) to 

assist in identifying the complexities of this practice. It is a spectrum of 

definitions in key areas of social practice, including authorship, time 
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commitment, complexities, object versus process, collaboration, public versus 

private, and political. These are fundamental areas that artists engage in social 

practice. For example, in a project there could an element of social practice that 

could be a high level of social participation, a low level or somewhere in 

between. The table highlights non-binary definitions and allows for a broad 

analysis of social practices as complex and rhizomatic. Open definitions that 

support a diversity of social practice are vital. I found this diversity of definition 

important because there is no correct way to carry out socially engaged 

practice.  

 

The Spectra was influenced by my attempts to define the practice but also by 

the work of my colleagues at Open Engagement 2014, in particular Mark 

Strandquist, Pete Brook, Wendy Ewald, Gemma-Rose Turnbull, and Eliza 

Gregory. In their panel24 on photo-based social practice, they noted a spectrum 

of collaboration that served as a touchstone for my research spectrum on 

socially engaged curatorial practice. This resonated with the way I understood 

social practice. The Spectra of Social Practice and Curating for art and curating 

is discussed further in Chapter Six.  

 

In early contextualised definitions of social practice, some writers contended 

that socially engaged work stemmed from the social upheavals and radical 

thinking of the 1960s (Finkelpearl, 2013). Lacy (1995) called social practice 

‘social art’ and coined the term ‘new genre public art’ in her important book 

Mapping the Terrain: New Genre Public Art. This edited volume captured the 

 
24 The panel was entitled Photo-Based Social Practice at Open Engagement 2014 at Aperture 
Gallery, New York, NY. may 16, 2014.  
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discussion at a 1991 conference of the same name, where artists, writers, 

curators, art administrators, activists, and citizens discussed the intersections of 

art, activism, politics, and the public. The chapters cover the important ‘new’ 

field of what is now known as socially engaged art. The book was part of a 

broader discussion of art practices that emerged in the late 1980s. Other texts 

published during this period include an anthology edited by Nina Felshin 

called But is it Art?: The Spirit of Art as Activism (1995) and the catalogue for 

Mary Jane Jacob’s public art exhibition Culture in Action (1995), published two 

years after the exhibition took place in Chicago. The work by Jacob and the 

artists she worked with reflects an interest in the socio-political site of making, 

while activating the space with engagement between artists, object, and the 

audience. As noted earlier, Jacob worked directly with artists to respond to a 

specific place, highlighting the political poetics of the site. 

  

Suzanne Lacy’s work in the mid-1990s directly links her early practice in 

feminist art with other socially engaged practitioners (e.g., Finkelpearl, 2013; 

Smith, 2012). Her early work with noted social practitioner Alan Kaprow and 

feminist artist Judy Chicago in the 1970s, her feminist interventions in the late 

1970s and early 1980s, and her late 1980s work as Dean of Fine Arts at the 

California College of Arts and Crafts (CCAC) in Oakland, show a clear 

connection between art and politics, but in a more concentric way (Lacy, 2010; 

Robinson, 2001). The overlapping of time with approaches in practice share an 

axis of responding to the socio-political space. These practices effectively are 

the precedents of socially engaged art. What is shared among the contributions 

of artists, curators, and academics is an interest in people, site, politics, and 

creativity. Feminist and social practices overlap in three ways: working in non-
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traditional materiality, a strong connection with engaging audiences, and activist 

organising. In 1989, Lacy invited artists who were interested in working in a site-

specific way to participate in her City Sites project (Roth, 1990). Lacy was 

curating in the way Lind would later term ‘the curatorial’; she organised artistic 

interventions, theatre productions, and discursive talks in places like a 

homeless shelter and a nightclub. Lacy noted that she had been motivated to 

encourage critics to look at this kind of work to see if we can develop a 
language for describing it that goes beyond performance, Conceptual Art, 
painting or murals. People are becoming more and more interested in 
social art. It’s my belief that there is now a group of artists who have been 
working for ten-plus years, and who have—out of the political necessity of 
their work—created a fairly sophisticated structural language and set of 
strategies. (Roth, 1990, online interview) 
 

Taking Lacy’s early creative intentionality and overlapping interests as a point of 

departure, my use of the term ‘socially engaged practice’ in this dissertation 

takes the broadest approach possible, encompassing the art practices of 

activist, performative, community-based, pedagogical, collaborative, 

participatory, site-specific, temporal, and public.  

  

Many artists, critics, and scholars have written about social practices and 

modes of making that draw on longer strands of creative production, politics, 

and communitarian discourse extending back to the 1960s (Finkelpearl, 2013; 

Helguera, 2011; Jackson, 2011; Kester, 2011, 2004; Lippard, 1998). They have 

argued that these practices coalesced and became clearly visible in the US and 

Western Europe in the late 1980s and early 1990s. While more attention has 

been given to social practice in the press, institutions, and even academia in the 

past 10 years, there is a more complex history to consider.  
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The history of social practice in art sectors, as recounted by such scholars and 

practitioners as Bishop (2012), Finkelpearl (2013), Kester (2004), and Jackson 

(2011), reflects a way of creating that was embedded in the art practice of the 

time. In his essay ‘A Genealogy of Participatory Art’ (2008a), Groys discusses 

the history of political art, arguably the more overt radical type of socially 

engaged art. Art has always attempted to connect or re-connect with its 

audiences, yet Groys cites the Romantic period as one that establishes the 

beginning of a disconnect between artists and audiences. Even today, artists 

and critics argue that the art market and capitalism effectively detached art and 

artists from citizens by focusing on the art object as a commodity.  

  

It is this disconnect and the attempt to re-connect through engagement that can 

be found not only in contemporary participatory practices, but also in artistic 

practice in ways as far back as the early 20th century. Some argue that this 

type of art goes back to the Situationists and Dadists (Groys, 2008a). The 

Dadaists were anti-war and radical in their politics. Their creative outputs 

included gatherings, demonstrations, and publications, and their interests were 

as wide as art, politics, and culture (Richter, 1965). The Italian Futurists wanted 

to break from the past, but unlike the early Impressionists who took part in the 

Salon des Refusés, Futurists were interested in daring violent interventions. 

They expressed themselves through a variety of mediums, including religion, 

clothing, and cooking in addition to painting, sculpture, and architecture 

(Apollonio, 2001).  
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Groys (2008a) discusses the connection between the interest in collaboration 

by contemporary artists and that of the Italian Futurists and the Zurich Dadaists 

and Richard Wagner’s (1996) The Art-Work of the Future: 

Many radical avant-garde movements at the beginning of the twentieth 
century did indeed choose the path designed by Wagner in his Art-Work of 
the Future. . . . [These groups] pursued the dissolution of artistic 
individuality, authority and authorship on many levels of their respective 
practices. At the same time, they were more direct when it came to 
activating their audiences. (p.24)  
 

Wagner argues that art of the future represents an attempt to achieve the 

political aims of through aesthetic means. Interestingly, Groys (2008a) sees in 

Wagner’s writing two main ideas of contemporary thinking in social practice: 

first, the need to overcome artistic boundaries, and second, the need to create 

art work that resonates with people and for artists to live a creative life or an 

embodied life of creativity (see, also, Wagner, 1993). This sounds much like 

how social practitioners describe their work today.  

  

Several scholars have pointed to direct, historical connections between 

contemporary social practices and specific art movements. For example, 

Surrealism’s embracing of the nonsensical, the playful critique of Fluxus, the 

Situationist International’s critique of the spectacle of advanced capitalism and 

the tendency to connect social relations and objects, and lived embodiment 

found in Japan’s Gutai collective group in the late 1950s (Bishop, 2012; Delos-

Reyes, 2012; Finkelpearl, 2013; Helguera, 2011; Jackson, 2011; Kester, 1998, 

2011). In Artificial Hells: Participatory Art and the Politics of Spectatorship, 

Bishop (2012) notes the importance of these movements and discusses other 

influences, such as artists’ responses during the 1960s military dictatorship in 
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Argentina, the Moscow-based Collective Actions Group, and the British 

Community Arts Movement of the 1970s.  

 

In addition to the Feminist Art Movement, the artists and artistic practice of 

Fluxus was one of the most influential historical examples for my practice.25 The 

Fluxus movement rejects the idea that art is inseparable from everyday life and 

vice versa—it is, in fact, a lived practice. Fluxus artists performed many public 

experiments and community connections and importantly looked for alternative 

models of art production and distribution. They also stressed the importance of 

risk, failure, and experimentation (Schultz, 2014).  

 

Like Fluxus practitioners, artists like Allan Kaprow, who were interested in art, 

performance, activism, and responding to the environment in which they lived, 

made up an important part of artistic practice in the 1960s. Kaprow played a 

central role when he moved to Cal Arts in 1969. The newly formed Cal Arts 

became an important locale for alternative art (Auther and Lerner, 2012; Kwon, 

2004; Lacy, 1995; Lampert, 2013; Lippard, 1984). Kaprow is known as one of 

the earliest artists to be interested in what would become known as socially 

engaged art (Finkelpearl, 2013; Jackson, 2011). He established many of the 

key concepts of performance art, alternative pedagogy in southern California, 

nationally and internationally, and performance in visual art. He was 

instrumental in what we now consider ‘happenings’, or community-based 

events. His ideas of collaborative experiences and shifting realities between art, 

 
25 This was not a coincidence. In 1993 I was a docent at the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis 
when the institution developed what would then be the most extensive Fluxus exhibition ever 
produced. I had intimate knowledge of work in The Spirit of Fluxus exhibit, programmatic 
development, and curatorial goals. Understanding these ideas would greatly impact my work.  
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artist, and audience heavily influenced the contemporary practice of the 1960s 

and beyond, particularly Fluxus artists. Lacy studied with Judy Chicago and 

Allan Kaprow at the newly founded Cal Arts, and all of these art practitioners 

played a central role in the growing Feminist Art Movement.  

  

Feminist artists played a catalytic role in contemporary art and what would 

become social practice (Cotter, 2007b; Finkelpearl, 2013; Lacy, 1995). Of all of 

the examples discussed, the work of the Feminist Art Movement was the most 

influential historical example for my practice. For example, a group of local 

Southern California artists built the Feminist Studio Workshop and the Women’s 

Building, the now legendary studio-collective-school-gallery at Cal Arts in Los 

Angeles (Finkelpearl, 2013; Lacy, 1995; Lampert, 2013; Robinson, 2001). This 

is another central thread connecting the ideas found in the early art movements 

explored above and contemporary social practice. Particularly in the US, the 

Feminist Art Movement, led by Miriam Shapiro and Judy Chicago, and the 

establishment of Womanhouse in 1971, the Woman’s Building, and the 

Feminist Studio Workshop at Fresno State College in California had an 

enormous influence on the field of social practice (Kester, 1998; Kwon, 2004; 

Robinson, 2001). Feminism contributed key strategies for socially engaged 

artists and curators, such as exploring, critiquing, and deconstructing the role of 

the institution. Artists and curators asked questions, such as: What can we 

construct and de-construct? What is dominant, and can the cannon be re-

imagined? Should it be? What about transformation through dialogue? The 

tactics of direct action, re-imagining, de-construction, excavating, assimilation 

and collective action found in feminist art (Robinson, 2001) are the most 

influential themes in this PhD research. According to feminist scholar Hilary 
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Robinson (2001) and the writings of artists found in her anthology, these tactics 

and key questions were part-and-parcel of the studio-collective-school-gallery 

founded by Sheila de Bretteville and Arlene Raven. The approach embraced 

the periphery, which is where many female artists and artists of colour were 

located. The Feminist Art Movement used activist tactics and made 

confrontational, issue-based art in multi-layered collaborative projects that 

addressed specific issues in specific communities (Robinson, 2001). The 

processes were broad and deep, with performance, display, community 

organizing, public outreach, and media interventions used as mediums. 

Conviviality was amplified through interventions, including dinners and dinner 

parties. Rather than wait to be discovered by curators or institutions, feminist 

artists as conveners worked in tandem with local, regional, and international 

artists (Fowle, 2007; Robinson, 2001). I draw on these tactics, as part of the 

curatorial process, discussing them further in Chapters Seven and Eight.  

  

In social practice there are also important historical connections to performative 

art (not just performance art), such as the theatre of Brazilian Augusta Boal. 

The connection between the histories of political protest theatre, as found in 

Boal’s Theatre of the Oppressed in the 1970s and socially engaged practice, is 

clear, particularly through the pedagogical influence of radical popular 

education movements (Finkelpearl, 2013; Helguera, 2011). Boal’s influence can 

be contextualised in the political radicalisation of young people in the US in the 

1960s, but his protest theatre techniques continue to be a point of inspiration 

with followers and practitioners of social practice today. While beyond the scope 

of this PhD research, it is an area that has not yet been written about 

extensively, though it certainly deserves to be.  
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The 1970s and 1980s reflected new interests in political art (Finkelpearl, 2013; 

Lampert, 2013). An early example was the 1970s group in New York that 

included Robert Smithson and Gordon Matta-Clark, who attempted to reconnect 

art and the public by deconstructing the museum paradigm of viewing, 

sometimes literally breaking down walls and buildings (Thea, 2009). Matta-

Clark’s artwork Splitting (1974) was an important work—he and others split a 

building in half. This work was an impetus for me to think about the museum as 

a building to be deconstructed. Group Material was actively engaging through 

its show Artists’ Call Against U.S. Intervention in Central America (1984) and 

throughout the 1980s. Group Material artists included Tim Rollins, Julie Ault, 

and Doug Ashford (Ault, 2003). In a 2009 interview, Tim Rollins, a member of 

Group Material, told me that political work led him to begin working with young 

people at the Art and Knowledge Workshop in the Bronx in 1982.26 Julie Ault, 

another member, describes their exhibition Americana (1985), as a ‘temporary 

exhibition . . . through which models of social and representational structures 

were posited, and through which rules, situations and venues were often 

subverted’ (as quoted in O‘Neil, 2007 p.32). In 1987 Tom Finkelpearl and Glenn 

Weiss organised a show entitled Out of the Community, Art with Community 

(Finkelpearl, 2013). These examples show early experimental and performative 

interests in working with communities.  

 

The late 1980s and early 1990s was a time when many artists, curators, and 

activists were deepening their interest in fundamental questions about art, its 

 
26 Known as K.O.S. (Kids of Survival), this group became one of the most well-known socially 
engaged projects worldwide. 
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display, and interpretation. Artists and curators were particularly interested in 

where socio-political and historical issues and creativity converged with visual 

culture and civil engagement to create dialogical interfaces. There are many 

examples, and scholars, such as Bishop, Birchall, Jackson, Lind, O’Neill, and 

Kester inspired my research. Also important in shaping my research was 

curator Mary Jane Jacob’s work with artists Suzanne Lacy, Mark Dion, and 

Maurice O’Connell in her Culture in Action project (1993). In New York, artist-

led initiatives included now well-known artists Felix Gonzales-Torrez, Allan 

Kaprow, and George Segal. They organised as the Guerrilla Art Action Group 

(GAAG) and Art Workers Coalition (Finkelpearl, 2013; Fowle, 2007). In Europe, 

the work of Declan McGonagle at the Orchard Gallery (Northern Ireland) is 

acknowledged as an early example of socially engaged work.27 Similarly, the 

practice employed by German artist Joseph Beuys in both Ireland and the UK in 

the 1970s and 1980s, as well as, in Minneapolis in 1974, are regularly noted as 

early examples of social practice.  

  

The grassroots nature of community arts during the 1970s to 1990s (and 

beyond) also played an important role in the history of social practice, 

particularly in connecting with local communities. Many scholars have 

documented this influence on social practice in Europe (Birchall, 2015; Bishop, 

2006; Cleveland, 2010; Crooke, 2007; Janes and Sandell, 2019). In London, 

the Independent Group, including Richard Hamilton, Alison and Peter Smithson, 

and others, included public debates and lectures as part of the exhibition format 

(Fowle, 2007). Among these examples of socially engaged practices, I found 

 
27 McGonagle is often quoted in socially engaged conferences and by serious practitioners. For 
example, the photographer Wendy Ewald spoke eloquently about McGonagle and the work he 
did as a curator in Derry in her talk at Open Engagement in 2014. 
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that there was a social difference in the way practices emerged and developed. 

In Europe there was a much more embedded connection with the legacy of 

community arts and artists’ cooperatives (Birchall, 2015), while American social 

practice reflected the socio-historical politics of the 1960s, as well as, the 

responsive and changing artistic practice (Finkelpearl, 2013; Lampert, 2013).  

  

The projects of the above mentioned artists became touchstones for my 

research and allowed me to see my practice in a broad context. These artists 

heavily influenced my ideas about how and why, as practitioners, we are 

compelled to work in non-traditional ways. The history of our field is as broad as 

it is deep. For two decades those of us working in contemporary art milieus 

have been told that a major new current of contemporary art considers the 

social an artistic medium of its own. While social practices are more 

mainstream today, given the history of social practice and its antecedents, there 

is no legitimacy in the argument that social practice is a new medium or new 

construct of contemporary art.  

 

4.2 Challenges in Socially Engaged art Practice 

There are several scholars who have politicised the nuances found in socially 

engaged art. The two most important are Kester and Bishop, who have argued 

for the role of art as a model or vehicle for social change. Kester and Bishop 

agree that artists can participate in social change via socially engaged 

practices, albeit through different processes.  

  

In the broadest terms, Kester (2004) is interested in artists who work in local 

contexts for longer periods of time, allowing for slowly developed solutions to 
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socio-political issues through sustained community discussion. Communitarian 

discourse and approaches are more commonly found in the artists he writes 

about. For example, Kester points to important, long-term projects such as Park 

Fiction in Hamburg, and Rick Lowe’s Project Row House in Houston. He 

disagrees with short, biennale-style drop-in artists who engage in one-off 

projects. Kester (1998, 2004, 2006, 2011) supports the idea that art activism is 

paramount in practice and is particularly potent when facilitating social good 

and facilitating agency in non-artist participants.  

  

Alternatively, Bishop (2004) looks at socially engaged art that is connected to 

systems, including the Biennale circuit and museums, and has long supported 

artists, such as Thomas Hirschhorn and Liam Gillick. She has openly defended 

their work as products of the irreconcilable conflicts that underlie contemporary 

society and believes that the artist’s work is embedded in the assertion that 

artistic production is autonomous rather than fused with real life. Bishop has 

described the tension between audience and artwork, artist and audience, artist 

and context as relational antagonism. With a nod to French philosopher 

Jacques Ranciére, she argues that art must maintain a distance—a degree of 

autonomy and complexity—in order to resist co-option by economic and political 

forces.  

  

Even with all of the discussion of socially engaged art, many scholars still take a 

binary approach to activist art in a historical art framework. One side is formal, 

with art practices that move toward collective or participatory work, and the 

opposite side of the binary is a critique of the failure of the historical ambitions 

of the avant-garde (Grindon, 2011). Groys (2008a) notes that the meandering 
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nature of social practices is a central characteristic of contemporary art, 

underscoring the collaborative nature of the process and outcome: 

Emerging throughout the world are numerous artists’ groups that pointedly 
stipulate collective, even anonymous, authorship of their artistic activities. 
What we are concerned with here are events, projects, political 
interventions, social analyses, or independent educational institutions that 
are initiated, in many cases, by individual artists, but that can ultimately be 
realized by only the involvement of many. Moreover, the collaborative 
practices of this type are geared toward the goal of motivating the public to 
join in, to activate the social milieu in which these practices unfold. In 
short, we are dealing with numerous attempts to question and transform 
the fundamental condition of how modern art functions—namely the 
radical separation of artists and their publics. (p.19)  
 

However, rather than focusing on the theoretical or historical art foundations in 

a binary way, I have found it more useful to focus on artistic practice and 

processes. Social practice is not a separate medium, style, or genre. Rather, as 

Groys (2008a) explains, practitioners use a variety of artistic media in their 

creative work and embrace ‘the readiness . . . to forego their isolated, elevated, 

privileged position in relation to the audience’. He writes that the artist ‘opens up 

the artistic role to be defined as propagandists, provocateurs, or businessmen’ 

who try to ‘devalue the symbolic value of art and to surrender their personal 

individuality and authorship to commonality’ (p.19).  

  

4.3 Approaches to Socially Engaged Curatorial Practice 

In the previous two sections I discussed issues pertinent to socially engaged art 

practice. Yet little has been written on socially engaged curators’ approaches. 

Here I present a tangential, but distinct, definition of social practice found in art 

versus socially engaged curating.  

  

Socially engaged art and curatorial practice are often cited as part of what has 

been called the ‘social turn’. Curators employ additional pedagogical 
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methodologies and approaches as part of the curatorial premise and process 

(Johnston, 2014). These new curatorial approaches go beyond institutional 

critique, building new approaches founded on the development of curatorial 

practice and the changing face of museology. They reflect the socio-political 

context that curators find themselves within. I found that socially engaged 

curatorial practice is an approach that focuses on the production, distribution, 

and consumption of art through multiple platforms with an emphasis on process 

and connecting with audiences. Socially engaged curatorial practice focuses on 

the role of the curator, the production of the exhibition or project, knowledge, 

memory, and understanding, as well as, innovative methods and approaches to 

interpretation (Johnston, 2014).  

  

In contemporary art, ‘the curatorial’ is a concept that is responsive to the artistic, 

political, and communitarian practices of the 1960s and 1970s, the development 

of curatorial professionalization in the late 1980s and 1990s, and the dramatic 

growth via dominant yet competing perspectives of post-institutional critique 

since 2000, as found in both theory and museology (O’Neill, 2012). And socially 

engaged curating is part of the discourse that prioritises the experience, as 

much as the object while attempting to activate the space between object and 

audiences (Johnston, 2014).  

 

Another vital concept was ‘rhizome’. Inspired by the definition found in biology, 

a rhizome is a plant system that grows horizontally and sends up roots 

randomly from its nodes. The organic nature of Deleuze and Guattari’s (1980) 

rhizomatic approach allowed for unexpected outcomes—as a seed grows not 

up but sideways and meanders until it finds a space to break new ground. This 
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facilitated my stealth-like, antagonistic framework in the museum as an 

institution. This somewhat serendipitous way of development mirrored my ideas 

about non-linear ways of working and thinking. Using rhizomatic approaches in 

non-linear ways of curating is quintessentially social engagement. By allowing 

for an openness to exhibition making that was like a rhizome, I could develop 

and manifest in non-linear/non-binary, advantageous, and unexpected ways 

rather than traditional, linear, planned or obvious ways. The exhibitions You 

Like This (2013) and Wing Young Huie’s Chalkboard Project (2013) (Figs. 4.1 

and 4.2) reflect a rhizomatic curating without expected outcomes in mind, 

allowing participant influences to be a central part of the work and exhibition.  

 

  

Figure 4.1. Installation shots of You Like This: A Democratic Approach to the Museum 
Collection (2012). 
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Figure 4.2. Wing Young Huie’s Chalkboard Project (2013).   
 

 

Rhizomatic ways of thinking are popular with curators today. However, socially 

engaged curating goes further because it places the process as a priority. In 

this way, socially engaged curating is post-Institutional Critique. The older 

1960s–1980s version of institutional critique has drawbacks, as it is complex 

and a paradox since some critics of the theory argue that artists who employ 

the theory within their work often exhibit in the institutions they criticise 

(Gauning and Ray, 2009). Institutional critique, used by artists, such as Michael 

Asher and Hans Haake, in the late 1960s and then later in the 1980s by artists, 

such as Andrea Fraser, Fred Wilson, and Mark Dion, actively re-thought the 

museum as an institution. Yet it focused on the institutions rather than the 

power relations found within. While my experience in museums from 1990 to 

2000 was underpinned by institutional critique, the framework was lacking the 

urgency I felt in my socially engaged work. Institutional critique, which began as 

part of multiculturalism in the 1980s and 1990s, is now promoted as good 

practice in institutions. Curators, as protagonists in those institutions, must now 
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consider institutional critique in relation to race, class, gender, power, privilege, 

and representation (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a). As my curatorial work 

became more urgent, parasitical, and antagonistic, the deficiencies in historical 

institutional critique became apparent, and I embraced a post-institutional 

process.  

  

Institutional Critique and After (2006) edited by John C. Welchman, was helpful 

in reorienting my ideas. His book examines how art and art institutions stimulate 

social and political change. Other important texts included Andrea Fraser’s 

‘From the Critique of Institutions to an Institution of Critique’ (2005) and 

Nyong’o’s paper ‘After Institutional Critique: From Fred Wilson to Vaginal 

Davis’. In particular, there is a tension between the historisation of institutional 

critique, as a mode of artistic practice with roots in the 1960s social movements 

and the post-Institutional Critique, as found in social practice. For example, the 

ideas embodied in post-institutional critique can also be found in the 

educational turn in curating, which recognises that pedagogy is also a practice. 

Pedagogy in museology and curating has received much attention (Black, 2012; 

Burnham and Kai-Kee, 2011; Cutler, 2010, 2010; Sachatello-Sawyer, 2002). 

Most notable is O’Neill and Wilson’s Curating and the Education Turn (2010). In 

their work, the ‘turn’ reflects how curators use education methods and 

approaches in their work. For nearly four decades, education departments have 

been growing stronger, and there has been a convergence of the curatorial and 

education departments in some institutions. For instance, a number of 

contemporary museums have curatorial education positions, including the Irish 

Museum of Modern Art in Dublin, the Walker Art Center in Minneapolis, and the 
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New Orleans Museum of Art. This shift in curatorial practice includes the 

paracuratorial and discursive practices inside and outside of art institutions.  

 

A slight divergence here to note the difference between the paracuratorial and 

the curatorial. As noted earlier, curator Maria Lind defines ‘the curatorial’ as 

working within a context ‘that strives to create friction and push new ideas’ 

(Lind, 2011 p.64). Not to be entirely enveloped in the curatorial, the 

paracuratorial is a set of adjacent and auxiliary events around and outside the 

form of the exhibition, as such. I see the difference as the curatorial being more 

about challenging institutional power. In relation of art, art making, and 

exhibition making, Lind’s curatorial is situated in relation to specific contexts, 

times, and questions in order to challenge the status quo. Paracuratorial is 

about going beyond the idea of an exhibition to create extra programmes; the 

curatorial is about context and antagonism.  

  

Temporality, or taking time to work with communities and sustaining long-term 

relationships, is another important element in socially engaged curatorial 

practice. For the curator who stays at the museum long after the artists leave, 

the value of continuity is clear. I discussed this idea further in Chapters Five and 

Six. 

  

The curatorial practice that informs slow curating is directly inspired by the 

principles of the Slow Movement. Coined by Carl Honoré in his book In Praise 

of Slowness: How A Worldwide Movement Is Challenging the Cult of Speed 

(2004), the Slow Movement galvanised the international phenomenon of 

slowing down the pace of life. Those who prescribe to the Slow Movement want 
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to change their life perspective fundamentally and embrace life, health, the 

environment, and local connectivity. It is a rejection of the Biennial model and 

what I have termed the ‘Easy Jet/Jet Blue curator’—a curator who flies from site 

to site and ‘plops’ down an exhibition that is devoid of local context and relativity 

(see, also, Rugoff, 1999).28 The curatorial process used in my research 

included a meaningful and deep understanding of local context and working 

with local experts to investigate issues that affect everyday lives.  

 

4.4 Intersections of Socio-political Contexts and Socially Engaged 

Curating  

The influence and embeddedness of communitarian discourse and the 

intersections of politics and art practices are central themes in socially engaged 

art and curation. I found that there was no clear division between art making, art 

doing, and the audience in affecting change. For social practitioners, political 

movements, such as the civil rights and women’s rights movements, as well as, 

community arts have been influential. In social practice, community building, 

creative place making, art and social movements, and grassroots methods and 

approaches are commonplace (Bishop, 2012; Finkelpearl, 2013; Kester, 1998, 

2011).  

  

At social practice conferences, such as Open Engagement and Creative Time 

in the US, there is a clear undercurrent that describes the activist time we are 

in. The idea that socially engaged art is more relevant and more common now 

than it used to be is a contested notion. According to scholar and artist Beverly 

 
28 I was not aware of Ralph Rugoff term ‘jet-set flaneur’ in relation to curating at the time but the 
commonality is striking.  
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Nadius at Open Engagement (2014), some practitioners believe that socially 

engaged art is the gentrification of political art. Others believe that the role and 

influence of the Arab Spring, demonstrations in Europe at universities, the 

Occupy Movement, and Black Lives Matter all focus art activists’ attention on 

the here and now. Even the use of online technology and the radical reach of 

the internet have been used to explain why socially engaged practices are more 

prevalent today. Many discussants at Open Engagement 2013, 2014 and 2015 

placed importance on the Occupy Movement. Others, such as curator and 

scholar Michael Birchall, identify this period as post-Fordist. Some, such as 

Campbell and Martin (2006), have called for creative agency or citizenship. Still 

others, such as Chandler and Neumark (2005), have reconnected these 

practices to the origins of digital art and new media, while Sarah Cook and 

Beryl Graham (2010) focus on curating on the worldwide web and art after new 

media.  

  

While there is a lack of definitive writing about why social practice in art and 

curation has become so prevalent, there is a widespread interest in DIY/post-

911/non-hierarchical methods in multiple disciplines: education, medicine, 

business, architecture, social history, and many others. It is also evident in 

creative industries (Florida, 2003, 2009; Kemp, 2004), social entrepreneurship 

(Pine and Gilmore, 2011), the slow food/slow education movement (Frostig, 

2006; Gardner, 1982; Hein, 1998; Pink, 2005), and slow medicine (Finkelstein, 

2015; Nandram, 2014). As discussed in Chapter Three, the shift to new 

museology is embedded in museums, which is where most curators find 

themselves (Black, 2012). Slow Art, which is an approach to making that takes 

time and thoughtfulness, is a different artistic practice to Slow Curating but has 



 

147 
 

similar values and considerations. According to Helen Carnac, curator of the 

exhibition Taking Time: Craft and the Slow Revolution, slow art considers ideas 

around temporality, process, material, value, site, locality, relationships to 

community, and the changing nature of production and consumption (Carnac, 

2009).  

  

In this dissertation, I embrace innovative and interconnected practices. For 

example, the Rural Studio at Auburn University facilitates architecture students 

in working with residents and communities in south-eastern Alabama to design 

and build houses and other structures using ideas of the local, context, and 

vernacular, and native materials (Dean and Hursely, 2002). Another example is 

the long-standing commitment by Rick Lowe at the Row House Project in 

Houston’s Third Ward. The broad range and deeply committed ideas found in 

arts-based community development, particularly those of Bill Cleveland, have 

also helped to clarify where the interest in socially engaged curatorial practice 

comes from. As part of my primary research with noted practitioners, I 

participated in the Creative Communities Leadership Institute in Fargo in 2012, 

where Bill Cleveland was the tutor and leader for my group. In my own practice 

at the Millennium Arts Centre (Portadown), I adopted the approaches found in 

asset-based regeneration, which helped facilitate discussions with board 

members, politicians, and town planners. 

 

Working with local materials and experts as part of slow curating is important. I 

was able to place the local in a context of creative industries and their influence 

in regeneration strategies. These ideas opened up space for a discussion about 

how we could use art to stimulate much-needed dialogue. While not specifically 
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theoretical constructs, these ideas impacted my research commitment to place 

and time-based work in a specific context. Contemporary curatorial practice is 

in flux—caught between the traditions of the past and the urgency of the 

moment. No longer will curators be cloistered nor will they be immune to the 

critique of artists and the public.  

 

4.5 Writing on Radical Museology and New Institutionalism 

The research practice and findings of this PhD research can also be placed 

alongside new writing about radical museology. Starting in late 2009, radical 

museology and the role of curators, and exhibition making, as its manifestation, 

was unpacked through books and conferences and by practitioners. Simon 

(2010) demarcated today’s museum professional’s work in this area in her book 

The Participatory Museum. Though she is considered to be one of the first to 

publish on this idea, I have mapped earlier examples of radical museology, as 

noted in Chapter Three. 

  

Paul O’Neill has provided me with a lexicon and history of curating through 

more than a half dozen books. He has also been supportive of my research 

through email messages. Terry Smith’s Thinking Contemporary Curating (2012) 

reflects the complicated nuances found in curating today, particularly in the area 

of museums and institutions. He notes the complex expectations of museum 

audiences and points to the van Abbemuseum in the Netherlands as a museum 

that asks ‘are there new roles that the museum can develop for and with the 

public, in such a way that the museum becomes a genuine platform for 

exchange and inspiration?’ (p.217). Smith notes the trend of museum directors 

and curators ‘turning to reflective re-curation as a means of addressing the 
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multi-layered temporal and ethical complexities occasioned by the ever-more-

blatant contradictions of contemporary society’ (p.217).  

 

Another important curatorial publication is Exhibition as Social Intervention 

(2014), edited by Joshua Decter and Helmut Draxler, which documents and 

contextualises Mary Jane Jacob’s Culture in Action project (1993) among other 

examples. It provides a much-needed history of social practice and early 

experiments with intentional curating in the US. Simon Sheikh’s essay ‘Toward 

the Exhibition as Research’ (2013) assisted my thinking on the ‘expanding field 

of curating’ (p.34). Though not a new idea, denoting my exhibition-making so 

concretely, as research gave me confidence to contextualise it this way. Irish 

curator Georgina Jackson (2015), who is a colleague of mine, calls the 

exhibition space a ‘meeting place’ in her essay ‘And the Questions is___’ and 

describes a number of methods to broaden definitions of curating. This too was 

not new knowledge for me but supported my research.  

 

Though I undertook the experiments from 2008 to 2015, I continue to review 

pertinent literature in the areas of museology, curation, and social practice. One 

striking text published after my field work was finished is How Institutions Think: 

Between Contemporary Art and Curatorial Discourse (2017), edited by O’Neill, 

Steeds, and Wilson. Two essays in this publication resonate with my work. 

Charles Esche’s ‘The Demodernizing Possibility’ (2017) informed my later 

thinking about experimenting with the deconstruction of space, and his model of 

praxis, which he calls ‘theory put into use’ (p.215), which facilitated the 

contextualising of my experiments—particularly the work with collections.  He 

writes that museums with collections can ‘allow a host society to think in terms 
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of relations with others . . . and to find historical and geographical 

interconnections that are not visible on the surface’ (p.214). Natasa Petresin-

Bachelez (2017) in her essay ‘On Slow Institutions’ shares my observations of 

Alfred Barr’s influence on curatorial practice and how institutions reflect their 

socio-political and economic context. She also notes the important point that 

O’Doherty makes in Inside the White Cube (1999) on how the gallery space is 

not a neutral container but a historical construct. Petresin-Bachelez discusses 

the physical, conceptual, and practical issues facing museum staff in a slowed 

down process and the role of leadership and staff in the transformation of the 

institution. She also quotes Barbara Glowczewski:  

A slow museum should be especially attentive to collaborating with 
concerned populations and artists, indigenous or not, who create new 
worlds in response to traumas of the past and present. . . . Acceleration of 
history, in which ongoing events become archived before being finished is 
a real issue to be thought about in a slowed-down, more thought through 
process, both within art and within cultural institutions. (p.47, quoted in 
Petresin-Bachelez, 2017) 
 

 

Two other important texts on social practice and curatorial activism that 

influenced my writing are Art as Social Action (2018), edited by Sholette and 

Bass, and Aruna D’Souza’s Whitewalling: Art, Race and Protest in 3 Acts 

(2018). Sholette and Bass discuss the pedagogy of socially engaged art. In 

particular, their idea of pedagogy as art resonated with my research. D’Souza’s 

book is an outstanding example of the interconnectedness of historically 

important political exhibitions and curatorial and art practices today. D’Souza 

critically examines specific exhibitions and artwork within the complicated and 

contested nexus of naïve curatorial approaches, curatorial discretion, and 

institutional attempts at inclusivity. The exhibitions and artwork D’Souza 

comments on are Harlem on My Mind (1969), The Nigger Drawings (1979) at 
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Artists Space in New York, and the artwork Open Casket (2017) by Dana 

Schultz at the Whitney Biennial. The striking similarities among these three lend 

an urgency to re-imaging art institutions: ‘Institutions of public culture were 

being forced to rethink how they conceived of their publics: who they represent, 

whose interests they serve’ (D’Souza, 2018 p.7). D’Souza calls for space so 

that artists can ‘participate fully in the art world even as they challenge its terms’ 

(p.7). Her examination is critical to understanding how institutions today need to 

grasp the necessity of socially engaged museology.  

 

In addition to these texts the most recent texts that come closest to my research 

are Museum Activism (2019) by Janes and Sandell and Reilly’s Curatorial 

Activism (2018). These publications reflect the developing nature of museums, 

curating, and social practices and therefore have been influential in my writing. 

And they also support the fact that slow curating fits well within the current 

academic research.  

 

I resonant professionally with curator Candice Hopkins, who implemented a 

School of Listening in 2016 in the run up to Documenta 14 in Kassel, Germany, 

and Athens, Greece, to hear artists’ voices in exhibition spaces. In an interview 

with Maximilíano Durón in ARTNews, she explains her view on curating:  

How can we open up a space again to other voices? . . . In art we have 
these very bad tendencies to represent the ‘other’. . . . We can still have 
more complicated discussions about identity, but in order to have them, 
we have to confront that. It’s more of a deeper question of who’s 
representing whom and who’s speaking for whom’. (quoted in Duron, 
2019) 
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Calling curators to create a space of listening, Hopkins wants to work with 

artists who ‘allow . . . us to hear in moments of silence, to open our ears rather 

than to close them’ (Duron, 2019).  

 

Curators today must allow for space and time for artists, curators, and 

communities to find ways to engage—opening our eyes and minds. In Chapter 

Five I propose that slow curating makes this possible.  

 

4.6 Conclusion 

Chapters Three and Four position my research in the interconnected circles of 

museology, social practice, and curating. Chapter Four outlines the history and 

context of social practice and curating and how these fields impacted my 

enquiry. The literature of political art and the history of socially engaged 

practices from the late 19th century to today provides a clear lineage and a 

lexicon for my research. I also explored the ongoing debate about socially 

engaged art practices and contemporary curating. The literature supports my 

research at the intersection of political and socially aware artists and their 

impact on social art practice (art and curation) and current museology.  

 

By critically examining literature found in the fields of museology, curating, and 

social practice, I mapped the terrain of these fields and documented important 

texts. The pertinent literature was divided into two sections: the histories of 

museums, particularly new museology and curating, and the history and key 

ideas found in social practice art and curating. This scholarship underpins a 

critical reflection on socially engaged curatorial practice, as it evolves and 

adapts to political contexts through historical and contemporary museology.  
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The analysis in Chapters Three and Four critically explores the sub-questions in 

my enquiry: What is the historical influence and legacy of museology and 

curatorial practices that influence the field today? Are they useful or are they 

obstructive? What methods and approaches have influenced, informed, and 

been embodied by socially engaged practice? Can they be used today? Can we 

create a reflective and practical framework for socially engaged curatorial work? 

The discussion in these chapters provides support for the interconnectedness 

of museology, curating, and social practice and reveals space’s potential to 

subvert historical legacies. It also offers a contextual framework in which I 

conducted my research, a practice that was responsive to the curatorial, the 

museum, and community. Overall, this review contextualises socially engaged 

curating within the history of museums, curating, and social practice. It offers 

the possibility of a propositional space—a site of permeability—in my practice 

and supports my slow curating framework. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

Slow Curating: A Researcher’s Engagement with a Reflective Framework 

 

After curating and working in museums for more than 20 years, I have 

developed a curatorial practice with a deep commitment to place and 

engagement. This commitment is foundational to my research. My focus on 

place and engagement is not accidental. Rather, three key areas of thought 

culminated in this shift in my work: 1) The importance of the social and political 

contexts of a museum. For instance, the Millennium Court Art Centre in 

Portadown, is a site of historical conflict in Ireland with tension continuing during 

the post-conflict period. It was impossible to ignore this context when creating 

exhibitions. 2) The international trend in contemporary art practices of critical 

contextualization, focused activism, innovative pedagogy, and institution de-

construction (Anderson, 2004; Bishop, 2006; Esche, 2008; Kester, 2004; Lind, 

2011; O’Neill and Wilson, 2010a; Simon, 2010). 3) The intersection of museums 

and creative place making, economic regeneration in rural areas, and 

community engagement (Crooke, 2007; Cutler, 2010; Finkelpearl, 2013; 

Florida, 2009; Goldbard, 2006; Lippard, 1998, Pink, 2005).  

