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me curators tend to a permanent collection. Others are
asked with organizing temporary exhibitions. Museums

Inarecent essay about the task of organizing an exhibition, star curator
Robert Storr, who directed this vear’s Venice Biennale, made a point of
stinguishing between people he called “exhibition makers,” who are
ponsible for putting together temporary shows, and curators, whose
primary concern” is the “care and preservation of art.” Storr’s distinction is
about much more than splitting hairs over job descriptions: Its significance
ies in pointing out how we habitually stretch the traditional notion of

e curator to encompass many differentl practices. And it comes, not
surprisingly, at a time of identity crisis for the profession.

From “Think with the Senses—Feel with the Mind: Artinthe Present Tense,” the 52nd International Art

{Exhibition, curated by Robert Storr, Venice Biennale: Jason Rhoades, Tiuantanjierchandalier, 2006
[DAVID ZARNER GALLERY
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Since the 1990s, the nurber
of mejor international biennials
has grown from just e few to over
10C, and the ever-prolifarating art
fairs have begun to feature curated
boothsand corcurrent exhibitions.
With so many venues competing for
public zttention, the sexy, up-tc-tre-
minute show—as opposed to the
less glamorous, behind-the-scenes
work of collecting—has become
the center of many contemporary
Curatorial practices, Itis atrend that
has benefited irdependent curators
making timely, idea-driven group
shows ky providing more outlets for
thei-work. But it has elso impacted
tradiitional curators at collecting
institutions, who must strike a
balance between staying current and
cultivating the museum’s holdings.

Artists Over Art

As founding director of the Center
for Curatorial Stucies at Bard
College—one of tre first academic
programs geared specifically to
curators—and current director
ofits graduate program, Norton
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Batkin has an obvious prafessional
interast in keeping close tabs on
the changing practice ofcurating.
“Opportunities for contemporary
curators have changed radically over
time in par: because of curator al
studies pregrams,” he said. “here
are people coming out now who
think d'fferantly about gelleriss,
independent spaces, anc other [non-
institut onal] situations”

Those venues have creatad
many new opportunizies “or curators
to come in and create extikitions,
Which, according to Batkin, has
become a more attractive activity
to CCSstudents than developing
collections. While some s:udents
remain committed to study.ng a
particular historical moment or body
oF work, the vast majorizy prefer

From "Novel Rzadings,” curatedby Florancia
Malbran, Center for Curatorial Stucies, Bard
College: Ernes:o Neto My Little Castle..Blue
(twotimes forinfinity), 2005

E CARISKENDALLICOURTESY THE ARTIST AND TANYA BONAKDAR
GALLERY.
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From “Hich Times, Hard Times: New Yorx
Painting 1967-1975," curated by Katy Siegel
with David Reed: Al Loving, Se/fPortrait,1974
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’_’/ working with younger artists and

develop ng exhibitions with them.

' “They're mostly talking about a
- younger gereration of artists; zhay're

not talking asout people who are

- heavily rapresented in collections,”

Batkin says.

The Rise of Independents

I the supply of exhibition mekers is

therise, sois the demand. With
reasing frequency, galleries,
ntraditional venues, and even

useums are turning to exhibiticn
ecia ists, often g ven the blankat
2 independent curators, hoping

umpt on is that the independent
Urator's specialty—the provocative
timely thematic group show—tends
generate more buzz than scholarly
nsiderations ofa single artist.
Indeed, the incependent curator
lives and dies by the novelty of her
deas. Without the weight of an
nstitution behind them, according to
Katy Siege|, a prafessor of art history
at Hunter College in New Yor< who

has also organized a number of

uccessful independent exhibitions,
ureally heve to preparea very
tightidsz of the project, beczuse
what pecple are most interested Inis

- Your oerspective.”

Her touring exhibition “High
Times, Hard Times: New York
Paintng 1967-1975," which debuted
at the Natianal Academy Museum
in New York last spring, was a
particu arly suczessful example. The

~ shewbrough: togezher a grour of

painters—some well-known, others

~ not—totell tha story of painting

in an era when many considered

the mediun to be “dead.” At once
cautious and provocative, it earned
criticel praise asalong-overdue
reconsideration of the period, and
also won an international roster of
venues eager to play host

Young and In-the-Know

If winning concep:s are -hz freelance
curator’s top asset, it also helps to
nave your finger on ths pulse. Amy
Smith-Stewart was a curator at New
York's P.S.1 Contemporary Art Center
from 2001 to 2005 before opening
her own gallery, Smith-Stewart, on
Manhattan's Lower East Side in April
2007.Intreinzerim, she worked as
anindspendent curator for private
collectors, art fair-affiliated project
spaces, and commercial galleries. n
fall 2006, she curated an acclaimed
series of three group shows featuring
mostly emerging artists at Mary
Baoone Gallery.

