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Historically and traditionally, curators authorize objects, guaranteeing authenticity and place within a trajectory of cultural values. Here is a job description:  

Curators oversee collections in museums, zoos, aquariums, botanical gardens, nature centres, and historic sites. They acquire items through purchases, gifts, field exploration, inter-museum exchanges, or, in the case of some plants and animals, reproduction. Curators also plan and prepare exhibits…Their work involves describing and classifying species, while specially trained collection managers and technicians provide hands-on care of natural history collections…Increasingly, curators are expected to participate in grant writing and fundraising to support their projects…Some curators maintain the collection, others do research, and others perform administrative tasks…In small institutions, with only one or a few curators, one curator may be responsible for multiple tasks, from maintaining collections to directing the affairs of museums… Increasingly, curators are expected to participate in grant writing and fundraising to support their projects… Most curators use the Internet to make information available to other curators and the public.”
 

Museums collect and hence contain both the aura of objects and individual human creative lives.  They frame the artist, as genius, somehow able to access the future as well as the moment and provide back up for their choices, through the designation of historical movements and tendencies.  Art history and exhibition relies on descriptions and categories; the curator’s job is also to analyse and create genre.  

Productive Exclusions

Without a doubt, the 1990s saw a wave of change that shifted the role of the curator in the contemporary art context.  Jobs in institutions were sewn up, and new graduates from art history and contemporary criticism programs had to survive on the periphery.  An educated new breed of curators perhaps even preferred to work outside of the traditional institution, opening an alternate world of presentation in artists’ centres, new galleries and inventive public locations.  When they at last went to work for the museum they brought a critically engaged practice to the inside of the museum, investigating its assumptions.  They also brought an interest in the periphery to the centre.
 

Curators built themed exhibitions, drawing from critical theory -- the curator’s text at times became as important as the artworks themselves, or the artists.  Many curators saw and still see their interventions into exhibition space as a practice as creative and central as the artwork.  Exhibitions were a discursive space.  Some artists felt denigrated, subjected to the curator’s reading and then placement of their work.  This was also the pinnacle of conceptualism and post-modernism-artists themselves engaged in extensive discourse.  The boundaries of the artwork were blurring, softened by the dialogue that swirled around it. Where sat the artist, the critic, the curator, perhaps on others’ laps. Authorship had become a negotiated space. Reception theory in particular underscored the experience of the audience; but it was not the audience alone who was engaged in the active space of making meanings (or undoing them!). 

Network—Metaphor of Flows

There are distinct qualities to a network, ones that ultimately define some of the qualities of artwork created for and through it. Networks can be intimate—two people can form one.  Whatever its qualities, a network implies relationship. Networks can be real time or asynchronous.  Networks imply flow:  whether of information, goods or knowledge.  These flows can be disruptive as well as rational.   Any kind of flow implies power and its movement through a system. Flow implies that there are sources of reception and of transmission.  With peer-to-peer technologies, the same points (servers) double as both sender and receiver. Peer-to-peer returns to the distributed nature of the original Internet and leans its structures contra hierarchical organization (centralized servers, with thin clients, relying on the centre). 
 

Despite utopian thinking, networks are also exclusionary, with hierarchies of access.  There are many sub-networks buried inside the Internet that are password protected, walled or simply buried.  Even in these, there may be the appearance of the content in the flow, though filters and levels may be less apparent. 
 

Artists have used the network metaphor to consider flows and activities outside of the Internet. Artists’ networks have existed long before the Internet.  
Flows move around obstacles, creating, new unexpected representations and relationships.  In many ways, Google is a gigantic surrealist association machine, with circles of meaning and absurdity eddying out from the core question that you ask, or relationship that you seek.  Networks are a fantastic and frustrating space where the signifier and signified illustrate their ability to float away from each other.  

Time is a key component of how relationships emerge within the network, with synchronous and asynchronous experiences providing very different feels, intimacies, forms of consciousness, yet piling up on top of each other in the ways that allow social relationships and expressions to become a thick texture of condensed time.  These different time zones have varying relationships to presence. Many have argued that consciousness is different in the network, that networks illustrate the ways that the whole can be greater and highly differentiated from its parts. 
 For participants, aka audiences, time spent in the network is both highly social and at times, deeply lonely.  There is an overabundance of content, often without context to make its flow meaningful. 
Networks are chaotic as well as stable.  Technologies and systems that we invent for networks, are often disruptive, resulting in other experiences and even inventions, far distanced from their original purpose.  
Networks do not distribute their contents evenly; nodes and sub-networks reference each other.  Distribution, finding content and providing some sense of its original context as well its transformation over time, could be deemed the curatorial prerogative.  