  

These three areas of thought were reflected in my work, as a curator in the US, 

Ireland, and Northern Ireland; my curatorial work has a lineage that can be 

traced to art activism and political art. Arising from that context, this dissertation 

focuses on socially engaged curatorial practice centring on fundamental 

questions about art, as well as, its display and interpretation. In particular, it 

focuses on the convergence of socio-political and historical issues and creativity 

with visual culture and civil engagement. Fundamental was a need for a 
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process and a method. As the research progressed, I adopted the term slow 

curating to explain my practice (Fig. 5.1).  

 

 

Figure 5.1. The Slow Curating Framework 

 

5.1 The Background of the Slow Curating Framework  

Slow curating is a working framework that facilitates deep connections to 

community, locality, and reciprocal relationships (among people and between 

art and audience) that evolve over time. It is a practice that enables, explores, 

and expands museum and exhibition experiences for relevant audience 

engagement (Johnston, 2014). To put my approach simply: if artists create 

objects, socially engaged artists create experiences. Bringing it into the 

museum, if curators arrange objects, socially engaged curating facilitates 

experiences. 

  

Inspired by the Slow Movement, slow curating is intentional and directly 

connects to local contexts, while employing relational and collaborative 

processes with diverse communities. Stephen Schneider writes in Good, Clean, 

Fair: The Rhetoric of the Slow Food Movement (2008):  

These rhetorical strategies [rejection of fast life, globalisation and 
capitalism] situate Slow Food in the context of new social movements, 
which increasingly focus on culture and symbolic strategies as a means of 
achieving increased autonomy or democratisation of social and cultural 
arenas. (p.385)  
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In Social Movements in Advanced Capitalism (2000), Buechler describes the 

Slow Food movement as a new social movement that is interested in the 

‘politicisation of everyday life’ and is ‘inclined to seek autonomy and 

democratisation’ (Buechler, 2008 p.396). As a new social movement, slow food 

uses ‘cultural and symbolic forms of resistance alongside or in place of more 

conventional political forms of contestation’ (Buechler, 2008 p.396). These Slow 

Movement ideas are embodied in the Slow Curating Framework, particularly in 

relation to curating and connecting with communities. Slowness denotes a 

meaningful and deep understanding of local context, and the aim of slow 

curating is to facilitate space for cultural agency across a broad spectrum of the 

population while democratising the institution of the museum.  

  

5.1.1 Slow Curating and Temporality 

Slow curating is a framework for curating in a socially engaged way. It is not 

necessarily about taking more time, although it is temporal in a relational way. 

It’s about connection. Slow curating encourages a meaningful and deep 

understanding of one’s immediate context, working with local experts to learn 

the cultural politics and the poetics of the place, as well as, investigating issues 

(conscious and unconscious) that affect everyday lives. Taking time is 

important, as is working collaboratively with artists and the community with a 

sense of place. It means promoting reciprocal relationships, open-ended 

proposals, and outcomes that can be decided upon by different people and at 

different times in the process. Control and power ebb and flow, and self-

reflection and self-evaluation are continual and an important part of the process. 

This slow method also connects directly to radical pedagogical models and 

does not recognise the institutional division between the curatorial and 
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educational methods and processes. Nor does slow curating equate to art that 

takes a significant amount of time to create, although it often does take time for 

the projects to reveal themselves in their complexity.  

 

Slow curating rejects glossy, globe-trotting curatorial projects in favour of 

projects that are connected to the values of locality, working with local artists 

collaboratively, and responding to the context in a way that is relevant locally 

and globally. It is an intentional practice of interconnectivity. It is a rejection of 

the ‘EasyJet curator’, one who moves from one international project to another, 

curating projects that can be seen anywhere and devoid of context and their 

immediate surroundings (Johnston, 2012).  

  

One of the biggest problematic with the jet-set type of curatorial practice is its 

disembodiment from its context: O’Neill (2010) wonders, do ‘curators spend 

more time on the plane than participating in some kind of production of a 

potentially, meaningful long-term exchange?’ (p.5). If problems arise from the 

disconnection between the curator and the immediate community in which the 

exhibitions are made, can we argue for socially engaged curatorial practice? 

With a slow practice, museums and art centres can become spaces for vital, 

embedded, and committed engagement.  

  

A further issue that slow curating addresses is what is referred to as assembly-

line—Fordist—exhibition making.29 Those of us in the field know that, as 

 
29 Noted socially engaged curator Michael Birchall has discussed this phenomenon in Birchall, 
2017b and 2015. The pressure to produce exhibitions quickly was noted by Basualdo, Senior 
Curator at the Philadelphia Museum of Art, in a panel discussion at the NOW Museum 
conference at the New Museum, March 2011 in which he compared exhibition making to an 
assembly line. 
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curators, we are often pressured to see the next show, attend the next biennale 

or speak at the next symposium as part of our practice, rather than connect to 

our immediate communities. Groys (2008b) aptly characterised this pressure:  

[A]bove all, it is today’s artists and intellectuals that are spending most of 
their time in transit—rushing from one exhibition to the next, from one 
project to another, from one lecture to the next or from one cultural context 
to another. All active participants in today’s cultural world are now 
expected to offer their productive output to a global audience, to be 
prepared to be constantly on the move from one venue to the next and to 
present their work with equal persuasion, regardless of where they are. 
(p.105) 
 

In my research, I found that the pressure to curate many exhibits and projects 

simultaneously or in quick succession is a reality in smaller museums where 

there are only a few curators—or even just one. If curators want to use socially 

engaged methods, such as public events or public engagement in the gallery—

which extends the curatorial focus throughout the exhibitions—the curatorial 

expectations and time commitment exponentially increase. Still, that is why it’s 

important to collaborate with others on projects.  

 

5.1.2 Slow Curating in Institutions 

The role of the institution, in tandem with curators’ and artists’, is an important 

part of slow curating. As discussed in Chapter Three, in the shift from old to 

new museology, we can find an opening of theoretical and practical space 

where curators can address issues that are controversial. By engaging new 

conceptual and physical spaces, we can challenge boundaries, power 

structures, and outmoded conventions to create new forms of public and 

community relativity. Mason (2006), describes this type of research as one that 

‘seeks to locate itself at the intersection of theory and practice . . . [that] is best 

suited to capture the complexity of museums as cultural phenomena’ (p.29). 
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Curation should embrace interpretation, multiple means of interpretation, and 

new forms of engagement between artists and the public and a continual 

reflection on and with audiences. ‘Being audience-centred requires a 

commitment to gaining and constantly updating a real knowledge and 

understanding of visitors’ (Black, 2005 p.5). Slow curating, then, is both a 

conceptual/theoretical notion and a concrete practice based in a specific 

context. 

  

As protagonists in the institution, curators must be interested in artists’ 

expressions, processes, outcomes, and approaches (Lind, 2011; Marincola, 

2001; Obrist, 2014c). Curators also need to mediate dialogue, challenge 

viewers, and allow for interpretations in as many ways as possible (Black, 2005; 

Weil, 2002). This is where the connection between art, the creative process, 

and socio-political relativity can take place. Artist Vera Frenkel writes in her 

essay ‘A Place of Uncertainty: Towards a New Kind of Museum’ (2007):  

Whether or not contemporary museological practice can give voice and 
shape to the unrepresentable, the attempt requires active and brave 
curatorship and doubtless more negotiation, struggle, debate, writing, 
broadcasting and moderating than would be the case with the simple 
commodification of art, artist and the issue which characterizes so many 
museum programs. (p.124) 
 

The connection needs be imagined, communicated, and shown to the public. 

And, as art professionals, there must be a desire, commitment, and obligation 

to provide these avenues of accessibility (McGonagle, 2007, 2008; Obrist, 

2014c).  

  

Some call this approach ‘new institutionalism’ (Ekeberg, 2013). However, I see 

this approach as a way of working rather than a new ‘ism’ or trend. Engaged 
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institutions reflect a new epoch in museology and curating (Janes and Sandell, 

2019). To succeed, this embodied, or engaged, approach must be part and 

parcel of the vision of the museum and must be part of the museum’s mission 

(Bishop, 2014b Esche, 2013; Simon, 2010). Bishop (2013) indicates, that for 

museums, there ‘is not a choice of either/or [conservative vs. progressive]. 

Museums are a collective expression of what we consider important in culture, 

and offer a space to reflect and debate our values: without reflection, there can 

be no considered movement forward’ (p.61). She agrees with Esche (2008) that 

art and museums can facilitate a socially progressive vision and, as she writes,  

contribute to a democratic culture by stimulating skills, like open-
mindedness and the possibility to see and imagine things differently that 
are of vital importance to constructive political process where differences 
have be constantly negotiated and there always alternatives (Bishop, 
2014b p.61; see also Ruyters, 2013).  
 

If a museum vision includes a framework for filtering experiences, then we can 

clearly position slow curating as post-institutional critique. Kathy Halbreich 

(2001), Director of the Robert Rauschenberg Foundation, explains that 

contemporary art spaces ‘must adapt to become a filter, through which some of 

these competing worldviews can be debated and new communities established’ 

(p.69).30 An institution must also be a part of the community. I was very 

interested in the ideas of place and site in relation to how an institution might 

engage the community. Kwon (2004) notes this importance in relation to art and 

place:  

Then, through materialist investigations of institutional critique, the site 
was reconfigured as a relay or network of interrelated spaces and 
economies . . . [with artists] challenging the hermeticism of this system, 

 
30 A noted supporter of the avant-garde and experimental performance, Halbreich was the 
Walker Art Center Director when I was an intern in 1993, and her work and her staff lectures 
made a lasting impression on me. Institutions, I learned, have a role to play in the 
contemporaneous period.  
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complicating the sites of art as not only a physical arena but also one 
constituted through social, economic and political processes. (p.3) 
 

 

Even with a sense of urgency and activism, socially engaged practice can be a 

slow process that connects to the community over time. Openness, particularly 

through collaboration, can multiply the avenues of entry into the work. 

Pressures often impact decisions in non-profit organisations. Yet, if 

physical and conceptual space is an open and inviting site, an overall 

welcoming ambiance can be produced, and audiences, artists, and others will 

respond. Being neighbourly, generous, welcoming of creative agency for 

all, and open to connecting with others accomplishes more than what we can 

on our own. This notion of reciprocal generosity is a process that allows for a 

shared space that genuinely connects with audiences. It is what social 

practitioners and scholars Jacob (2015) and Delos-Reyos (2012) call a ‘lived 

practice’ that works in a socially engaged way.31 Delos-Reyos (2016) reflects on 

how artists interconnect their artistic practice to their values and philosophies in 

relation to larger socio-political issues. When time is given to a socially engaged 

process, the context can be opened up for new possibilities. The context then 

becomes a space, and slow curating embodies a bold environmental approach 

to curating art, encompassing all that is physical and conceptual in the space. 

The spaces redefine the conventional white cube.  

  

 
31 In an interview with Jacob in May 2014 in Minneapolis, Minnesota, she described this idea to 
me. In the interview, she stated, ‘This is always the way I’ve worked. I start with artists and go 
from there. It’s a way of working; a way of life’. I also interviewed Delos-Reyos in April 2015 at 
the Open Engagement Conference. She specifically termed socially engaged art as a ‘lived 
practice’ (interview notes). For years I had considered my curating as a way of seeing the world 
and being in the world. A lived practice became synonymous with my idea of intentional 
curating. I was also journaling extensively at this time about the interconnection between my 
curating and the way I had organised my life—I was political, engaged in communities, and led 
my team in the museum with non-hierarchical ways of working.  
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5.2 Slow Curating Approaches and Processes 

Slow curating entails collaboration and approaches that are community and 

context specific. These processes allow for a focus on community engagement, 

responding to a specific context/area in collaboration with others. These areas 

of work are large ecosystems and are non-linear, responsive, and 

interconnected to each other.  

 

5.2.1 Avenues of Entry into the Community 

One of the early slow curating approaches I employed in my experiments was 

creating avenues of entry for audiences. This idea comes directly from my 

experience as a tour guide, when we were encouraged to experiment with 

innovative approaches for creative production and interpretation/consumption of 

art. Many museum education departments encourage this approach, as does 

the interpretation technique of visual thinking strategies (Meier and Knoester, 

2015). Early on in PhD research in Portadown, I employed established methods 

(tour guides as storytellers, paper hand-outs with gallery information, broad and 

diverse programming with specific target audiences, and friendly customer 

service). These approaches are thought of as good practice in museums and 

galleries. However, the avenues of entry approach emphasises an intentional 

curatorial and interpretation practice that engages audiences, which is a central 

value in the process. For example, late in my time in Portadown, we tested 

visual thinking strategies and iPod tours with visitors (for more discussion on 

this, see Chapter Six). Visual thinking strategies, a method of art interpretation 

developed by Philip Yenawine and Abigail Housen (1990), is an enquiry-based 

approach to discussing art that prioritises the participants over the teacher. It 

asks three questions: What do you see here? What makes you say that? What 
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more can we find? Our methods for interpretation soon became more complex 

and interwoven with the early stages of a project. For example, Korn’s essay 

‘The Case of Holistic Intentionality’ (2007), which emphases an open, 

transparent, and collaborative approach to project organisation, was useful in 

my research, as shown in the Cult of Personality (2011), the You Like This 

(2013), and the Andy Warhol (2011) exhibits. Holistic intentionality as a project 

management strategy embodies a reciprocal approach to community from the 

very beginning of an initiative. It was an important paradigm shift for my work, 

as I attempted to create space early on in a project’s lifespan for reflective and 

qualitative measurements and reciprocal relationships.  

  

As director and chief curator, I looked at internal structures, both physical and 

conceptual, and attempted to de-construct them for more conceptually open 

space. For example, in Georgia and Sligo, I dissolved the traditional museum 

curatorial, education, performing arts, and marketing departments. At both sites, 

the staff moved offices, which allowed for hot desks where any staff could work 

independently or in a group. Other experiments included de-constructing 

traditional museological notions, such as the blockbuster, the display of archival 

information, and the white cube hanging style. In Chapters Six, Seven, and 

Eight I discuss examples of this, but suffice it to explain here that these 

experiments underscored my intention to provide space and opportunities for 

new ways of engaging and thinking.  

  

5.2.2 Engaging the Context 

In slow curating, considerable weight is given to connections with, and 

responses to, the context of a place, site, or space. Kwon (2004) argues for 
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site-specificity in three useful ways, which help define the context as 

understood in slow curating. Firstly, she refers to an experiential understanding 

of the site ‘defined primarily as an agglomeration of the actual physical 

attributes of a particular location (the size, scale, texture, and dimensions of 

walls, ceiling, rooms, lighting, topographical features, etc.)’ (p.1). Secondly, she 

draws upon art and place:  

Through materialist investigations of institutional critique, the site was 
reconfigured as a relay or network of interrelated spaces and economies . 
. . [with ] sites of art as not only a physical arena but one constituted 
through social, economic and political processes. (p.3)  
 

With her third example she suggests that a ‘more ephemeral approach to site-

specific art as event-oriented is also difficult to define. The idea that much of it 

is mobile and intertextually coordinated and multiply located’ (p. 3) complicates 

the definition of site-specific. In my PhD research, context was fluid—unfixed 

and adaptable—and included the local museum space and site, the community 

or town and, in some cases, the region or national boundaries. The definition of 

community was problematised and concretised when needed. For example, 

when working at LaGrange, the Mark Clare Dream House experiment looked at 

race and class problematised through the lens of contemporary sculpture and 

concretised by the socio-political and historical context of a small, rural town in 

the Deep South (see Chapter Seven).  

  

In all of my experiments, artists worked with staff to respond to site-specific 

contexts in many ways. Artists drew upon archival and secondary research 

about each locality. They visited the area on foot or by bicycle. They spoke with 

locals and took a collaborative approach to making art. As a result, the artworks 

and experiences had deeper and more relevant connections to audiences—
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sometimes literally in relation to a fact, a person, or a place, and sometimes 

conceptually, as traces of human relations and memories.  

  

During my curatorial research, I undertook work with artists to create space for 

meaningful and deep understandings of local context, working with local experts 

in the community to investigate issues that affect everyday lives. Here is where 

the dramatic break from art as objects alone began for me as a curator. The 

process became just as important as the final exhibition: authorship was 

blurred, and the expertise of place, context, and making was highly and 

intentionally complicated. This concrete and conceptual shift represents a 

significant output in my practice and research.  

  

With this more rhizomatic approach, museum staff in the research locations 

often worked with artists to create dialogical projects that unfolded through a 

process of performative interactions. For example, this included talking and 

walking around Portadown with artist Andre Stitt or engaging with a group of 

artists in Fargo for PROJECT: Flood Diversion who led interaction with 

hundreds of community members. Most (but not all) museum staff at the four 

research locations understood my vision to connect with communities in more 

meaningful ways through interactive processes. They understood how 

imperative it was that the role of the audience and the community, and often 

outside art workers, community activists, politicians and others, became a 

central part of the creative work.  
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5.2.3 Collaboration and Reciprocal Relationships 

One of the most difficult parts slow curating is collaboration. However, when 

done correctly, it can be highly effective. Getting to a point of reciprocal 

relationships through collaboration was difficult. Respect, understanding, and 

an overt communicative style were requisites for museum staff and encouraged 

with all of our partners. I aimed to cultivate reciprocal, respectful relationships 

where everyone encouraged group engagement (see Chapters Six, Seven, and 

Eight). Key to understanding collaboration in slow curating is the notion of 

collective asset development. Commonly found in asset-based regeneration 

work, this technique is a mapping of the participants’ resources, skills, talents, 

and other connections. Shared knowledge is an intention that must be apparent 

when working with a group or community. It entails mapping, collecting, and 

noting the collective assets of said group or community. With collective asset 

mapping, the group gathers their skills together for the good of the group and 

leverages them in an effort to do more together than any one individual could 

do alone (Kretzmann and McKnight, 1993).  

 

Another important part of collaboration is to look beyond the normal milieus of 

collaborators—outside the artistic arenas to others, such as community 

activists, festivals, and grassroots organisations. It is vital to find allies, whoever 

is actively involved in developing community. For example, in Portadown I 

worked closely with a local historical society and with the Orange Order (a 

community group strongly loyal to the UK). In LaGrange, curatorial collaboration 

included working on several projects with the Art Department at LaGrange 

College alongside the Active Life Center and numerous art collectors. In Fargo, 

my research preparation included working with community activists on the first 
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TEDxFargo project in 2012, working with the City of Fargo on a public art 

intervention, participating in a cohort of 24 community-based art activists 

through the Creative Communities Leadership Institute, and working with a 

community group supporting Kurdish immigrants. In Sligo, I worked closely with 

arts activists, Sligo Institute of Technology (Sligo IT), and the HSE healthcare 

systems. This collaborative approach allowed me to work hand-in-hand with 

others on community building, to garner quick partnerships, and concretely 

experience collaboration.  

  

5.2.4 Open-Ended Processes: Collaboration with Community and Context 

My curatorial process developed over the course of my research with openness 

and transparency. In other words, I communicated my approach regularly, and I 

was open to constructive criticism and feedback. I often encouraged a 

collaborative curation whereby many creative people could impact or alter the 

premise. This directly challenged the idea of the curator as expert. I used an 

open-ended artistic process that focused on the dialogical method of 

interpretation both before and after the artwork was created. In the curatorial 

process I asked: What does it mean to select these works? Why these works? 

Why not others? Discussions about key curatorial processes, such as selection 

and placement, as well as, how curating can be understood took place. This, in 

turn, allowed for highly political, yet poetic, outcomes and antagonising power 

structures. It was important that, in working in tense socio-political situations, 

there was space for dialogical occurrences. Unexpected outcomes were 

acceptable, and the expert was continually, intentionally undermined. In the 

early research stages, allowing for this type of open-ended process was 

difficult. In fact, there are always challenges with this type of work because it 
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can seem unplanned or unorganised. But if the intention is established as a 

process at the beginning, more effective dialogue can occur, and more genuine 

and openness can be offered.  

 

5.3 Methods of Slow Curating 

The purpose of my practice-based, multi-site inquiry was to investigate the use 

of socially engaged curatorial practice in a sample of regional museums, art 

centres, and galleries to create relevant engagement with audiences and local 

communities and to critically reflect on curatorial practice, as it evolved and 

adapted to political contexts.  

 

The first stage of my research was undertaken at the Millennium Court Arts 

Centre in Portadown, where I developed and tested the Slow Curating 

Framework. Once tested, I then replicated the framework in LaGrange, Fargo, 

and Sligo. Importantly, acknowledging the nuances of each site was imperative 

in exploring the central ideas of my research. The social, historical, 

environmental, political, and poetic nuances of an idea or place shaped the 

curatorial response, and the visual culture or creative presentation became 

specific to each area.  

  

I used slow curating to challenge and disrupt conventional museum and 

exhibition experiences to this end. Context, community, and collaboration 

become axis points for the process. I frequently assessed and revised my 

research approach in response to new ideas or collaborative initiatives. Design-

based research is a method where knowledge is built in successive estimates 

while creating, developing, and assessing (Dias de Figueiredo, 2010).  
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In doing so, I was able to activate space between object and audience, as it 

emerged out of experimentation in curatorial and museological musings at each 

site. According to Merriam (1998), a multi-site methodology facilitates a 

prioritised ‘interest in process rather than outcomes, in context rather than 

specific variable, in discovery rather than confirmation’ (as quoted in Bloomberg 

and Volpe, 2008 p.80). This rhizomatic process encouraged me to discover 

practices and methods that revealed unexpected findings and opened up new 

knowledge at the intersection of contemporary art, museology, and curatorship 

that are often ignored in favour of normalised forms of representation and 

dissemination. This was risky, but carrying out experiments that involved 

making changes when required allowed for a safety net for failure—I could learn 

from my mistakes. 

 

The primary methods that led to the formation of the Slow Curating Framework 

were organised into three areas: 1) curatorial experiments, 2) primary and 

secondary research mapping using archives, observations, social media, 

museum files, and discussions with the community, and 3) reflective practice. I 

note the examples of these three areas in Chapter Two but it is important to 

understand that the data provided a multifaceted understanding of the issues 

through multiple voices. I also engaged with artists, organisers, curators, 

funders, and participants through a variety of curatorial experiments for more 

than eight years, using a critical self-evaluation and reflection. Overall, the 

methods allowed me to present intentional antagonisms and observe the 

dynamic, situational, social, and personal behaviours and responses of visitors. 

The findings and new knowledge are reflected in later chapters and are 
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narrative in content, alongside contextual descriptions and direct experiences 

reported. 

 

Slow curating suggests a process of how museums can connect with their 

audiences by challenging museum practice to be more engaging and relevant. 

The Slow Curating Framework (Fig. 5.2), comprises seven concrete steps. In 

the remainder of this section I explore these seven steps. I have written up my 

explanation of the model in a style that enables other curators to apply them in 

other museums. This is one of the key contributions of my PhD research. 

Alongside the development of the Slow Curating Framework, I provide a clear 

method of how it should be implemented. A detailed chart of the slow curating 

steps can be reviewed in Appendix A. 

  

 

Figure 5.2. The actions in the Slow Curating Framework 

 

5.3.1 Step One: RESEARCH 

Slow curating begins with research in the specific context in which you’re 

working. To begin, the curator carries out an intense, six-month environmental 

mapping of the local context. This is undertaken by reviewing archives and 

historical documentation, including academic, popular, and historical literature, 

observation, and dialogue via informal conversations. This process should be 

underpinned with research (of existing and new knowledge), drawing on 

primary and secondary sources about the physical locality (the natural and built 
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environment) and the history, socio-politics, and economics of the location. 

Keep in mind that you are learning—you are not the expert. Rather, you are 

garnering information. This mapping locates the poetics of place (Lippard, 1998; 

McGonagle, 2002) from an outside perspective. This means that the curator 

should view a site liminally, looking for the space between conscious and 

unconscious, listening for what is said and not said, and understanding a place 

through its nuances rather than its literalness. The research continues 

throughout the slow curating process; my approach is always one of ‘keep 

learning’.  

 

Critical to this first step is taking extensive notes when speaking with 

stakeholders (local artists, visitors, academics, politicians, and community 

organisers, among others). Consider both overt and subvert questions. I 

recommend always ask yourself what is not being said. Over time, the nuances 

of the socio-political and historical ecosystems will become apparent. This 

method prioritises input of local archives, collections, artists, and community 

leaders. The ability to hear other voices, and the importance of doing so, as part 

of the curatorial process, is central in this framework. Furthermore, the informal 

interviews undertaken, as part of the method enabled insights, often left unsaid 

or unreported, to come to the fore, thus prioritising other people’s views and 

revealing political nuances. These discussions pose intense challenges to 

conventional power structures—giving voice to others in the curatorial process 

and in the authorship of a given exhibition. This type of approach results in rich, 

layered data that would not be produced using quantitative methods. 
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The adoption of informality as a tactic allows interviewees to become more 

comfortable and opens up the dialogue. I recommend taking minimal notes 

during conversations and later filling in the conversation. Field notes should be 

less about getting direct quotations and more about listening to what 

interviewees say or do not say. I found the more informal the discussion was, 

the more relaxed the exchange can be—and therefore more honest. One-to-

one and small group interviews offer flexibility in terms of flow and open-ended 

questions. Listening to others at talks, conferences, and at openings and family 

days provides an opportunity for polyvocality and a complicated authorship of 

experiments.  

 

By working with local stakeholders and gatekeepers, a curator will grasp the 

cultural politics of a place. I found that it was essential to participate in local 

initiatives. By being an active citizen in your community, you build reciprocal 

relationships based on mutual respect and leveraging collective assets. As you 

work collaboratively with others, begin to map the group’s skills and networks, 

creating a web of influence and possibilities to use. Through these 

relationships, you can observe another layer of the spoken and unspoken local, 

regional, and national issues. This mapping becomes an environment—or 

ecosystem—that reveals itself over time. In this regard, dialogue opens up 

space for, and gives power to, participants and audiences to interact, as they 

wish. It also facilitates the collecting of participants’ meanings and 

understanding of the experiments. The openness gives room for the generation 

of conclusions that may not have initially been apparent. By observing individual 

behaviour and responses to experiments, we can identify particular methods 

(such as project spaces, public art interventions, enquiry-based tours, and local 
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academic synergies) that consistently reveal how situationally specific each 

place is while following certain common themes.  

  

5.3.2 Step Two: EXPERIMENT 

Based on your research about the local context and working with others, the 

second step entails developing and presenting creative experiments that 

facilitate further and deeper dialogue. As noted earlier, one needs to consider 

the curatorial premise. There are a number of key questions we must ask of our 

curatorial practice: What is your curatorial antagonism? Who can you work with 

to invert museological conventions and institutional power? What is urgent in 

this context? To whom is the idea important and how does this issue reflect the 

community context? Even tangential or small projects can create ripples of 

discussion in the community. I advise you to use your research on specific 

issues as points of departure (specific or open) to start a process of 

engagement. Try new approaches and methods. Do not make decisions based 

on fear or failure, as sometimes mistakes can lead to unexpected outcomes. 

Calculated risk is an essential element in slow curating. Multiple avenues need 

to be explored and alternative paths are yet discovered, so be open to 

serendipitous or unplanned opportunities and make space to encourage them. 

Embrace other areas of expertise based on your research and your instincts. Of 

the people available to you, who is the local expert? Are there multiple experts? 

How will the curatorial project be mediated? By whom? And to what end? Work 

to activate the space between an artwork and the audience and ask what 

enables that. Aim for a space that is dialogical and experiential rather than 

pedantic or explanatory. How will the experiment contribute to a local dialogue?  
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In my practice, I found that temporary exhibitions are ideal for addressing 

specific socio-political, economic, or antagonistic ideas and issues. These types 

of exhibits are often used in curation, so it is imperative to evaluate project 

intentions and work to develop a curatorial premise that is antagonistic to power 

structures and committed to community and audience engagement. This may 

be achieved through the artist’s work, the interpretation of the work, or the 

presentation and contextualisation of the work.  

 

Experimental project spaces are nimble and responsive to a given idea or 

issue. They are useful when beginning to curate in a space that may already 

have an exhibition calendar in place. Because they are normally smaller 

spaces, or even public sites like foyers or a local green space, there is less 

pressure to have a complete curatorial concept fleshed out. I found it easier to 

work with others in an informal way in such experiments and plan multiple 

iterations to investigate tangential issues, re-investigate an idea, and repeat 

experiments.  

 

In my research practice, archival and collection-based exhibitions offered 

opportunities for a longitudinal understanding because they usually ran longer, 

anywhere from three months to three years or more. Since archives and 

collections reflect historical institutional priorities and underscore socio-political 

power structures both inside and outside the museum, these collections are 

important to investigate through antagonistic exhibition making. Because these 

types of exhibitions are commonplace in museums, they are an opportunity to 

experiment within an exhibition structure. For example, archival materials can 
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be objects juxtaposed to uncommon objects or used to recontextualise work, in 

a way reminiscent of Wilson’s Mining the Museum.  

 

Working in public spaces and using interventions and public art offers endless 

curatorial opportunities for working with others. As a curator, I was somewhat 

interested in the idea of an exhibition in which the unexpected is presented, 

perhaps a public intervention or fantastical display. You can also engage the 

public in non-institutional, alternative spaces, such as an old factory, a 

storefront, or street corner. Using these methods, you should find the 

opportunity to reach those who do not visit institutions, as well as, activate a 

space for re-considering public art as a medium. Because there is a 

performative element to working in public space, it becomes a space where 

contentious issues can be explored with less risk. Similarly, exhibitions in 

alternative sites, especially working with other groups or organisations, offer 

similar opportunities.  

 

Some of the most rewarding opportunities come from working in the institution 

with other museum departments, including collections, education, development, 

and marketing. The cross-department, multidisciplinary way of working, 

including with curatorial teams, is one that is becoming more commonplace in 

museums. This approach is often considered easy to do because departments 

share goals. However, because of traditional internal power structures—specific 

to each institution but also inherent within the fields of museology and 

curating—the approach can be controversial and difficult to develop. 

Historically, education departments have played an important role in 

interpretation and are the most logical and expedient place to start 
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collaborative, internal experiments. Pedagogical experiments—tours, family and 

public programmes, visiting/guest curators, community collaborations in 

programmes and exhibitions, and artists in residencies—provide some of the 

most fruitful engagement outputs. A curator–director can also experiment in the 

institution, working within existing power structures with staff, collections, 

policies, and communication and development.  

 

5.3.3 Step Three: OBSERVATION 

With an open, reflective, and transparent approach, it is essential to observe the 

curatorial experiments, as they unfold. This should be thought of as field 

observation. Do not attempt to manufacture success. Instead, allow for risks. 

Carry out your work to a high professional standard, but understand that the 

outcomes may not be what you had anticipated. Welcome and respond to 

reactions and feedback from others, especially those you are collaborating with 

and local community members. Be prepared to embrace uneasiness and 

unpredictability. The activated spaces can and should be volatile and rhizomatic 

rather than static and didactic. Observe, note, and then reflect, allowing the 

experiences to shape your practice. Reflect in your journal: What is said? What 

is not? What works? How do visitors react to the exhibit or programme? What 

do they say about it? What could have been different? Do not attempt to control 

the situation because an audience-centred institution requires a commitment to 

shared experience, open-ended processes, collaborative authorship, and a 

constant openness to updating knowledge and understanding of audiences.  
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5.3.4 Step Four: REFLECTION 

In each step, take time to reflect on the process, work, relationships, and 

context, as the process unfolds. Review your observation notes. Consider this 

step, as field reflection, in which you write, talk, and think about how things are 

going. Part of that reflection is considering what you would do differently. The 

ability to honestly reflect on the experiment and to focus on the process is 

imperative to social practice in the arts. Ask the following questions: Who was 

affected? Who participated? Who did not? Why did something work? Why did it 

not? Was there a right or wrong way to engage? Write, think, reflect, and then 

talk about it in an open way without judgment. How is this a lived practice for 

you? An essential question, given your observations, is what would you 

change? 

 

Self-reflective journals are an important record and provide the impetus for self-

criticism and evaluation. Was there a right or wrong way to engage? Reflect on 

what you understand to be the curatorial premise. Was it understood as you 

anticipated? How was it? How was it not? As you reflect, how can you be 

critical of your work? What would you restructure in future projects? This 

reflective process allows for pivots during experiments and, most importantly, 

for failure. 

  

Embrace your experiments as evolving projects, reflective of internal and 

external dialogical processes with the researcher, museum staff, artists, and 

community members. This is a reflexive practice, as applied through field notes, 

as well as, personal reflection and journals. Field notes document ideas, 

findings, interviews, discussions, and experimental ideas to further investigate 
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as part of the curatorial experiment. Creating a journal allows you to regularly 

review your own responses to the experiments, as well as, other observations. 

Additionally, notes from open and constructive discussions with participants and 

staff can lead to further ideas and inform future experiments. This reflexive 

practice underpins socially engaged curatorial processes and allows curators to 

share expertise. The ability to openly challenge the status quo of curator and 

director in an art institution interrogates power relations. See Appendix B for 

examples of Field Notes.  

 

5.3.5 Step Five: DIALOGUE 

As the project progresses through the key stages, discuss the process with 

collaborators, colleagues, and mentors. Find someone that you can be 

vulnerable with, as that is the place for activating potentialities. You must be 

vulnerable to take risks, and risk taking is essential to finding new knowledge. 

Dialogue encourages multiple authorship through polyvocality, and it is 

important to include other focal points and other people’s perspectives, 

including staff, artists, and the public. This step in not isolated as only Step 

Five. A dialogical process—one in which continual discussions, feedback, and 

responsiveness to others—is essential in all of the steps.  

  

5.3.6 Step Six: ADAPTATION 

As the process unfolds, allow for changes in the project. Do not rush to fix 

issues or problems. But rather, after a process of reflection, allow for alterations 

to be made in dialogue with others. Lean into difficult or uneasy situations; 

embrace the unknown. Aim to activate possibilities, including mistakes and 

failures. The ability to experiment through several iterations and multiple sites 
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facilitates a rhizomatic process. Through a reflective practice, lessons are 

learned, experiments can be repeated, failures can be considered part of the 

process, and actions can be adjusted and re-attempted. Exhibition 

programming and other curatorial interventions allow projects to be customised 

occurrences, as well as, repeated processes. Additionally, visual documentation 

is useful to review the iterative process because documentation, images, and 

installation photography allow for specific elements of each experiment to be 

analysed, adjusted in situ, and re-tested in other areas of work.  

  

5.3.7 Step Seven: REPEAT 

When the opportunity arises to embrace new ideas and situations, repeat the 

process with a new project.  

 

Figure 5.3. The four locations in which I conducted research 
Top left, clockwise: Fargo, North Dakota; Portadown, Northern Ireland; Sligo, Ireland; 
LaGrange, Georgia 
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5.4 Sites/Geographical Locations of my Research 

The four sites in which I undertook my work allowed for a cross-pollination of 

curatorial work between Europe and America, in museums, galleries, and art 

centres and institutions, as well as, in the public sphere. Experiments 

antagonising power structures varied in each location and included 

investigations in display, interpretation, pedagogy, memory, provincialism, post-

conflict/post-terror, accessibility, institution building, permanent collections 

(Portadown, LaGrange, Fargo, and Sligo), feminism and the built environment, 

feminism, and racism (Portadown, LaGrange and Sligo). The research was 

undertaken in visual arts driven organisations.  

 

In each of the locations, I was employed as a director or chief curator. By 

design and by the realities of the field, it also became central to the process that 

I was an outsider—that is new to the community. This gave me an opportunity 

to position myself as someone who wanted to learn about the locations and to 

meet with local people to understand the context. The research design included 

an aim to quickly connect with the community at large, which meant moving to 

the location, living and working in the town, and sharing facilities (such as 

schools, shops and playgrounds) with the local population, as a way of 

engaging quickly. But being from the outside was also embraced with fresh 

eyes and an openness to learn and engage. 

 

The notion of the outsider has precedents in arts-based community 

development. This field recognises that effective catalysts from outside of the 

community do not do anything directly for people. Rather, they encourage 

people to do things that are their own. One leads best by stepping back.  
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Catalysts enable a community to look realistically at itself. They hold up 
a mirror so residents can see themselves as they really are. Because 
people have been well conditioned to focus on their problems, facilitators 
emphasize analytic tools and exercises that help community residents to 
identify and recognize strengths and capacities which they may have 
overlooked or ignored in the past. (Bergdall, 2003 p.3) 

 

There are varying degrees of complexities associated with each research 

location. For example, the museums in Ireland dealt with post-colonialism, 

provincialism, post-conflict, sexism associated with being located in a Catholic 

country, and contested spaces in relation to regional regeneration. In the US, 

complexities included the legacy of racism, provincialism, and undertones of 

unspoken psychological issues around the terror of post-natural disasters. In all 

of the sites, there were also complicated historical museological vestiges such 

as traditional ideas about pedagogy, provincialism in relation to collections, the 

underestimation of audiences, and lack of understanding of the potential of 

viewers and creative space.  

 

5.4.1 Millennium Court Arts Centre, Portadown, Northern Ireland (2008–2010) 

As my first research site, Portadown was an important beginning to my 

research. For more than five years prior to the research, I had worked with 

numerous communities, artists, and groups in Portadown to engage socio-

political ideas and community issues and was familiar with both its history and 

context. In my research, I traced contemporary and historical artwork and 

artefacts. Portadown is located in the Borough of Craigavon, County Armagh, in 

Northern Ireland. For more than 50 years, Portadown has been a contested 

socio-political space. The two communities I originally considered in the 

research were those understood through their religious affiliations—Catholic 

and Protestant. It is here that my understanding of communities (both real and 
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imagined) began to erode. I now understand better multiple communities and 

the contested nature of their definitions. I employed an engaged process to look 

at the spectral traces of conflict and contemporary and historical nuances, as 

investigated and unearthed through art interventions. For decades, the town 

and borough have been sites of contestation and an epicentre for what is 

colloquially known as ‘The Troubles’. Another key area of my research was my 

initial experiments in radical pedagogy, including VTS, family days, intense 

community engagement, artist-in-residencies, and co-curatorial projects.  

 

MCAC is a non-collecting institution and therefore has no collection. The 

physical building is an old market, repurposed as an art centre as part of a 

regeneration strategy. Initial experiments were not only a response to place but 

also to the physical site. From 2003 to 2010, several key curatorial projects 

were collaboratively created by artists, curators, and community activists: an 

exhibition on digital art with accompanying iPod tours, Orange Order 

exhibitions, community curating with Edenderry Historical Society, Andre Stitt’s 

new work on the housing utopia/dystopia of Craigavon, a group show 

examining the ten years post peace process, and new work with the Guerrilla 

Girls examining gender and privilege in an all-Ireland context among others.  

 

5.4.2 LaGrange Art Museum, LaGrange, Georgia (2009–2011) 

As an organisation located in the Deep South near the border of Georgia and 

Alabama, LaGrange Art Museum (LAM) provided a second opportunity to 

experiment in response to the context and physical site as conceptual vehicles 

to unpack contested histories and connect them to today. Located 90 miles 

from Atlanta, LaGrange was incorporated in 1828, and was first settled on 
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ceded land of the Creek Nation of Native Americans in 1825. During the 

American Civil War (1861-1865), the town of LaGrange was defended by a 

volunteer women’s auxiliary group known as the Nancy Harts. Their efforts 

meant much of the town was spared burning and looting by Union troops. Post-

Civil War LaGrange developed as a railroad and industrial centre for the textile 

industry. This is important because these industries developed in the post-

cotton plantation eras. Class and race structures are prominent even today. The 

Callaway family, long time leaders, entrepreneurs, and social elites in 

LaGrange, continue to play a key role in the socio-political and economic life of 

the town.  

 

The museum was originally a county jail built in 1892. Records show that at 

least seven inmates were hanged—six of whom were African American. The re-

purposing of a contested site was import to my understanding of the curatorial 

premise and exhibition making and was a consistent signpost of my work. This 

context was investigated in many of my experiments. My secondary research in 

the Troup County Archives found that the period from 1895 to 1920 was an era 

of expansion and growth in Georgia. More than a building, the site of the LAM 

and the town of LaGrange interfaced with the socio-political and historical 

nuances of the Deep South. Once again, as in Portadown, contested socio-

political space and place loomed large as an important context in the curatorial 

process. Architecture also became a visual manifestation for similar concerns.  

 

I carried out research in a number of important curatorial experiments, including 

the permanent museum collection show Elements of Architecture. Inspired by 

Auburn University’s Rural Studio, the show examined the physical site of LAM 
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through archival material and a physical on-site excavation. We also unpacked 

central issues in the permanent collection through the lens of architecture and 

conceptual elements of architecture, such as form follows function, place and 

vernacular, and vision and process. The auxiliary programme Show and Tell (a 

student outreach project) fleshed out the curatorial premise. Other important 

exhibitions included Cult of Personality and Dream House, a site-specific work 

created with Irish artist Mark Clare. Working with local artists and LaGrange 

College students, the artist created a new, temporary artwork for the LAM 

grounds based on the idea of the shotgun shack and vernacular architecture of 

the South. Segregation, space and temporality, class, and the housing crisis 

that precipitated the 2010 economic crash were discussed in public forums and 

with participants.  