Boone &pproached Smith-
Stewart abo.t doing these
exaibitions shortly after seeing PS.1's
2005 show “Greatar New York,”
which Smi:h-Stewar: co-curated.
"he veteran dealer “was interestec in




someone who was of the samna
generation as the artists in the shaw,
someone wha could reinvigorate her
programming,” said Smitk-Stewart,
whase exhibitions for the gallerist
“ocused on youth, glamour, and ths
grotesque, tremes whicn, together
with her knack for spoting emerging
talent, hava become her curatorial
signature,
“At institutions there are
hierarchies, politics, budgets”
Smith-Stewart saic of the allure of
Wworking independently, “You have
alot ofyoung people who are razlly
interested in a different k nd of
Curatoria' practice—some want to
work for institutions, but othes wart
to haveasay inwhat'’s going an now.”
And of courss, now that she has

bacome a dealer and can organize
shows in her own space, she has
greater autonomy than ever before.

Keeping Up with the
New Kids

While smell-scale nstitutions and
gelleries will never have the same

resources as mega-museurns like,

say, the Metropol ten Museum of Art,

by bringingin independent curators
with million-dollar ideas, snaller
Venues cangain aleg up in the

exhib tion department on institutions
with mammoth collections, “Museum

Curators now have to compete
Witk aggressive, independent
spaces that ars mounting exciting
small exhibitions,” said Eatkin
of theincreasing importance of
orgenizing shows for museum
curators. “Demands are higher on
museums 1o brirginincome from
Visitors w/ith major exhibitions, They
compete with each cther for artists
and prestige in front of an art-world
eudience that s constantly ask ng,
“"Who are you showing?"” i
Oneneed look no further than
the Brcoklyn Museum, which has the
country’s second largest callection
after the Met, to see how the growing

From “The Uncerta nty of Objectsand Ideas;
Recent Sculpture,” 2006, curated byAnne
Ellegood, Mirshhorn Museum and Sculpture
Garden

HIFSHHORN MUSEUMANG SCULPTURE GARCEN
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portance of exhikitions has
pacted curatorial departments.
12006, the museum officially
ided its curatoria department
o two divisiors—exhibitions aad
cllections—and eliminated, o1
aper at least, specializetions such as
opzen Painting and As an Ar:.
~ Whilethis sor: of radica
.‘restructuring has yet to be
duplicatad elsewhere, at other large
stizutions curators have soucht
0come up with creative ways to
corral nistorical holdings into edgy
ontemporary exhibitions.
Curator Anne Ellegcod has

orked with notakle collections
roushout her career—including
at of tiber-callector Peter Norton,
hois known for acquring work by
‘emerging artists at strategic points in
ir careers, Since 2005, Ellegood
as bean associcte curator a: the
irshhorn MuseLrr and Sculpture
arden in Washington D.C., where
e balancas herinterestin the new
ith attempts to delve into the
iosyricrasies of the permanent

llection, which contains work f-om
1€ 19th century through the present
% d, as with most museums, was
‘éssembled by various benefactors

d curators over decades

For her fall 2006 exhibition “The
ertainty of Objects and Ideas:
ecent Sculptire,” Ellegood brougnt

Mparatively arge second-flcor
bition space, and then asked
ree of them—Rachel Harrisor,

“:? ‘&van Holloway, anc Charles Long—to

ch curate a gallery adjzcent

gir own with works from the
eum’s permanent collection. By
idering the pieces aach artist
€, sadEllegood, “you could sea

From “View Tex: Remember Who You Are,!
2006, curated oy Amy Smith-Stewart, Mary
Boone Gallery

MARY BOONE GALLER

waere they were coming frem with
their own work in a very experiental
and visual way.”

The extibition lent contemgorary
relevance tc many works in the
museum’s collection, including
odieces by Lee Bontecou, Constantin
3rancusi, and others. It also broke
down a conventional separation
between new work and ts historical
antecedents in a way that a non-
collecting institution or gallery
could never match. And perhaps
most significant, it facilitated the
Hirshhorn's acquisition cf several cf
the contzmporary works in the show.

The Hirshhornis hardly alone

in-hs practice. At museums
throughout the U.S., exhib tions
have becoms a driving force bahind
growing museums’ contemgorary
art collections. Cften, in “act, there
is a sort of uno*ficial quid pro cuo,
with the museum offering tha
prestige of a1 exnibiticn in exchange
for anew, va uable work by the hot
contempora‘y artist-exhibitor. Anc
that is why, despite the recert radical
changes withir the curatorial field,
Stort’s distinction between curator
and exaibition maker may nat hold
water for much longer.

Museums Magazine, Fall 2007, Vol.13, No. 3, by William Hanley.
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