Participants consistently transform media objects that are posted to peer-to-peer sites, the role of artist as originator as well as curator as interpreter is also subject to challenge. Common wisdom holds that there has been an explicit rejection of the middle position on the part of publics. The constellation of technologies that developed from and around Napster was testimony to this. It is old news to state that Napster proved the desire to share music among a huge group of users. A less understand point is that these conditions of exchange create the illusion that more value is being created, rather than theft of artists’ intellectual property occurring. 
Open source and free software is still available on the web to enable peer-to-peer (P2P) exchange and duplication.  Home video allowed creation, but without distribution.  That every computer on the network can allow each participant the capacity to create and distribute content, may fundamentally shift ideas of one restricted creative source and authorship, even if users do not take advantage of this opportunity. The majority of files shared are those of artists with huge marketing machines behind them, such a Britney Spears. 
 The new media art world is currently undergoing a romance with peer-to-peer technologies, with an even greater feel for open source, seeing P2P as embodying democracy and open source as both heroic and emblematic of an anti-authoritarian stance. Early works such as Open Source by Vivian Selbo preface this trend. I am rushing ahead, and will discuss open source later on in this text.
  

Another context must be added to set the stage for the emergence and ongoing resilience of the WWW in artistic practice. 
Not all museums were open to the invigorating demands of media art on audiences and resources in the 1990s, particularly an engaged and activist media art. The obstacle that the museum represented provided an opportunity for artists to flow around the museum constructing another practice independent of the traditional art world, one that relied on social and technological networks.  It would be curators that would pull net.art into the museum and biennale context, into Documenta, Venice, Sao Paulo, into the Whitney Biennale and now the official museum. 
The Internet and then the visual Internet, the WWW had attracted artists from the get go, with projects such as the Electronic Café International setting the stage for exchanges between locations and groups of performers, writers and visual artists.   

As the WWW developed so did web art, net.art and cultural discourse.  Projects represented individual expression and new forms of group identity.  
 Artists created collaborations that reuse and reframe networks and create new collectivities. Artists who come from outside of media arts have moved into the WWW, perceiving its social and performative qualities as a desirable place of practice or intervention. 

The Problem of the Collective
The idea that creativity, prescience, vision, aura could reside with the group is viable in the theatrical context, but not within visual art.   Design by committee, or central committee seems to be feared by an art world where market value is placed on individual achievement. These notions are fundamental to the post-war American understanding of the artist and avant-garde. The movements of the 1930s, such as surrealism may have had leaders, Andre Breton in specific, John Heartfield before him, but operated as cohesive collectivities with shared aesthetics, methodologies and projects.  Even more, collaboration has been key in media art, from the Futurists through to General Idea, to the video collectives of the last century. Collective praxis in new media is different from that of antecedents in video collectives of the last century, although there are some links in volition and structures. New media has brought about the neo-Anarchist formations of the tactical media movement such as the Kingdom of Piracy and corporations, such ®tMark and Future Farmers of present day.  


Occasionally artists mistakenly claw back to individual authorship when in fact, the final work is highly dependent on their deep collaboration with computer scientists, designers and all manner of other talents.  This places a challenge in front of curators, who need to understand the actual new media authoring process and not apply historic assumptions that shore up the pillars of individual artistic vision. Curators still tend to individuate – institutions can undermine true collaborations when only one artist is credited.  An American art magazine wrote about “Radio 90”, a genuine artefact of collaboration at The Banff Centre and credited Heath Bunting, of irational.org for this rich streaming environment, leaving his female collaborators Susan Kennard and Cindy Schatkoski (who had years of alternate radio experience under their garter belts) out of the picture.  

The new media space is one that combines collective authorship, an intensified elision of the traditional curator/artist/critic/audience division of labour and exhibition spaces. It is a space where the process of the work, its emergence and its making can be intentionally and incidentally more interesting than the trace of a finished work.  Artists seem to have adjusted, to some extent, to this potential shift, perhaps because they use technologies and live day to day with their inherent values.  We can see the strong tradition of artists themselves insisting on discourse and peer level dialogue to establish the value and context of their work, as opposed to the curator affixing value and meaning. Backspace, a physical and on-line presence in the UK provided a physical and on-line space for collaboration and intervention.  

The new media space is filled with teams and collaborations, as the skill set needed to create effective work often requires many.  The problem of collective authorship does not end here.  Technology-dependent creativity tends to require intensive collaboration between individuals and practices. Artists often share the creative space with scientists, engineers, and technologists. “Collaboration” and “interdisciplinarity” are emerging as trendy catch phrases, especially at the institutional level, but collaboration remains a challenge for traditional institutions to support. 