 

5.4.3 Plains Art Museum, Fargo, North Dakota (2011–2013) 

North Dakota is a state that confounded the 2008-2010 recession and has a 

feeling of being on the edge of the frontier even today. There is a long stretch of 

flat plains before the Rocky Mountains and Fargo has been known historically 

as a last output to the American West. Through informal conversations and 

secondary sources, I found that quintessential notions of the American West, 

frontier, cowboy-mentality, and a do-it-yourself spirit, loomed large in the 

regional psyche. Fargo–Moorhead is approximately 230 miles from the main 

urban areas of Minneapolis and St Paul, so regionalism is important. Not as 

rural as Sligo, which will be discussed below, but more physically isolated than 

both Portadown and LaGrange. Fargo–Moorhead has, however, a larger 

population than the other three research sites. Additionally, with three research 

universities in the area I found more higher-level thinking and art practices.  
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There is a significant, solidly Midwest and American-centred collection at PAM 

that is diverse in character. The PAM site was originally a large farm implement 

factory. According to locals, the Fargo–Moorhead area (the largest U.S. 

population base in the Red River Valley) experiences regular Spring flooding 

that, in 2011, required 43,000 hours to save the city from massive 

devastation. Projects under discussion included several exhibitions inside the 

museum, site-specific exhibits based on exchange value and craft, a crowd-

sourced community-curated show, a pedagogical student ‘think and do tank’, 

collection-based exhibits, a show about Luis Jimenez and public art, artist-in-

residences, a collaborative Warhol exhibition design, and the large PROJECT: 

Flood Diversion. This was a six-part initiative where I commissioned six artists 

who carried out socially engaged art projects that resulted in a series of 

experiments in response to the socio-political, economic, historical, physical, 

and psychological contexts of the anticipation and impact of regular flooding in 

the Fargo area.  

 

5.4.4 The Model, Home of the Niland Collection, Sligo, Republic of Ireland 

(2014–2015) 

The Model is located 150 miles away from Dublin and 135 miles from Belfast. 

There is an provincialism vis-à-vis place and site. Located on the West Coast of 

Ireland, the remoteness and ruralness of Sligo is striking. Primarily an 

agricultural area, Sligo is both a market town and a county in Ireland. The town 

sits in the middle of the county. It is not North (read Protestant) nor South (read 

rural and Catholic) per se. Though most people would consider themselves 

Catholic in Sligo County, there is a strong Protestant presence that includes 
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schools and churches in the town centre. In Ireland, it is impossible to negate 

the importance religion has on the conceptual psyche of the population. The 

Troubles, more recognisably a Northern Ireland issue, still has a strong 

presence in Sligo. For example, in Mullaghmore, a small village located on the 

north-western tip of County Sligo, the Irish Republican Army assassinated Lord 

Mountbatten in 1979.  

 

This contemporary art centre also holds a significant permanent collection that 

focuses primarily on local and national Irish art. The collection has been 

recognised as one of the strongest holdings of early Irish Modernism, 

particularly that of Jack B. Yeats. The institution is located in a Model School 

dating to 1880 and has been expanded twice. Projects under investigation 

included a new Niland Collection re-hang, project spaces, artist-in-residencies, 

B.R.A., a site-specific intervention based on radical accessibility, newly 

designed policies relating to the collection that aimed to develop a permeable 

museum, as well as, site-specific commissioned work created in collaboration 

with Sligo IT, as co-curators and a curatorial team.  

 

5.4.5 Sites as Continuous Evolution in Slow Curating 

It is important to note that these sites are not case studies, but rather sites of 

research. The sites were selected based on organisations where I could obtain 

employment. The locations where I conducted research were a reflection of my 

socially engaged curatorial practice and I was an outsider with insider influence 

and responsibilities. Figure 5.4 is a grid that shows the different research sites 

and brief examples of slow curating in each location. This is not an exhaustive 
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list but should be seen as an exemplar. An extensively delineated grid can be 

found in Appendix A. 
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Slow 
Curating 

Portadown, 
N Ireland 

LaGrange, GA Fargo, ND Sligo, Ireland 

RESEARCH Informal chats Archives, chats Research, chats discussions 

EXPERIMENT Exhibitions Exhibits, project 
space 

Exhibits, 
collections 

Collections, 
interventions 

OBSERVE Post conflict 
nuances 

Post racial 
nuances & 
housing crisis 

Flooding, space 
between object 
and audience 

Experimental 
BRA, Sligo IT 
collaboration 

REFLECT Processes and 
field notes 

 Processes and 

field notes 

Processes and 
field notes 

Processes and 

field notes 

DIALOGUE Responses to 
experiments 

Responses to 

experiments 

Responses to 
experiments 

Responses to 

experiments 

ADAPT Learned 
nuances 

Tried new 
experiments 

Changed when 
not working 

Worked with 
staff to change 
and implement 
new ideas 

REPEAT Gallery 
interpretation, 
commissioned 
artists 

Antagonising 
existing power 
structures via 
collections 

Previous and 
more public art 
interventions, 
Uni 
collaborations 

On site 
interventions, 
and intense 
collaborations 

Figure 5.4. Grid of the four research sites. 

 

5.5 Conclusion 

A reflective practice that engages concrete situations allows for a methodology 

of experiments (Schön, 1983). In turn, the experiments reveal new facets of the 

situation previously unidentified or not clarified. My prioritisation of the practice 

(Schön, 1983) allowed for a rhizomatic, less binary, and nuanced analysis. As 

the research unfolded, I identified several key patterns in the data, including 

processes that informed the Slow Curating Framework such as time, place or 

site, engagement with the community, the requirement for reflexive 

contemplation, and dialogue. Findings also included radical pedagogy, which 

was a direct antagonism to traditional education in museums, as well as, 

embraced experimentation. Activated space, place as site, and art and memory 

became key patterns, as did curatorial contestation, risk, and unpredictability in 

collections. 
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Slow curating facilitated an unfolding of the experiments in a specific framework 

while also allowing for non-linear processes. I hoped that the framework could 

be generalised and work in multiple sites, and indeed it did. In this way, the 

framework reflected a practice that enabled, explored, and expanded museum 

and exhibition experiences for more relevant audience engagement. As a social 

practice, it uncovered alternatives to current museology and provided a map of 

new approaches to mediating contemporary art in a museum context.  

 

Slow curating is a dialogical, transferable framework that museum and art 

professionals can use in concrete and conceptual ways. Importantly, the slow 

curating methodology is applicable to art exhibitions and programmes, working 

with artists and art educators, or working in an art institution. This can be used 

in many organisations and contexts.  
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CHAPTER SIX 

Radical Pedagogy: Slow Curating in Practice 

 

This chapter presents my research in three areas: social practice, radical 

pedagogy, and dialogical and rhizomatic spaces to activate potentialities 

(Laermans, 2012). My PhD research is situated in the interface of museology, 

curating, and social practice with a goal of finding methods and approaches to 

connect curating with audiences in meaningful engagements. One of the most 

important aspects of social practice, and my research in particular, is radical 

pedagogy. The idea goes beyond the educational turn in curating (O’Neill and 

Wilson, 2010a) because radical pedagogy is both a conceptual idea and a 

concrete opportunity to challenge historical vestiges in museology. For decades 

audience engagement was the purview of education departments and, as has 

been discussed earlier, curators have historically been slower to embrace social 

practice methods in interpretation.32 Evident in the literature and my practice in 

the past two decades, the museum and curatorial fields are changing—putting 

engagement and relevancy front and centre (Janes and Sandell, 2019).  

 

This chapter explores the framework of slow curating in relation to 

epistemological concerns. In considering the theoretical approach of 

destabilising power structures and disrupting conventions (Mouffe, 2013), the 

 
32 I noted how limiting it was for social practitioners to use museum education departments as a 
‘back door’ way to introduce social practice methods in museums in a collegial discussion in 
2014 with MoMA educator and artist Pablo Helguera. Helguera, who is a preeminent social 
practitioner internationally, posited that this was the best way. In reality there were a number of 
socially engaged curators, but few in major museums. However, by 2015 his then-MoMA 
colleague Sheetal Prajapati told me that it was interesting to see how MoMA curators were 
venturing into the education department looking to work more directly with socially engaged 
artists and projects. And, as noted by Holland Cotter (2019) in his New York Times article on 
the re-opening of MoMA, there can be no doubt as to the emergence of the socially engaged 
curator in that institution.  
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idea of radical pedagogy is one of activism. In attempting to invert ideas of 

engagement and knowledge, it became important to loosely define key 

concepts found in social practice. This first section looks at socially engaged art 

as a spectrum of definitions. Understanding the complexity of social practice 

and open perimeters of these processes is imperative to understanding this 

PhD study, as well as, how slow curating produces space for new knowledge. 

No scholar has to date attempted to define the parameters of social practice, 

therefore the Spectra of Social Practice and Curating attempts to do so.  

 

The second section looks at my experiments in which I unpacked innovative 

pedagogies in relation to slow curating. I posit that slow curating facilitates an 

understanding of fundamental questions for the interpretation of art, knowledge, 

and engagement (radical pedagogy) in order to open up space for more 

relevant interpretation and relativity in museums (activating potentialities). The 

experiments I discuss in this chapter underscore an evolving and reflective 

practice that became increasingly more radical and antagonistic to 

museological and curatorial conventions. 

 

6.1 Parallax View: The Spectra of Social Practice 

It is vital to understand the depth and breadth of social practice used by artists 

and curators today. We need open definitions and divergent practices that 

cannot be essentialised, as there is no correct way to carry out socially 

engaged art or curating. Rather, like social practice in general, the Spectra 

allows for definitions that are responsive to an individual practice, the context, 

and the processes needed in a given situation.  
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Slow curating as a framework is open, dialogical, and responsive. The 

framework offers multiple avenues to create exhibitions, experiences, and 

pedagogical possibilities for curators to connect with audiences. A useful 

metaphor for this approach is the spectrum. I present a series of spectrums in 

which the mapped positions are not located at specific points, but vary on a 

wide continuum. Within two years of starting, I began to examine multiple foci at 

different points in a project. The Spectra was helpful in mapping social practice 

methods and processes from a non-essentialist perspective. It mirrors the slow 

curating process and allows for a non-binary, rhizomatic space. Given the focus 

of my PhD, this chapter describes the Spectra, focusing on socially engaged 

curating. 

 

6.1.1 The Spectra of Social Practice and Curating 

Table 6.1. The Spectra of Social Practice and Curating  

                Simple, short, few projects <———> Complex, long, multiple projects  

        Many collaborators/participants  <———> Few collaborators /participants 

                 One artist/creative author  <———> Multiple authors/owners 

Short commitment in the community  <———> Long commitment in the community 

                              Curator as expert  <———> Community as expert 

        Simple, short few engagements  <———> Multiple and complex engagement 
                                         with others 
                           Emphasis on object  <———> Emphasis on process 

                                       Not political  <———> Highly political 

 

The Spectra of Social Practice and Curating (Table 6.1) allows for multiple 

readings and mapping for projects and initiatives. It is a specific output of my 

PhD research, though influenced by discussions with social practice colleagues 

at Open Engagement.33 The openness of the above definitions is important in 

 
33 I am indebted to the work of Mark Standquist, Wendy Ewald, Gemma-Rose Turnbull, and 
Eliza Gregory in their OE 2014 panel on photo-based social practice, which used spectra in 
socially engaged photography. I had already begun to describe the depth and breadth of 
socially engaged practices like an abacus but the spectra became the best metaphor. 
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the research, as slow curating is a practice-based framework, which is, 

according to Candy (2006) an ‘investigation undertaken in order to gain new 

knowledge partly by means of practice and the outcomes of that practice’ (p.1).  

 

6.1.2 Definitions of the Spectra of Social Practice and Curating 

The descriptions delineated here are examples and are not prescriptive. The 

space or place of the project/initiative/approach/practice can be anywhere along 

a spectrum. Each spectrum allows space for the demarcation to shift while in 

process, mirroring slow curating, which can change in situ. The Spectra is 

permeable in relation to elements of a given project, whether the exhibition and 

pedagogical auxiliary activities or marketing and fundraising. The openness of 

the Spectra allows for a reflective methodology. The practitioner, according to 

Schön (1983) ‘reflects on the understandings which have been implicit in his 

action, understandings which he surfaces, criticises, restructures, and 

embodies in further action’ (p.5). This reflective process allowed for pivots 

during my experiments and an openness to finding another place on the 

spectra. 

 

Simple, short few projects <——> Complex, long, multiple projects 

We often hear about short, community-based projects or one-off larger ones. 

There are a few standouts in relation to complex and long projects, such as the 

Houston-based Project Row Houses discussed later. As with the spectrum of 

time, this spectrum is dependent on a variety of factors. Central in social 

practice is collaborative work. There can be straightforward and short 

collaborations or complex, long-term initiatives. Reciprocal collaboration with 

genuine respect and understanding is important in social practice. 
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Many collaborators/participants  <——> Few collaborators/participants 

Short and simple collaboration might be a one-off peripheral event for an 

exhibition, such as an artist’s talk, panel discussion, an organised community 

day event, or facilitating an artist’s engagement in the community. Collaboration 

as a disruption and co-authorship is part of this spectrum. For example, my 

curatorial project with the Orange Order, organised in Portadown in 2006, had a 

panel discussion exploring Orange culture. It included community members and 

activists. As part of the exhibition, we hosted a dialogue with leaders of the 

Orange Order, religious groups, and others. The panel was open to the public, 

and it was organised to be open and dialogical. While the event was a one-off, 

the ability to host and discuss Orange culture, then a contested concept, was 

possible based on trust and long-term community relationships. The approach 

and process had to be curated in a respectful way. Discussions about speakers, 

structure, set-up, and marketing for the event were developed with the Orange 

Order community in an open framework. As the organising venue, Millennium 

Court Arts Centre held the final curatorial discretion, but we opened up the 

specifics to a dialogical process garnering buy-in from the Orange Order. This 

project is discussed further in Chapter Seven. 

 

A project with many collaborators might include an exhibition, a community 

programme, or a site-specific public artwork. An example of this is the Guerrilla 

Girls All-Ireland Project, which took place over two years. There were five 

partner organisations and many individuals who had input and ownership. The 

end result had widespread appeal and a rigorous conceptual curatorial idea.  
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In social practice, a tension is often reflected in this spectrum, with the idea that 

long-term and complex with fewer collaborators is more effective than short and 

simple. I did not find this to be true. What was imperative was a reciprocal and 

respectful approach to collaboration, leaving egos at the door, and working with 

others.  

 

One artist/creative author <——> Multiple authors/owners 

Authorship is central in social practice. On one hand, the question of authorship 

is clear—an artist is the author of his/her artwork. Yet, in social practice often 

multiple people participate in the process, if not in the artwork itself.  

 

For curators, the tension between making art and exhibition making is part of 

the process. The idea that there can be multiple authors of an exhibition is not 

foreign or uncommon for curators. In curatorial practice, the aim is to create a 

dialogue with audiences and to generate ideas/knowledge in the presentation 

so that one is not creating, but producing. The curator as producer is important. 

In much of contemporary curatorial practice, authorship is important and 

notable in the curatorial gesture. Embodied by curating programmes, such as 

de Appel and Bard, and historically by the Whitney Curatorial programme, this 

curator-first approach can prioritise the curatorial premise over the artistic 

output. This approach takes the curatorial concept as the starting point and the 

artwork as secondary.  

 

Slow curating is the opposite. Authorship is shared. Curatorial work, whether 

inside an institution or in the community, will always have multiple authors. 

While there may be one or several leaders in the project, the curatorial premise 
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is to prioritise shared dialogical process and ownership. An example in my 

research that exemplifies multiple authors was You Like This: A Democratic 

Approach to the Museum Collection (Fargo, 2011), which was an exhibition 

created with community curators. After online voting took place, in which 

anyone could vote on their favourite work in the PAM collection, a group of 12 

community curators worked with museum staff and advised on the final 100 

works to be displayed. They also indicated key exhibition design elements to 

consider in the final hang. I discuss this experiment further in Chapter Eight. 

 

Short commitment in the community <——> Long commitment in the 

community 

The tension reflected in taking time and being embedded in the community 

comes up again here. The grounded approach to doing social practice work 

over a period of time and in a particular place will likely have a greater impact if 

there is a longer time spent at the site. This allows for knowing the nuances and 

poetics of place in a broader and deeper sense.  

 

An example worth noting is the Houston-based Project Row House, a 

neighbourhood-based non-profit art and cultural organisation. It was started in 

1993 by artist Rick Lowe, who was interested in the intersections of the historic 

African American Third Ward (one of the city’s oldest Black communities) and 

the potential for creative interventions. Over a period of ten years, Lowe and 

others created a site for an international artist-in-residency programme in a 

series of row houses in the neighbourhood. In my discussions with Lowe in 

2015 and Thomas Finkelpearl in 2013, it was clear that long-term commitment 

was preferable in socially engaged practices, given their decades-long 
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relationships with people and places.  

 

A slow curating approach needs time and a deep commitment to place. Yet, a 

significant finding in my research was not the requirement of a longer period of 

time but the important role a curator can play before, during, and after a socially 

engaged project. Often, as the individual who continues to play a role in the 

institution, the curator is important as the conduit through which deeper and 

broader relationships are funnelled, remembered, and cultivated. 

 

Curator as expert <——> Community as expert 

One of the most important spectrums in socially engaged curatorial practice is 

challenging curatorial expertise. As trained professionals in a field of knowledge 

production, curators have a deep understanding of art objects and of exhibition 

making. However, what has become clear in the past two decades is the 

increasing desire for communities to be represented in museums and engaged 

in participatory and meaningful ways (Anderson, 2004; Black, 2012; Crooke, 

2007; Simon, 2010).  

 

Slow curating aims to complicate, if not break down, the curator-as-expert 

barrier and offers the opportunity for self-criticality while acknowledging the 

priority of the community as expert; those outside the institution can add to the 

discussion in real and meaningful ways. This process also allows for the 

museum to engage with diverse audiences and divergent opinions. Key 

engagement methodologies can be useful. Examples in slow curating include 

community curating, curatorial teams, and contractual or temporary curatorial 

appointments. Slow curating techniques include voluntary audience 
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suggestions (physically in the gallery or online), public or private charrettes, 

public workshops, talks or symposiums, among others. In this context, curators 

are protagonists in the dialogue and part of the conversation in process from 

the beginning of the project or exhibition.  

 

Simple/one-off engagement <—> Multiple/complex engagement 

Like collaboration, the experience between audience and art object can be 

powerful. This spectrum allows for multiple ways of engagement, and slow 

curating offers space for an engaged dialogue, once or multiple times. Aiming 

for multiple avenues of entry into exhibits, slow curating offers audiences varied 

opportunities, including discussions, display, interaction, audio, and video. It is 

important to work with others when slow curating, and undertaking this type of 

holistic and qualitative approach facilitates a ‘holistic cultural portrait’ by working 

with local gatekeepers and key influencers (Bloomberg and Volpe, 2008 p.11). 

 

Simple engagements include gallery hand-outs, conversations with tour guides 

or museum employees, or an artist’s talk. Other examples of engagement are 

using the Visual Thinking Strategies method and complex engagement, as 

reflected in the iPod audio tour initiative (both are discussed later in this 

chapter). The Guerrilla Girls project is another example of multiple and complex 

engagements with numerous audiences, sometimes repeated with the same 

participants, often with new viewers.  

 

Emphasis on object <——> Emphasis on process 

Slow curating posits that the space between art/gallery/object and that of the 

viewer or audience is an activated space (theoretically and physically) that must 
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be examined, as the critical site where connectivity can generate relevant 

experiences for the museum and its communities. However, as museums 

evolve into community-facing institutions, they must change their default 

training, which prioritises the object-based, white-wall space, as well as, open 

up their curatorial authority to socially engaged processes. 

 

Opening up space where the art object is not always a priority in an exhibition 

or art project is not new. New museology challenges this priority, aiming to 

deconstruct the museum space and how it is curated, read, and understood 

through objects and social relations (Vergo, 1989). Museologist Macdonald 

(2006) notes the importance of this process in shifting an object’s meaning. 

Contemporary curation often creates displays that challenge the power of 

placement and radicalised space in highly contested ways. Alternative displays 

are often found in post-Modernist approaches to curating (Barker, 1999; 

Enwezor, 2002; Williams, 2001). This spectrum can be seen in Michael Strand’s 

Misfit Cup Liberation (discussed later in this chapter) and Sodbuster with Luis 

Jimenez (described in Chapter Seven). 

 

Not political <———> Highly political 

Much social practice work engages socio-political and historical issues. 

However, the work of socially engaged artists may or may not be overtly 

political. In a discussion at Open Engagement 2014, noted practitioner Beverly 

Naidus observed that ‘socially engaged art is the gentrification of political art’. 

Many socially engaged curators and artists have an activist mentality. Slow 

curating does engage with local contexts—sometimes overtly political, other 

times in more subtly and in subversive ways.  
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While most of the experiments conducted in this research focus on socio-

political and historical issues, from post-conflict and post-racial to environmental 

and economic, the focus of slow curating is to respond to the context of a given 

place. With this type of intentional practice, you work with the community to 

engage in place in the community and with issues that are relevant in that 

context. In this process, slow curating embodies a critical and urgent curating 

that focuses on artists, activism, innovative pedagogy, and institution building. 

There is a conceptual and practical interest in creative place making, economic 

regeneration in rural areas, and communitarian discourse.  

 

Spectra of Social Practice—A Focus on Socially Engaged Curating 

Table 6.2. Social practice as various spectra focusing on curatorial practice. 
  Institutional (museum/organisation) → Community-based 
                Strong curatorial influence → Minimal curatorial impact 

                Artist as social practitioner → Curator as social practitioner 

  
 

In addition to the eight spectra just introduced, which can be broadly used by 

artist and curators, three additional spectra are embodied in socially engaged 

curatorial practice (Table 6.2). I reviewed the difference between the social 

practice of artists and curators in Chapter Four, but it is important to delineate 

here some of the nuances found in socially engaged curating.34  

 

Institutional → Community-based 

No longer confined to a museum or physical space, curatorial practice today 

takes place in many sites. Slow curating embraces that opportunity, while also 

 
34 These three spectra could also be used to better understand socially engaged artistic 
practices.  
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critiquing the dominant paradigm of the institution as the only site for art and 

creativity. This spectrum reflects the challenge to institutions, but also of our 

own perceptions about what is art and where it can be engaged. The research 

experiments undertaken reflected the complex nature, as well as, the breadth of 

this spectrum. I slow curated in galleries, in alternative places, and at off-site 

locations. However, in my research, all experiments were foregrounded by 

institutional support. Upcoming chapters critically look at curatorial practice in 

museums and the role that curators, along with artists and the community, play 

in pushing the boundaries of the museum as an institution—both physically and 

conceptually. Chapter Eight critically examines this idea.  

 

Strong curatorial influence → Minimal curatorial impact 

While every project fluxes, the impact of the curator is always present. The role 

of the curator in social practice is one that is responsive rather than specific. 

Each project is different and each curator has a different approach, so there is 

an inherent spectrum in curatorial practice. By the 1990s, the curator had 

become the most important protagonist in exhibition making and central to the 

interpretation of art. Examples in upcoming chapters delineate this further, but 

suffice to say here that a curator can be a catalyst, producer, and protagonist.  

 

Artist as social practitioner → Curator as social practitioner 

Socially engaged curatorial practice focuses on the production, distribution, and 

consumption of art through multiple platforms with an emphasis on process and 

connecting with audiences. It is an intentional process of collaboration, context, 

and engaging with communities—working with artists who employ social 

practice methods, as well as, with artists who have a more traditional studio 
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practice. This is different than an artistic social practice because, as curators, 

we also deal with institutional accountability and other practicalities, as well as, 

the weight of art history, curatorial practice, museology, and the art market. 

However, the biggest difference is that socially engaged curatorial practice 

focuses on the role of the curator, the production of the exhibition or project, 

knowledge, memory, and understanding, as well as, innovative methods and 

approaches to interpretation. 

 

6.1.3 Closing Thoughts on the Spectra 

My ideas of non-hierarchical and alternative distribution models in curating were 

influenced by Kester’s (2004) ‘dialogical art’ and Bishop’s (2004) ‘open-ended, 

interactive and resistant to closure [process], often appearing to be a “work in 

progress” rather than a completed object’ (p.52). In this respect, socially 

engaged curating is not a rigid structure. It is not another medium or type of 

curating per se. As a socially engaged curatorial practice, the Slow Curating 

framework offers multiple avenues to create exhibitions, experiences, and 

pedagogical possibilities for curators to connect with audiences. The Spectra of 

Social Practice and Curating creates a scaffold for understanding socially 

engaged curating as a dialogical process. The Spectra offers space, 

complexity, and parameters for understanding. The Spectra intentionally 

subvert museological conventions and institutional power structures. The 

theoretical lens of my PhD research, the antagonism of the historical, yet out 

dated, foundations of curating, is embodied in the Spectra of Engagement. In 

this regard, the Spectra are radical. 
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6.2 Radical Pedagogy: Knowledge and Knowing 

This section examines the history, theories, methods, and pedagogical 

approaches of my research. I argue that the blurred lines between museum 

curating and education are a catalyst for re-imagining knowledge and knowing. 

Of the three main research findings discussed in this chapter, this section 

reviews two: the symbiotic relationship of the ideas found in radical pedagogy 

and slow curating and the notion of shared authorship in institutions that 

includes curatorial teams, cross-departmental working, collective curating, and 

collaboration with communities and artists. After discussing the historical 

connections between radical pedagogy and slow curating, I critically reflect on 

research experiments where I slow curated as an innovative pedagogy. I posit 

that slow curating facilitates an understanding of fundamental questions for the 

interpretation of art, knowledge, and engagement in order to open up space for 

more relevant interpretation and relativity in museums. The experiments 

discussed in this chapter underscore an evolving and reflective practice, which 

became increasingly more radical and antagonistic to museological and 

curatorial conventions as my research progressed.  

 

Noted educationalist Shari Tishman, author of Slow Looking (2018), offers a 

slow looking process as one that ‘is to a large extent, a learned capacity’ (p.6). 

She explains that while Western educational models teach rational, critical 

thought, the ability to slow down and consider more fully what is in front of us is 

foundational in deciding what is true and right.  

 

Extending my curatorial process to go beyond traditional interpretation, I 

engaged the ideas of radical pedagogy. Slow curating goes beyond the 
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educational turn to challenge institutional power structures. While today there is 

a more fluid intersection between museum curatorial and education 

departments, there are still many fixed mind-sets and default undertakings. We 

now understand that, as the educational turn in curating came into the field’s 

lexicon, it created complications (Black, 2012; O’Neill and Wilson, 2010a). 

While that tension is acknowledged, there are divisions—spoken and 

unspoken—that continue to influence both curating and pedagogy. In 

collaboration and cross programming, which is now commonplace, the question 

of knowledge production comes to the fore for artists and audiences. In our 

quest for knowing more, feeling more deeply, responding more relevantly, 

what became of knowing that we do not know it all or the idea that we do 

not have to understand it all? Curators have become cultural producers and 

exhibition makers—does this then mean we create knowledge? For whom? And 

to what end? I discovered that it is within the institution where we find a 

simulacrum of the production of knowledge in curatorial practice. It is this 

space where we find ourselves re-thinking our curatorial practice. 

 

6.2.1 A Brief History of Radical Pedagogy 

In my research enquiry, the term ‘radical pedagogy’ means an active, engaged, 

non-traditional, and radically conceptual approach to interpretation and 

knowledge production in art, architecture, exhibitions, curating, education, 

institutions, and communities. Three historical precedents are useful when 

looking at socially engaged curating and the history of radical pedagogy. As 

discussed earlier in the literature review, the role of the international alternative 

art movements, feminist art practices, and radical educationalists directly 

influenced my research. As the nuances of curatorial work intersect with 



 

206 
 

pedagogical concerns, there is space to open up what we know about the 

interpretation of exhibitions and creative experiences. Noted curator Obrist 

(2009) explains:  

The predominant accomplishments of the avant-gardes of the 1910s and 
1920s can be seen—from today’s point of view—as a series of collective 
gatherings and exhibitions . . . enabling ever-increasing numbers of 
emerging artists to act as their own mediators. (p.6)  
 

There are historical connections between contemporary social practices, radical 

pedagogy and the ideas found in several early 20th century art movements. 

These included Surrealism’s embracing of the nonsensical, the playful critique 

of Fluxus, the Situationist International’s critique of the spectacle of advanced 

capitalism and the tendency towards a connection between social relations and 

objects, and the lived embodiment found in Japan’s Gutai collective group in the 

late 1950s (Bishop, 2012; Delos-Reyos, 2012; Finkelpearl, 2013; Helguera, 

2011; Jackson, 2011; Kester, 1998, 2011; Obrist, 2009). Of these art 

movements, Fluxus, with its idea that art is inseparable from everyday life and 

vice versa, is the most compelling: art is, in fact, a lived practice. Fluxus artists 

performed many public experiments and happenings and importantly looked for 

alternative models of art production and distribution. They also placed 

importance on risk, failure, and experimentation (Schultz, 2014). We can also 

recall here the importance of a 100+ years of pedagogical functions of 

museums (Harris, 1980; Schwarzer, 2006), the radical and experimental 

museum school of the Deweys and the Hanover Museum, as well as, curatorial 

models embodied in the Bauhaus and New York University’s Gallery of Living 

Art.  
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A second thread connecting art, radical pedagogy, and contemporary social 

practice is the important role played by the Feminist Art Movement. As noted 

earlier, the Feminist Art Movement contributed key strategies for socially 

engaged artists and curators, including the role of the institution: what can we 

construct and de-construct? Can the canon be re-imagined? Should it be? 

Transformation through dialogue? Its tactics included direct action, re-

imagining, de-construction, excavating, assimilation, and collective action. 

According to art historian Hilary Robinson (2001), it was the art practices of 

those at the periphery, such as the Feminist Art Movement, who embraced 

activist tactics and were making confrontational and issue-based art that 

addressed specific issues in communities. The Feminist Art Movement 

processes were broad and deep, with performance, display, community 

organizing, public outreach, and media interventions used as mediums. 

Conviviality was amplified through interventions that included dinner parties. 

Rather than wait to be discovered by curators or institutions, feminist artists, as 

conveners, worked in tandem with local, regional, and international artists 

(Fowle, 2007; Robinson, 2001). This pedagogical approach allowed for broad 

and deep interpretations.  

 

The third historical precedent for radical pedagogy can be found in the work of 

political educationalists John and Alice Dewey and Jane Addams, and a 

constructionist approach to pedagogy in theory and in practice. John Dewey, 

who wrote about it in Experience and Education (1938) and Art as Experience 

(1938), and Addams’ innovative approaches were influential in my research. 

Both Addams and the Deweys were interested in democracy in terms of 

pragmatism and civic activism. Both advocated for art being accessible to a 
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wide range of people, including the working and lower classes, as well as, art 

being a means of radical social change (Staniszewski, 1989). 

 

6.3 Improvisations in Museum Pedagogy and Engaged Methods 

Researching, experimenting, and working at the interface of curating and 

radical pedagogy are a natural approach for my practice. Growing out of my 

experience, my research took as its starting point the interconnectedness of art 

making and knowledge creation. I examined this through varied formats and 

disciplines in spaces and sites where socio-political and historical issues and 

creativity converged with visual culture and civil engagement. Schön (1983) 

also emphasises that the situation is as active a player as the practitioner. In 

this way my research and findings were afforded more space to be less binary 

and more nuanced. 

 

6.3.1 Portadown, Northern Ireland 

Portadown has historically played an important part in what is called The 

Troubles in Northern Ireland. Considered the birthplace of the Orange Order, a 

right-wing, Loyalist group, the site of the Garvaghy Road and triumphalist 

Orange marches more recently, Portadown is contested socio-political space. I 

used an engaged process in my curatorial research to examine spectral traces 

of conflict in both contemporary and historical examples. Key experiments in 

radical pedagogy included visual thinking strategies, family days, intense 

community engagement, artist-in-residencies, and co-curatorial projects. Initial 

exhibition experiments not only responded to place but also the physical site. 

From 2003 to 2010, several key curatorial projects were collaboratively created 

by artists, curators, and community activists, including an exhibition on digital 
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art and accompanying iPod tour, Orange Order exhibitions, community curating 

with Edenderry Historical Society, Andre Stitt’s new work on the housing 

utopia/dystopia of Craigavon, a group show examining the ten years post-peace 

process, and new work with the Guerrilla Girls examining gender and privilege 

in an all-Ireland context.    

 

As shown in the slow curating research matrix (Appendix A), my research 

focused on MCAC as a regional arts organisation in an examination of the 

socio-political context. Key observations I made of my experiments:  

• Sites of post-conflict are complicated.  

• There was often no right or wrong side but, rather, a place of dialogue.  

• Artists responding to the site were important because they engendered both 

physical and conceptual space in their practices.  

• When the timing was right, my curatorial risks paid off.  

 

My observations bore out the fact that the general public in Portadown did not 

expect contemporary art practice and art milieus because of 

parochialism/provincialism, yet the public was open to new approaches and 

challenging exhibits. I also found that local collaborators were easy to work with 

and the public was open to innovative educational experiments.  

 

At MCAC, I implemented training and gallery experiments in Visual Thinking 

Strategies, a USA-based process created by Abigail Housen and Philip 

Yenawine focusing on interaction. Yet, I was less interested in the VTS method, 

and more interested in the enquiry-based approach. Inspired by non-

hierarchical education, VTS were useful in bringing varied experiences to 
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gallery discussions. The method facilitated viewers bringing their life 

experiences into the dialogue. VTS is similar to Tishman’s (2018) slow looking, 

both of which embrace the complexities of social practice interpretation. A 

socially engaged space can be curated as a call to action. It can also be 

described as a space where ‘slow is about behaviour’, to use Tishman’s phrase. 

She adds that there is a complexity to slow looking that includes seeing 

complex parts of the image and experience, invoking a complexity of 

perspectives that unpack multiple viewpoints, and an action of complex 

engagement (my notes, Slow symposium, 2019). In a context of post-conflict, 

this process was useful in that it provided a space that enabled multiple 

opinions to exist simultaneously.  

 

For example, in planning the Orange Order exhibitions in 2007, we discussed 

creating space for shared dialogue about the construction of Orange culture 

and integrating diverse discussions about contemporary abstraction in painting 

into the exhibit, as we did in Andre Stitt’s exhibition in 2009, looking specifically 

at non-figurative art and text-based work. In both examples, many of the gallery 

visitors came from Craigavon and brought their own experiences when viewing 

the work. Constructing knowledge, which was discussed in groups, was about 

opening up space for new shared knowledge.  

 

One of my first pedagogical experiments included the use of an iPod tour and a 

Facebook page, specifically investigating the role of interactive digital 

technologies and mobile computing, as a tool for interpretation and 

interpretation. I contend that curators should turn to new technologies to 

advance interpretation and deepen visceral relationships with viewers. In early 
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2009, I argued that technology could be a tool to elicit experiences, both 

physical and cognitive, to engage audiences fully, attract new audiences, and 

create new relationships between the artwork and the viewer.  

 

Experiments in technology and social media were only beginning to be carried 

out in curating at the time. We now know that museums are continuing to use 

technology—particularly social media—with varying degrees of success. As an 

organisation, we knew from statistical research that younger audiences were 

interested in technology. Facebook had made its mark with growing 566% from 

2007 to 2008 (The Nielsen Company, 2009 p.3). MCAC quickly included 

Facebook as an additional tool. The radical use of social media seems obvious 

now since most curatorial and museum work interface with it. However, in 2008 

not one national museum in Ireland, North or South, had a social network site. 

Online research in 2008–2009 found that only one major regional museum, the 

Glucksman Gallery in Cork, was on Facebook, and only three small to medium-

sized galleries/art centres (Highlanes in Drogheda, Context in Derry, and MCAC 

in Portadown) were on Facebook or had regular blogs.  

 

At the same time as we tested the use of then-new Facebook, we launched one 

of the first exhibition experiments in radical pedagogy entitled Template 2.0. It 

consisted of 12 prints, six small video boxes, and eight iPod tours with animated 

voice. The exhibition was curated by Chris Murphy and Joe Gilmore and 

focused on current tendencies in visual media by interdisciplinary artists 

working in the fields of digital music, generative art, and graphic design. The 

exhibit was part of the International Symposium for Electronic Art (ISEA) 2009 

conference (Fig. 6.1). I was the coordinating curator, advisor on the project, and 
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developed the ipod tours. The research curatorial aim was to push the 

pedagogical and interpretation elements of the project, as experimented 

through the iPod tours.  

 

Figure 6.1. International Symposium for Electronic Art (ISEA) 2009 conference 
Left to right: Curator Joe Gilmore discusses work with visitor; audiences viewing Template 2.0. 

(2009); installation view of Template 2.0 (2009). 

 

The curatorial premise of the iPod tours took a perspective inspired by 

Bourriaud’s Relational Aesthetics (1998). Bourriaud looks at artwork that 

stresses participation, interactivity, ‘event’ over residue or artefact. He claims 

that ‘all works of art produce a model of sociability’ (p.14) and evaluates artwork 

on the experiential connections it embodies, produces, or evokes. To this end, 

the curatorial team of three discussed the logistics of a complex, difficult 

knowledge-based mobile learning framework, and a location-aware application. 

Given the embryonic nature of interactive and mobile tour applications in 

galleries and museums at the time, we set out to create straightforward iPod 

tours that could be easily written, produced, and distributed. One major 

intention was to share knowledge and encourage other venues to engage in 

this endeavour. These were early projects that pushed my research in 

provocative ways, challenging power relations in my museum and curatorial 

practice.  
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Considering radical pedagogy in practice provided new research avenues and 

far-reaching shifts. A significant shift in my curatorial research began to take 

place during this experiment—the idea that the projects under investigation 

were experiments rather than focusing on specific measurable outputs. Indeed, 

the process was becoming a priority over the end result or artefact. For 

example, my research showed that it was more important to focus on fostering 

exchanges than on the object. When we consider this in museology and 

curatorial practice, the curatorial premise directly challenges Modernism and 

post-Modernism, subjugating the object while focusing on the process. In 

Template 2.0, the role of artist as artist, artist as curator, and artist as educator 

were conflated. The prints, video clips, iPod tours, and artists’ talks were all part 

of the creative process of the artists/curators. This process also undermined the 

idea of the artist as genius, the curator as expert, and the educationalist as the 

only mediator between the public and the artwork. The iPod tours became an 

activated curatorial construct. In this way, the experience was intended to re-

work the terms of engagement in the Modernist/post-Modernist gallery 

experience model.  

 

Another example of a shift in the curatorial paradigm was the subversion of 

temporality as an experimental convention. Research has shown that more time 

is spent inside galleries when interactive devises are available (Hooper-

Greenhill, Moussouri, Hawthorne, and Riley, 2001). Is this an example of 

another intended tension, or, as ISEA keynote speaker Clive van Heerden 

explains, is it an to ‘find the provocations and then test them out’ (ISEA 

conference, 2009). There was a physical and psychological tension when 

visiting and viewing art—how long do we look, contemplate, observe? And 
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more importantly, who decides? Foucault (1960) has written about museums as 

places in between, places that are outside of the usual cultural relations but 

important to them. For him modern museums are places dedicated to 

‘indefinitely accumulating time’ (p.176). In Template 2.0, curators were able to 

open up space and temporality using mobile technologies, allowing the viewer 

the space to re-work and re-define conventional notions of museum and gallery 

viewing. 

  

Another temporal lesson gleaned from the experiment was more practical than 

theoretical—in failure we learn many things. Though more than 2000 people 

visited the exhibition, less than 10% used the iPod tours. Although the overall 

time spent in the gallery by those who used the iPod tour increased by over 15 

minutes (20 minutes being the average time) there was an overall atmosphere 

of resistance to using the iPods. I was interested in accessibility, interpretation, 

and choice. I wondered what circumstances (e.g., time and space) would 

facilitate new technological use. Small group and one-on-one discussions with 

approximately 10% of gallery visitors (65 people) were conducted on-site in 

2009. Our research showed that 10% of our audience was experienced with 

iPods while another 12% reported they had never used audio tours. 

Approximately 11% of the audience did not want to re-use ear buds. 53% said 

they did not have enough time to take the iPod tours. We produced statistics 

based on the comments from iPod users: 

• 81% reported the iPod tours were informative and interesting; 

• 17% said the iPod tours made each piece they were looking at more 

clear; 

• 14% said the language was too complex; 
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• 45% reported the sequencing of the work was difficult to understand 

and/or manoeuvre; 

• one person said the voice was okay once you got used to it, 5% 

commented that it was ‘cool’ or ‘different’, and 25% said it was off-

putting; 

• no one was completely negative; for example, the person who said the 

voice was off-putting said the tour was a ‘brilliant idea if using a clearer 

voice’; 

• several reported that the iPod needed to be more ‘user friendly’. 

 

One of the most important findings in this experiment was the acceptance of 

failure. Not many gallery visitors wanted to use this innovative engagement 

method. But this pushed my practice and research to become more 

antagonistic with institutional power structures. I wondered how much further I 

could push. We can recall Schön (1983), who writes about how the practitioner 

‘reflects on the understandings which have been implicit in his action, 

understandings which he surfaces, criticises, restructures, and embodies in 

further action’ (p.5). In slow curating, you test and retest through a creative, 

responsive approach and multiple work sites. This part of the research allowed 

for lessons to be learned, experiments to be repeatedly attempted, failures to 

be considered part of the process, and actions to be adjusted and re-attempted. 

Technology and social media would play a role in my future experiments with a 

more nuanced approach and risk would become a central antagonism in the 

research. 
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Through these early pedagogical experiments, I developed slow curating into a 

framework that was responsive and reflective. The role of shared, constructed 

knowledge based on the gallery experience, as well as, the audiences’ lived 

experience, the notion of process as a priority, the role of pedagogy as 

provocation, and accepting that failure was a part of the process became vital 

factors in my PhD research. 

 

It was later in my time in Portadown that my curatorial practice developed into 

what I came to call slow curating. I had developed a curatorial process that 

included working with artists to create space for meaningful and deep 

understandings of the local context and working with local experts in the 

community to investigate issues that affected their everyday lives. It was during 

this times that the dramatic break from curating art as objects alone began in 

my practice; the curatorial process became just as important. Authorship was 

blurred, and the expertise of place, context, and making was intentionally 

complicated. The organisation (and the people in it) and the curatorial process 

developed an expertise in socially engaged practice with artists whose work 

engaged socio-economic and political contexts and issues. Finkelpearl (2013) 

explains how scholars name these approaches. He notes that Bishop calls this 

‘collective creativity’ and Claire Doherty describes this way of working as 

‘practices which, though they employ a process of complicity engagement, are 

clearly initiated and ultimately directed by the artist . . . and those which, though 

often authored by the artist or team, are collaborative—in effect “social 

sculpture”’ (p.4). At MCAC we worked with artists to create dialogical projects 

unfolding through a process of performative interaction with others. We worked 

with artists who employed social practice methods, as well as, with artists who 
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had more traditional studio practices (Johnston, 2014). I was interested in 

organisations that worked through challenging issues rather than adhering to 

tradition modes of curation. Imperative to this process was the audience, 

community, and outside art workers, community activists, and politicians. (I 

discuss many more examples of this in Chapters Seven and Eight.)  

  

The most important example of this curatorial development was the All-Ireland 

Guerrilla Girls Project, which was carried out in both Northern and Southern 

Ireland. During my research I noted an interesting paradox during my time in 

Portadown and in Ireland generally. It was generally known that Modernism had 

been brought to Ireland from France by artists Mainie Jellett, Evie Hone, and 

Norah McGuinness through the Society of Dublin Painters and the Irish 

Exhibition of Living Art in 1920. There was also widespread knowledge of the 

impact of the Catholic Church in Ireland, particularly as it affected the 

development of women’s liberation. For example, because of the influence 

against divorce, the legalisation of the marital status came in 1996. Similarly, 

the strong anti-abortion stance in Ireland by the church mean the medical 

procedure was only just de-criminalised in 2018. Additionally, as a graduate 

student at the University of Ulster and as an arts practitioner in Ireland, I was 

aware of the ratio of female art students to male art instructors. As a practicing 

feminist, I felt these were paradoxes that needed to be examined. In late 2008, I 

was mapping artists and curators who used radical and socially engaged 

practices and found the work of Rosa Martínez, who had curated the Venice 

Biennale that year. Inspired by her curating and selection of the Guerrilla Girls 

to investigate Venice museums, I commissioned new work by the feminist art 

group, which would be based on research and site visits to Ireland. The 
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curatorial intention was to have an all-Ireland investigation, rarely seen in Irish 

visual art or in Irish museums because of the divided country. I also wanted the 

project to be open-ended and collaborative, with four key commissioners. So 

the project became a co-curated collaboration between MCAC in Portadown, 

the Glucksman Gallery in Cork, the University of Ulster in Belfast, University 

College in Dublin, and the National College of Art and Design in Dublin. We met 

regularly over six months to collaboratively guide (not manage or push) the 

development of the project.  

 

The All-Ireland Guerrilla Girls Project was an important experiment in 

collaboration, co-authorship, negotiation, and adaptation to the political 

landscape through art making. Institutions were challenged and new narratives 

were created. It was an early experiment in the approaches now actively 

embraced by curators and museums. ‘It is incumbent upon all museums to help 

envision and create this new narrative in partnership with their communities’, 

wrote Janes and Sandell (2019 p.2). The project was also an example of 

curatorial and institutional responsibility and negotiation. I recalled the work of 

Levinas (1989) in relation to this Guerrilla Girls project because his ideas of 

negotiation between the author, co-producers, and participants, as adapted and 

applied to the political landscape manifested in as reciprocal relationships. We 

can recall these were tactics used decades previously by the Feminist Art 

Movement.  

  

This new work project was vital to my PhD research in that it was the most 

important development solidifying my interest in prioritising process over the art 

object. In an early meeting in 2008 at the National College of Art and Design, 
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the key collaborators including myself, Declan McGonagle, Catherine Marshall, 

Declan Long, Suin Hanrahan, Kerstin Mey, and Fiona Kearney discussed the 

project. These individuals were highly influential in contemporary art practice in 

Ireland when socially engaged curating was still not widely used or 

acknowledged. The Guerrilla Girls process-driven project met with some 

resistance. During our discussions of the project, McGonagle asked what many 

others in the room were struggling with: What exactly will the Guerrilla Girls 

produce? Because I had been journaling on this point, I responded almost 

instinctually:  

I do not know. With respect, that’s not the point. What the end result will 
be is not what the project is about—it’s about the process. It’s about 
engaging students, the public, and others. It’s about the politics of 
women’s rights and the need for a public discussion on those rights. It’s 
dialogical and it’s about what it means for us, our communities, artists, and 
students. In this way, we are facilitators. (Research notes, May 2008). 
  

I argued for what Mouffe (2013) calls ‘critical art’, which can exist in different 

forms while critiquing the dominant hegemony.  

 

This approach pushed our ideas of feminism and curating, tactical antagonism, 

collaboration, and authorship into new areas. I was interested in an ‘open-

ended, interactive and resistant to closure [process], often appearing to be a 

“work in progress” rather than a completed object’ (Bishop, 2004 p.52)—in 

2008, this process was radical. 

 

Figure 6.2. Guerrilla Girls gigs 
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left to right: Guerrilla Girls speaking with students at University College Cork, 2008; University of 

Ulster students and a public workshop; an earlier Guerrilla Girl gig, 2008. 

 

The primary research for The Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project was carried out 

through what the Girls call ‘gigs’ (Fig. 6.2). These gigs were hosted in galleries 

and universities throughout Ireland—Belfast, Portadown, Dublin, Cork, and 

Kilkenny. In these public forums, the Guerrilla Girls heard from artists, creative 

workers, collectors, and museum administrators. They also reviewed statistical 

research by arts activists and online comments from the Guerrilla Girls All-

Ireland Project website. Importantly, the researchers were feminists 

themselves: myself, Geraldine Boyle, a young curator in the North, Kate 

Parsons, a Dublin-based art historian in the South, and Catherine Marshall, 

then Head of Collections at the Irish Museum of Modern Art.  

 

Research consisted of listening to others, gathering stories and experiences, 

and quantitative research focused on the number of female artists in collections 

of the major museums in Ireland, the Ulster Museum in the North, the Irish 

Museum of Modern Art and the National Gallery in Dublin, and the Cork-based 

Glucksman Museum. We also gathered statistics from arts councils in the 

Republic of Ireland and the North of Ireland, as well as, statistics on female 

students and outcomes after graduation. The museums, universities, and arts 

councils happily participated in the process. All of this research was then sent to 

the Guerrilla Girls, who created work in response to the statistics, the oral 

archives, and their own instinctual creative processes based on their site visits.  

 

The Guerrilla Girls gigs were held in Portadown, Ulster University in Belfast, 

NCAD in Dublin, and the Glucksman Gallery in Cork in 2008. The gigs attracted 
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the public, especially young women and men, who responded well to the 

events. Questions were posed: ‘Do we really need feminism?’ ‘Aren’t we past 

that?’ As one of the commissioners and the lead curator of the project, I felt that 

what was important was the creation of new work, plus facilitating the space for 

dialogue and debate on subjects not often discussed. Again, the process 

became more important than the art objects.  

 

Figure 6.3. Two new works in The Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project. 
See Appendix H for larger images. 

 

Many of the participants said that to experience the Guerrilla Girls in person and 

see the new work was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity to see art history in the 

making. With two new works, The Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project was 

exhibited in Portadown, Cork, Dublin, and Kilkenny (Fig. 6.3). The project was 

significant in relation to artists and the museums of Ireland, both North and 

South. The statistics concretely showed the status not only of artists who are 

female but also on gender, race, nationality, and religion in contemporary 

society. An important aspect of the project was continuing the dialogue about 

the issues raised by the Guerrilla Girls. At all venues, the gigs in early 2009 and 

then the tour in 2009–2010, the hosting organisations held public discussions.  
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The curatorial process intentionally included an openness and transparency in 

organising, a collaborative premise, an open-ended artistic process that 

focused on the dialogical method of interpretation both before and after the 

artwork was created, and highly political, yet poetic, outcomes. Whether at 

meetings or at the gigs, workshops or dinner after events, it felt like a university 

sit-in with an unruly bunch of agitators. We honoured the Feminist Art 

Movement when we used activist tactics and made confrontational, issue-based 

art with multi-layered collaborative projects that addressed specific issues of 

specific communities (Robinson, 2001). The processes were broad and deep, 

with performance, display, community organizing, public outreach, and media 

interventions used as mediums. Conviviality was amplified through 

interventions, including dinners and dinner parties. Like earlier artist activists, 

we were feminist artists–conveners working on local, regional, and international 

interests (Fowle, 2007; Robinson, 2001).  

 

The result was a multi-site, cross-disciplinary approach to making and 

interpreting new visual artwork. The new work was informed by art making 

based on research. The Girls were supported by a small working group of 

feminists who carried out primary research for their work. The gigs effectively 

demarcated and highlighted the status of women artists in Ireland. New work 

was made and the Girls returned to start the tour of the new work, which 

resulted in an exhibition, public interventions, public debates, and ongoing 

feminist-led work by artists, curators and others in Ireland (Fig. 6.2).  

 

We employed a social, dialogical process and a working framework that created 

a lens through which power and powerlessness were identified, gender 
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examined, and issues about women in contemporary Irish society could be 

discussed. We used tactics learned by early feminist artists such as re-

imagining, de-constructing the cannon, humour, collective action, and 

excavating. The curatorial premise was unrepentantly feminist, as well as, anti-

canonical. More than counting women, the research examined the awards 

system, wages, exhibition numbers, the influence of instructors versus students, 

and power structures. In this regard, the project and the institutions themselves 

engaged in strategies that challenged and disrupted. Art can play a role in 

destabilising institutions and the status quo through strategies that disrupt a 

space through dialogue (Mouffe, 2013). In turn, these spaces can be re-

imagined. We engaged in politics of disruption and antagonism (Rancière, 

2009), seeking to unfix and destabilise accepted meanings (Foucault, 1970). 

 

 

6.3.2 LaGrange, George, US 

The slow curating process at the LaGrange Art Museum (LAM) allowed for the 

exploration of a number of ideas. The site provided a second opportunity to 

create experiments in response to context and physical site, as a conceptual 

vehicle to unpack contested histories. I used an engaged process to examine 

contested socio-political space and place. I did this through experimenting with 

the spectral traces of post-racial USA, the 2008-2010 financial and housing 

crisis, architecture and conflict, as well as, developing programming for 

community engagement. I addressed both historical and contemporary 

conditions. During my time at LAM, a number of important curatorial 

experiments were undertaken with artists, curators, and community activists: 

unpacking the permanent collection, temporary exhibitions, artist-in-residencies, 
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outreach projects, project spaces, pedagogical initiatives, and interpretation. 

Segregation, space and temporality, class, and the housing crisis that 

precipitated the economic crisis were discussed in public forums.  

 

My research focused on LAM as a regional art museum and examined the 

changing political dynamics and context (see Appendix A). Key observations 

were:  

• post-racial and US-led world recession were the top priority for experiments 

(repeat previous experiments); 

• regional parochial and provincial attitudes are pervasive (repeat previous 

experiments); 

• responding to site is risky and not always embraced by public (repeat previous 

experiments);  

• radical disruption needs to be nuanced as overt challenges to legacy of 

racism is tenuous (repeat previous experiments but be careful as the public 

seems uninterested in overt antagonisms); 

• university is helpful but has traditional approaches embedded in programmes. 

Can work with artists there but process needs to be slow. 

 

Show and Tell was a research experiment in radical pedagogy. It was a 

collaborative outreach project at LAM involving Troup County Senior Center 

activists and students from the LaGrange College Art Department in Spring, 

2011. It was an early example of radical pedagogy in practice, working directly 

with undergraduate art students. The curatorial premise was to connect two 

communities in an inter-generational project (Fig. 6.4).  
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Figure 6.4. Show and Tell  
left to right: new work created for Show and Tell: Maime Cameron, digital print, Sara 

Montgomery, 2011; Group discussion with John Lawrence, Jane Smith, Sarah Montgomery, 

Maime Cameron, and Megan Johnston during visit to Troup County Active Life Center. Please 

see Appendix H for further images. 

 

My initial research in LaGrange indicated that working together with the art 

department at LaGrange College would be possible, as several professors 

expressed an interest in working with social practice approaches. I also found 

that international conglomerate Walmart had a base in LaGrange. The research 

experiment was to collaborate and connect students with a section of the 

community in a socially engaged art project. After initial discussions with Karen 

Redic, the local grant advisor at Walmart, she connected us with Dan Wooten 

at The Active Life Center for adults aged 55+ located in LaGrange. I met with 

the art professors and after much discussion we decided to collaborate on a 

project. I was invited to discuss social practice and lens-based work with Art 

Department professors and several classes. Afterwards we established the 

project parameters. We decided to research possibilities for an art project at the 

Active Life Center. Students were to meet and get to know senior citizens there 

and begin their own research.  
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After a period of time and further discussion, relationships and trust were 

established, and the students offered to take the seniors’ pictures. Initially we 

planned to use pinhole cameras because this entailed a long exposure time 

which would provide the time for the artist student to connect with the subject 

collaborator.35 I was particularly inspired by the tensioned, antagonistic 

pressure on the artist to not only physically connect with the participant subject 

but also to engage on a personal level over a longer period of time. It was this 

tension that provided a criticality to the artwork while also harking back and 

inverting traditional classist and patriarchal ideas of artist/patron portraiture. 

Here we can recall Butler’s (2006) performativity as meaning production, putting 

the conventions of art production, presentation, and historical persistence into 

focus, showing how these power structures can be co-produced by any artwork 

(see also von Hantelmann, 2010). I embraced von Hantelmann’s idea that it is 

precisely this dependency on conventions that opens up the possibility of 

changing them. 

 

After further observation, reflection, and discussion with the students, I decided 

that it was the dialogue between students and seniors that was the most 

important part of the process. Altering the process in situ, the project evolved to 

include any photographic process including digital. The project became more 

organic and dialogical, which in turn led to much stronger conceptual artwork. 

From February to April 2011, a selection of art students from LaGrange College 

continued to meet regularly with seniors at The Active Life Center. Students and 

seniors self-matched. Students and Active Life Center participants met one-on-

 
35 While this was a new initiative, it was a repeat of an earlier experiment (2004) in Portadown 
created by Peter Richards and local communities.  
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one or in small groups. We set some guiding principles and leading questions 

for students to learn about the seniors’ lives and experiences. Students were 

encouraged to ask open-ended questions: Tell me when you grew up? Where 

was that? What was it like? The exhibition showcased these experiences and 

the relationships developed between artist and subject/co-authors/participants 

and in turn impacted not only the students and elders but also how the 

community engaged with the museum. This project facilitated broader and 

deeper community connections. The new LAM project room was the exhibition 

space, which also facilitated a further interpretation on the project through 

interactions with students as invigilators.  

 

The experiment pushed the initial curatorial concept in more organic ways, 

deepening the experience for the student artists and the participants. 

Authorship, collaboration, and community engagement were all fluid and 

changed in situ, and the work became less essentialist in nature. I wanted to 

facilitate a non-linear way of working, with rhizomatic approaches and a non-

linear process (Deleuze and Guattari, 1980). Both art- and exhibition-making 

became a rhizome, facilitating unexpected processes and outcomes. Through a 

shared dialogue-driven process, this experiment quietly examined and 

challenged power relations. 

 

6.3.3 Fargo, North Dakota 

In Fargo, I found several of ideas to explore, a number of which provided for a 

retesting of previous experiments. As shown in the slow curating research 

matrix (Appendix A), my research at the Plains Art Museum (PAM) identified the 
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site as a regional art museum, and I examined the changing political dynamics 

and contexts of the region.  

 

Key observations: 

• post-trauma vis-à-vis the regular annual flooding of the Red River Valley;  

• the notion of westward expansion and extreme regionalism of Fargo;  

• interpretation would need to be conducted primarily in the gallery, via 

collections, and with alternative installs; 

• universities play an important role in socially engaged work in the community.  

 

From late 2011 to early 2013, I conducted numerous experiments. Re-testing 

was important in Fargo and included the programmes such as project spaces, 

artist-in-residencies, collection re-examinations, outreach and collaborations, 

meditation, and architecture-related exhibits. Of particular note was the focus 

on collaborations with university art professors, a number of whom had a strong 

interest in social practice.  

 

An example of radical pedagogy in Fargo was ENGAGE-U, an idea initiated 

by Professor Michael J Strand, a ceramicist based at North Dakota State 

University in Fargo. One of the strengths of Fargo was the impact of the three 

major universities within four miles of the museum. After many discussions on 

social practice, we found that there was a need to train and develop a new 

generation of social practitioners. There was interest among young artists and 

civic leaders to engage creative place-making. It’s worth noting that working 

with universities in Portadown and LaGrange made it clear that working with 

higher education was an important element of my research. The rigour and 
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openness to new ideas that academics bring is invaluable. Their interest also 

reflects the developing openness to social practice by art practitioners in 

universities. After months of planning and working collaboratively with Strand, 

we decided that ENGAGE-U would be based at North Dakota State University 

and PAM. It brought together NDSU faculty interested in social practice, 

student activists, PAM staff, and community members to use creative 

strategies to enhance the well-being of the Fargo–Moorhead community and 

beyond. Like the Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project and Show and Tell in 

LaGrange, the conceptual envisioning of ENGAGE-U was collaborative—at 

first with Strand and later with the students. Changes to the curriculum, 

activities, and outputs were altered in situ during the semester. The class 

pedagogy was practice-based.  

 

Together we envisioned it as a social practice engine. ENGAGE-U was to be a 

collaborative ‘think-and-do-tank’ with the goal to test creative strategies and 

social practice initiatives focusing on community building and creative place-

making. Over a period of three months (Spring 2012 semester), several 

projects were conducted alongside intense, seminar-style discussions and 

presentations on social practice. Research, dialogue, debate, and readings on 

key issues took place in a non-hierarchical way. We regularly adapted the 

content of seminar discussions based on student queries, with the process 

often feeling uncomfortable and unplanned. However, by letting go of pre-

determined traditional academic structures, such as the planned and set 

curriculum for a class, we were able to adjust, alter, and respond to the needs 

of the group more effectively. This process also antagonised power structures 

in that the students became teachers and the teachers became students.  
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Figure 6.5. Misfit Cup Liberation (2012) launch 

See Appendix H for additional images.  

Our first ENGAGE-U project was a collaboration with Strand on his Misfit Cup 

Liberation project. In this work, Strand asked participants to bring in their little-

used ‘misfit’ cups to trade for a hand-thrown cup by Strand. The exchange was 

not only about the object but also about shared knowledge and connections. 

The exhibition took place in the PAM foyer project space (Fig. 6.5). The 

alternative space was nimble and had a short turnaround installation timeframe. 

For several years I had been interested in ideas about the physicality of 

museum gallery spaces as unintentionally creating an unwelcoming 

atmosphere, antagonising the notion of the white cube (O’Doherty, 1999), and 

galleries as contested spaces. These became conceptual interests and 

opportunities for parasitical interfaces. I had used alternative spaces inside a 

museum before and this was a repeat experiment that led to bolder 

approaches. The process became a learning experience for the students, the 

artist, the public, and the museum staff, who questioned museum conventions 

such as hanging artwork at a certain height, security of the objects, and 

controlled climate conditions. In this instance, Misfit Cup Liberation 
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deconstructed the physical space of the gallery by being completely open. This 

type of deconstruction is a central issue in new museology (Macleod, Hanks, 

and Hale, 2012). Authorship was also stretched in this example. Students had 

creative agency in the project, often altering the presentation and adding their 

ideas. (This project is discussed in detail in Chapter Seven.)   

 

A second ENGAGE-U project, this time led by students and visiting artist Jill 

Foot-Hutton, allowed for more student leadership and input in artistic and 

curatorial direction (Fig. 6.6). Communal Narratives was based in West Acres 

Mall in Fargo over a period of a week. More than 1,000 visitors at the mall 

engaged in discussions and creative activities that focused on hero and 

monster-making puppets. This project challenged ideas about museum space 

and public space, as well as, shared authorship. But it was primarily a 

community engagement project.  

 

Figure 6.6. Make+a+Monster workshop, Communal Narratives, West Acres Mall, Fargo, 2012 

See Appendix H for additional images. 

The third project was based on a more developed curatorial and artistic 

concept. A group of social practitioners, including myself, students, and 

Strand, envisioned, developed, and executed R.I.S.E. (River Inspired Service 

Engine) as part of my curatorial project PROJECT Flood Diversion at PAM. 
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Previously I observed a type of post-trauma in Fargo residents—they were 

shell shocked in 2012 when they found out that the Red River would not flood 

that year. R.I.S.E. was a response to this that used guerrilla marketing tactics 

to inspire Fargo–Moorhead residents to acknowledge the effort that had gone 

into flood defences in the past three years (2009–2011). We also wanted to 

celebrate the fact that no such effort was required in 2012 and therefore the 

public had the opportunity and time to give back to their community in different 

ways. R.I.S.E. kindly challenged residents to take back the power from the 

river by building up the city through service projects rather than defending the 

city by sandbagging. (This project is detailed further in Chapter Seven.) 

 

An interesting outcome of the ENGAGE U project was that both the curator 

and the institution were creative collaborators with the university and the 

community. Alternative sites were used, authorship was shared in all of the 

projects, community engagement was intentionally complicated and nuanced, 

and the project was short. These are all parts of the spectrum of social 

engagement, directly challenging traditional conventions of curatorial practice 

and museology.  

 

The experiments were also critical in acknowledging the ability to re-imagine 

traditional pedagogical approaches to learning, teaching, knowledge making, 

and service. This led to new opportunities for engaging outside the institution 

while still developing the museum’s community connections in real and 

meaningful ways. 
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5.4.4 Sligo, Ireland 

From late 2014 to 2015, I conducted numerous experiments in Sligo, re-tested 

project spaces, artist-in-residencies, collection re-examinations, outreach and 

collaborations, meditation, and architecture-related exhibits. Of particular note 

was the focus on universities, which had a strong interest in contemporary 

practice. One significant shift was the level of antagonism in the experiments. I 

took more risks and was bolder in challenging power structures and 

relationships.  

 

As shown in the slow curating research matrix in Appendix A, the research at 

the Model, home of the Niland Collection focused the site as a regional art 

museum and examined the changing political dynamics and context.  

 

Key observations: 

• architecture and place could be used as an important point of departure for 

social engagement; 

• potential for public collaborations was strong, particularly with local artists and 

Sligo Institute of Technology (Sligo IT); 

• new education strategies were used to great success but senior staff resisted. 

 

Attempting to build on my research in other areas, Sligo offered the opportunity 

to radically challenge notions of pedagogy and knowledge production through 

the new initiative Bureau of Radical Accessibility. This experiment was a site-

specific intervention in The Model foyer area. Staffed by Model employees and 

artists-in-residence, B.R.A. was set up in direct defiance of enclosed office 
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spaces in order to meet, hold discussions, and conduct interviews with the 

public, colleagues, and others (Fig. 6.7).  

 

Figure 6.7. Bureau of Radical Accessibility (B.R.A.) 
left to right: American-based painter Anne Labovitz held office hours at B.R.A. with Model staff 

member Emily Whelan one-on-one. Later she publically discussed her socially engaged 

painting practice with 30+ audience participants. Please see Appendix H for further images. 

 

The curatorial intention was to build on the initial site research and use the Slow 

Curating Framework of research, experiment, observation, reflect, dialogue, 

adapt/alter, and repeat. In the first four months, I conducted more than 350 

individual and group discussions. As noted in Chapter Five, I conducted this 

environmental mapping of the local context through dialogue (small chats) and 

informal conversations, as well as, research based on primary and secondary 

sources, examining the physical locality (natural and built environment) and the 

historical, socio-political, and economic nuances. This mapping located the 

poetics of place from an outside perspective. In response to my research, we 

carried out experiments that inverted traditional notions of the museum by 

networking, dialoguing, and participating in local initiatives and activities. We 

built reciprocal relationships based on mutual respect and leveraging collective 

assets. I took into account Habermas’s (1981) models of dialogue within power 

relations and Levinas’s (1989) negotiation and responsibility. The ecosystem of 

socio-political and historical influences needed a space for open, unconstructed 
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dialogue with anyone who wanted to show up. The B.R.A. embraced the arts-

based community development’s premise that whoever is there is supposed to 

be there, offering a voice to anyone who participated.  

 

I used the B.R.A. to further antagonise by embedding the experiment in the 

institution, but without expected outcomes or outputs. The aim was to harvest 

public opinion and information, map connections, debate ideas and 

propositions, hang out, draw, talk, work, surf the internet, plan, scheme, and 

laugh. Together we developed a ‘new narrative in partnership with . . . [our] 

communities’ (Janes and Sandell, 2019 p.2). The relationships, dialogue, and 

information gathered immediately informed The Model’s work. The B.R.A. was 

a new initiative aiming to open up space for dialogue and debate about what 

we, as a community in Sligo and beyond, needed to do to be creative Model 

citizens. It was a developed extension of the think-and-do-tank found in 

ENGAGE-U.  

 

Artists were invited to discuss issues raised by the current exhibitions and 

future community art projects, curatorial practice today, and how a museum can 

become an open, accessible, horizontal platform for cultural exchange; to 

explore art, mental health and community, and socially engaged art as a lived 

practice; to work through ideas, such as feral arts or creative practices as 

nomadic endeavours, the changing face of online technology and art criticism, 

and equality and human rights for artists and community activists. I invited local, 

regional, national, and international artists to hold office hours and speak with 

museum staff, visitors to the museum, community activists, and others about 

their work. Official B.R.A. reports were collected and a public library of socially 
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engaged texts, proposed by invited artists, community members, and 

participants, was established.  

 

The pedagogical initiative in relation to a curatorial premise became a deeply 

informed space, open to all. The number of audience participants ranged from 6 

to 64. Further creative projects grew out of the discussions, and an arts activist 

milieu was created. The process was a reflective one, with continual dialogue 

going on about what worked and what did not. I often considered what we 

would do next, letting the platform dictate the development. The project has 

now been embedded in the institution as a central programmatic thread, 

allowing for pedagogical initiatives to lead the art programme for the institution 

while specifically and directly activating potentialities. This process connects to 

the work of Nyong’o (2014), who argues that post-institutional space is engaged 

by artists transforming space for ‘both critique and reparation’ (p.3). By working 

with institutions, artists created alternative spaces in the interstices of official 

culture. This offered potential radicalization for artists, institutions, and the 

public, as Nyong’o writes, ‘imagin[ing] a mode of being-together that preserves 

difference and antagonism in the face of liberal multiculturalism’ (p.3). I argue 

that this process is a method for conceptual and literal re-framing of exhibition 

museum space as a politically antagonistic site. 

 

These are just a few of the experiments that examined radical pedagogy. More 

than interpretation opportunities, the aim was one of activism, antagonism, 

reflective practice, and community engagement. However, one of the most 

important outputs of my work, in addition to the other experiments I discuss 

later, was the development of the idea of activating potentialities. 
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6.4 Activating Potentialities Through Radical Curating and Pedagogy 

This section unpacks the intersection of slow curating and the dialogical and 

rhizomatic space for knowing and not-knowing, as a means to activate 

possibilities. With slow curating, authorship and expertise is continually 

challenged, and the roles of participants and audiences become central in the 

process. The curatorial experiments discussed here reflect rhizomatic, organic, 

and non-linear pedagogical approaches. In that respect, Laermans’s (2012) 

‘activating potentialities’ (p.63) in curatorial projects is useful.  

 

Emphasis is placed on activation: the process, the space between art and 

audience, and the epistemological nuances found in knowing and not-knowing. 

The main aim of slow curating is to open up space for dialogue and discourse. 

Can we embrace not-knowing, and can we reject the idea that art is about 

educating? This is important if we are to break down out dated notions of 

museology and curating, as well as, the curator as an expert. As curators, how 

do we know what we know? Obviously through years of learning, but do we 

know it all? Taking this stance, authorship and expertise culminates as a 

contested space where the slow curator and the audience/community engage in 

a reciprocal relationship of mutual respect and collective understanding when 

reading a specific artwork or project.  

  

If we do not prioritise experiential learning in curating and exhibitions, then the 

question becomes: what is the impact of these types of projects? My research 

showed that the idea of ‘learning’ was problematic. How do we measure social 

engagement and learning? There are numerous examples of evaluations and 
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assessments—educational outputs and knowledge demarcations. This is 

standard, albeit contested, in art milieus in both the US and Europe. Through 

my curatorial experience, I gleaned knowledge of exhibition and event 

production that could be used to provide statistics, but the structure of current 

models leaves the artistic and creative processes lacking effective and nuanced 

evaluation. How can we know what we know? Moreover, how do we know if we 

have taught it? It is difficult to quantify, or even qualify, statistics or knowledge 

production within contemporary art and curatorial practices.  

  

This observation has been noted by several socially engaged curators and 

educators. According to Jacob, we are using ‘the wrong framework’ to assess 

socially engaged art, and she calls for more connection and emotion (Jacob 

interview, 2014b). If we are to measure our engagement, McGonagle (2004) 

insists that we refuse ‘wide and shallow [engagement opting instead] for a 

narrow and deep—[rejecting] sightseeing rather than insight’ (p.2). Doherty 

(2007) asks us to create situations ‘in wrong places . . . with flexible time-frames 

and emerging from different kinds of motivations than a group exhibition 

rationale’ (p.103). Assessment of these types of projects is also about taking 

time and about criticality in creative space. In slow curating, the aim is to create 

a space for dialogue, often presenting projects that ask more questions than 

they provide answers. It is in such a space that knowledge production can be 

created and accepted as a site for not-knowing. 

  

These approaches have, as their foundation, the aim of re-articulating and 

reframing curatorial epistemologies. Some are overtly and openly antagonistic 

to historical curatorial models. Other times, and most commonly in my PhD 
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research, the approach was parasitical. My curatorial intention focused on 

exploring artistic, curatorial, and creative practices that fostered and flourished 

in parasitical relationships. My aim was to uncover beneficent parasites: 

artists and curators whose practices parasitised existing structures, whether 

academic, architectural, or administrative.  

  

I argue that these critical positions of not-knowing point to ‘activating 

potentialities’ and are epistemological goals in socially engaged curating. 

Laermans (2012) explains:  

The self-enlightened teacher of course knows this: s/he knows that s/he 
actually doesn’t know what s/he is really doing when transferring 
knowledge or instructing a skill. . . . It is a craft, a métier whose very 
skilfulness rests on the paradoxical capacity to transform the not knowing 
that the activity necessarily implies into a workable delusion of 
knowledge or expertise. With this simulacrum there will always 
correspond a particular mode of addressing the learner, an assumed 
identity that vastly co-structures the educational relationship. (p.63) 
 

So, like curating, Laermans’s (2012) essay on teaching theory and the art 

of not-knowing delineates the theory of learned knowledge through pedagogical 

approaches, such as ‘the traditional lecture format to the more interactive forms 

of learning’ (p.64). Laermans points to the ‘alternative approach, [that] the 

notion of theory still involves bits and pieces of codified knowledge and the 

quasi-sacrosanct texts’ (p.64) of the canon, such as Weber, Foucault, Kant, 

Adorno, and Ranciére. In turn, can we take this learned knowledge from 

curatorial practice and involve other bits and pieces? Curators are influenced by 

many sources, ideas, and fields. Why limit ourselves to ‘knowing’? Rogoff 

(2006b) sees this process as an approach to curating with the ‘possibility of 

framing those exhibition-making activities through [a] series of principles and 

possibilities’ (p.132). Throughout my research, I experimented with exhibition 
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forms, alternative displays, and agitated and juxtaposed objects and facilitated 

discussions that offered alternatives in form and function. Importantly, my 

research was specifically not about consensus but about antagonisms and the 

opening of space for possibilities. 

 

What is most interesting is Laermans’s polemic of ‘doing theory’ and the 

‘intrinsic political dimension . . . [found in doing theory] . . . such as “heteropia”, 

“public”, and “intellectual common’’’ (p.65). Conversely, can we polemicise 

curators ‘doing’ curating, or are they attempting something more? By breaking 

from just curating to what Lind (2011) calls ‘the curatorial’, can we facilitate 

knowing and not-knowing? Recall Lind’s eloquent explanation of the difference 

between curating and the curatorial:  

Curating is ‘business as usual’ in terms of putting together an exhibition, 
organizing a commission, programming a screening series, et cetera. ‘The 
curatorial’ goes further, implying a methodology that takes art as its 
starting point but then situates it in relation to specific contexts, times, and 
questions in order to challenge the status quo. (Hoffman and Lind, 2011) 
 

Throughout my curatorial research, I used an approach that aligns with what 

Laermans (2012) calls ‘activating potentialities’ and what Lind calls ‘the 

curatorial’. Simply put, the slow curating framework does not underestimate 

audiences nor straightjacket curatorial practice. Socially engaged curating does 

not mean we produce a watered-down curatorial premise or intentional 

popularist interpretation, but it does pose activating possibilities where 

audiences can learn something now or later, can learn much or little, or can be 

moved to love or hate. As Laermans (2012) writes, learning (and teaching) is a 

‘simultaneous[ly] hurtful yet instructive experience of failure, of falling through or 

not-understanding. To learn, momentarily or structurally, that one is not able to 
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grasp something is indeed part and parcel of every genuine learning process’ 

(p.63). 

 

6.5 Conclusion 

In small to mid-size museums and galleries, curators often work closely with 

educators, and increasingly we see the historical divisions among museum 

departments being blurred. In larger organisations, there have been more 

decisive and divisive attempts at this blurring, such as curatorial teams.36 My 

PhD research has shown that in smaller organisations, where individuals wear 

many hats, less importance is put on specific roles and departmentalisation. 

Examples of blended curatorial and pedagogical techniques used in my 

research included visual thinking strategies, curatorial teams, curators of 

education, community projects, interactive exhibition design, alternative 

language in labels, the use of technology and social media in the curatorial 

process, crowdsourcing or online voting for curating, and community curating.  

 

My attempts at radical pedagogy were not about ‘slow’ as time. They were 

about connection and activation of space. Tina Campt calls this ‘slowness as 

amplification’ (my notes, Slow Symposium, 2019). In relation to time, space, 

and place, slow curating conflates temporality because of its intensely dialogical 

and engaged process. The curator becomes embedded quickly in the 

community, and spaces become mediated and subversive places for activation. 

Tishman asks us, ‘What kind of learning can be found in these quiet, slow 

 
36 I first heard about curatorial teams at the V&A through museum colleagues in 2008, but I had 
been leaning this way in Portadown for years. Later, I read Randy Kennedy’s New York Times 
article on Brooklyn Museum’s attempt at teams and the curatorial problematics of such a 
process. Curatorial teams are now commonplace. I went on to use curatorial teams in 
institutions throughout my research. A discussion of curatorial teams can be found in Lee 
(2007).  
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spaces?’ and Kiang concurs that ‘slow pedagogy dedicates itself to a broad 

range of affordances and possibilities. . . for shared meaning-making’ (my 

notes, Slow symposium, 2019).  

 

As shown in this chapter, my research enquiry unfolded through a series of 

pedagogically curated experiments carried out over time. In my work, radical 

pedagogy was an active, engaged, and innovative conceptual approach to 

interpretation and knowledge production found in art, architecture, exhibitions, 

curating, education, institutions, and communities. With a clear curatorial 

commitment to slowness and engagement in both its temporal and conceptual 

definitions, we can embrace slow curating and find a dialogical approach that is 

open to knowledge production, a site for many people and not just the few, and 

a true simulacrum of the production of knowledge in curatorial practice through 

a permeable space that offers more questions than answers. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN:  

Space, Place, and Power: The Role of Contexts in Socially Engaged 

Curating  

 

A museum as an institution is a powerful space, and those who wield power in 

that space have significant control over the impact it can have on its community, 

be that through exhibitions, projects, object selection (for collection or display), 

and interpretation. Over time, I found significant opportunities to challenge 

power relations in the museums I worked in, particularly in relation to how we 

experience a place.  

 

For me, space and place are complicated, and in my research, they are any 

physical and/or conceptual site (Lippard, 1998; Kwon, 2004). I focused primarily 

on local and regional sites, including spaces and places where there was a 

strong opportunity for participation and engagement.37 This chapter includes my 

investigations into place, space, and power through a series of curated 

experiments. My enquiry focused on place, as found in the four locations of 

research, conceptual space and the inversion of the traditional curatorial white 

cube, the physical space of the research institutions, architecture as a tool to 

examine space, and the role of a project space as a catalyst for 

experimentation. I also experimented with several challenging situations of 

contested memories and spectral traces of post-conflict and trauma.  

 

 
37 There were a number of exceptions that were broader than local, or regional, in scope: The 
Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project and the Sligo Yeats Project. What was important in these 
projects was that the curatorial premise specifically looked at sociopolitical and historic issues 
that were relevant to the immediate communities near the research areas and institutions.  
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7.1 Place and Participation in Curating 

As an idea, participation implies a promise and an expectation that one can be 

actively involved with others in decision-making that affects change and leads 

to cultural agency. Participation, in its broadest definition, represents the 

condition of our contemporaneity through an activist desire to fight against a 

multitude of causes (Frieling, Groys, Atkins, and Manovich, 2008; Grindon, 

2011). Yet a tension exists between the implied promise and reality. This 

tension between the promises and gridlocks of participation, participants’ hopes 

and disappointments, and funders’ illusions and recuperation, are at the 

forefront of recent social, cultural, and political assessments of social 

engagement in relation to critical art practices (Bishop, 2006; Grindon, 2011; 

Miessen, 2011). In spite of these tensions, there is an increased interest in 

socially engaged practices that are committed to participation.  

 

Why is it now that participatory, or what we commonly call social practice, is 

becoming more applicable in so many disciplines?38 Moreover, how do cultural 

producers function in this participatory condition? Are we able to create in a 

framework of post-institutional critique? As noted earlier in this dissertation, 

many scholars, writers, and creatives have pointed to the crisis in our 

institutions that has led to a great need for change. If we look at art institutions 

specifically, we find that the role of museums has changed dramatically over the 

past two centuries. I argue that museums should be socially engaged and have 

 
38 Today we find an increased interest in participatory methods in education, medicine, 
business, and art. The expansion of participation, as a relational principle, has become manifest 
in a variety of fields, including participatory democracy (from representative to direct 
democracies); citizen journalism; social media communication; networking; open sourcing; the 
development of online communities; intelligent design; and architecture and collaborative art. 
The participatory condition has rhizomatically found its way into other disciplines. 
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permeable spaces and use approaches that respond to specific local contexts. I 

posit that people, objects, and ideas should pass through museums, 

challenging preconceived notions of what a museum should or should not be. If 

there is a commitment to participatory methods, museums can be activated 

spaces that have the potential to re-connect to audiences and communities.  

  

Socially engaged curating emphasises engaged participation and contexts. I 

argue that the space between the museum/object and that of the viewer or 

audience is an activated space of creative production and distribution 

theoretically and physically. This was a significant development in my curatorial 

practice. More than site specific and beyond that of engaging with audiences, I 

wanted to activate the physical and conceptual space that has traditionally been 

disconnected. This space must be examined as the critical site where 

connectivity can generate relevant experiences for museums and their 

communities. As museums evolve into community-facing institutions and 

engage audiences, they must change their default mode from white-cube space 

and curating to participatory space that embraces socially engaged processes. 

Therefore, curators become more important—they are the key protagonists in 

what is shown and how it is understood.  

 

Slow curating encourages sharing curatorial authorship with local collaborators, 

and the slow process has a distinct and rooted presence in the community. This 

approach emboldens community connection and challenges institutional power. 

The process allows for shared knowledge of local nuances, the inversion of 

space and place in architectural contexts, collaborative ownership in projects, 

and the creation of a space for local participants to unpack spoken and 
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unspoken tensions and discover new ways of understanding location and 

identity.  

  

Curators need to work with a theoretical model of post-institutional critique and 

a subversion of space, using socially engaged practices that go beyond 

institutional critique. This type of practice generates new knowledge and 

meaning. Von Hantelmann (2010) argues for altering fundamental levels of 

meaning production in institutions, putting the conventions of art production, 

presentation, and historical persistence into focus. She calls for showing how 

these conventions are co-produced by any artwork and proposes that it is 

precisely this dependency on conventions that opens the possibility of changing 

them.   

 

When we activate space between object and audience, we re-imagine space. 

Yet we also work with and are somewhat dependent on conventions and 

institutions. Raunig and Ray (2009) call the art process in the third wave of 

institutional critique ‘instituent practices’, which they define as 

strategies and initiated process that in some respects take their bearings 
from traditions of institutional critique, even in other respects they go 
beyond [it]. . . . This tendency towards new activist and instituent practices 
is one direction in which practitioners and theorists are actively attempting 
to renew and reinvent institutional critique under difficult contemporary 
conditions. (p.xv) 
 

This definition parallels the approach my social practice took in that it focuses 

on the institution in ways that go beyond former understandings of institutional 

critique. The post-institutional critique found in slow curating is aligned with the 

activist approach, as discussed by Raunig and Ray (2009), embodied in the 

practice of Andrea Fraser (2006), and is a non-prescriptive deconstruction. I 
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agree with Fraser when she writes, ‘“critique” appears even less specific that 

“institution”, vacillating between a rather timid “exposing”, “reflecting”, or 

“revealing”, on the one hand, and the visions of the revolutionary overthrow of 

the existing museological order on the other, with the institutional critique as a 

guerrilla fighter engaging in acts of subversion’ (p.12; emphasis original). While 

recognising that I am not a guerrilla fighter, the tactics I employed with slow 

curating were strikingly similar to the political concepts found in guerrilla 

warfare—grassroots, community-orientated, temporary initiatives, and highly 

mobile and reactive.  

 

7.2 Experiments in Activating Space Between Object and Audiences  

I argue that the full articulation of new museology occurs when authority and 

expertise are shared with others, as a process, rather than when it lies with the 

curator alone. Embodying a post-institutional critique, the shift in curatorial 

authority in social practice is centred on the collective authority of a community, 

which then becomes a priority. This section describes how I used participatory 

space as a site for activating potentialities through a lens of post-institutional 

critique.  

 

Key research discoveries found in the experiments:  

• the importance of allowing for uncomfortable space; 

• challenging conventions offers new possibilities; 

• the importance of re-imagining museum roles; 

• in order to allow for activating potentialities, space must be relational, 

communicative, and conceptual as much as it is physical and experimental. 
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7.2.1 Place as Site: The Physical and Conceptual Nuances of Regional Space 

An important contribution of my research is the argument that slow curating can 

be used in any place and in any institution. The research sites are only 

examples, and my findings can be generalised beyond them.  

 

The population of the four locations ranged from 22,000 to 120,000 people. All 

were located between 61 and 235 miles from a major metropolitan centre. For 

the purpose of this research, the definition of regionalism is a place, or physical 

site, in an area that is not a major city. Regionalism is also a construct, a state 

of mind, and a commitment to the interests of a specific location. And finally, 

regionalism is a theory or practice of prioritising the regional characteristics of a 

specific locale.  

 

The reasons for engaging in regionalism as a space, place, or site is based on 

my interest in creative cultural agency in a post-institutional critique structure. In 

each location, I slow curated with the aim of creating cultural agency outside the 

construct of ‘the city’ in relation to cultural production and distribution. I 

collaborated with others working in regional areas, and we specifically 

challenged the idea of a metropolitan area must be our art centre (Dublin, 

London, Atlanta, New York, Chicago, and Minneapolis). An important output of 

my research is the idea that regional sites can be more radical than 

organisations in major art centres, with less pressure to perform according to 

expectations and with more freedom to experiment and fail. I found that social 

practices outside of ‘the city’ in regional areas and in smaller organisations 

found within regional communities were able to reflect overt and covert political 

ideas in exhibitions and programmes. This was an intentional part of my 
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practice. Exhibitions and programmes that offered a range of practices for the 

public to discuss and critique were needed and could be highly impactful. Slow 

curating provided a framework for a new, more connected approach to working.  

  

7.3 Experiments in Activating Space and Place to Challenge Institutional 

Power 

In the experiments I discuss in this section, I slow curated to examine how 

curators could use activated space and place to antagonise traditional curatorial 

roles and thereby engage audiences in more relevant ways. As my research 

developed and the framework of slow curating matured, it was clear that the 

fundamental tension of curatorial discretion—with its accoutrements of power, 

privilege, and expertise—needed to be continually undermined. This tension 

was often uncomfortable for museum staff. Yet instead of obstructing the 

research, staff embraced or begrudgingly accepted the awkwardness of the 

process. I found that leaning into uncomfortable situations with honesty and 

openness led to unexpected outcomes and solutions. I started with negotiation 

with staff, as well as, the community. Here I aligned my research with what 

Levinas (1989) notes is the importance of a negotiation between the author, co-

producers, and participants, as adapted and applied to the political landscape. 

By working with others—museum staff, key stakeholders, and the public—the 

space became dialogical rather than pedantic or didactic.  

 

For example, in doing research at the PAM in Fargo in 2011, the role of the 

curator was inverted and expanded. Staff at the PAM proposed a crowd-

sourcing project in which the public could vote online for their favourite artwork 

from the PAM collection. I inherited the project in Fall 2011 when I arrived, and 
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research to date had been limited, so I focused the curatorial premise on 

opening the exhibition selection process, giving ownership to the community, 

and embracing technological developments as an interface for interpretation. 

What resulted was a direct challenge to preconceived notions of curatorial 

discretion and expertise.  

 

The slow curating approach in this experiment emboldened community 

connection and challenged institutional power infrastructures. Shared 

knowledge and experience of local audiences were brought forward and 

validated by community curators. The inversion of space and place in an 

architectural context challenged traditional museum installation processes. The 

collaborative ownership facilitated by participants provided new ways of 

understanding location and identity.  

 

The show You Like This: A Democratic Approach to the Collection (2011), used 

online crowdsourcing to narrow the 3,500 objects in the museum’s permanent 

collection down to 50 for display. By running these results through a database, 

the 3,500 pieces of the collection were eventually cut down to approximately 

100 suggested works. A group of about 12 community curators discussed 

priorities and logistics, and reduced the number of artworks to 75. These works 

were then posted on the museum’s website and the public was asked to vote 

on each piece and leave comments. The 50 pieces that received the most 

online votes were installed in the show, arranged in the order of most liked to 

least liked.  
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The exhibit was then opened to audience participation and it evolved 

accordingly. Comments were displayed on the walls in vinyl and on some of the 

artwork labels. Visitors were given ballots to vote for their favourite works 

through the run of the show. The ranking of 1 to 50 would then change 

periodically and the identification labels were marked with a different number 

given the visitor voting. Twice during the show, we marked up the gallery ID 

label with the new order of popularity but did not move the artwork. This 

highlighted the temporal curation by the public and the arbitrary nature of the 

selection.  

 

Figure 7.1. Post-It notes and timeline in You Like This (2011) 
 
 

Underneath a project timeline, a Post-It Note wall allowed visitors to continue 

commenting on any aspect of the show or its process (Fig. 7.1). During the 

dialogical process, community curators had input in the exhibition design, 

suggesting works could be displayed in non-traditional ways, such as on the 

ceiling, at an angle, or on the floor. Some ideas, such as bringing in a recliner, 

were easier for museum staff to implement; others were not (no artworks were 

hung on the ceiling). PAM staff dutifully took suggestions to heart and 

embraced different ways to display and view artworks. My research interviews 
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suggest that the community curators did not want to come into the exhibition 

and see white walls. They told me that they ‘did not want it to look like a Plains 

art exhibition’ (Miller interview, 2011). 

 

In reflecting on this curatorial process, Ygnvason (2014) comes to mind. He 

describes the move away from integrationism, that is, the inclusion of 

community in public art, to one of participation based on the complexity of a 

plurality of visions in a community. It’s important to consider how a curator can 

facilitate the space for discussions of complex visions. Slow curating prioritises 

divergent thinking and reciprocal, respectful relationships. Another important 

element of slow curating is the professionalism of the curator. I had knowledge 

and years of work experience in the field and that could not be discounted. 

Instead, as supported by slow curating, our discussions were reflective in 

nature. The You Like This exhibition planning meetings were open, frank, and 

transparent. During the process, we had staff discussions about how the 

process was going. Schön (1983) describes the reflective practitioner as one 

who considers ‘the understandings which have been implicit in his action, 

understandings which he surfaces, criticises, restructures, and embodies in 

further action’ (p.5). In some cases, we encouraged dissent; other times we 

insisted that professional standards not be completely discarded. Discussions 

were open-ended and focused on process, the art, and the variety of ways in 

which the public views art. This reflects slow curating in experimentation, 

dialogue, reflection, and adaptation. The community curators understood their 

role as active participants in implementing what the broader community had 

voted upon and responded to the pragmatic demands of the space and 

available resources.  
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Figure 7.2 Community curators and PAM staff discuss the You Like This exhibition selection 
and curatorial plans. 

 
During the curatorial process, I often had to adapt, given the dialogue with the 

community curators and the specifics of the installation. Community curators 

and PAM staff took their roles seriously, and their conversations were 

surprisingly constructive given their divergent views (Fig. 7.2). As staff and as 

an organisation, we found the experience enjoyable, but challenging. For 

example, most exhibition installations hang artwork at a set height. With this 

exhibition, we leaned into the difficulty of resisting the linear structures set forth 

in traditional museology and exhibition hangs (Fig. 7.3). This socially engaged 

curatorial process challenged traditional installation techniques. 
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Figure 7.3 A member of the public viewing You Like This, (2011). 
Please see Appendix H for more images of the exhibition. 

 
This risk allowed for more freedom. The process broke down the curator-as-

expert barrier and offered the opportunity for self-criticality and a reflexive 

process. It also exposed the museum to the diverse opinions of our audience, 

an important engagement methodology and one that was used extensively as a 

tool. Museum curators were part of the conversation the entire time, whether in 

meetings, one-on-one dialogues, online chats, or the final selections. The 

Marketing Department, working closely with curators, openly and publicly 

communicated the questions and comments gathered throughout the You Like 

This curatorial process. It was a curatorial team (see Kennedy, 2006). You Like 

This concretely facilitated future experimentation in this anti-authoritarian and 

non-hierarchical way of working within institutional power structures.  

 

My work embraced Mouffe’s (2013) approach that art museums need to be 

rearticulated, a site for the give and take of dialogue, and a site for divergent 

ideas to be offered up to the audience. The response to You Like This from art 

milieus was mixed. The most intense backlash to my socially engaged 
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curatorial process came from Judith H. Dobrzynski (2011) in her October 5, 

2011 Real Clear Arts. She offered a scathing criticism of PAM, and asked for 

umbrella organisations, such as the Association of Art Museum Curators and 

others ‘to speak up’. She wrote: ‘I do not understand why museum directors 

want to so devalue the curatorial profession. For their part, curators are 

probably loath to say anything lest they be deemed uncooperative, backward-

thinking, and unpromotable’. In the online discussion, both the public and larger 

arts organisations, such as the NEA were overwhelmingly supportive of the 

curatorial process.39 The exhibit was incredibly popular with local audiences. As 

an experiment in curatorial research, the process, response, and outputs 

propelled me to take further risks in relation to challenging curatorial discretion. 

The act of facilitating the process, receiving backlash, responding to the critics, 

and observing the public’s response only emboldened my research. Negotiation 

was local, which also gave me confidence in challenging institutional power. 

Risk as a component of slow curating became fundamental and it can be 

defined as quintessentially critical curating (Mouffe, 2013). 

 

A second example of activating space to challenge institutional power was the 

work in ceramicist Michael J. Strand’s Misfit Cup Liberation (2012), an 

exhibition in Fargo (2012) (see Chapter Six). With this project, audience 

members were asked to bring their so-called misfit cup—the one left in the back 

of a cupboard—along with its story to the museum.40 In exchange for each cup, 

Strand traded one of his new, hand-thrown cups. The audiences’ cups then 

 
39 PAM’s website and Facebook page, and other social media received positive comments. Our 
audience feedback and interaction was high. National arts organisations, like the National 
Endowment for the Arts. took notice. https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2011/spotlight-plains-art-
museum  
40 These observations were published as Author (2013).These observations were published in 
Studio Potter in Spring, 2013. See Appendix H. 

https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2011/spotlight-plains-art-museum
https://www.arts.gov/art-works/2011/spotlight-plains-art-museum
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were set alongside 99 additional ‘rejected cups’, as a collection of the best of 

the worst—a collectively curated selection of orphaned castoff cups (Fig. 7.4). 

This experiment showed how an exhibition can be an open process that allows 

for unexpected outcomes and divergent understandings. Based in the PAM’s 

foyer, the project became a testing ground for transformative experiences. It 

was another example of using project spaces—or alternative places— for quick, 

responsive exhibits and programme sites that focused on slow curating 

methodologies.  

 
Figure 7.4. Misfit Cup Liberation (2012) 
See Appendix H for further images. 

 

The curatorial concept of this project was presented as a test in relation to how 

an artist could invert and scrutinise the function of art and craft. Yet what started 

off as a creative exchange based on bad design, quickly became a cathartic 

gesture between artist, audience, object, and museum, as well as, an 

experiment in activating the space between artist/institution, artwork, and 

audience/ participant. The curatorial premise highlighted in the exhibit was that 

the space between the exhibited object and that of the viewer is an activated 

space (theoretically and physically) that can and must be examined, as the 

critical site where connectivity generates relevant experiences between 
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museums and their communities. I argue that this space mirrors Henri 

Lefebvre’s41 assertion that space ‘not [be] considered as an empty container, 

but something you create and change, dialectical and materialist’ (quoted in 

Brancaleone, 2012 p.9). 

 

Strand’s Misfit Cup Liberation is not only a unique illustration of socially 

engaged practice in contemporary craft but it’s also an outstanding example of 

craftivism (Greer, 2008). ‘Craftivism is a way of looking at life where voicing 

opinions through creativity makes your voice stronger, your compassion deeper 

and your quest for justice more infinite’ (p.23). I found this term to be synergetic 

with my ideas of activists, or what Mouffe (2013) calls 'artivists’, those who 

employ a hybrid of artistic practice and political activism to position themselves 

against the status quo. In this project, Strand asked whether a cup could be a 

mechanism to extract a series of poignant, personal stories. In turn, my main 

curatorial question was: Could a cup in a museum both suspend and extend 

temporal space (a cerebral venture), while also engaging audiences in real and 

meaningful ways?  

 

Misfit Cup Liberation was a participatory project that cleverly recalled the role of 

the town potter through a contemporary lens of social engagement. I wanted to 

work with Strand, who was interested in engaging with human connectivity that 

sometimes is lost in the primacy of the art market. This experiment in social 

practice points to an alternative path for curators. In response to a desire to re-

connect with audiences in meaningful ways, museums now must face the 

 
41  Lefebvre’s ideas of active space were most likely influenced by his work with Situationists 
Guy Debord and Raoul Vaneigem in the late 1950s and early 1960s.  
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critical and urgent need to create spaces and avenues of entry between the 

art/object and the viewer.  

 

Another element of Strand’s work that reflects the convergence of socially 

engaged craft with contemporary practice relates to temporal space, or linear 

time. The exhibition highlighted the interconnectivity between artistic processes 

and audiences’ experiences. The exhibition evolved over a period of weeks, 

which allowed the viewers to interact with the artwork visually, as well as, over 

time because intentionally activated temporal space is about engagement with 

the audience/viewer/participant. As participants exchanged their cups for 

Strand’s cup, they were asked to share stories and memories of their objects. 

One example was an ex-con who gifted the cup he used inside prison for three 

years and for two years afterward. In a cathartic exchange, he gave up his 

feelings about his past through his writing (Fig. 7.4). This small gesture is an 

example of the participants’ reflective and poignant interchanges, which 

manifested a deeper and relevant interface between art and audience and 

between museums and their audiences.  

 

By using new socially engaged practices (or re-imagining the old in a 

contemporary context), we facilitated relevant opportunities for our audiences 

and communities. This assertion of social practice is not based on ‘doing good’ 

(although it clearly does). Rather, it is about connecting with audiences and 

helping to evolve their preconceptions about museums. There is an element of 

the small gesture found in Strand socially engaged work that we can embrace. 

The audience saw a cup as a gesture to engage, reflect, give, and receive. This 

temporal project, in all of its elegance, quietly affected audiences. It facilitated 
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an evolution of my activist-orientated curatorial practice. I still wanted to 

challenge institutional power structures but found here the striking power of 

gestures of conviviality and reciprocal generosity, as a way to connect more 

deeply with audiences. The symbiotic relationship of these gestures had a 

much more prominent place in my subsequent curatorial research.  

 

Through this experiment, we can see how an artist, working in collaboration 

with a curator and a museum, can facilitate the space between art and 

audience to challenge both physical and conceptual institutional space. This 

space becomes activated as a result. Museums still hold objects for 

contemplation and display, but the focus shifted. Through projects like Misfit 

Cup Liberation, museums open space for curators to play a central role in 

understanding, presenting, and challenging traditional ideas about what a 

museum can be. 

 

A third example of activating space to challenge institutional power was the 

exhibition Andy Warhol: Creating Myth and Icon. It was another example of re-

imagining conceptual space in the institution through the subversion of 

curatorial discretion. My curatorial premise, based on the initial envisioning of 

the project, was to intentionally subvert the power, privilege, and expertise of 

curating, selecting, and installing of a major blockbuster-type show. In this 

experiment, conceptual space between expert and audience, the museum and 

community collaborators, and museum staff and exhibition sponsors were 

deliberately heightened.  
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The slow curating process began approximately 18 months before the 

exhibition. The PAM director asked that I curate a blockbuster. I met this 

request with resistance because I believe that a blockbuster exhibition is not 

only a failed structure and an out dated curatorial approach, but it is also a 

conceptual curatorial framework inconsistent with the values of slow curating. 

The blockbuster format traditionally means one-off engagement experiences for 

audiences. I am more interested in meaningful, longer-term, embedded practice 

(Janes and Sandell, 2019; O’Reilly, 2019; Simon, 2010; Thompson, 2012). 

However, taking the approach of an alternative blockbuster, my experiment 

began with research and informal discussions with local designer and artist Jeff 

Knight. We brainstormed about how we could re-imagine a major exhibition on 

Andy Warhol as a socially engaged project. I was reading about how curator 

Nato Thompson (2012) description of life as art. Knight and I discussed the 

possibilities, and our creative, working relationship developed over months. 

During that period, we worked on several other projects with PAM and in the 

community, including co-producing TEDxFargo and my curatorial experiment 

PROJECT Flood Diversion (discussed later in this chapter).  

 

An alternative blockbuster would invert the exhibition concept, process, and 

structure with social practice approaches. These included a collaborative 

curatorial foci, participatory elements in the gallery space, community-

connected activities, and developing the exhibition in a slow, reflective way with 

a group of community collaborators. My collaboration with Knight became 

serendipitous because he was hired by a local marketing company. The 

experiment included the hope that the show’s sponsor would be engaged to 

create an interactive exhibit design. The idea that an exhibition sponsor would 
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have any curatorial input into a show is museological blasphemy. Indeed, in the 

PAM management meeting, the registrar was shocked. However, after further 

discussion about the socially engaged curatorial process and recalling our 

previous work with You Like This, the PAM team began to positively engage in 

the experiment. The figures below show the design company’s impact on the 

colour schema and curation of the Warhol show. Bright colours and Warhol 

takeaways can be seen at the right (Fig. 7.5).  

 

        
Figure 7.5 Audience participants on the opening night of Andy Warhol: Creating Myth and Icon 
 

 

 
Figure 7.6 Curatorial statement of the Exhibition Design Team 

 

To start, a team of local designers and artists, museum staff, and an intern from 

a local university were handpicked to create an exhibition team. The idea of a 

curatorial team wasn’t new but I wanted to try it, especially after the lessons 

learned in You Like This. We called ourselves the Exhibition Design Team (Fig. 
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7.6). The exhibition featured thirty-six prints, including two of Warhol’s last 

series: Cowboys and Indians and The Myth. It unpacked quintessential 

elements in the American artist’s creative process to underscore his 

collaboration and continued influence in American and international art. Socially 

engaged practices were used as part of the exhibition design, while also 

underscoring the experimental nature of Warhol’s work. 

 

Through the dynamic, bi-weekly meetings leading up to the show, the curatorial 

team collaboratively created an exhibition design and layout that stretched 

curatorial practice in three ways. Here we can recall Lind who explains ‘the 

curatorial can be employed or performed, by people in a number of different 

capacities within the ecosystem of art’ (Hoffman and Lind, 2011, p.2). For 

example, our shared authority meant we were open to challenging previous 

conceptions of high and low art. Design was as important as the objects, and 

engagement and hands-on learning were essential. For example, we used 

relational envisioning for the exhibition design, including colour and light as 

strong fundamentals in the show (Fig. 7.5).  
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Figure 7.7. The Factory encouraged visitors to create their own work to hang alongside  
Warhol’s. 
 

A deep interest in innovative and engaging practices was reflected in the 

addition of take-away posters and buttons, which were inspired by noted Cuban 

art activist Félix González-Torres (1957–1996) and highlighted the participatory 

nature of Warhol’s multiples and mass manufactured work. A special education 

section called The Factory was installed in the main gallery to facilitate visitors’ 

understanding of how Warhol created art. The Factory was a challenge to the 

sanctity of gallery space and was essentially an activated project space that 

included several hands-on activities, such as a colouring area, an example of 

the screen-print process using a local icon, a Warhol iPad through where you 

could create your own digital image, and a ‘What Would Andy Do?’ children’s 

gallery (Figs 7.7). A family-friendly guide accompanied the exhibition, which 

was created by the team and written by curatorial intern Lauren Johnson of 

Concordia College, Moorhead. We also inverted the gallery space when we 

used the white cube presentation of 50+ Warhol prints and paintings (high art) 

that hung in juxtaposition to and in eyesight of the children’s gallery (low art). 
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There were nearly a dozen different ways to engage more broadly with the 

exhibition through public programmes and educational activities. This 

programmatic approach was intentional, and the curatorial team hoped the 

exhibition and programmes would help visitors understand that how Warhol 

created art is still relevant for today.  

 
Figure 7.8 Warhol exhibition 
A performance by Heather Zinger inspired by Warhol inspired by the artist’s outrageous 

personality.  

 

Another slow curating initiative in the project was to challenge the power 

structures found in the artwork on display. As a curator, I felt that these 

contested images required a response. I encouraged the curatorial team to 

commission three artists to create new work inspired by Warhol’s practice. 

Native American artist Joseph Allen examined Warhol’s Cowboy and Indian 

Series found in the show, creating prints based on inverted notions of 

stereotypical Native American themes and icons. Inspired by Warhol’s 

gesticulations, performance artist Heather Zinger (Fig. 7.8) created a live art 

performance at the opening focusing on the non-traditional, obsessive nature of 
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Warhol’s practice. Printmaker John Volk created a silkscreen print of the Fargo 

icon Mayor Dennis Walaker. We also included a public art-making participatory 

element in The Factory section—a four-colour process print-making set up. All 

of these elements were curatorially combined to present the creative process of 

printing a silkscreen artwork. See Appendix H for further images.  

 

These exhibition elements were broadly discussed and created in collaboration 

with the team. All aspects of the show, from conception and selection to 

installation and interpretation, were collectively decided on. It was a curatorial 

intention to share these traditional curatorial roles, effectively subverting the 

curatorial space and institutional power structures. Shared authorship was 

assumed throughout the exhibition planning. In this regard, the findings of this 

experiment reflect the activated potentialities in the full articulation of new 

museology, where authority and expertise lie in the community connection, 

rather than in curatorial discretion. The shift in authority is evident when the 

museum curator is community-based and embraces the collective authority of a 

specific constituency, rather than insisting on the individual curator or art 

object/exhibition having authority. Collective authority of a community, 

therefore, becomes a priority.   

 

These examples reflect the power found in museums and in curatorial 

discretion. Curators, and the powerful spaces they occupy in the museums, 

play a central role in the manifestation of new museology and the future of 

museums. Yet space, place, and power can also be found outside the institution 

or in the broader socio-political and historical psyche of these sites.  
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7.4 Architecture, Art and Memory: Creative Actions in Sites of Post-

Conflict and Trauma 

This section connects all four research locations through an ongoing curatorial 

interest in architecture, art, memory, and trauma. I was particularly interested in 

how social practice poetically addresses post-conflict and post-natural disaster 

contexts. This section presents new ways of engaging audiences in difficult, 

contested issues through the dialogical process of slow curating. Each of the 

research sites had conceptual and physical legacies of conflict and trauma, 

whether it was human induced (war, post-colonialism, post-conflict, or 

slavery/segregation) or environmental (flood). My work connected the sites in a 

non-linear way by curating art to engage, reflect, examine, respond, evoke, and 

activate community dialogue and discussion about contested community 

issues.  

 

I argue that this dialogue facilitated more meaningful experiences for 

audiences.42 The process had open-ended outcomes and included multi-

disciplinary perspectives that traced social, geographical, artistic, and 

performative modes. The process looked at history, cultural memory, post-

conflict resolution, economics, aesthetics, and phenomenological observations. 

The enquiry identified space and place—context and physical site as a 

conceptual vehicle to unpack contested histories for better understanding, new 

knowledge, and audience engagement. The aim of this part of my PhD 

research was to critically reflect on socially engaged curatorial practice, as it 

evolved and adapted to political contexts.  

 
42 I first presented these ideas in a paper at the University of Minnesota conference ‘Mapping 
Spectral Traces’ in 2012. 
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I found the engagement in space and place to be less overt politically and more 

poetic. Slow curating allowed for spoken and unspoken socio-political nuances 

to come to the fore. This research was very much based in grassroots dialogue 

with communities that directly informed my curatorial concepts and premises. 

As I built on my previous experiences, I continued to use context and site to 

problematise and activate space. I became interested in the unspoken spectral 

traces of memory, place, and trauma and how they impacted audiences. Three 

key ideas underscore my findings:  

• art and architecture can be exhibited to highlight the memory of post-conflict 

and trauma through contested space and place as a central concept;  

• readings by audiences become very personal;  

• power was subverted intentionally but was also accompanied by a veil of 

vulnerability and powerlessness.  

 

These findings were gleaned from experiments where I presented artworks in 

line with what Erika Doss (2008) describes as ‘works of art that are the physical 

and visual embodiment of public affect’ (p.11). These types of works ‘are 

repositories of feelings and emotions that are encoded in their material form, 

narrative content’ and use ‘the practices that surround their production and 

reception’ (p.11). It’s important to note that my later curatorial experiments 

reflected knowledge garnered from earlier work through my reflective 

methodology. I was interested in antagonising physical space and place in 

institutions, aiming to present experiences that were nuanced in relation to the 

poetics of place and politics.  
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Space and place reflect varying degrees of power. It would be easy to say that 

place is about environment or that space is merely a concept. I found that 

though these ideas can be found in curatorial work, the physical architecture of 

an institution is an important part in examining space and place. This idea 

became central in researching art, memory, and socially engaged curating that 

antagonises power structures. As discussed earlier, museums as institutions 

have historically been sites of power. The challenge for me was to examine how 

the curator role could be used to contest that power.  

 

My research experiments reflected a curatorial practice that embraces the 

universal issues of gentrification, class, gender, and race through specifics of 

the local. I also examined the local issues of housing and annual flooding. I 

considered critical questions, such as: How or why is this socio-political issue 

important? How is it urgent? These projects were presented inside and outside 

the museum, aiming directly at de-constructing physical space through 

intervention techniques. I attempted to embed curatorial practice within these 

contexts through repeated, short-term initiatives and sustained long-term 

projects. Together, I worked with collaborators in this environment. In turn, 

these projects became quiet, poetic, political exhibitions.  

 

7.4.1 Millennium Court Arts Centre, Portadown, Northern Ireland (2003–2010)  

In Portadown, I used an engaged process to look at the spectral traces of 

conflict and contemporary and historical nuances, as investigated and 

unearthed through art interventions. As noted earlier, Portadown is a site of 

contestation and an epicentre for what is colloquially known as The Troubles.  
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Figure 7.9 Conflicted Account 
Left: Wall Painting, Paul Seawright, 2009; right: Seawright’s installation at MCAC Conflicted 

Account (2009).  

 

Two early experiments in Portadown unpacked overtly political themes—Paul 

Seawright’s Conflicted Account (2009) and a group show entitled Archiving 

Place and Time: Contemporary Art Practice in Northern Ireland since the 

Belfast Agreement (2010–2011). Both experiments reflected an ongoing 

interest in curating in a context of post-conflict and facilitated discussions about 

the traces of contemporary and historical nuances, as investigated and 

unearthed through art interventions. In Conflicted Account (Fig. 7.9), 

Seawright’s work specifically contrasted the powerful narratives in the North—

Loyalist and Protestant with that of Nationalist and Catholic. Memory is 

complicated in Northern Ireland, with imaginings and re-imaginings significantly 

impacting how Northern Irish understand their communities today. Seawright 

asked viewers to consider where and how their response to the work came 

from. Some images were overtly political, while others were more obtuse in 

their narrative. The space allowed viewers to contemplate in a less binary and 

antagonistic way. Seawright’s work is not socially engaged but it is political. 

When employing slow curating with non-socially engaged artists, I used 

engagement methods in interpretation and programmes.  
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The group show Archiving Place and Time: Contemporary Art Practice in 

Northern Ireland since the Belfast Agreement (2010–2011) (Fig. 7.10) was co-

curated with art historian Fiona Barber.43 I wanted to create an exhibition that 

demarcated the previous ten years of artistic practice in Northern Ireland since 

the 1998 Agreement established the peace process. The exhibit aimed to 

examine the ongoing process of ‘post-conflict’ in relation to contemporary visual 

art through complex socio-political, historical, and economic nuances. As a 

curatorial experiment, I reframed the gallery space to become a space of 

cultural interpretation for broader social, economic, and political processes. It 

was through the curatorial process and the artwork selected that I could 

comment on contemporary society and expose what was happening in the 

creative process. 

 

 
43 This research was first published as an essay in the accompanying exhibition catalogue in 
2010. 
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Figure 7.10. Archiving Place and Time: Contemporary Art Practice in Northern Ireland since the 
Belfast Agreement (2010–2011) 
Top left to right: Silent Forest, (2006/09) gouache on paper by Conor McGrady; installation shot 

of Archiving Place and Time, featuring Conor McFeely’s Disclaimer (2002) in foreground and 

Aisling O’Beirn’s Sputnick 1 (2007), multimedia installation in background. Bottom: Willie 

Doherty’s photograph Footbridge/The Westlink, Belfast (2008) highlighted the precarious nature 

of a specific contested space; Breathing Backwards (2008), drawing by Sandra Johnston 

mapped walking as a political statement on place and site;  

 

The contested spaces in these two examples relate directly to the physical 

place of Northern Ireland but also to the conceptual space of post-conflict. 

While these early experiments were overt in responding to the socio-political 

and historic context of Northern Ireland, future experiments, including those 

discussed later in this section, were intentionally subtle in their poetics of the 

political. ‘A slow museum should be attentive to collaborating with concerned 

populations and artists, indigenous or not, who create new worlds in response 

to trauma,’ (Glowczewski as quoted in Petresin-Bachelez, 2017). The projects 

responded to ideas, facts, and histories (real and perceived) that were 
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unearthed in the research and which were embodied with complex 

psychological nuances.  

 

Eventually I began to glean the spectral traces of the socio-political and 

historical contexts of space and place. For example, another early curatorial 

experiment represents my investigation into a site’s spectral traces of conflict. 

The project, Everybody Knows This is Nowhere (2009) was a solo project with 

Belfast-born, Wales-based artist Andre Stitt. Known as a performance artist, 

Stitt used action painting and text to recall his formative experiences in a 

response to the Craigavon area. Central to my curatorial premise was the 

unpacking of memory, trauma, re-connectivity in sites of post-conflict, and the 

physical and conceptual hermeneutical traces they leave behind in our 

communities. His work included mapping, graffiti, recalling his memories, 

imagined memories of others, and the spectral traces of those memories (Fig. 

7.11).  

 

 

Figure 7.11. Everybody Knows This is Nowhere (2009) 
Left: Andre Stitt working in studio on Everybody Knows This is Nowhere, 2009. Right, Haunted 

(Moyraverty Centre) (2009), detail.  

 

Portadown, Lurgan, and central Craigavon make up the main towns in 

Craigavon Borough. My research at the Public Record Office of Northern 
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Ireland (PRONI) revealed that central Craigavon was a planned city, similar in 

concept to Milton Keynes in Great Britain. It was conceived as a large, linear 

city linking the smaller towns of Lurgan and Portadown to create a single urban, 

progressive, nearly utopian place. Cash incentives were offered to draw families 

from Belfast down the M1, and town planers embraced new ideas of personal 

and leisure space, including separate paths for traffic and cyclists. But when the 

Goodyear factory, the largest European factory at the time, closed and The 

Troubles broke in the late 1960s, the planners left and around 50% of the town 

(it had not grown to the size of a city as hoped) of Craigavon was never built up 

any further. In my conversations with locals, I learned that in the 1980s and 

1990s Craigavon was known as Little Beirut because of the interactions 

between the paramilitaries and the British Army. But by 2008, there was a 

renewed spirit post-peace process and a Celtic Tiger thirst for housing. 

Craigavon began to see gentrification on the grounds of a dystopian site.  

 

Stitt’s work was based on performative actions on-site in Craigavon but also 

considered the site of MCAC. Working with art centre staff, Stitt responded to 

the context by walking and biking the area and various sites, talking to locals, 

researching public records and creating a new series of paintings. He was 

particularly interested in the unfinished traces of architecture, roundabouts, old 

estate structures, and abandoned street lights, as well as, the foundations of 

long-gone homes. Through site visits and explorations, Stitt built a series 

of psycho-geographic experiences of Craigavon and applied this to the wider 

context of trauma and conflict transformation in Northern Ireland. The artist 

relied on his personal experiences of this environment to invoke journeys using 

the process of accumulation and eradication through painting activity. His 
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approach to the new work emanated from his experience as a performance 

artist. He used layering, erasure, and what he called ‘scouring techniques’ that, 

in their execution, considered the performance of painting as the physical 

manifestation of the post-colonial condition. As Butler (2006) argues, by putting 

the conventions of art production, presentation, and historical persistence into 

focus we can show how power structures are co-produced by any artwork. For 

her, the performance is not a break with the museum as convention, but an 

action that is within the structures of the institution. 

 

Everybody Knows This is Nowhere investigated memory and interrogated 

space using art as a primary vehicle for tracing memory repression and 

recovery. The artworks had deep and relevant connections, sometimes in 

relation to a fact, a person, or a place, and sometimes conceptual as traces of 

human relations and memories. Stitt said of his work:  

In many ways my response to Craigavon has been a journey back into my 
own past, trying to make sense of what the place, and by extension, 
Northern Ireland means to me today. In the process I have inevitably 
confronted some difficult memories, truths, and experiences within myself. 
And, like the residues of conflict that saturate Northern Ireland, I felt that 
there was no going forward without going back and confronting the past of 
my own almost place, the place I almost belong. (Stitt interview, 2019) 
 

 

A significant curatorial output from this experiment was the element of open-

ended processes, artist-led initiatives, and power of residual affect in memory. 

While the experiment focused more on the artist, it was the compelling 

intersection of the artwork—as a product of his memory of site and place—that 

seemed to connect with the audiences’ psyche. This was one of the first 

experiments, together with The Guerrilla Girls All-Ireland Project, where the 

reading by audiences became personal. It was not only about a place they 
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knew but also a psychological state that was contested and that could be read 

with a veil of powerlessness. It was this experiment that pushed me to consider 

my ethical responsibility to a community. Not in the academic sense but more 

so in relation to the emotive state that can come with experiencing art. My notes 

from the time read: Be careful.  

 

7.4.2 LaGrange Art Museum, Georgia (2010–2011) 

Located in rural Georgia bordering the state of Alabama, the museum was a re-

purposed site, which is important to understanding my curatorial research and 

exhibition making at LAM. More than a building, the site of LAM and the town of 

LaGrange interfaced with the socio-political and historical nuances of the Deep 

South and loomed large as an important context in my curatorial process. 

Architecture becomes a visual manifestation for socio-political concerns—or the 

poetics of space. My curatorial research in LaGrange embraced the idea of 

architecture as a symbol for the nuances of place. This was not only a nod to 

Gaston Bachelard’s The Poetics of Space (1958/1994) and his phenomenology 

of architecture—the lived experience of architecture—but also to artists who 

engage in spatial concerns metaphorically (Vidler, 2001).  

 

In this regard, my experiments connected the historical site of LAM and its 

physical and conceptual space to the socio-political and historical interfaces in 

non-linear and dialectical ways. The overall curatorial premise was to connect 

them by using art, architecture, community, and creativity to engage, reflect on, 

examine, respond to, evoke, and activate dialogue and discussion about issues 

that affected the community. We looked at history, cultural memory, post-

conflict resolution, economics, aesthetics, and phenomenological observations. 
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By looking at overarching socio-political and historic issues in the creative 

process, we unpacked questions of post-racism and the role of architecture in 

place and in context.  

 

One collection-based, site-specific related experiment was the Elements of 

Architecture: From Form and Function to Place (2010). This exhibition looked at 

several key elements in architecture: form and function, vision and process, and 

place and vernacular. Work was pulled from the LAM permanent collection that 

focused on these themes. The vision and process section included work from 

the collection that displayed a process-led practice alongside architectural 

artefacts such as a drafting table, tools of the trade such as straight edges, 

compasses, rulers, pencils, and other manual tools, a CAD programme on a 

computer, and a video of Frank O Gehry explaining his creative process. Newly 

archived material such as original 1892 drawings and 1950s blueprints of the 

LAM building were presented alongside contextual didactic labels on the history 

of the building and its evolution. This was the first time my curatorial practice 

included objects that illustrated the issues and concepts examined in the 

exhibit. This was a direct challenge to contemporary curatorial methods—it was 

a risky approach. Yet these inclusions provided another avenue for audiences 

to consider the history of the museum, which in turn, facilitated relevant 

experiences for visitors.  
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Figure 7.12. Elements of Architecture: From Form and Function to Place (2010) 
Left: Invitation to Elements of Architecture. Right, interactive magnet wall with shapes and 

audience participants.  

 

The show also had a strong educational component (lectures, films, tours, 

workshops, family days) looking at sustainable building and vernacular 

materials, and a gallery magnetic wall Shape Lab so visitors could ‘build’ their 

own structures with magnets (Fig. 7.12).44 

 

One of the implicit themes in the exhibition was the previous use of the building 

as a contested site as a county jail where several black men had been hanged. 

According to government census reports, more than 42% of Troup County, 

Georgia is non-white, and more than 23% were below poverty level in 2013. 

There is also a legacy of racial incidents involving the police (Dwyer, 2017).45 

that is only now being brought to light. I found in earlier research in the Troup 

County Archives LaGrange that LaGrange developed as a railroad centre and 

as an industrial centre for the textile industry. What was not found in the official 

histories, but only in my conversations with locals, was that LaGrange was 

unofficially segregated until the death of Fuller Callaway Jr. in 1992—nearly 30 

 
44 The Shape Lab at LAM was directly inspired by the Shape Lab in the Education Department 
at MoMA, an engagement area that ran at the museum February 10–August 30, 2010. Our 
version was a much smaller installation.  
45 A National Public Radio report was one of many media outlets in January 2017 that noted the 
apology issued by the LaGrange chief of police for the 1940 lynching of Austin Callaway, a local 
black man, and other racial terror across the south.  
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years after the Civil Rights Act of 1964. In personal interviews in 2010 and 

2011, one source indicated that there was a separate, but equal, division in 

LaGrange, with whites and blacks each having access to the same amenities—

a local community centre and a pool, even a separate golf course. While this 

cannot be confirmed with official sources, there were indeed two of each of the 

centre, pool, and golf course. With this knowledge, I found that once again the 

research confirmed the importance of the socio-political and historical contexts 

and an urgent curatorial need. Since the curatorial premise considered 

architecture as a symbol of the nuances of place, the exhibition had to respond 

to the tacit vestiges of slavery and racism in LaGrange.  

 

By presenting the LAM permanent collection alongside trace elements of the 

contested past, the artwork reflected one level of the curatorial premise and the 

additional elements another. This opened the process to complexity and 

relevant audience experiences. While examining how we could unpack the 

power structures implicit in LaGrange’s history, I found the practice/theory of 

curatorial and institutional responsibility and negotiation, as developed by 

Levinas (1989), to be an important counterbalance to posing antagonisms. His 

ideas on negotiation between the author, co-producers, and participants, as 

adapted and applied to the political landscape, was implemented in my thinking. 

The ability to present difficult socio-political and historical unspoken histories in 

a respectful and thoughtful way gave me confidence in the power of the enquiry 

to unearth residual effects in memory in the community in non-confrontational 

ways.  

 

Another example of exploring historical socio-political and socio-economic 
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issues was project Dream House (2011). It was created by working with local 

artists, LaGrange College students, and Irish artist Mark Clare who was visiting 

Columbus, Georgia, in early 2011.46 Over a two-week period, Clare created a 

new site-specific, temporary public art project that took as its point of departure 

a critical stance on the US housing market and its impact on the worldwide 

recession (a global concern) and the quintessential Southern architectural 

construct of the row house (a local nuance) (Fig. 7.13).  

 

The proposal was to create a temporary sculpture based on a row house. How, 

where, when, and for what reasons were open-ended. For the institution, the 

intention was multifaceted—to commission new work and to facilitate the 

making of that work, to embrace collaborative, socially engaged methods to 

connect with our local community, and to investigate my ongoing interest in the 

history and legacy of architecture, particularly that of the museum’s physical 

structure.  

 
Figure 7.13. Mark Clare’s Dream House (2011), LaGrange, Georgia 
Left: Two night shots of Mark Clare’s Dream House. Right, daytime shot, with LAM in near 
background and flagpole in far background indicating proximity of large, bronze General 
Lafayette statue.  
 

The role of architecture and its socio-political and historical nuances became an 

important component in constructing and de-constructing historical and current 

complexities for Clare, the institution, and the community. Our intentions were 

 
46 I first published these findings in an essay for the exhibit catalogue that accompanied Clare’s 
exhibit I Believe In You, a touring exhibition project from the Crawford in Cork in 2014 and 
which traveled to the Model in Sligo and Paris. See Appendix G. 
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congruous, and the relationship reflected a beneficial and relational parasitical 

practice (Acconci, 1997; Serres, 1980). Dialogue was as broad as it was deep 

and involved many communities in LaGrange engaging with ideas of sculpture 

as a medium, public art, housing and class relations, social engagement, and 

contemporary art practice. The artist and the institution created a process that 

was to be an example of a curatorial process that was ‘a more viral presence 

consisting of significant processes and relationship between objects, people, 

places, ideas, and so forth, a presence that strives to create friction and push 

new ideas’ (Lind 2011 p.64). 

 

All of Clare’s work, and in particular Dream House, is a critique of Modernist 

sculpture. Clare takes, re-works, adjusts, and re-assembles everyday, banal 

materials and found objects. Sculpture, therefore, becomes a stand-in for 

cultural signposts for us to read and re-read. In Clare’s work, audiences and 

participants become a central element of the work. Ideas, co-working, and co-

making were part of the work. It was not a disembodied process but very much 

the opposite. Historical and site-specific nuances and poetics became 

indicators of something important, which, in turn, was obvious or subterranean 

depending on the viewer. Architecture and the built environment are almost 

always a concern in Clare’s work and especially in Dream House. For example, 

the size of the public sculpture was larger than most public art local viewers 

would have been familiar with. Also, unlike commonly known public art material 

like bronze, Clare’s sculpture was created using temporary materials. In this 

way, much of Clare’s work is a parallax—the displacement or different 

positioning of a physical structure to facilitate different meanings or 

observations.  
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When we think about contemporaneity and participation, it is useful to 

contextualise the idea that is central in Clare’s work—urgency. Rogoff (2006a) 

describes the notion of contemporaneity as  

a sense of participation, framing it in the context of the contemporary 
moment there is a certain number of shared issues and urgencies, a 
certain critical currency, but perhaps most importantly a performative 
enablement—a loosening of frames all around us, which means we can 
move around more freely, employ and deploy a range of theoretical, 
methodical and performative rhetoric and modes of operation. (p.178)  
 

Clare engaged with contemporaneity with a sense of urgency, attempting to 

unmoor the default framework in which we live. Clare posed ideas, opened 

spaces for dialogue and debate, was cheeky and subversive, and always funny 

and a spectacle.  

 

An important research finding from this experiment was the attempt to integrate 

artwork, the artist, the institution, and community as an interface where dialogue 

and discussion could take place—the facilitation of activating potentialities. 

Responding to the immediate physical architectural structure was a curatorial 

premise but how the ideas were manifested and articulated was open-ended. 

The visceral juxtaposition of Clare’s temporary sculpture made of banal detritus 

and that of the large bronze memorial statue of General Lafayette on a horse in 

LaGrange’s town square less than 500 yards away provided an opportunity for 

paradigm shifting in relation to public art, sculpture, and connecting with 

community. It also provided a valuable visual distinction for the role 

contemporary art can play in a civic dialogue about housing, access, public art, 

and memorial.  
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7.4.3 Plains Art Museum, Fargo, North Dakota (2011–2013) 

The third area of work that examined art and architecture to address memory 

and trauma was undertaken in Fargo, North Dakota. For the first six months of 

my work (August 2011–January 2012), research was undertaken on the local 

history, the built and natural environment, and the nuances of the region. 

Dozens of informal discussions, museum events with various communities in 

the area, and studio visits to artists allowed for a better understanding of the 

dynamics of the area. According to my research, the Fargo–Moorhead area (the 

largest U.S. population base in the Red River Valley) experiences an regular 

flooding which required 43,000 hours of human labour to save the city from 

massive devastation in 2011 (Fig. 7.14). 

 

Figure 7.14. Flooding in Fargo, ND. 
 

The experiment PROJECT: Flood Diversion (2012) involved a year of research. 

After spending time in Portadown and the Deep South, I developed a curatorial 

interest of working with artists in a specific local, contested contexts. The over-

riding issue in Fargo’s socio-political psyche was the regular flooding. Using 

slow curating, I undertook to respond to this context in a liminal way. I wanted to 

examine the effects of a natural disaster on the landscape and the built 

environment, as well as, its impact on people. I was interested in how other 

artists and curators responded to natural disasters, including art projects in New 

Orleans, New York, Tokyo, and Fargo. I had researched artists and curators 
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who were working through a variety of approaches that created spontaneous 

and organised responses to areas affected by environmental disasters. For 

example, in post-Katrina, New Orleans, noted social practitioner Paul Chan 

created the now well-known artwork Waiting for Gogot (2006) with New Orleans 

artists and community members. Post-9/11, artists worked to respond to the 

disaster, including Eric Fischl and Faith Ringgold. In the aftermath of the 

Tohoku earthquake and tsunami of 2011, Takamine Tadasu created the cross-

media work Fukushima Esperanto (2012).  

 

When initially conceived, the curatorial premise of PROJECT: Flood Diversion 

(2012) was to commission a series of works—diverse in media—that 

investigated the emotional contexts that are associated with environmental 

disasters, such as annual flooding (anxiety, fear, anticipation, pride, a sense of 

community, heroism, and tragedy). An open call was made in late 2011 and 

early 2012 for creative artistic interventions from April through May 2012 (Fig. 

7.15).47  

 
47 I first presented these findings at the Open Engagement Conference in Portland, Oregon, 
Spring 2012. 
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Figure 7.15. Call for artistic responses as part of PROJECT: Flood Diversion (2012), Plains Art 
Museum.  

 

 

The intention of this creative artistic intervention series was to explore whether 

artistic involvement can transform, disrupt, or subvert current environmental, 

urban, political, and social conditions in critical ways. A crucial question was 

how such interventions could propose ideas, while at the same time 

acknowledge and respect the trauma that Fargo experiences during the flood 

season. But why is this an important idea to unpack? Doss (2008) explains that 

there is ‘a cultural shift toward public feeling, toward affective modes of 

knowledge and comprehension’ (p.37) that blends physical experience and 

emotional response and that is perceived as being more substantial and 

genuine. Slow curating embraces the notion that there are open-ended 

processes that offer up serendipitous opportunities that are necessary for 

activating potentialities. Learning from my experiences in Portadown and 

LaGrange, I was increasingly becoming more interested in the nuances of 
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conflict and trauma and how artists and curators could open up space for 

conversations about sociopolitical issues.  

 

However, what do you do when you plan to have artists respond to a flood—a 

re-occurring natural disaster—but then there is no flood? While research, 

experimentation, and observation are the initial steps in slow curating, the 

dialogical, reflective, and adaptable elements allow for an openness in the 

practice to experience whatever situations arise. Without a flood, I had to shift 

my curatorial premise in situ and engage the ideas in a different way. By early 

January, it became apparent that there would not be a 2012 flood given the mild 

winter. I noticed that people were more relaxed and less anxious knowing this. I 

noted, though, that post-traumatic stress was still present. I observed that 

people were unsure if the flood would really be abated. For example, there were 

people who were still making sure they had up-to-date floor insurance. In fact, 

trace memories of the annual flood and its psychological consequences 

became paramount to the shared, societal feeling of impenitent threat that 

resulted from an ‘all hands-on deck’ mentality when there was a flood. 

Observations and discussions revealed that a reflective process could possibly 

open space for contemplation about the psychological effects of flooding and 

divergent views about water, which were sometimes put second to the heroics 

of saving the community from the flood.  

 

I found that water is a significant socio-political issue in North Dakota. From the 

Garrison Dam on the Missouri River to the use of water in the refracting 

process, which has now made North Dakota the second largest producer of oil 

in the US, to the devastating floods in the eastern part of the state and the 
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protests by Native Americans to the Dakota Access Pipeline, water is not just a 

liquid. It holds a tremendous amount of power and emotion. Some Native 

American traditions, which also hold strong in North Dakota, teach that water 

embodies memories of place. Solutions to major water issues in the state are 

contested, and the proposed solutions are problematised through politics, 

socio-economic, and geographical tangents. Discussions about the proposed 

physical diversion south and west of the city of Fargo, for example, set to re-

route and alleviate the flooding impact in Fargo–Moorhead, is deeply divided. 

So how do we discuss these difficult issues?  

 

My previous research experiments and findings facilitated a deeper 

understanding of what could be proposed. Throughout the process, it became 

apparent that artists and arts organisations were willing to offer alternative 

political responses to crises by exploring the emotional tenor of these 

experiences, as well as, to the socio-political, historical and economic context of 

the post-trauma. I proposed a curatorial process that would open space for that 

dialogue through interesting and diverse avenues, unpacking spectral traces of 

memory, fear, anxiety, fun, camaraderie, and citizenship. The curatorial aim 

became to commission new work by artists that would respond to the new 

context of post-traumatic relief. The process, interpretation, and outcomes were 

left intentionally open.  
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Figure 7.16. Student work in Water, Flood and Diversion (2012), Plains Art Museum.  

 

There were six initiatives in PROJECT Flood Diversion. The first was the 

student art print show Water, Flood and Diversion (April 9–May 12, 2012). 

Fargo has three universities, North Dakota State University (NDSU), Minnesota 

State University Moorhead (MSUM), and Concordia College, within a 10-minute 

drive of the PAM. The project was a student-led collaboration with art students 

from the three universities and focused on the issues of water, the annual 

flooding in the region, and the contested impact of the proposed diversion. 

Students responded to socio-political and environmental concerns through the 

print medium (Fig. 7.16). Several students took a deeper route in their research. 

One student interviewed an entire town that faces extinction were the diversion 

of the Red River to be built. This research took approximately 20 hours, and the 

personal, one-on-one experiences dramatically changed the work. Another 

student represented the contested notion of the then-mayor Dennis Walaker, 

who was infamous for saving Fargo with his heroic flood stopping efforts each 

year as Moses. See Appendix H for more images on this project.  
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A second project was Stevie Famulari’s The Seed Bags Project (April 9–May 

31, 2012). A noted landscape architect and artist, Famulari drew on her interest 

in environmental art and engagement to produce a limited edition artwork—100 

small seed bags that grew with daily watering (Fig. 7.17).  

 

Figure 7.17. Stevie Famulari’s Seed Bags (2012), PROJECT: Flood Diversion.  
 

 

Like recipes, seeds of special and sentimental plants are passed through 

families, friends, and communities. Seed Bags celebrates this tradition, 

facilitating the distributing of seeds throughout the community. The seed bags 

were free and available to the public. Recalling Misfit Cup Liberation and my 

growing interest in generosity, this small gesture, unassuming and poetic, 

surprised the audience, as they could not only touch an object in the museum, 

but also take it away. More importantly, the audience was encouraged to do so. 

We hoped the symbolism would encourage the audience to read the work as a 

gesture of rebirth, growth, and spring. The lesson from this experiment was the 
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potential for small, person-to-person audience engagement. It was also about 

activating a site, the foyer as a project space, inside the museum as a space for 

the community to engage with art.  

 

Figure 7.18. Andrea Stanislav’s Reflect (2012) 
Clockwise from upper left: Artists Andrea Stanislav and Dean Luzow at Plains Art Museum, 

Fargo; performance walk; talk at Moorhead State University, MN; on the streets of Fargo, ND.  

 

A third project was Andrea Stanislav’s Reflect (April 1–5, 2012), a site-specific, 

inter-active performative walk/sculpture. Two performers, Stanislav and her 

partner Dean Luzow walked from the Reflect project space site at PAM, through 

downtown Fargo and surrounding locations until their wearable sculptures 

dissolved into grey garments. Each garment was covered with hundreds of 

circular mirror buttons (like campaign buttons). Each button was 1 inch in 

diameter, handmade, with silver reflective Mylar backing. As a kind of 

spectacle, the buttons reflected the environment as the performers walked, 

creating a temporary walking public sculpture (Fig. 7.18). The buttons were 

traded for a personal memory of passers-by about Fargo–Moorhead’s flooding. 
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The memories were recorded and a photograph was taken of each member of 

the public who took a button. The buttons become mementos of the interactive 

sculptural performance. The day after the performance, the performers again 

appeared at the museum and in Fargo; the photos of the participants had been 

made into buttons that replaced the buttons that had been given away. As the 

performers walked around town wearing the replacement buttons, they played a 

remix of the memories that had been recorded. The performative sculpture/ 

memory piece was a dispersive sculpture that commented on image capture. 

 

The main lesson from this experiment was the idea of social sculpture—the 

Joseph Bueysian approach to the art of the everyday. Intentionality of gesture 

found in the performance and of the spectacle of the intervention all connected 

or reconnected the public to art in an interventionist approach. The project 

garnered significant public attention and was also collaborative with students, 

as handlers and art assistants learning this kind of practice. The gathering of 

memory and recollection was a nuanced output that impacted all of those who 

participated and performed. 

 

A fourth project in the initiative was Rebecca Krinke’s Flood Stories (April 

2012), a temporary, participatory work of public art and storytelling about Fargo 

floods—with stories told by people who had experienced floods in the Fargo 

locations where the stories were located. The aim was to celebrate Fargo 

residents’ stories and a spring of no flooding. Working with West Fargo High 

School students and local artist Eric Severson, Krinke met with various groups 

of people and focused their stories on acts of neighbourliness, caring, and 

bravery, as well as, memories of past flooding and post-trauma reactions.  
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Figure 7.19. Krinke’s Flood Stories (April 2012) 
Clockwise from upper left: Artist Rebecca Krinke working with art students from West Fargo 

High; on the dike collecting stories; a report-back at PAM with local flood workers and 

community activist Jim Papacheck; walking tours with audience/participants.  

 

Together, artists and participants led a walking tour along the Red River and 

wherever flooding had occurred, flood stories as a kind of ‘happening’ were 

told.48 Participants walked along the dike that protects the city from the river. 

They periodically stopped to listen to residents share their memories of fighting 

the flood. The walk ended at the PAM, where more flood stories were shared. 

There was also a display in the foyer of written notes, stories and photos—all 

memories of the flood — that hung throughout the atrium in a temporary 

installation. The audience heard from local community activist Jim Papacheck 

about how the community came out to save his house in 2009. In conversations 

 
48 Many social practitioners find the Fluxus movement inspiring, particularly the use of 
happenings—short, community-based events as a way of engaging with the public in informal 
art interventions.  
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gathered during the process, Papacheck reported that thinking about how he 

was going to tell his flood story got him through his recent surgery and helped 

him recover— he did not want to miss sharing his memories at the museum 

gathering (Fig. 7.19).  

 

The main lesson learned from this experiment was a confirmation of the power 

of allowing space, time, and opportunity for people to tell their own stories, in 

their own words as a powerful, transformative process. The collaboration with 

high school students was also an effective output, facilitating the sharing of 

social practice methods and approaches while connecting the museum to a 

younger audience.  

 

Local artist and designer Jeff Knight’s Wishbones (2012) project was a small 

but powerful initiative. Embodying the idea of reciprocal generosity, Knight 

created 150 small, hand-carved wooden wishbones, which were packaged in 

the artist’s graphically designed boxes (Fig. 7.20). These wishbones were 

artefacts and artworks yet were designed to be ‘broken’ in support of the 

owner’s wishes, desires, or hopes for the future. This was a cheeky nod to 

challenging who takes care of art objects and questioned the traditional purpose 

of artwork. The wishbones were made available to the public in various 

locations throughout Fargo–Moorhead and were handed out to city workers as 

a small gesture. 
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Figure 7.20. Jeff Knight’s Wishbones (2012). 
Left to right: A single wishbone hand-carved by artist Jeff Knight, the packaging, and the full set 

of 150 wishbones.  

 

Though I was aware of curator Mary Jane Jacob’s essay ‘Reciprocal 

Generosity’ (2006), in which she describes setting up projects that focus on 

local conversations, I thought the idea could be more personal and more 

immediately connected. I encouraged participating artists to add an urgent 

participatory element—the role of a physical gesture as an imperative aspect of 

the exchange. This experiment showed that an object could be used to produce 

a creative exchange of reciprocal generosity.  

 

The largest and most complex project in FLOOD DIVERSION was ENGAGE-U. 

As discussed earlier, ENGAGE-U was a ‘think-and-do-tank’ based at NDSU 

that used creative strategies, public engagement, and artistic practices. 

ENGAGE-U collectively conceived of and created the River Inspired Service 

Engine (R.I.S.E.). R.I.S.E. was a service-based art initiative that aimed to 

inspire people to volunteer throughout the community to celebrate being flood-

free in Spring 2012. Instead of having to defend the region that year, the project 

hoped to bring people together to build community. Through partnerships with 

the local bussing company FirstLink, the City of Fargo, the NDSU Visual Arts 

Department, and the museum, ENGAGE-U was an innovative campaign to 
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benefit the agencies most in need of volunteers, but also encouraged people to 

engage in independent volunteer efforts (Fig. 7.21). 

 

Figure 7.21 Propaganda prints created by ENGAGE-U for River Inspired Service Engine 
(R.I.S.E.) (2012). 

 

Posters and fliers were distributed throughout the city to promote R.I.S.E., and 

a city MAT bus was adorned with a bus wrap about the project. There was also 

an infographic video available that was broadcasted on public access television, 

online, and on EngageU’s Facebook page. Additionally, ENGAGE-U distributed 

volunteer kits to local businesses and organisations that provided instructions 

and a list of potential volunteer agencies. The group assembled volunteer 

‘service-ometers’ to keep a visual track of how much time had been 

volunteered. These were located at the PAM and other locations.  
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The lesson learned from this experiment was that conventional political 

agencies and structures too often are ineffective in addressing issues of 

emotional experience. ENGAGE-U directly intervened in civic engagement in a 

creative and innovative way while also encouraging collaboration with city 

institutions to reach a broad audience.  

 

This project findings included the need for a varied and multidisciplinary 

approach to curating in context and the commissioning of new work allowed for 

a nibble response to the changing of that context. Reciprocal generosity was 

another strong element in these projects and the idea of embeddedness—the 

artists and myself—in the community became a real priority. We can recall here 

that Lippard (1997) encourages artists to get ‘boots on the ground’ through the 

notion of rootedness and Kwon’s cautions artists to be aware of a code or 

cipher between location and identity (2004). I became more confident in 

commissioning new work by a large number of artists to respond to place and 

one concept or idea. 

 

7.4.4 The Model, Home of the Niland Collection, Sligo, Ireland (2014–2015) 

The fourth site investigation of place, space, and power was at the Model, home 

of the Niland Collection in Sligo, Ireland. Primarily an agricultural area, Sligo is 

both a market town and a county in Ireland and the town sits conceptually and 

physically in the middle of the county. It is not North (read Protestant) nor South 

(read Catholic) per se. I found that though most people consider themselves 

Catholic in Sligo County, there is a strong Protestant presence including 

schools and churches located in the town centre. Once again, while in Ireland, it 

is impossible to disregard the importance religion has on the conceptual psyche 



 

296 
 

of the population. The Troubles, more recognisably a Northern Ireland issue, 

still has a strong presence in Sligo. For example, Mullaghmore, a small village 

located on the north-western tip of County Sligo, was the site of the Irish 

Republican Army assassination of Lord Mountbatten in 1979. That fact alone 

would have been an important unspoken cultural nuance but in Spring, 2015, 

Prince Charles paid a historic visit and gave a seminal post-conflict speech at 

the Model. The near surreal experience of touring the royals around the gallery 

immediately following their visit to Mullaghmore was influential in my curatorial 

practice in Sligo. But the most striking socio-political and historical influence in 

2015 was the 150th anniversary of the birth of the poet William Butler Yeats, 

who considered Sligo his symbolic home.  

 

Soon after arriving in 2013, I knew I wanted to respond to the socio-political 

complexities of extreme provincialism and the legacy of post-conflict in the 

celebration of Yeats’s 150th anniversary—a national year of celebration of the 

noted Irish poet. Liminal Spaces was conceived as a multifaceted experiment 

that examined these complexities. I had begun to address the political context 

of place in a more nuanced way; the process was less and less overt and much 

more subversive. I proposed a project that would represent the culmination of 

many lessons learned during my PhD research.  

 

In my first six months in Sligo, I had approximately 300 discussions—large, 

small, and medium—over coffee, at open public discussions, with 

organisations, and with individuals. I learned a lot about Sligo town and county. 

I began with an initial mapping and further discussions with possible 

collaborators to create socially engaged work. I met with those who were 
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already using socially engaged practices, as well as, with others. After reaching 

out to local artists and architectural practitioners, a collaboration grew that 

culminated in an innovative curatorial experiment. Based on my experience of 

collaborating on small projects, I gathered several practitioners who were 

interested in responding to the socio-political and historical contexts of the west 

coast of Ireland generally and Innisfree specifically.  

 

The curatorial premise was to examine the space and place of Sligo and the 

island made memorable by Yeats’s poem. In Liminal Spaces: Art, Architecture 

and Place, I considered the conceptual site/s (place, land, memory) 

as positions that mirrored the interface of art and architecture.49 The starting 

point of Liminal Spaces was Yeats’s ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’. The 

experiments used a process that embodied the magic of a specific site 

in Sligo—the Isle of Innisfree—as both a physical and conceptual place. I 

wanted to investigate how artists, architects, and the public unpack ideas of the 

esotericism of a place. How could a curatorial collaboration prioritise 

process and activate a creative space? As a process situated in a specific 

place—the town of Sligo, in Northwest Ireland—how would we re-position 

regionalism and the rural as radical spaces for artists, architects, and 

publics that resonated locally, regionally, nationally, and internationally?  

 
49 I first published on Liminal Space in the exhibition catalogue in an essay entitled ‘For Peace 
Comes Dropping Slow’, a quotation from Yeats’s ‘Lake Isle of Innisfree’. 
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Figure 7.22: Collaborative planning meeting with co-curators, artists, architects, and others for 
Liminal Spaces (2015).  
Left to right, Andy Parsons, Fergal MacCabe, Megan Arney Johnston, and Maurice O’Connell.  

 

In a 10-month period, the curatorial team met and discussed the project from 

conception to production (Fig. 7.22). The project had two foci: providing space 

to produce open-ended and site-specific responses to Yeats, the island, and the 

poem, and collaboration of the practitioners of art and architecture. We 

approached the exhibition in a non-linear fashion. I aimed to integrate work from 

different disciplines based on commonalities in theme and conceptual 

approach, taking up the dialogical, encouraging activation via social 

engagement, and prioritising process and poetics of place. Liminal Spaces was 

open-ended and non-prescriptive. Rather than working with a constructed 

framework, the slow, dialogical process opened liminal spaces, situated 

between the conscious and subconscious. The framework was also 

intentionally non-binary (rejecting the notion of art on one side and architecture 

on the other), favouring instead a rhizomatic meandering. This allowed for an 
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exploration of the spatial convergences of architectural and artistic practices, 

which in turn activated a creative space.  

 

Figure 7.23. Liminal Spaces (2015) installation of the Project Space.  

 

Central to the evolving curatorial premise was the project space (Fig. 7.23). 

This iteration of a project space was open, with all installation and curatorial 

conventions thrown out or re-imagined. The process became paramount, with 

multiple opinions, negotiations, and results all being conceived collaboratively. 

The gallery spaces had multiple foci, including 100 architecture submissions, 

dozens of photos and drawings documenting the process, didactic labels, and 

original correspondence. The robust and active physicality of the hang of 

multiple objects using varied viewpoints added urgency and energy to the 

exhibition. Each room included both artwork and architectural drawings. The 

multi-disciplinary hang of the works was part of the curatorial dialogue within the 

exhibition. The tempo and rhythm of the curated spaces became another layer 

of the dialogical process. For example, the agitated project space was in direct 

opposition to the cerebral and quiet rooms in the exhibition, while reflecting 

collaborative, rhizomatic, and organic processes.  
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Several non-traditional art practices were included in the exhibition. For 

example, architect and town planner Fergal MacCabe brought an 

observationalist perspective to the project. His artefacts, including letters, text, 

correspondence, and writings in relation to the 1970s dialogue with local and 

national government bodies, were incorporated into the process room. Just as 

Yeats used poetry to elucidate political points and communicate scepticism 

about the nature of Irishness, MacCabe asked a difficult question—who owns 

land in Ireland and who owns our memory of that land? Many of the 

participating artists and architects recalled that American writer Henry David 

Thoreau also posed a similar question in Walden. The idea embodied in both 

Yeats and Thoreau—one of the utopian idyllic—was a continuous thread 

throughout the exhibition.  

 

Figure 7.24: Maurice O’Connell’s Should I Stay or Should I Go Now, installation for Liminal 
Spaces (2015).  

 

Utopian ideas were also part of new work by Maurice O’Connell (1966–2018). A 

Devon-based, Irish artist, O’Connell focused on experimental installations, 

architecture, theatre, and socially engaged projects directly connecting with 

communities. For more than 10 months, O’Connell thought, talked, observed, 
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swam, and made art in response to Innisfree. For the show, O’Connell created 

Should I Stay or Should I Go Now, a demonstration and talk as a dialogical site-

specific performance. Created as a re-enactment of his conversations 

in Sligo while in residency at the Model for Liminal Spaces, his storytelling 

performance in the gallery spaces and the traces of left-over detritus reflected 

the complex relationships that go into to supporting or contesting an imagined 

place. O’Connell highlighted this power struggle in the form of a collection of 

small moments during his opening night talk, which left dialogical remains as 

exhibitionable artefacts. Key ideas for O’Connell were the idyll, wilderness, 

community purpose, and the sublime as a contested space. Like many of 

O’Connell’s other works, Liminal Spaces was both site- and time-specific. The 

exhibition room that held O’Connell’s work was painted an institutional green 

and was marked with graffiti-like writings enquiring into Yeats’s dilemma. The 

poem, theoretical formulas, planning regulations, the constitution, and ideas 

about the ‘idyll’ and ‘the sublime’ were written on the blackboard in direct and 

indirect dialogue with the audience. Arrows and text drawn on the walls asked 

further questions of the artist and the viewer. Bright green tarpaulin strung up 

with blue cord flapped off one wall. Yeats’s poem was written on the surface but 

was then marked with illegible edits (Fig. 7.24). Was this defacing Yeats? 

O’Connell asked the audience: Will you look critically at this text? At me, the 

artist?  

 

This installation was an incredible experience for the audience on opening 

night. The performance was a striking and poignant evocation. The importance 

of allowing the artist to take the lead in slow curating was evident: O’Connell 

facilitated the discussion and responded to the specific space and place on his 
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own terms. This was an extension of shared authorship, as well as, a reciprocal 

relationship between the artist and the curator. As my research developed, I 

found that the more conceptual space for risk I facilitated for the artist, the 

deeper the relational experience for both artist and audience. In this example, 

the process of creating and presenting the work and the interpretation by 

audiences reflected the open dialogical space that was the curatorial intention. 

This curatorial gesture was made possible by the encouraging response from 

the public to my earlier experiments with Andre Stitt in Portadown and Andrea 

Stanislav in Fargo. For more images, see Appendix H. 

 

 
Figure 7.25. Felicity Clear’s My Own Private Analogue Island in Liminal Spaces (2015).  
 

 

In a more formal and delicate approach, Felicity Clear created My Own Private 

Analogue Island (Fig. 7.25). The sculpture sat on a large-scale drawing, the 

shadows from the sculpture mixing with the mark-making in a methodical and 

intentional mapping of memory and place. The physicality of Clear’s improbable 

sculpture and the folly portended the illusion of reality. In this way, the work 

conceptually connected to Yeats in a longing for the improbable and the not 
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real—a memory constructed from the subconscious. The quiet, poetic moments 

were inter-related through writing, visual art, and architecture. Like most of the 

artists for this show, Clear was an artist-in-residence at the Model and created 

the work specifically for this show. Site-specific residencies were an important 

part of Liminal Space and had become a central part of my slow curating with 

artists.  

 

  

Figure 7.26. Corban Walker’s Untitled, 6 drawings for Sligo for Liminal Spaces (2015).  
 

 
Untitled, 6 Drawings for Sligo, by sculptor Corban Walker continued his ongoing 

investigations of scale and architectural constructs (Fig. 7.26). Walker used the 

context to explore the brick as a material form. The assemblage of these works 

was deliberately limited. The result being a journey of fragmented moments. 

Embracing architecture and minimalism, Walker used local and cultural 

philosophies to encourage viewers to re-examine the way they conceptualise, 

navigate, and interact with their surroundings. The monumental, or memorial, is 

often inverted in Walker’s work. There is a criticality of memorial from Yeats and 

the Isle of Innisfree posed here. The fragmented moments combined to signify 
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what might be seen and what might be remembered. Irish memorials are not 

like those we see in Washington, DC. Rather, they are burdened with 

contestation, deliberate obtuseness, and complicated histories. Yeats’s Isle 

of Innisfree is a contested space—for us, for history, for being Irish, and for our 

own memories. There was a conceptual connection to the Mark Clare project in 

LaGrange, which challenged traditional public sculpture and monuments in the 

South. I used repetitive curatorial concepts and intentions, which sometimes 

were intentional but other times seemed serendipitous.  

  

Although Michele Horrigan’s work created for Liminal Spaces was at one time 

cheeky and clever, it was also kitsch and critical. The name Innisfree has grown 

to span many surprising contexts in the years since Yeats dreamily put pen to 

paper. Horrigan’s installation Search for Innisfree, 2015 examined the various 

manifestations of Yeats’s ideal. She amassed a range of Yeatsian artefacts all 

bearing the Innisfree moniker: make-up and lipstick made in Korea, information 

on meteorites, matchboxes from greasy spoon cafes, ash trays, perfume, car 

ferry information, housing estates, and pubs (Fig. 7.27). In her installation, 

Innisfree was far from a dreamy utopian ideal. Horrigan’s ethnographical 

process reveals it to be entangled and embedded in the texture of everyday 

objects. For me, the kitschy nature of the work mirrored my earlier interest in 

juxtaposing artworks and artefacts to challenge the hierarchy of so-called high 

and low art. Search for Innisfree, 2015’s inclusion in this exhibit correlated an 

undercurrent of cheeky poignancy.  
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Figure 7.27. Michele Horrigan’s Search for Innisfree, 2015 for Liminal Spaces (2015). 
 

 

Figure 7.28. Clea van der Grijn’s Magical Thinking I (2015). 

 
Clea van der Grijn’s Magical Thinking I (2015) and Magical Thinking II (2015) 

anchored the exhibition conceptually. The two objects were sited in a bespoke 

vitrine, carefully placed as if to preserve them. The gold leafed bean ball added 

intrinsic value while poetically connecting conceptually to Yeats’s poem (Fig. 

7.28). The highly polished cast-bronze beans of Magical Thinking II lay in a 

19th-century bowl, harking back to of Thoreau’s Walden. Van der Grijn’s two 

works became a metaphor, intimate with time, interpretation, and thought, for 

reflections, temporality, interpretation, growth, and transience. Both Thoreau 

and Yeats were interested in place, using metaphors, such as beans for 

magical, utopian places. For van der Grijn, it was important to go through the 

same temporal process as the writers had in order to better understand place. 

In doing so, she captured a creative osmosis through her empathy gathering.  



 

306 
 

    

Figure 7.29. Journey of Andy Parson’s Raft (2015) to Innisfree. 

 

 

Artist Andy Parsons’s Raft (2015) was a striking intervention sculpture. He 

made a raft and then floated it with planters, beans, sewage pipes, rope, 

abandoned paintings, and wood to the island (Fig. 7.29). Other works include 

paintings and plywood signs. His post-colonial intervention served as a 

conceptual connection to the folly of Yeats’s memory of the idyllic isle. The 

purpose of the raft was to carry rows of beans down the river. This action was 

also a folly as the raft could sink. The raft was a deliberate, obvious metaphor 

for the island. Its vulnerability, impermanence, and layers of meaning 

referenced the difficulty of responding to a culturally iconic text.  

 

  

Figure 7.30. Square Moon: A Window to Innisfree by Shindesign, John Randel, and Yong Ho 
Shin, London, England and Daegu, South Korea 
NB: This was the winning proposal for the international architectural submission competition, 
2015. 
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The image of Square Moon: A Window to Innisfree is a mock-up of the winning 

architectural proposal (Fig. 7.30). The international architecture submission was 

a central part of the Liminal Spaces exhibit and the visual and literal dialogue 

between art and architecture. The light sculpture was produced in temporary 

form and exhibited on site on the Isle of Innisfree during the exhibition.  

 

All of the works in the exhibition had, to some extent, curatorial connections to 

my previous exhibitions where memory-embedded objects provided poignant 

connections for audiences. For years I had been interested in objects that held 

contested and traumatic memories, and when exhibited, created dialogical 

spaces. The aim was to open up the space and make connections to place, 

which in turn could be read in more relevant ways by the audience.  

 

Three key findings were gleaned from the Liminal Spaces experiment: 

• the overlapping, colliding, collaborative creating, and dialogue between art and 

architecture 

• gestures of generosity were as intentional as they were reciprocal 

• the prioritising of the process. 

These three lessons underscored the possibility of not only creating engaged 

spaces and places but also subverting institutional power structures with 

affective artworks.  

 

Our curatorial team, like the exhibit team for the Guerrilla Girls project or the 

collaborators for the Fargo Warhol show, reflected reciprocal respect in the 

midst of discontent and divergent opinions and an overall excitement about 

what we were doing. Yet, unlike the Fargo curating, the Sligo curating was 
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strikingly and evenly curated by six people—an artist, a historian, a curator, and 

three architects (four of us were academics as well). The result was an 

installation where ideas spoke to each other and work was intentionally hung in 

dialogue (Fig. 7.31). 

 

  

 

Figure 7.31. Installation shots of Liminal Spaces (2015). 
NB: The panels reflect the submissions by architectural groups to the international architecture 
competition. In the top image, Corban Walker’s drawings can be seen on the back wall.  

 

Generosity was another important element. For Jacob (2014c),  

generosity exists in exchanges, like conversations, and within temporal 
experiences shared by a social or communal body, which are conceived 
as art, crafted by artists, though these generous acts might not look like 
art, or in fact be art but become art-like moments. (p.7) 
 

Gestures of generosity, conviviality, and hospitality are part of slow curating’s 

intentional and reflective stance. In Liminal Spaces, the importance of gestures, 
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as part of the process, became one of the most important findings. Reciprocal 

generosity is required for connecting with audiences.  

 

Coming from different places, the artists and architects represented in this 

exhibition used various vehicles for approaching the process, or a series of 

interpretations of a common theme, with the process being of paramount 

importance. This was a vital curatorial intention. The outcomes—drawings, 

concepts, artworks, and experiences—became about feeling evoking 

knowledge. Doss (2008) explains that there is ‘a cultural shift toward public 

feeling, toward effective modes of knowledge and comprehension’ (p.37) that 

blends physical experience and emotional response and are perceived as 

substantial and genuine. Liminal Spaces embraced the open-ended processes, 

which offered up serendipitous opportunities necessary for activating 

potentialities in quiet, slow, and meaningful ways.  

  

Liminal Spaces delineated subtle affect unearthed in the site and embodied 

more complex psychological nuances. As products of their physical and 

conceptual visual landscapes, the artworks in Liminal Spaces could be 

described as ‘works of art that are the physical and visual embodiment of public 

affect, [works that] are repositories of feelings and emotions that are encoded in 

their material form, narrative content [and use] the practices that surround their 

production and reception’ (Doss, 2008 p.37). This activated space was 

facilitated through artistic re-conceptualisation of our understanding of a place 

and a region. As a re-imagined space, the galleries were laid out with objects, 

drawings, and art in dialogue. The works were generous acts, elucidating ideas 

and evoking memories—a making of objects in connection with place. They 
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also subverted institutional power structures. Most, if not all, of my slow curating 

approaches culminated in this exhibition experiment.  

 

7.5 Conclusion  

In this chapter, I discussed how conventional political agencies and structures 

have often proven to be ineffective in addressing issues of affect. In these 

projects, the curatorial premise was to create experiences that are at once ‘an 

interpretation and something that needs to be interpreted. . .  an examination of 

the structures of feelings—the landscape of affect—embodied in visual 

evidence helps further our understanding of cultural meaning’ (Doss, 2008 

p.37). PROJECT: Flood Diversion transformed physical and psychological 

landscapes that involved emotions held in the body, in the mind, and in the 

physical environment. Several of the projects incorporated small gestures that 

reflected feelings and emotions; other gestures were much larger. The notion of 

temporal latitude was important, with time being both short and long, slow and 

fast (though not very fast). The various levels of community connection were 

what made these projects effective and poignant. There was no hierarchy of 

emotion or intention. All elements were equally important: the intention and the 

imperative, the visual aesthetic and craft, process and object, engagement and 

humour, and empathy and emotion. It was hoped that we could create relevant 

experiences by engaging in multiple avenues of access, using various methods 

and approaches and divergent socially engaged practices, along with place-

based research carried out in an intentionally experiential and participatory way. 

By looking at the shadows, the undercurrents, and the traces of our shared and 

contested history, place making, communities, cultural identities, and memory, 

we began to understand each other in deeper and more connected ways. 
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I argued in this chapter that engaged spaces and places can be activated 

through socially engaged curatorial practice. I’ve shown how, through a range 

of diverse experiments, slow curating activates potentialities through broad 

engagements with artists and audiences in institutions and communities. I found 

that space, both physical and conceptual, is a useful edifice to unpack 

activation through participation as a form of creative agency. 

 

The first section of this chapter looked at several research experiments 

enquiring into the definition of space. The enquiry found that physical place 

plays an important part in understanding regionalism as a conceptual premise. 

By experimenting with conceptual space and the inversion of traditional ideas 

about the gallery, the experiments revealed that what we understand as 

problematic about the white cube can be challenged and used to connect with 

visitors. I also found similar outcomes when examining the histories of buildings 

and local socio-political histories. The lessons included the importance of 

allowing for uncomfortable space for me as the curator, the institution, the artist, 

and the audience. Secondly, in order to activate potentialities, space must be 

relational, communicative, and conceptual as much as it is physical and 

experimental. When the projects challenged historical vestiges of museology or 

simplistic readings of space and place, I found that there were many new 

possibilities for public engagement—museums must re-imagine the traditional 

roles of staff, especially curators, and of the institution itself. 

 

The second section of the chapter unpacked the concepts of art, architecture, 

memory, and spectral traces as foci for creative actions in sites of post-conflict 
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and trauma. I found that art and architecture can be exhibited to highlight the 

memory of post-conflict and trauma through contested space and place as a 

central concept. This area of work provided the most convincing evidence that 

when the museum director-curator is working in a community-based 

organisation, the authority is the collective community rather than the individual 

curator, collection, or art object. In many cases, the openness to unknown 

outcomes in the experiments facilitated a participatory space as a site for 

activating potentialities.  

 

Further, context and physical site as conceptual vehicles to unpack contested 

histories and connect them to the contemporaneous condition was exciting to 

see come to fruition. The ability for my research to provide a critical reflection 

on socially engaged curatorial practice as it evolves and adapts to political 

contexts became clear as the experiments unfolded. I found that exhibit 

experiments can be used to investigate the idea of contested space as it 

embodies place and memory. Importantly, the reading of these exhibitions by 

audiences became personal, and subverting power structures, which many did, 

was also accompanied by a veil of vulnerability and powerlessness.  

 

When a curator uses slow curating they can become an agitator, producer, 

collaborator, facilitator, and co-creator. As shown in the experiments I described 

in this chapter, slow curating challenges power structures through collaborative 

curating, curatorial teams, and shared authorship. The use of a site’s 

architecture and built environment in exhibits directly challenged institutional 

power structures. The importance placed on local contexts extended the 

hermeneutic traces of memory of space and place. This represents slow 
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curating as a bold environmental approach to presenting art. These processes 

aimed to entice new and existing audiences, tempting them into new ways of 

seeing and perceiving. In creating a comfortable environment, viewers felt at 

ease trying new things and seeing differently, igniting creativity and fostering 

changes in attitudes and beliefs about contemporary art, about place, and, 

possibly, about themselves.  
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

Risk and Contestation: The Importance of Curating Discontent in 

Collections and Exhibitions 

 

This chapter examines the necessity of curatorial contestation—the act or 

process of disrupting or arguing—in the museum as an institution. For eight 

years I critically examined curatorial practice in museums and the role that 

curators, artists, staff, and community play in extending the boundaries of 

museology. For years prior to my research, I worked in ways that were socially 

and politically engaged. But through research, I have gone further. I was 

interested in the risky business of challenging and antagonising traditional ideas 

about museum collections, the complexities and power relations of museum 

display, and the museum as an institution. Early in my research, the importance 

of curating discontent evolved into contestation. Discontent is generally 

understood as a state of non-contentment, while contestation is more 

antagonistic. My research reflected my evolution in both its reflective and 

iterative methodology, as well as, my curatorial intentionality.  

 

The practice of socially engaged curating, as presented here, is an important 

development in museology and one that extends beyond current thinking found 

in institutional critique. As part of that development, I argue that curators—those 

who control the collection, displays, and interpretation of objects—are the key 

protagonists in the changing face of museums today. As such, curators must 

engage in contestation, risk taking, antagonistic practices, and systematically 

challenging power structures in their museums. 
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As discussed in Chapter Five, socially engaged curating includes working with 

artists who employ social practices, but we also use social practice in other 

ways. In this chapter, I present how museums have the potential for different 

viewpoints and activated spaces to be used to fulfil the call for a new 

museology. But they also need space to challenge and overturn internal 

organisational paradigms, particularly through permanent collections. Key ideas 

central to this argument:  

• Curatorial contestation, the role of risk, and the process of reciprocal 

relationships (physical and conceptual) are vital for museum curators today. 

•  We must embrace both curated projects and the museum collection as 

volatile and unpredictable rather than static and didactic.  

These conceptual approaches facilitated new pedagogical spaces and 

potentialities in exhibition spaces to re-imagine the relationship between art 

institutions and publics. 

 

I argue for a radical re-examination of museums (Vergo, 1989) where curators 

are the main protagonists. Curators then can, through a process of altering 

perceptions and representation of objects inside the museum, facilitate the 

activation of engaged spaces. While curators in museums and galleries are 

responding to the changing nuances of art, museology, and the politics of 

contemporary society, the primary contention of this chapter is that the 

institution can use risk, contestation, and discontent in collections and 

exhibitions to create a space through which we can re-imagine museums.  
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8.1 Risky Business: The Complexities Found in Curatorial Contestation 

and Risk 

As discussed in Chapter Three, historically the museum has been a space that 

provides a place of contemplation, as well as, visual and conceptual stimulation. 

In new museology, curators in institutions also provide a valuable function to 

society. We can create a safe environment for contested images and subjects 

to be viewed and considered. Most importantly, we can open up new ways of 

seeing, thinking, and acting. Macdonald (2006) suggests that now is the time for 

directors and curators to look at ‘critical disciplinary and trans-disciplinary ideas 

. . . to help them create innovative exhibitions’ (p.9). She notes the importance 

of museum studies in examining the practice of new museology—at the 

intersection of theory and practice—as more essential than describing the 

market research of visitors, enterprise, and by extension, the quantifiable 

investigations:  

Thought provoking, moving, unsettling, uplifting, challenging, or 
memorable exhibitions, by contrast, are more likely to be informed by 
extensive knowledge of diverse examples, questions of representation, 
perception, museological syntax and the finds from nuanced and probing 
visitor research. Those who work in museums—practitioners of museum 
studies—are coming to a new extent to be in demand to provide the wider 
perspectives and knowledge that are, increasingly required. (p.9)  
 

This shift has had varying levels of influences, depending on the region. For 

example, in the US in the 1980s, the phase of community-facing museums is 

reflected in both major institutions and smaller museums. The primary 

trademark is a turning out into the community and more inclusiveness and 

multi-culturalism (Hooper-Greenhill, 1992; Macdonald, 2006). Gradually risk 

became more acceptable. According to museum scholar Caleb Williams (2001), 

‘over the last twenty to thirty years, museums have transformed their attitude 

toward interpretation and a bracing commitment to risk and experimentation has 
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become an increasingly evident feature of the contemporary museum world’ 

(p.2). Taking chances, presenting problematic issues, and thinking outside the 

box is ambitious and also terrifying for museum staff, but it has set new 

standards for curators and museum administrators to think and see differently.  

 

In Chapter Three, I reviewed the evolution of museums and the roles of 

curators, educationalists, directors, and communities. Yet we can question if 

there really has been a solidified old and a new museology. The two-sided 

dichotomy of museology does not sit well on its own and can be problematised 

when we look at museums, the white box and institutional architecture, and 

infrastructure. Instead we need a rhizomatic focus to implement innovative 

exhibition-making artistic practices. What could we see if we look at a non-linear 

and cyclical narrative of museums and art practice, particularly in the 20th 

century?  

 

This is an important phase in museology, and it is a dramatic shift from elitism 

and the monolith of the institution. ‘We inhabit a phase of museological 

development in which the traditional role of the curator, with its custodial 

imperative and scholarly absorption in auratic objects, has been challenged, re-

defined and expanded’, writes Williams (2001 p.3). A curator’s approach must 

be proactive, and the museum must be that of an agency. The museum is not a 

temple or white box, but rather a forum for discussion and a ‘site of exploratory 

dialogue’ which allows for ‘multiple discourses often simultaneously’ (p.3). My 

research showed that this approach makes possible the polyvocality necessary 

in today’s museums, as well as, responds to societal transformations. As 
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Williams (2001) writes, the shift in museology opens up important political 

space: 

Museums live in this world of constant and sometimes violent change. 
They must negotiate, register and come to terms with its challenges and 
uncertainties. Museums cannot retreat from wider societal transformations 
and must, if they want to remain relevant, both reflect and dissect the 
concerns, interests and obsessions of contemporary audiences. (p.24)  
 

Williams adds that curators should present exhibitions of ‘things that upset, 

intrigue and attract us’ … which are … ‘not always easy, [but are] subjects of 

exploration’ (p.24). He argues that it’s these types of exhibitions that promote an 

exploration that ‘present[s] encounters with politically disturbing issues, socially 

stigmatised forms of behaviour . . . which when displayed with intentionality can 

be used as triggers for profound interpretations and provocative new spatial 

journeys’ (p.24). Williams is not alone in calling for more engaged practices in 

museums. Numerous curators, artists, and educationalists have also called for 

socially engaged institutions (Janes and Sandell, 2019; O’Reilly, 2019, Simon, 

2010; Thompson, 2012). Others have called this process new institutionalism 

(Ekeberg, 2013), experimental institutions (Esche, 2013), progressive 

institutions (Sheikh, 2004), or called for museums to transform (Doherty, 2004, 

2011) and use hybrid programming in all departments (Tallant, 2009). These 

practitioners were highly influential in my PhD research. I discovered Williams’s 

essay in 2004, and it influenced my curatorial practice deeply, as did the 

writings of the mid-to-late 2000s noted above. Knowing that my work could be 

contextualised in a broad field of new museology gave me confidence; I was 

part of something new in museums. 
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8.1.1 Risk and Opportunities in Slow Curating 

I argue that museums are permeable spaces with people, objects, and ideas 

passing through them, which in turn challenges preconceived notions of what a 

museum should or should not be. With curators and artists taking the lead, the 

museum can be an activated space where the potential to reconnect art and our 

audiences gains strength.  

 

Can we re-imagine galleries as permeable spaces in which to show collections? 

Museums are, according to von Hantelmann (2012), ‘increasingly turning away 

from the task of “showing objects” and looking more and more to the 

experiential content of things’ (p.8). She explains that contemporary curating 

and the notion of the ‘white cube [have] successfully shifted the focus from the 

produced object to the consuming subject,’ (p.9), thereby making exhibitions—

in the sense of simply putting objects on display—obsolete. Instead, the 

perception of art must be a ‘social ritual’ (p.5), while the museum as institution 

struggles with its own historical past. Here is where the need for risk becomes 

apparent. 

 

As a central role in institutions, curated exhibitions represent the values of a 

museum. Challenging institutional norms, interrogating ideas, revising 

traditions, and engaging in alternative methods of exhibition making have been 

part of contemporary curatorial approaches for some time (Obrist, 2011; O’Neill, 

2012; Smith, 2012). Yet in slow curating, risk is inherent in the process. From 

inverting museum conventions, such as collection and sponsorship 

relationships, to technological and unique collaborations, curators and 

educationalists must embody creative contestation in order to push boundaries.  
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Even though slow curating acknowledges the conservative nature of museums, 

it embraces risk-taking embodied in contemporary artistic practice. The sea 

change facing museums will take time, and there is a convincing argument for 

the importance of curatorial practice being in constant contestation and for 

taking risk in both conceptual and practical ways. What follows reflects my 

evolving understanding of socially engaged curating.  

 

Millennium Court Arts Centre, Portadown, Northern Ireland 

Inspired by the work of McGonagle in Ireland in the 1990s and early 2000s, I 

was one of a number of curators who began working with artists who wanted to 

engage the multifarious, post-conflict context of Northern Ireland. In 1998, after 

decades of town centre bombs and decimated trade due to the Northern Irish 

conflict, the town centre management company Portadown 2000 embarked on 

a mission to regenerate Portadown’s core. At the heart of the regeneration was 

a new art centre. Engaging in ideas of cultural tourism, community 

development, and an interest by local artists, the company, made up of a broad 

political cross-section from the divided communities, facilitated a grassroots 

initiative to fund a contemporary art space led by the visual arts.  

 

For seven years, I carried out experiments, some of which were successful and 

others not. In doing so, I began to develop a permeable approach to curating. I 

commissioned new works by artists and created space in the institution for 

discussion through multiple avenues: artists’ talks, panels, tours, workshops, 

and symposia. I wanted our reach to be wide and deep for audiences as 

collaborators to engage in the issues presented in the artwork.  
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While a number of previously discussed project fall into the category of risky 

experiments, there were three early, but highly impactful, examples of risky 

curatorial behaviour. Undertaken at MCAC in Portadown, they reflect my pre-

PhD research trajectory and are important to include here.  

 

Shane Cullen’s The Agreement (2004) 

Shane Cullen’s The Agreement (2004) was a hotly debated touring project of a 

monumental artwork based on the Good Friday Agreement. It was a 

collaboration with Beaconsfield, a London-based artist-led organisation, to 

commemorate the signing of the 1998 peace agreement in Northern Ireland. 

The project toured to six venues in Ireland North and South and the UK. The 

work consisted of 55 panels with the text of 11,500 words from the Good Friday 

Agreement (Fig. 8.1). 

 

Figure 8.1 Shane Cullen’s The Agreement (2004).  

 

In a region that voted in a majority against the peace process agreement, the 

decision to bring The Agreement to Portadown was a hotly contested issue, 

specifically with the MCAC board of directors and the Craigavon Borough 

Council. A sub-committee, led by myself, was charged with creating a risk 
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assessment for the exhibition. We wrote the assessment with a mind-set of 

calculated risk based on the collective knowledge of the group, which included 

community activists from both sides of the Northern Ireland conflict and 

businessmen. After a heated discussion with the board, with debates about 

what art was, whether The Agreement was art, and who decides what art is, the 

board decision came down to a member-by-member vote by hand—the board 

agreed to exhibit the work. The discussion bolstered my confidence in the 

community’s ability to debate ideas found in the artwork and text. We structured 

tours for school children, hosted text-based political art workshops, and 

organised a panel discussion with all of the Northern Ireland political parties, 

allowing them the space to develop and present their then-nascent official 

platforms on culture.  

 

Orange Order Exhibitions (Portadown, 2006) 

Another example of calculated risk included two exhibitions on the culture of the 

Orange Order, a right-wing, sectarian organisation that promotes Loyalist and 

Protestant authority in Northern Ireland. These exhibitions, which were the 

basis for my Masters of Art in Irish Visual Culture, unpacked Orangeism, 

positing questions about a Protestant/Unionist/Loyalist culture in the North (Fig. 

8.2).50 In the first exhibition, I worked with the Orange Order, Local Orange 

Lodge (LOL) 1, co-curating the presentation of Orange Order artefacts drawn 

from local collections. The second show highlighted contemporary artists’ 

 
50 The Loyal Orange Institution, more commonly known as the Orange Order, is a fraternal 
organisation loosely organised in a similar way to Masonic Orders. The Orange Order espouses 
anti-Catholic, anti-Irish Republican views and has close ties to all of the Unionist and Loyalist 
political parties in Northern Ireland. Its origin and growth can be traced to the Crown’s need to 
fight united Irishmen and defeat home rule in Ireland. They take their name from the Dutch-born 
British Protestant King William of Orange, who defeated Catholic King James at the Battle of 
the Boyne in 1690. Each year on July 12, supporters of the Orange Order celebrate this victory 
with family festivals and contentious parades through Catholic areas. More than 40,000 people 
attend these events each year (Bardon, 1992). 
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responses to Orange Order symbolism. MCAC presented the first-ever public 

discussion about Orange culture, and we carried out primary research on the 

nuances of Orangeism as a culture, subculture, and so-called imagined 

community.51  

 

Figure 8.2. Installation shots of Orange Order (2005) shows. 
 

The exhibitions examined the construction of culture and sub-culture, focusing 

on Orangeism in the context of the two semi-dominant cultures in Northern 

Ireland. In the beginning, it seemed necessary to categorise Orangeism in the 

box of culture/sub-culture/non-culture. However, through the investigation it 

became clear that Orange culture was unequivocally constructed, while also 

constantly changing. It was here that I began to implement a non-binary way of 

looking at exhibitions: They did not need to answer a question but merely open 

up dialogical space. Naming and placing Orangeism into one box or another 

was not helpful in looking at broader definitions of Northern Irish culture. It may 

have been a sub-culture at one time, but Orangeism’s uses withered away and 

were then brought to the fore when necessary for legitimising socio-political 

 
51 The term ‘imagined communities’ was coined by Benedict Anderson in Imagined 
Communities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread of Nationalism Revised (1983) and 
presents the community as a social construction. Anderson’s primary example is the nation-
state. 
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views, negotiating power, and perpetuating sectarian identity. More important 

was the unearthing and re-evaluating of traditional understandings of these 

constructed identities and re-assigning them contemporaneous understandings.  

 

Wade Ceramics: Irish Kitsch or Regional Vernacular? (Portadown, 2007) 

The third early risky exhibition was not just about politics, but about 

museological expertise. After many positive experiences working in Portadown, 

I decided to collaborate with a local historical society on an exhibition. The 

project took place in 2007 and entailed an excavation of the local Wades 

Ceramic factory in Portadown, a cross-community oral archives of local people 

who worked there, and the production of new academic knowledge on Wades 

ceramics. The show was entitled Wades Ceramics: Irish Kitsch or Regional 

Vernacular? (2007) (Fig. 8.3). It posited several unflattering dichotomies and 

provocative potential narratives. The show was juxtaposed with a show on 

contemporary Irish craft. In my curatorial work I often considered the dialogue 

between the two gallery spaces, as well as, the discussion between the objects.  
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Figure 8.3. Two works from Wade Ceramics: Irish Kitsch or Regional Vernacular? (2007). 
 

The exhibition was risky for several reasons, including the inclusion of craft in a 

contemporary art space. The whimsical nature of Wade Ireland, with its kitschy 

collectables, was a visual violation of the contemporary aesthetic of the white 

cube mentality. For local arts activists, who were both amateur 

archaeologists/conservators, as well as, semi-experts in Wade ceramics, the 

issue of curatorial discretion and public perception, as well as, respectful 

working relations became an interface. I worked well with the Edenderry 

Historical Society (EHS), building a strong working relationship over time, 

proving ourselves to be good collaborators who listened, learned, and 

dialogued about a variety of issues.  

 

Unexpected outcomes were accepted, and the expert was continually, 

intentionally undermined. In the early research stage, allowing for these open-

ended processes was difficult. The last living member of the Wade empire, Ms. 
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Iris Wade-Carryer, who was living in the US at the time, did not like the title of 

the show because she thought it denigrated the Wade brand. We discussed the 

risks, but decided to go ahead with the title because it underscored a re-

thinking, repositioning, and a re-contextualising of Wade in contemporary art 

practice and theory. Conversely, some of the curatorial decisions, including 

placement, groupings, and overarching aesthetics, entailed a compromise 

between myself and the EHS. However, the intention for this open-ended 

process that included obstacles was set out from the beginning. This allowed 

for more open, effective dialogue to occur, thereby easing difficult discussions 

and decisions.  

 

These are early examples of the open-ended, slow curating process as 

collaboration with community and in context. In relation to the curatorial 

process, there was deliberate openness and transparency in organising. I 

encouraged a collaborative curatorial premise or concept whereby many 

creatives could impact the premise. This directly challenged the idea of the 

curator as expert. I worked in a dialogical way to finalise the curatorial 

processes of selection and placement, as well as, how it would be presented for 

public consumption and interpretation. The basis of these experiments was 

about how we, as curators, use new approaches to further dialogue and 

negotiate visual triggers for a broad enquiry of the semiotics of culture in 

Northern Ireland. The answer was found to lie in the curatorial mechanisms. By 

using a public-oriented framework of material culture and contemporary art, I 

investigated how culture, community, and identity are constructed and 

remembered. By creating new avenues of research, such as the exhibitions and 

accompanying educational programming, I opened up space for dialogue and 
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better understanding the other; and, through the creative process, we engaged 

societal transformations that were relevant to society. The investigations 

attempted to shed light on how cultures, communities, and identities in Northern 

Ireland are constructed, remembered, and visually manifested in order to create 

space for a broad dialogue and develop relationships. 

 

The risk involved in these exhibits is, on one hand, obvious: political exhibitions 

of political work by political artists or activists in the community in a location that 

is contested. Yet, what is more interesting was the space taken, physically and 

conceptually, for this kind of artwork and these types of exhibitions. Moreover, 

the space for dialogue became paramount in and outside of the organisation. 

Even with our risk assessment, which included what to do if there was a bomb 

threat or an Ian Paisley/Garvaghy Road protest in response to the Cullen 

exhibit, the response by the community was calm and respectful. This, in turn, 

galvanised me to take more calculated risks.  

 

The Slow Curating Framework embodies this type of work—taking curatorial 

risks while also collaborating with communities as colleagues and neighbours. 

This process, respectful and gestural, influenced my curatorial work for the next 

eight years.  

 

8.1.2 Risky, Respectful, and Reciprocal Relationships in my PhD Research 

As discussed in Chapter Five, as well as, noted above, one of the key elements 

in slow curating is respectful understanding, and communicative behaviour by 

all partners. While risk is part of slow curating, observation, reflection, dialogue, 
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and adaptation in the local context are also imperative. I learned so much from 

these early experiments.  

 

Look Again: 47 Years of the Permanent Collection (LaGrange, 2010) 

An early experiment in LaGrange was to re-hang the permanent collection. The 

curatorial premise of Look Again: 47 Years of the Permanent Collection (2010) 

was to present innovative and challenging connections and dialogue among 

works of art, including new video work, installations, and self-taught artists (Fig. 

8.4). This exhibition was organised around four categories: figure and form, 

abstraction to conceptualism, rural and urban landscapes, and context and 

identity. After three intensive months of on-site research in the archives and 

interviews with local people, the idea for one of the themes was to present 

contemporary understandings of context and identity through race and class. 

This may seem obvious. As discussed in Chapter Seven, LaGrange had only 

been de-segregated for about 25 years although legally desegregation had 

been the law for decades prior.  

 

 
Figure 8.4. Two works in Look Again: 47 Years of the Permanent Collection (2010).  
Left, Howard Finster, Road to Eturnety, lithograph (1986); right: Camille Billops, Untitled, 

lithograph (1992).  
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My aim for the exhibition was to unpack these issues alongside historical art 

tropes. To strengthen the presentation, I acquired two new works for the LAM 

collection with the support of local art collector Wesley Cochran: a video work 

created by a LaGrange College art student based on the female form that 

included archival imagery of early pornography and a film by noted African-

American artist Camille Billops, The KKK Boutique Ain’t Just Rednecks (1994), 

copies of which are held in several national collections, including the 

Philadelphia Museum of Art. The film is a satirical docu-fantasy about racism 

and includes fantastical skits and interviews, including with Cochran. Both were 

presented in the new collection re-hang.  

 

My challenge was where to present these works. Initially I planned to start the 

exhibition with the Billops film, immediately upon entering the space. I believed 

it would give a strong voice to my curatorial intention for the museum. However, 

after a lot of discussion with museum board members, artists, and the 

Cochrans, we decided on a subtler placement. The decision where to place the 

film, one I was left to make, is a good example of research and experimentation 

(challenge and act), observation, dialogue, reflection, and if necessary, 

adaptation in situ. One board member responded to the discussion with: ‘We 

know there is racism. That’s nothing new. What are you trying to do with the 

work positioned there?’ I reflected on and questioned my own intentions. What 

role did I have in how the museum posed questions? I did not feel pressured in 

the discussion with museum board members. Rather, it was a polyvocal 

discussion. I recalled the lessons learned in the North of Ireland and began to 

think about the unspoken spaces in an exhibition and the subtleties of place 

that must be taken into consideration. I placed both works close together further 
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into the exhibition space where they could be in dialogue with other socio-

political works.  

 

You Like This: A Democratic Approach to the Collection (Fargo, 2011) 

As noted in Chapter Seven, You Like This: A Democratic Approach to the 

Collection (Fargo, 2011) was risky because it directly usurped curatorial 

expertise and authority with online voting for selection and community curators, 

influencing the aesthetics of the installation. What is noteworthy is that with a 

team of museum staff and the support of the community, the criticism 

unleashed by a New York-based online critic seemed insignificant. Together we 

discussed issues and effectively made decisions. The collective body became a 

site of collaboration with the strength of conviction. The discomfort that we 

experienced, a necessary part of the risky business of socially engaged 

curating, became a constant state of contesting and problematising risk. Rather 

than being a negative experience, it was advantageous because the 

responsibility was shared. There was strength in risk and collaboration. Along 

the same line, it is important to note that there are advantages to risk and 

failure. (I discuss this project more in Chapter Seven.)  

 

PROJECT: Flood Diversion (Fargo, 2012) 

The intention of this creative artistic intervention series was to explore whether 

artistic involvement could transform, disrupt, or subvert current environmental, 

urban, political, and social conditions in critical ways. A crucial question was 

how such interventions can propose ideas, while at the same time respecting 

the trauma that communities have experienced. In this case, failure 

(represented by the lack of a flood that had been anticipated) activated 

potentialities through a reframing of the project. In slow curating, we adjust in 
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situ and respond to the context as it unfolds. This does not negate failure, but 

transforms it. (This experiment was discussed in detail in Chapter Seven.)  

 

Andy Warhol: Creating Myth and Icon (Fargo, 2013) 

Andy Warhol: Creating Myth and Icon (Fargo, 2013) was a show that embraced 

a collaborative and shared vision to promote shared ownership in the 

community. As discussed in Chapter Seven, the Warhol project was developed 

through dialogue, and, together, the curatorial team leveraged our collective 

assets of expertise—curatorial skills, art history knowledge, and socially 

engaged practices—to design and brand the project. The evolving paradigm in 

which we worked provided a vehicle through which we could all own the end 

product. More than curatorial discretion, the issue of shared ownership of the 

exhibition was, by far, the most contested element in this experiment. The risk 

of sharing the curatorial power with a sponsor and the invasive nature of that 

gesture boldly repositioned the project, as one that embodied calculated risk for 

a greater cause. 

 

8.2 Collections as Volatile and Unpredictable Versus Static and Didactic  

Museums, art centres, and galleries all exhibit art and some collections. By 

some definitions museums are institutions that hold collections ‘in the service of 

society and its development, open to the public, which acquires, conserves, 

researches, communicates and exhibits’ objects (Ambrose and Paine, 2012). 

Since the birth of the institution, museums have provided social spaces where 

curators ‘arrange[d] their displays so as to simulate the organisation of the 

world—human and natural—outside the museum’ (Bennett, 1995 p.266). 

Collections serve a purpose, as noted by Roger Silverstone (1989): ‘the 
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museum as medium: with its role as storyteller, as mythmaker, as imitator of 

reality’ (p.140). Macdonald (2006) deftly notes the trend of reflecting on curating 

and re-centring objects in ‘exhibitions that specifically address the question of 

collecting, highlighting it as a located cultural activity rather than assuming its 

inherent legitimacy’. This has, she notes, been ‘gathering pace since the 1970s’ 

(p.92). She points to important realignment exhibitions such as Wilson’s 

installation Collected (1997) at the British Museum. I also note his influential 

work Mining the Museum (1992) at the Maryland Historical Society. 

 

In the literature review I looked at the development of museums and collecting. 

Macdonald (2006) effectively charted the development of a curator from a 

keeper of art to an active protagonist. The history of exhibition making has a 

symbiotic relationship with the history of collecting. For example, curators are 

conscious of an order within the canon of art history, as well as, the socio-

political and contextual readings found in that history. Hierarchy of importance 

in hang and placement can be read in an exhibition. An exhibition of a collection 

owned by a private donor has direct links to the historical displays of wealth, 

power, and privilege. And the legacy of the white cube and the minimalist hang 

still holds strong. In these ways, historical vestiges impact contemporary 

curating today. 

 

In Chapter Seven, I discussed a number of examples of how socially engaged 

curating can use the physical and conceptual space of museums for new ways 

of connecting with communities. The museum site, though contested, can be a 

place for activating potentialities. It can also be a place for re-imagining one of 

the most important museum and institutional structures—the permanent 
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collection. This section discusses how, through the use of permanent 

collections, socially engaged curatorial practices in museums can push the 

boundaries of museology. Those of us who employ socially engaged curatorial 

practice and work with artists (inside and outside of institutions) are 

collaborating with others in a neo-avant-garde process of post-institutional 

critique. Bishop (2014b) agrees: ‘museums with a historical collection have 

become the most fruitful testing ground for a non-presentist, multi-temporal 

contemporaneity’ (p.23). By curating in this way, we can antagonise and 

complicate power relations in museum space, display, and interpretation.  

 

Here I publish my examination of several experiments that focused on re-

imagining collections in new ways—a reflective capacity inverting the vestiges 

of old museology and in response to new museology. Macdonald (2006) 

explains ‘such exhibitions may focus on the activities—and individual 

proclivities, as well as, social backgrounds—of particular collectors, or make 

experimental interventions that raise questions about the status or categories of 

collecting’ (p.92). Macdonald is correct, albeit passive. I argue that the 

collection-based exhibition making needs to become a volatile process. 

 

8.2.1 Early Attempts at Curating with the Collection as Medium  

In earlier chapters, I discussed collection-based exhibitions that are also worth 

briefly noting here. Both Elements of Architecture (LaGrange, 2011) and You 

Like This (Fargo, 2011) challenged the taxonomy and traditional systems of 

collections. In LaGrange we used themes and vignettes, and in Fargo we 

inverted curatorial discretion. Both shows unpacked ideas about interpretation 
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by using the collection as a medium and prioritizing the process as much as the 

exhibition.  

 

Cult of Personality: Warhol, Dali and Lady Gaga (LaGrange, 2011) 

Another example from LaGrange was the Cult of Personality: Warhol, Dali and 

Lady Gaga (2011). It was co-curated with a young art student, Catherine 

Schroeder, drawing from the collections of the LaGrange Art Museum, Wesley 

and Missy Cochran, the Howard Collection, and LaGrange College’s Lamar 

Dodd Art Center. We worked together to find interesting, provocative vignettes, 

focusing on the cult of personality found in modern and contemporary art in 

these collections. It was also an early attempt at an alternative blockbuster, with 

works on paper by Andy Warhol, Salvador Dalí, Robert Rauschenberg, Helen 

Frankenthaler, and Willem De Kooning among other 20th-century artists. These 

works sat alongside visual culture objects such as a Lady Gaga album cover. 

The curatorial concept and title underscored the critical examination of the cult 

of personality found in 20th-century art and attempted to subvert and question 

the proclivity of the idea in the public realm and in museology (Fig. 8.5).  

 

Figure 8.5. Two works in Cult of Personality: Warhol, Dali and Lady Gaga.  
Left, an album cover for a Lady Gaga vinyl; right, Andy Warhol, Queen Elizabeth II of the United 

Kingdom (1985), Screen-print, from the Reigning Queens Series, Howard Collection.  

 



 

336 
 

The aim of this project was to challenge the concept of a blockbuster, 

particularly the concept of the exhibition framework52 and the accompanying 

underlying artist-as-genius fallacy. Conceptually, we connected the artist-as-

genius with the manufactured commercialization of the rise of Lady Gaga as a 

cultural phenomenon. The show was also the first time that I began to let go of 

the lead curator position while collaborating, allowing Schroeder to take the lead 

on research, placement, and discussion-led tours. It was another step in the 

shared curatorial process, coupled with those noted directly above, that 

eventually culminated in the complete opening up of curatorial discretion.  

 

8.2.2 Later Experiments: The Collection as Unpredictable Versus Static  

The experiments described above were early attempts to work with collections 

as a medium intended to be a catalyst for engagement. Even though my 

practice had regularly posed questions to facilitate dialogue rather than present 

finite scholarly answers, my experiments became bolder, with specific points of 

view posed in larger contexts as the research continued. It was during these 

early experiments working with collections directly that a significant shift 

occurred in my research. My curatorial work became a creative practice where 

exhibition making, parallel events management, collections work, marketing, 

fundraising, and management decisions conflated. The primary experiments 

 
52 The notorious Treasures of Tutankhamun (1987) solidified what we now consider the 
blockbuster museum show, garnering 1.2 million visitors. There had been earlier blockbuster 
shows, but with the wildly successful tour of Tut, museums across the world saw a significant 
shift to income-generating, popularist shows. Since then, there has been a continual discussion 
of the problematics of commercial tendencies in museums (Zhakaria, 2004). A 2002 report by 
the Getty Leadership Institute found that this approach was not sustainable (Ellis, 2002). In 
relation to the research, I found (through direct experience) that while audiences enjoyed the 
work and revelled in the spectacle, the engagement of real and meaningful experiences was 
superficial. Specifically, the relationship between museum and visitor tended to induce a one-off 
visit rather than relationship building. The overall benefit to the museum, as an institution, was 
not sustainable, and the values of the museums were implicated as disingenuous. Therefore, a 
traditional museum blockbuster does not sit well within the Slow Curating Framework.  
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were artistic programming, but the space for considering and re-considering the 

implications of all of my work—my practice—opened up. Because of my 

intentionally unpredictable curatorial gestures, my collections-based curating 

became more dynamic and engaging.  

 

The Return of Sodbuster: Luis Jiménez (2012) 

One example of my mature curatorial practice was The Return of Sodbuster: 

Luis Jiménez (2012) in Fargo (Fig. 8.6 and 8.7). After six months of on-site 

research in Fargo, the curatorial intention of this exhibition was to facilitate a 

broad discussion about public art and the role of the museum in the community, 

and to experiment with new techniques of exhibition making in response to an 

urgent community need.  

 

Within the first month of arriving in Fargo, I was approached by not less than a 

dozen people, both publicly and privately, who directly asked: What have you 

done with Sodbuster? The public artwork was a community icon and 

remembered by many Fargoians. Sodbuster is arguably the most well-known 

public sculpture in the Fargo–Moorhead area. According to museum files, the 

sculpture paid homage to the farmers and prairie workers of the Great Plains. A 

muscle-bound farmer sows the seeds with two monumental oxen. As the 

discussions, enquiries, and debates about Sodbuster continued, the urgency of 

a collection-based exhibition examining public art and this specific artwork 

became apparent.  
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Figure 8.6. Installation shots of The Return of Sodbuster: Luis Jiménez (2012), Plains Art 
Museum. 
 

The curatorial premise was to present an active and unpredictable presentation 

of Luis Jiménez’s work in the PAM collection by focusing on a dialogical 

process around one work, Sodbuster, San Isidro. The work was Jiménez’s first 

public art commission in a distinguished career of 40 years creating public 

artwork. The work, originally commissioned by the Fargo Parking Authority in 

1978, was gifted to the PAM by the City of Fargo in 1991. Situated in the centre 

of town and after many years in harsh weather, the fibreglass artwork was 

considerably damaged. The precarious work was kept in storage because of its 

size (approximately 60’ x 257’ x 47’). Although it was gifted to the PAM for 
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safekeeping, attempts to work with the artist to conserve the work ended when 

he died in 2006.  

 

Leading up to the exhibition, the museum held a series of public discussions 

about the role of public art and this work in particular. The Sodbuster Summit 

took place in Autumn 2011 to assess public opinion about the future of the 

sculpture. It was there that the impact of public opinion came to bear. Questions 

were raised about ownership, responsibility of care for the artwork, authorship, 

and the new site for the work. Other ideas presented at the summit included 

collaboration with local body shops who knew about fibreglass, as well as, 

North Dakota State University researchers who were conducting experiments in 

fibreglass. Internal discussions about the museum’s role and responsibility for 

the artwork focused our attention on the needs and wants of our community 

while posing serious questions about viability and financial sustainability with 

regard to the estimated $100,000 restoration cost. 

 

In the exhibition, I included Sodbuster, San Isidro alongside eight other Jiménez 

artworks from the PAM collection, giving context to the artist’s practice. These 

examples also showed that Jiménez’s other artwork, when stored inside a 

building, kept their high kitsch colours the artist was known for. The actual work, 

Sodbuster, San Isidro was displayed on wooden pallets and in its current 

dilapidated condition. This intentional and obvious low-fi presentation 

highlighted the precarious nature of storing artworks (Fig. 8.7). This curatorial 

gesture included numerous placements that facilitated a deep experience to 

consider the need for a discussion about conservation, as well as, enabling 

further discussion on its future display. These innovative installation approaches 
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aimed to engage notions of public artwork, the politics of place, the precarious 

status of archives, and the discursive limits of curators/registrars as narrators of 

history. 

 

 

Figure 8.7 Luis Jiménez’s Sodbuster, San Isidro.  
 

The exhibition was inspired by a 2006–2009 exhibition series at the van Abbe 

Museum entitled Plug In: Re-Imagining the Collection curated by Charles Esche 

and Christiane Bernedes. In that series of exhibitions, the curators invited artists 

to create editions to ‘plug in’ to the museum’s physical space, often using non-

traditional places. The intention was to present new and challenging 

perspectives using the van Abbe collection, but also to invite the audience into 

the show by plugging themselves in, in a self-chosen activation of imagination. 

Inspired by one episode in this series, I presented internal museum 

documentation of the initial commission and other paperwork in vitrine cases 

(Fig. 8.6). Museums do not normally make their correspondence, conservation, 

and collection information public. Therefore, their inclusion subverted a 

museological norm and highlighted the process of how a work comes into a 

collection. Formal and informal letters, emails, conservation reports, curatorial 

notes, and grant applications to the National Endowment for the Arts were 
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displayed. The bold choice to preserve excavated archived meta-

documentation allowed viewers to consider how museums conserve artworks. It 

evoked a shared ownership of the legacy project and revealed the banality of 

procedural processes.  

 

There was also a large, wooden wall display outlining Sodbuster. We 

encouraged visitors to respond to the question: ‘What do You Think? Comment 

here’ (Fig. 8.6). This graffiti-style mark-making in the gallery was an 

emboldened action for viewers and served as an avenue for immediate and 

archived feedback. Additionally, a red dot voting system was set up on two 

large maps of the Fargo–Moorhead area, where audiences could place a red 

dot where they thought Sodbuster should be re-sited (Fig. 8.6). Signage asked: 

‘Where would you like to see Sodbuster?’ Though it could seem flippant in 

intention—at least one staff thought we should not take the public’s opinion into 

consideration—the exhibition effectively drove concrete creative agency. The 

audience believed that they had a say in the outcome of the responses and the 

findings in the exhibition. Auxiliary programming to facilitate the exhibition’s key 

ideas included a public talk, organised as a report-back to the community, by art 

conservationist Bill Kreysler. Kreysler, who was brought in to undertake an 

assessment of the sculpture. 

 

These techniques not only activated dialogue and opinion, but also facilitated a 

discussion about the role of the museum in the community and the public’s 

expertise in decisions regarding their own cultural assets. These innovative 

installation approaches aimed to engage notions of public artwork, politics of 
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place, the precarious status of archives, and the discursive limits of 

curators/registrars as narrators of history. 

 

Share Visions: The Model Collections (Sligo, Ireland, 2015)  

The semi-permanent collection exhibit, Shared Visions: The Model Collects, 

was an audacious and direct response to the Sligo community and represented 

more than five months of discussions about and research on the context and 

the Model as an institution (Fig. 8.8). Posited as a re-positioning of the 

collection as a major asset for both the museum and Sligo, the curatorial 

concept was complex, multi-layered, ambitious, and reflected the culmination of 

my PhD research. The curatorial premise was to show how the collection was a 

manifestation of multiple voices and relationships, while also signifying areas for 

re-imagining the museum’s relationship with audiences in bold—even volatile—

ways. 

 

     

Figure 8.8. Installations in Share Visions: The Model Collections (Sligo, Ireland, 2015) 
Left: installation of salon wall hang in main gallery; right, installation of contemporary artists 

from the Graeve Collection. 

 

The Niland Collection was created during the time of the establishment of more 

democratic collections in museums around the mid-20th century. As discussed 

earlier, we know that collections during this time were created as part of cultural 



 

343 
 

nationalism and manifestations of wealth (Alexander and Alexander, 2008a; 

Bennett, 2004, 1995; Macdonald, 2006). Macdonald (2006) notes that 

collections were also reflective of the ‘newly educated middle classes, 

especially by literary and philosophical societies’ (p.86). She recalls Didier 

Maleuvre’s work describing this period of democratised collections where the 

‘museum penetrated the cultural consciousness’ (p.86).  

 

The creation of the Niland Collection in Sligo was part of this broader cultural 

phenomenon. Interviews with Sligo locals indicate that throughout the 1950s, 

curator Nora Niland worked with local people to establish a museum for Sligo 

and towards the end of the decade played a central role in the establishment of 

Yeats International Summer School. In 1961, Niland organised a large Jack 

Butler Yeats exhibition and persuaded many patrons not only to lend their 

paintings for the show, but also to make long-term loans to the museum 

afterwards. With the specific aim of purchasing some of the loaned paintings, 

Niland started a public subscription fund. The significance of a woman during 

this time undertaking and succeeding in this endeavour cannot be 

underestimated. From the Capuchin Annual, she acquired what became the 

cornerstone of the Yeats Collection, namely Island Funeral, The Funeral of 

Harry Boland (1922), and Communicating with Prisoners (c. 1922), as well as, 

two small watercolours. Niland developed the collection in this same way, 

pursuing significant collectors with connections to Sligo and the Northwest of 

Ireland for gifts and donations of artworks. She established important 

relationships with artists, many of whom generously gifted works to the 

collection. Conceptually there were some interesting themes that emerged from 

my research to inform the curatorial premise of the exhibition. These included 
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Niland’s history and commitment to the community and institution building, the 

importance of one artwork (Yeats’s donation started the collection and the 

ensuing groundswell built one of Ireland’s most well-respected collections 

outside of Dublin), and contemporary artists donating work or works being 

acquired.  

 

The Shared Visions exhibit had at its core the embodiment of these 

relationships, based on the democratic nature of community building with Sligo-

based artists and community activists going back more than 60 years. Started 

in 1959, the collection focused on the north-west of Ireland. According to 

museum files, the Sligo’s Municipal Art Collection today bears the name of Nora 

Niland, who was appointed Sligo County librarian in 1945. In my interviews with 

locals Martin Enright, Ian G. Kennedy, and Damien Brennan from the Sligo-

based Yeats Society, I found out that the Niland Collection was built on the 

determination of one woman who prioritised the development of local artists and 

the role that art could play in the community. Niland’s belief in the creativity of 

people in Sligo and the unrepentant support of artists resulted in arguably the 

strongest national collection outside of Dublin. The collection is owned by the 

people of Sligo and is housed, cared for, and presented to the public by The 

Model. I took this relational way of working as part of my curatorial concept. 

 

However, I was also interested in the idea that the presentation would be 

volatile—visually and conceptually. With that in mind, I engaged the idea that a 

museum display presenting power and privilege could be inverted through a 

conscious decision to open up the relational nature of the collection exhibit. I 
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attempted to re-thread the collection and museum, embodying the 

democratisation of the museum and local community building.  

 

The boldness of the Shared Visions hang can be seen in the more than 50 

works shown in salon hang style on the large wall of the Niland Gallery (Fig. 

8.8). The selection was made to highlight the depth and breadth of the Niland 

collection and created a sublime yet dramatic initial viewing experience 

featuring artists Nick Miller, Barrie Cooke, Jack B. Yeats, Patrick Hall, C.E. 

Russell, Mainie Jellet, Patrick Collins, Louis Le Brocquy, Paul Henry, Sean 

Keating, Norah McGuiness, Mary Swanzy, and many others. In the main gallery 

space where visitors entered, it was a dramatic start to the show. The salon 

hang style was in direct violation of the white cube installation model. While 

harking back to a Victorian timeframe, the salon hang was contemporised by a 

more feminist hang (nearly half of the works were by women) and in a non-

hierarchical placement. As discussed in the history of museums in Chapter 

Three, the curatorial design was meant to allow the public a criticality of seeing, 

emphasising the civic nature of the Niland Collection. The playful juxtaposition 

of the striking salon hang with that of a white cube, minimalist hang inverted the 

conventional standards of a Modernist-led museum display.  

 

The relational nature embodied in the collection was visually manifested in the 

hanging of selected collector vignettes—small groupings of works by specific 

donors gifted to the collection—including a number from the 62 artworks from 

James and Josephine Healy, 10 of 30 works on long-term loan from Jobst 

Graeve, seven from Eileen MacCarvill, two from the Friends of the National 

Collection, and two from Kathleen Goodfellow. This curatorial gesture recalled 
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lessons gleaned from the permanent collection hang in Fargo Birch Bark, Clay, 

Pixels, Paint (2012), where I organised the exhibit to focus on specific 

collectors. A subtle but important curatorial addition that underscored the 

dialogical relationship between curator, collector, and institution was reflected in 

my placing a dozen letters by and to artists, collectors, and Niland in a display 

case. The warmth and genuine admiration can be read and understood (Fig. 

8.9). This too recalls the van Abbemuseum and Fargo examples of displaying 

archival material.  

 
 
Figure 8.9: Letter to Nora Niland from Jack B. Yeats in Share Visions: The Model Collects 
(2015).  

 

To the right of the Niland Gallery is the West Gallery, one of two large gallery 

spaces normally set aside for temporary exhibitions. We placed a daring hang 

of artworks that contained overt political themes and posed bold questions. The 

room reflected the collecting habits of Graeve. His collection, which is on long-

term loan to the Model and considered part of the collection, focuses on works 

from the 1970s, 1980s, and 1990s, many of which are political in theme in 

relation to The Troubles. At least three works selected were included in the 

important US tour of Irish art in the exhibition When Time Began to Rant and 
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Rage: Twentieth-Century Figurative Painting from Ireland (1998). When I saw 

this show as a young curator and art historian in the US, it had a deep impact 

on my ideas about Irish art. That impact influenced my decision to show so 

many political works. In the Shared Visions vignettes, historically important Irish 

artworks of The Troubles, including works by Rita Duffy, Alice Maher, Dermot 

Seymour, and Jack Pakenham, were placed beside important works by Irish 

artists such as Dorothy Cross and the feminist work Stiletto II (1995). In Shared 

Visions the explicitly political dynamic among the works, the subject matter, and 

the physical size of the works were tangibly amplified in the small space. 

 

 

Figure 8.10, Detail of installation of new acquisitions (five works on the walls), Shared Visions 
(2015).  

 

Alongside these historic works, six new acquisitions were hung by 

contemporary, living Irish artists who work and live locally (Fig. 8.10). 

Curatorially, the show seemed to be held back by the vestiges of art history. In 

response, I felt the need to bring the collection up to date with these new 

acquisitions, and I asked these artists to donate their work to the collection (Fig. 

8.10). This made the collection a living, breathing representation of Irish art 

rather than a historical presentation. This curatorial gesture recalled lessons 
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from the Warhol exhibit in Fargo where I commissioned local artists to respond, 

effectively contemporising the presentation.  

 

Serving as a transition from one gallery to the next and connecting the 

intentionally undersized space between the two large galleries, the ONE Gallery 

clearly demarcated another layer: the role of the individual artist in developing 

the Niland Collection (Fig. 8.11). 

  

Figure 8.11: The ONE Gallery, highlighting the first work acquired in the Niland Collection, 
Leaving the Far Point (1946), by Jack B. Yeats (1871–1957), Oil on canvas, Niland Collection. 
 

 

The ONE Gallery was less a gallery than an alternative, unexpected space. 

Measuring 10’ x 8’, the room had been used as a storage space. Inspired by the 

meditative space found in The Rothko Chapel in the Menil Collection in 

Houston, I had always wanted to showcase one work in a gallery space. The 

experiment was to inspire audiences to take a long period of time with one 

artwork. In Sligo, the space was created for Leaving the Far Point (1946), a 

work by Jack B. Yeats, an important Irish artwork (Fig. 8.11). The intention of 

this curatorial gesture was two-fold. First, it aimed to facilitate a interpretation on 
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one work of art—slow looking—thereby allowing space and time for a relational 

viewing of the work. Numerous studies have shown that, although many people 

spend approximately five seconds looking at an individual artwork, if one can 

convince audiences to look longer, an artwork can become a meditative, 

intense learning experience. Tishman (2018) explains that slow looking is 

‘taking time to carefully observe more than meets the eye at first glance’’; it is ‘a 

mode of learning’ (p.7). The smallness of the room facilitated close up, 

immediate experiences. The walls were painted for a calming effect. A chair 

was placed in the space to allow for rest and contemplation. In an interview with 

me in November 2019, Tishman added that the process of slow looking 

facilitates learning, acceptance of multiple perspectives, and a complexity of 

engagement. This is exactly what I accomplished with the ONE Gallery 

experience.  

 

The second reason for highlighting the work on its own was the fact that 

Leaving the Far Point was the first work of art that had been gifted to the Niland 

Collection. In a civic gesture, the artist presented this important work to the 

people of Sligo. The curatorial intention was to highlight The Model as an 

institution that owed a great deal to artists. The ONE Gallery was a conceptual 

and physical segue into the new acquisitions, approximately six feet away in the 

West Gallery (Fig. 8.11). The ONE Gallery interior walls were painted a dark 

grey blue—a design decision that was conceptually a nod to the atmosphere 

rooms designed by el Lissitzy in 1927.  
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The complicated conceptually layered themes in the exhibit were visually pulled 

together by the coloured walls and exhibition design, again another 

contemporising of late 19th-century hangs alongside the white spaces. 

   

Figure 8.12. Example of the exhibition design. 
 

 

Figure 8.13. Visitor in gallery, with the diagonal kick design element in background.  
 

Several daring, bright blue tones were selected for the exhibition design, and a 

large N was a visual anchor for the vinyl (Fig. 8.12). An unexpected ‘kick’, a 

diagonal line of colour running onto the connecting white walls became a visual 

interruption, while also adding dimension and energy to the presentation (Fig. 

8.13). While the juxtaposition of the Salon hang, multiple vignettes, the ONE 

Gallery, and the audacious directness of the socio-political works in the West 

Gallery added to the visual shake-up of the show, there was also a quiet 

unfolding of multiple exhibition foci: the relational nature of Niland, artists, and 

collectors; the strength of the number of Jack B. Yeats works (The Model held 
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52 works at the time, the largest number outside of the National Gallery of 

Ireland); and the number of women artists and female collectors reflected in the 

exhibition.  

 

As noted previously, a feminist curatorial lens was used in the exhibition, 

evidenced in the salon hang, the highlighted role of Niland, the high number of 

women artists’ features, and the overt socio-political themes in the works. Art 

critic Alice Lyons called Shared Visions ‘a feminist hang’ (Personal interview, 

March, 2015). This response reflects the complexity of the multiple foci unfolded 

with time and/or repeat visits. The importance of taking time—slow curating—

was intentional. In total, more than 120 works were on display in four galleries. 

It remains the largest display of the Niland Collection at one time to date.  

 

A smaller gallery, to the left and east of the main gallery, was dedicated to 

Eileen MacCarvill’s donation. More than six works by noted Irish Modernist 

Mainie Jellet were displayed alongside a Jack B. Yeat’s portrait of Irish 

nationalist Robert Emmet. The hang was intentionally sparse, with the Jellet 

works placed on the wall like notes on a score. This was a visual juxtaposition 

to the salon style in the next room. The doors between the two galleries always 

remained open, facilitating this reading. Again, responding to the shows at the 

van Abbemuseum and to curator Charles Esche, this room was considered a 

plug-in installation, which changed during the 16-month run of Shared Visions. 

Having a plug-in room where work could be swapped in and out added another 

actionable element to the overall show, facilitating the changeable nature of the 

show.  
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8.3 Critical Pedagogy in Practices in Museum Collections 

With Shared Visions I again considered a curatorial gesture to invite 

contemporary artists to respond with new work with the idea of antagonising 

themes in exhibiting and challenging museum power structures. In Critical 

Museum Pedagogy and Exhibition Development, Margaret Lindauer (2007) 

explains the need for critical pedagogy to be translated from the classroom into 

exhibition making. She quotes museum scholar Eilean Hooper-Greenhill to 

underscore the imperative: ‘The development of a critical museum pedagogy 

that uses existing good practice for democratic purposes is a major task for 

museums and galleries in the twenty-first century’ (p.303).  

 

Sharing this curatorial intention, I invited two social practitioners, Carmen 

Papalia and Kristin Rochelle Lantz from Vancouver, British Columbia, to come 

for an artists’ residency at The Model in April 2015. Papalia is a critically 

acclaimed social practice artist who designs experiences that invite those 

involved to expand their perceptual mobility and claim access to public and 

institutional spaces. Often requiring trust and closeness, these arrangements 

disorient the participant in order to introduce new modes of orientation that 

allow for perceptual and sensory discovery. As an open sourcing of his own 

embodiment, his works make visible the opportunities for learning and knowing 

that are available through non-visual senses.53 I had previously met Papalia and 

Lentz at the Open Engagement conference, and our mutual interest in 

accessibility meshed well. For example, Papalia proposed that we use the word 

‘engagement’ instead of access when we talked about accessibility because 

accessibility is often connected to physicality. We were both interested in 

 
53 Papalia and Lantz were also a part of the Bureau of Radical Accessibility (see Chapter Six). 
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accessibility and engagement can destabilise power. He explained his process 

in an interview in the social practice journal FIELD in 2016:  

Accessibility is really about holding agency, and if we’re going to assess 
institutions and talk about access, we have to ask, how is that working for 
everybody? and how is the institution allowing a certain experience, a 
certain agency? and if it doesn’t allow the agency that we feel that we 
should have, how do we intervene, how do we destabilize that power? 
(Bell, 2016 p.1). 
 

They were invited as part of the Bureau for Radical Accessibility, which was 

according to Papalia ‘established a pedagogical space within the institution 

where visiting artists and community members could engage accessibility as a 

creative practice’ (2019). 

 

I had encouraged Papalia and Lantz to wait until they were onsite to develop 

and respond to the building and community. They started with an artists’ talk 

and immediately began building relationships with the staff and locals (Papalia, 

2019). After two weeks of research, experiments, discussions with staff, artists, 

and the Sligo community through the B.R.A. (inside and outside of the 

museum), Papalia and Lentz found space for quiet creative dialogues. Some 

included The Model building. For example, a red string intervention emphasised 

the need for a set guided tour of the space, and Papalia (who is legally blind) 

used the string to navigate the museum. The red string installation became a 

temporary art intervention in the foyer and café, leading to the gallery spaces. 

This presented a number of museological issues and questions: Is this art? Do 

we keep it up without a label? Will visitors understand that it is a work? How do 

we talk about this type of art? Can we keep it up if there are safety issues? One 

staff member told me that she was nervous that children would get strangled in 

the string. The research was conducted as part of Papalia and Lantz’s Bodies 
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of Knowledge: Unlearning Infrastructural Oppression series, which aimed to 

open up museum spaces as accessible, horizontal platforms for cultural 

exchange. Papalia explains this project: ‘I revelled in the fact that while its [the 

string] placement was convenient for me, it obstructed certain walking routes for 

others’ (Papalia, 2019). Importantly, he wanted to ‘illustrate the idea that 

accessibility can be approached as a user-defined creative process, a 

temporary agreement with the potential to serve the dual purpose of increasing 

one’s agency and interrupting the disabling power structures that are present’ 

(Papalia, 2019). 

 

 

 
Figure 8.14. Installation of Plug-In Gallery for Shared Visions as de-constructed by artist 
Carmen Papalia with his work For Erik Ferguson (2015). 
 

The final experimentation with Papalia and Lantz was an intervention in the 

East Gallery, which was the plug-in inspired gallery in Shared Visions. I had 

installed only seven artworks in the East Gallery at standard height. The project 
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by Papalia, entitled For Erik Ferguson (2015), was a re-arranging and re-

hanging of the seven works (Fig. 8.14). The works were lowered from 58 inches 

(the normal hanging height) to approximately 12 inches off the ground, 

employing an unconventional museum hang to manufacture a disabling viewing 

experience for visitors, requiring them to realise their access as a creative 

process and to claim agency in the curated space. Here we can recall Butler’s 

performativity as identity as a social performance or van Hantelman’s call for 

exhibits that are a site of engagement or action. The artists presented the 

intervention as an invitation to practice embodied movement as part of a 

viewing strategy and to occupy a point of orientation in the museum that was 

based on complex physical embodiment.54 Papalia explains: ‘My hope was that 

this shift would not only produce a disabling viewing experience for typical 

visitors but would also serve as an invitation to break the tradition of passive 

viewing at the institution by requiring visitors to problem solve their access and 

realise an active, embodied way into the work’ (Papalia, 2019).  

 

The response by the public was positive, affirming Lindauer’s (2007) call for 

museums to be ‘more democratic than modernist . . . inviting community 

members to contribute to decisions about what histories will be told and the 

polysemic ways in which artworks and artefacts and be interpreted’ (p.305). 

According to Lindauer, institutions need to take an approach of cultural 

diversity, allowing for the polyvocality of people from different races, classes, 

ethnicities, genders, physical abilities, sexual orientations, and religions. In this 

way, if a museum creates an open space to interact, in effect, to activate 

 
54 The residency at the Model was discussed by Papalia with Jacqueline Bell (2016) in a FIELD 
article.  



 

356 
 

potentialities of a diverse cultural landscape, ‘the museum . . . becomes a 

progressive institution’ (p.305). 

 

One of the main aims of slow curating, as discussed throughout this thesis, is 

creating space for the activation of potentialities. The strength of Shared Visions 

was the multiple exhibition foci: the volatile nature of the collection, the 

boldness of the placement of artworks, and the approach to institution building, 

while following an adaptive narrative approach. A narrative approach also 

opens up the possibility of further exploring the kinds of stories that people may 

tell through and about objects, and how meanings, morals, and museums, as 

exemplars of certain object-value-meaning complex, are implicated in them’ 

(Macdonald, 2006 p.91).  

 

For decades only small parts of the collection had been shown at any one time, 

so one of the foci of Shared Visions was to create time and space for the Sligo 

community, along with regional, national, and international communities, to 

come to The Model and invest in the institution. We hoped that our communities 

would reclaim the collection as their own in the 16-month period, visiting their 

favourite works and, in turn, creating a deeper relationship with the artwork, the 

Niland Collection, and The Model.  

 

8.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has examined the necessity for curatorial contestation—the act or 

process of disrupting or arguing—in museums. If we believe that curators—

those who have control over the collection, displays, and interpretation of 

objects—are the protagonists in the changing face of museums today, they 
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must engage in contestation, risk taking, and antagonistic practices to 

systematically challenge power structures in their museums.  

 

I have argued that curators with socially engaged practices can work with artists 

and others in a process of post-institutional critique. This notion reflects my 

ongoing investigation into the aftermath of institutional critique, as understood 

by artist Andrea Fraser (2005). She calls for a move away from ‘the institution 

as specific places, organisations and individuals to a conception of it as a social 

field’ (p.103). I understand this to mean a museum is an institution that needs to 

be dialogical, reflective, and permeable. As a response to the socio-political 

context of the 1960s to 1980s, institutional critique responded to the specifics of 

the time, but for Fraser, it’s much more complicated. She calls for us to re-

examine art museums as institutions: ‘it’s not a question of being against the 

institution: We are the institution. It’s a question of what kind of institution we 

are, what kind of values we institutionalise, what forms of practice we reward, 

and what kinds of rewards we aspire to’ (p.103).  

 

Indeed, it is a question of what kind of institution we want to be. This chapter 

featured how museums have the potential to use different relational and 

reflexive viewpoints and activate spaces to fulfil the call for a new museology. I 

also noted that museums need to challenge traditional collection displays. The 

working framework for my curatorial practice and enquiry is underscored by a 

rhizomatic approach to the museum and curating—slow curating.  

 

Arguing for a more activated and antagonistic approach to collections, my 

experiments focused on re-imagining collections in both a reflective capacity 
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inverting the vestiges of old museology, as well as, in response to new 

museology. Curators have the most important role in this new way of presenting 

collections. The public demands meaningful and relevant experiences with art 

and each other in their leisure time. Therefore, curators must be prepared to 

negotiate, register, and come to terms with challenges and uncertainties. The 

permeable space, one that adopts reciprocal relationships and slow curating, 

may find more space to create activated and relevant experiences. By using 

new, socially engaged practices (or re-imagining the old in a contemporary 

context), we facilitate relevant opportunities for our audiences and our 

communities. 
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CHAPTER NINE 

Conclusion 

The year 2020 will forever be remembered for the world-wide COVID-19 

epidemic and the demonstrations against police brutality. Those of us who are 

museum practitioners know our institutions will never be the same. My PhD 

research specifically asked whether art curators in regional museums and 

galleries could meaningfully engage audiences and local communities for more 

relevant experiences. By critically examining the use of socially engaged 

curating in regional museums, I created experiments that facilitated relevant 

engagements. These experiments were explored through the slow curating 

framework. Through my findings, my PhD research meaningfully impacts the 

fields of museology, curating, and social practice. 

 

9.1 Original Contributions: Findings from the Study 

My findings and outputs include the Slow Curating Framework as a tool kit for 

curatorial practice, the Spectra of Social Practice and Curating, and the 

conclusion that curators play the most important role in museums becoming 

more community-facing and permeable. My research contributes new 

knowledge in the fields of museology, curating, and social practice, while also 

demonstrating new approaches, processes, and tactics for museum 

professionals to employ. When I started my PhD research, I positioned it at the 

interface of three distinct fields—museology, curating, and social practice. I 

argue in this thesis that when examining these fields today we must consider 

these three fields as inter-relational. That seemed radical at the time but today 

we see museums utilising socially engaged practices.  
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My research explored whether curators who used socially engaged methods 

could facilitate deep connections with audiences and communities. What I 

found was far more radical and reflective than I originally expected. Power 

structures were changing and there were opportunities for deep and seismic 

alterations in art institutions. Yet, there were difficulties in the path to this new 

knowledge. We know that museums are not neutral; they are laced with power 

structures, layers of authority, and multiple sources of influence. So how do we 

challenge these conventions? Slow curating is a concrete framework that 

directly challenges power structures for more engaged experiences. 

 

All of my research was conducted on site through exhibition and programme 

experiments. This allowed for a clear synthesis of theory and practice. I used a 

theoretical construct of examining power relations to see how art could play a 

role in destabilising institutions and the status quo through strategies that 

disrupt a space through the facilitation of dialogue. In turn, these spaces and 

institutions could be re-imagined. In considering how theory and practice can be 

synthesised, I focused on developing methods through actions and 

experiments, engaging concrete situations. I utilised experimentation to reveal 

new facets of a situation, previously unidentified or not clear, which in turn 

provided new information and clarity. My curatorial practice was cyclical, 

incorporating reflection, dialogue, and in-situ change. I reflected, criticised, 

restructured, and employed a reflective process in my research. This process is 

embodied in slow curating in that it facilitates pivots during experiments and, 

most importantly, it allows for failure. This was crucial in the development of the 

slow curating framework. Embracing failure is part of experimenting and in way, 
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curating becomes something different—much more reflective, responsive, and 

activist orientated. 

 

9.2 Slow Curating Framework as a Tool Kit for Curatorial Practice 

Slow curating is a new framework and provides a practical tool kit for curatorial 

thinking, which is of great value to the international curatorial and museum 

fields. It concretely shows a dialogical and reflective process that creates 

meaningful connections between regional museums and their communities. 

This framework facilitates: 

·         dialogue with communities in ways that are reciprocal and respectful, 

garnering stakeholder buy-in and ownership 

·         the creation of space for activating connections with audiences in a variety of 

ways through shared and open authorship 

·         creates avenues of entry to multiple areas of knowledge and expertise in 

collection and new work exhibitions, education initiatives, and the 

commissioning of new work. 

 

Slow curating can be utilised as a framework for working in socially engaged 

ways. As a toolkit, is a collection of proven tactics and strategies for front-line 

staff. The framework can enable staff to learn about issues and to identify 

approaches and processes for addressing them. Slow curating helps to 

translate theory into practice, while being open and reflective in process to 

engage a wide variety of communities and audiences. The cyclical model of 

seven actions contains both the instructions and tools needed to implement the 

framework. Through a step-by-step framework, the value is in its simplicity—

respect, reciprocal generosity, experimentation, dialogue, and reflection. The 
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slow curating framework also provides ample opportunity for the user to 

bespoke it to their needs and the institution’s values.  

 

9.2.1 Community Engagement Strategies of Slow Curating 

As discussed in Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight, my slow curating experiments 

challenged traditional approaches in museology, curation, and interpretation. 

Community engagement strategies include the prioritisation of: shared 

curatorial authorship, alternative hangs, the commissioning of new work that 

investigates and elucidates museum accessibility, and the activation of space 

between object and audiences as a way of connecting the two. This was 

developed through experiments that emphasised activation: the process, the 

space between art and audience, and the epistemological nuances found in 

knowing and not-knowing. The main aims of slow curating are to open up space 

for dialogue and discourse, challenge notions of the expert, and allow for 

polyvocality and engagement. Again, dialogue and a reflective process are 

central to slow curating.  

 

Models of dialogue within power relations and negotiation and responsibility can 

be challenged institutional spaces. There is a convergence of theory and 

practice in offering up a space for open, unconstructed dialogue with anyone 

who wanted to show up. Curatorial dialogue and collaboration were useful when 

conducting experiments—I would pose a question to participating artists and 

audiences and then a counter-question (sometimes verbally, other times 

visually in the exhibition design) to provide space for ambiguity and dialogue. 

This questioning and counter questioning became a place for discussion in a 

non-binary way. Community engagement strategies included: alternative 
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approaches to educational activities, including days, digital tours, and auxiliary 

activities focusing on debate and dialogue, as well as, temporary installations 

activated in unexpected places such as lobbies and project spaces. 

 

When experimenting with collections, I found that the more antagonistic I could 

be curatorially, the more impact I had. Collections became volatile in content, 

and exhibit design, place, and memory became signposts in my curatorial 

practice. This process was used in several research experiments that enquired 

into the definition of space. I examined a community or region as a physical 

manifestation of place, the conceptual space and the inversion of traditional 

concepts of the white cube, the physical space of research institutions, how to 

use architecture as a tool for engagement, and facilitating a project space as a 

catalyst for experimentation. I also examined the concepts of art, architecture, 

memory, and spectral traces as foci for creative actions in sites of post-conflict 

and trauma (see Chapter Seven). My research showed that museums can be 

activated sites for the distribution of ideas, for connecting art and audiences, 

and for activating creative agency. 

 

Slow curating begins with research of a specific area and context in which 

you’re working. By taking time to research and understand the local and 

regional socio-political and historical landscape, curators demonstratively 

embed their work in the communities they serve. The result is a connected and 

meaningful experience for visitors. Every experiment in my research was 

conducted in this way. The openness of experimentation is, as discussed 

earlier, based on trial and error; failure is acceptable, and I learned from it. The 

importance of trying multiple experiments, sometimes in different sites, allowed 

me to develop new ideas and test successes again. 
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Community engagement strategies included: commissioning new work to 

investigate the poetics of place (spoken and unspoken), architectural orientated 

exhibitions and projects, and collaborative curating. Collaboration is an 

important part of slow curating; every single experiment was a collaborative 

effort. With an open, reflective, and transparent approach, curators can guide 

projects as they unfold. Slow curating facilitates space for others to respond to 

and give feedback, especially when collaborating with the local community. 

Though uneasiness and unpredictability are possibilities, activated spaces 

should be volatile and rhizomatic rather than static and didactic. As a reflective 

practice, slow curating takes time, though the idea of slow is not about time, but 

about connection. My reflections, field notes, and journals impacted not just my 

work but also my response to others and the contexts in which I was curating. 

My research became a lived practice. The dialogical process allowed me to 

collaborate and engage but also to be curatorially vulnerable, which in turn 

became a site of creativity, new knowledge generation, and activating 

potentialities. Risk meant embracing multiple authorship through polyvocality, 

fostering other people’s perspectives, getting feedback, and being responsive. 

Then with an openness to change, I adapted after successes and failures, 

sometimes in situ, other times after projects ended. The reflective methodology 

of slow curating is underscored by a commitment to experiment through several 

iterations and at multiple sites, which, in turn, facilitates a non-binary rhizomatic 

process. Through this type of practice, lessons are learned, experiments can be 

repeated, failures can be considered part of the process, and actions can be 

adjusted and re-attempted. 
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9.2.2 Notes From the Field: Outcomes of my Practice-Based Research  

My field notes, journals, and notes from chats and discussions with community 

members became an important element in my research. I learned from my 

reflections and from others. These notes allowed me to take a broad view of 

social practice and consider big, impactful ideas. Journaling allowed for a self-

critical analysis of my curatorial practice. Even when I doubted my impact or 

analysed my failures, journaling and discussions posed possibilities for me to 

consider. Knowing and not-knowing became part of slow curating. Radical 

pedagogy and Laermans’s (2012) ‘activating possibilities’ allowed me the space 

to greet failure positively. This is a fundamental departure from most curatorial 

and museum thinking in that it creates space for not-knowing. The importance 

of creating space for dialogue and asking more questions than providing 

answers became evident mid-way through my research. This added freedom 

and facilitated risk-taking and working in genuine, non-hierarchical ways. 

Experimenting meant that I did not have to present the right answer, but I had to 

provide space to discuss and debate. 

  

Although I discuss curatorial risk extensively in Chapter 8, it’s worth mentioning 

that my research behaviour in relation to risk and community changed over 

time. From my earlier experiments I was comfortable with a certain amount of 

political risk. I had been successful in garnering Board and community support 

for contentious exhibitions. The motivation for my curatorial risk was the desire 

to connect with communities. The Guerrilla Girls Project (2009) was an early 

success to connect with a wide variety of communities and groups. The risk in 

the You Like This Exhibition (2011) meant we worked side-by-side with 
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community members and garnered significant audience buy-in. However, in 

some later examples, the risk resulted in failed attempts. For example, with the 

Warhol exhibit in Fargo, we commissioned Native artist Joe Allen to create a 

series of paintings based on a critique of Warhol’s Cowboy and Indian Series. 

The aim was to connect with Native American communities, but we couldn’t 

draw that audience in because we did not have strong relationships built in the 

community. Similarly, in Sligo, the Bureau of Radical Accessibility was aimed at 

garnering more relevant experiences particularly with Travelers but we rarely 

were able to engage that community even though their camp was 100 yards 

from our parking lot on the same street.  

 

With these two later examples, I reflected and realised that we did not have an 

integrated approach to connecting with communities, meaning we did not have 

existing relationships or have key stakeholders in those communities to open up 

avenues for us to engage. We did not develop relationships that could provide 

inroads, nor did we work together. This realisation became an important 

learning opportunity that impacted the research—it reiterated the need to work 

closely with key stakeholders. It was important that the curatorial approach 

respond to the specifics of place (Stitt, Flood Diversion, Shared Visions), the 

complexities of spatial logistics (Liminal Spaces, You Like This, Bureau of 

Radical Accessibility), and the architectural contextual dimensions (Clare, 

Elements of Architecture, Misfit Cup Liberation Project). Most exhibitions 

examined these complexities. It is also important to challenge institutional 

structures such as curatorial teams and department divisions, shared 

authorship, and community curating.   
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In Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight, I discussed a number of experiments in 

which I used slow curating. The experiments were reflective and cyclical. The 

framework methods are underscored by four key values: 

·  the importance of creating avenues of entry into the community 

·  a commitment to engaging with context, collaboration and reciprocal 

relationships 

·  facilitating equitable open-ended processes 

·  fostering the Slow Curating Framework that is also experiment-based, 

reflective, and cyclical 

 

The values embodied in museums need to reflect a commitment to being 

community-facing, permeable institutions. It cannot be a marginal activity or one 

that is carried out by an education and outreach department alone. It must be at 

the core of what museums stand for. This far-reaching shift in thinking in 

relation to curating and pedagogy highlights the ‘require[d] active and brave 

curatorship’ (Frenkel, 2007 p.124) needed today. The intentional breakdown of 

curating and educational departments in favour of collaborative, non-

hierarchical curating took place in several examples. 

  

Another output of slow curating was the significant shift to embrace 

experimentation over specific creative outputs. While curating can be an 

individual practice, my role of curator was always in an institution. Many of my 

research findings were reflected in the experiments and the contextualization of 

my work. Examples of non-experts, from junior staff to community activists, 

taking the lead in projects can be found in every experiment. Allowing others to 

lead is implicit in slow curating and can result in deep relational experiences. 
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The research for my PhD can also inform others who are interested in how 

museums, galleries, art centres, and creative spaces of any kind can use social 

engagement to create meaningful experiences for audiences. 

 

Power relations are challenged and exposed in slow curating. The research 

elucidates many examples of both, including antagonising curatorial expertise, 

white cube gallery hangs, the binaries of social practice definitions, and the 

decentring of curatorial traditions. However, it should be noted that curators and 

directors, the roles I was employed, had power and exerted power. Throughout 

the research I attempted to unmoor institutional power, individual privileges, and 

throw off the vestiges of assuming art historical traditions.  

 

9.3 The Spectra of Social Practice and Curating 

In the first three to four years of my research, I spoke at numerous conferences 

and engaged hundreds of artists and art practitioners. I was repeatedly asked: 

What exactly is socially engaged art and curating? Is [insert artist’s name] work 

socially engaged? I thought that there was no definitive definition. In explaining 

what I thought, I often used the analogy of a spectrum and eventually created 

the Spectra of Social Practice and Curating (see Chapter Six). This non-binary 

way of demarcating the nuances of social practice has never been published, 

though I have spoken of it several times at conferences. It is radical new 

knowledge. In all of my research in socially engaged art, no one has attempted 

to define what constitutes social practice—the Spectra of Social Practice and 

Curating does. A key finding of this PhD research is the concretising of the 

spectra metaphor in social practice. The spectra metaphor allows for parallax 

viewpoints, which facilitates an open reading of the complexities found in social 
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practice. In other words, there is no single correct or incorrect way to create 

social practice art or undertake socially engaged curating. After the Slow 

Curating Framework, the Spectra is the most important research output. It alone 

deserves further research and development. 

 

9.4 Curator as Protagonist for a Sea Change in Museums 

This thesis presents a solid, yet controversial, conclusion—curators play the 

most important role in the changing face of museums today. It is through 

socially engaged curatorial practice that a pivot towards relevancy in our work 

can take place. I argue that the curator is the key protagonist in a museum in 

relation to their work with objects, their expertise, and their role in interpretation 

and, therefore, is in a crucial position to embody audience engagement. The 

implicit and direct work of the curator to lead the evolution—or revolution—to 

relevant, connected, and socially engaged museum work. The tactics I used in 

my research varied and created for each site and situation. This reflects my 

decade-long interest in fundamental questions about art, its display, and its 

interpretation in a specific context. Of particular note is the finding that there is a 

connection between civic and political contexts and contemporary art practice 

that can be strengthened. 

  

The institution, in tandem with the work of curators and artists, is an important 

part of the framework. As discussed in Chapter Three, the shift in museology 

from old to new opens theoretical and practical space for curators to address 

issues that are controversial or contested. By engaging with these new 

conceptual and physical spaces, curators can push boundaries, challenge 

power structures and outmoded conventions, and create new ways of seeing 
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and creating public and community relativity. The interface between concept 

and physical spaces can be a site of both theory and practice. My research was 

a type of practice-based ‘theoretical museology’ Mason (2006), one that is 

located at the intersection of theory and action. Curation should embrace active 

interpretation and new forms of engagement between artists and the public, and 

a continual reflection on and with audiences. Slow curating then is both 

concept/theory and a concrete, practice-based framework in a specific context. 

  

9.5 Suggested Future Research 

This PhD research follows my own personal journey and was developed from a 

singular practice. It encompassed more than eight years of primary research in 

the field, carried out in four sites and in three countries. This thesis presents a 

wide and varied set of experiments. In undertaking this work, it has become 

clear that there is so much more to be examined. 

  

The value of this research is the significance of both the development of the 

slow curating framework as a published toolkit, as well as, the wider 

acknowledgement of the Spectra of Socially Engaged Art and Curating, and the 

role of socially engaged curators in museums. The international significance is 

important because as museums respond to COVID and demands for inclusivity 

and equity in museums, there is a need for a process to undertake that work. 

Future research opportunities need to address these needs.  

 

Additionally, there is a need to further examine socially engaged curating in 

museums. There are now, in 2021, several museums and art centres that 

consider themselves socially engage or at least community facing: Walker Art 
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Center (Minneapolis), Tate Exchange (London), Brooklyn Museum (NYC), 

IMMA (Dublin), van Abbemuseum (Eindhoven), Museum of Contemporary Art 

Metelkova (Ljubljana), and Museo Nacional de Reina Sofia (Madrid). These 

organisations, and the many more that will be developed in post-COVID and in 

the wake of the anti-racist movement in the US, need to be catalogued and 

published. What is working? What is not? Additionally, there remains much 

more to research in relation to curatorial practice and social engagement in 

Asia, Africa, and South America. 

  

Other areas of further research include the historical connections between 

social practice and radical pedagogy as found in August Boal’s Theatre of the 

Oppressed social justice theatre as well as the role of the Feminist Art 

Movement (in the US and Europe). Both of these movements heavily impacted 

contemporary social practice, and I believe there is valuable information to 

glean from feminist art archives. It would also be helpful to consider the impact 

on museology, curating, and social practice of historical movements such as 

Black Mountain College and Bauhaus. 

  

The nuances of managing and developing internal structures for community-

facing institutions also deserve much more research. Another dissertation could 

be written on non-hierarchical methods of internal museum functioning and 

operations, including clusters versus departments, full-staff meetings, 

community curating, physical changes to museum foyers, offices and interior 

sites, specific and targeted outreach projects, and alternative curating outside 

the institutions in communities. 
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The most urgent need is to research, write, and publish on the impact of social 

movements on museums from 2010 through today. As I finished this thesis in 

Minnesota, the demonstrations and riots were 15 miles away. Demands for 

inclusivity and equity have dramatically impacted museums. ARTnews reported 

on June 2 that museums were compelled to make statements on the social 

unrest and police brutality, and those that stayed silent drew criticism. The fact 

that public opinion has such an impact on museum values and positions, 

particularly through social media, is not new but is urgent today.  

 

9.5.1 Continuing Professional Development 

This research has deeply affected my practice--theoretically and practically. My 

practice became stronger and stronger during the PhD research. My 

understandings of the complex issues of curating and museology, as well as, 

communities and audiences grew in deep and broad ways. I learned to listen 

and communicate better, while also holding critically in hand. Most importantly, I 

learned that I do not know everything and that others have the incredible ability 

to stretch exhibition experiences and engage communities in new and 

innovative ways. My outputs have also affected my practice. I currently am an 

independent curator, consultant, educator, and speaker on slow curating as a 

framework for institutions and individual museum staff. And the work on the 

PhD has enabled me to become an adjunct professor.  

 

9.6 Concluding Remarks 

Museums play a significant role in our communities in how they conserve, 

mediate, and exhibit important objects and the ideas embodied in them. 

Museums, art centres, and public galleries should be serving communities. 
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Because of their important role in society, now more than ever museums need 

to be studied and encouraged to be more open and relevant, conceptually and 

physically. Museums need to change; it’s essential that we respond to our local, 

regional, national, and international contexts. Even before the pandemic and 

social unrest, humanity was disconnected, and museums were fighting for 

audiences and relevancy. In turn, curators and other museum staff must 

change their behaviour, exhibitions, collections, interpretation, and 

programming to engage in more meaningful connections with their audiences. 

  

I believe that curators play the most important role in the changing face of 

museums today. This statement has, to my knowledge, never been so 

decisively stated. I argue that it is through socially engaged curatorial practice 

that a pivot towards more relevancy and connection in our work can take place. 

Slow curating can be a framework for museum professionals to utilise. My 

research reflects new knowledge in the field. While there has been work 

published on socially engaged art practice and audiences/ participants/ 

communities as well as on institutional critique in museums today, little has 

been written on a socially engaged curating approach. More importantly, a 

working framework has not been devised that would support experiments in the 

field. The Slow curating framework is a curatorial process and practice that 

enables, explores, and expands museum and exhibition experiences for 

relevant audience engagement. Slow curating extends previous academic 

knowledge of exhibition-making and institutional critique. As a social practice, it 

portends new alternatives to current museology and provides a map for 

alternative approaches to mediating contemporary art in a museum context. My 

PhD research reflects a contemporaneous understanding of both new 
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museology and the role of curators, while also representing significant new 

knowledge on socially engaged curating as embodied in my reflective practice. 

  

Museums are not neutral spaces. Although they are public institutions, they do 

not currently embrace the power of the publics they serve. Power relationships 

can, and are changing. “For museums to become more equitable spaces, the 

histories and structures that underpin them must be confronted. This necessary 

evolution is not a transition towards an ideology but, rather, a recognition of 

past and current ideological frameworks that are unjust and exclusionary. 

(Raicovich, 2020, p.1) The public in public art museums, especially in the US, 

can be powerful. We need to reimagine them and be active participants in the 

change we want to see. This research is part of that call to action. Slow curating 

offers a way forward, but there is much work to be done.  
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