What then, is the role of the technologist, engineer, or computer scientist within the collaborative team? New terminology is needed that acknowledges, when appropriate, the fundamental role that technologists play in some collaboration with artists. Scientists claim artistic identities and artists scientific ones. This is not necessarily a wise strategy at all times. Instead, acknowledging the role that each field of knowledge plays in creation may be wiser, more accurate, and ultimately more useful as a map of the creative process. These collaborations at times do shake hierarchies that consistently place science on top. At other times they decorate science.  
  The key point is that leadership shifts between the artist and the technologist.  Artists are afraid of stating this because they come from behind in their relative low position of authority to the technologist.  They rightly fear invisibility.


The relationship to collective production opens a different space for the audience, enabled by but beyond the everyday use of peer-to-peer technologies. Some artists invite the audience in to remix originals and are eager to see their work mutate. Reception theory suggests that the audience relationship to new media can be highly performative. In installation work some viewers assume the role of performer/actor themselves, while others are spectators, much like audience/player roles in arcades.


Cumulative or generative works not only engage individuals, they engage entire communities, who can write themselves into a media existence through artworks on the Internet. Some artists extend their collaboration with their viewers. For example in “Subtract the Sky”, by Sharon Daniels, Mark Bartlett and Raja Guhatkakurta, audiences create personal maps that function as diaries using scientific data from the Keck Observatory as well as other mapping materials, such as genome data or GIS (Global Information Systems) tracks. Each self-portrait is filed with many others, developing a collective portrait of the visitors to the piece. Different mapping tools reflect varying cultural contexts, such as Native Hawaiian traditions, providing different views of space/time/history/community. 
Patrick Clancy’s “The Weather Machine” uses weather patterns from various locales as a means of writing semi-automatic poetry based on local stories for visitors to his Web site. Visitors submit their own stories—these are rewritten through the weather program


Another thread needs to be woven through this fabric of distributed and shifted systems of authorship, challenges to the project of the art gallery and museum and the attendant acts of curating.  In the last fifteen years, new media artists have invented tools.  Artists either invent in order to critique existing technologies, to make a gadget to run their show or to genuinely create at the source.  Examples include Mary Flanagan with her games and self-analysis software, Technologies for the People, and many others.  Some artist tool developers such as Sher Doruff’s team at the Society for Old and New Media created Keystroke to enable artistic exchange, at times the software and its applications merge as reciprocal art works.  In “Pagan Poetry”, by InsertSilence and Bjork, the player redraws the already luscious animations of strange machines and bodies by stroking the screen while reveling in the music.  InsertSilence are as proud of their code as they are of their visible content.  This artistic practice has resonance in the world of software design.  Some software architects have always considered themselves to be artists or writers.  


The open source movement was built on the history of the free software movement.  The latter believed that software was a fundamental resource and should be freely available, not owned. The open source movement is a less radical version of this. It believes that collective minds are necessary in the development of tools and complex systems. Progammer-collaborators co-own the software they develop. Versions must be credited and if commercialized, paid out down the line.   Arts organizations such as V2, or C3 all hold to the open source credo and most artists who develop software choose to open source it.  Some few such as Simon Pope, have pointed out that open source is a very masculine culture, where competition for the best code drives production and where collaboration is less present than might be imagined.
 Still, the culture of programming increasingly demands collaboration.   

How can curators approach artists who are also programmers, coders, and inventors?  What genre is this?  Where do they fit in the museum?  The Museum of the Moving Image, under Carl Goodman’s leadership has done well in supporting technology and artistic integration, soliciting new works on old platforms to reinvigorate past practice and looking at artists as inventors.  
The prestigious Webbies competition created a category for software but also included software creation by artists into the web art category, after strenuous debate. 
 

Back to the Future

Curators still tend to act as individuals, perhaps more than artists, but this is changing.  For example Mark Tribe and Alex Galloway of Rhizome are working with John Ippilito and the Daniel Langlois Foundation to establish archival standards for new media art. 

Christina Paul recently curated an exhibition for the Whitney Museum in NYC called CODeDOC.   She shows the actual code behind art works, providing each artist with the same coding challenge..  She describes the project:  

CODeDOC takes a reverse look at 'software art' projects by focusing on and comparing the 'back end' of the code that drives the artwork's 'front end'--the result of the code, be it visuals or a more abstract communication process. A dozen artists coded a specific assignment in a language of their choice and were asked to exchange the code with each other for comments. The assignment was to 'connect and move three points in space,' which obviously could be interpreted in a literal or abstract way. The 'core' of the code (commonly referred to as the 'main') was not to exceed 8KB, which equals a fairly short text document. The results of the programming are made visible only after the code--what visitors to this site encounter first is a text document of code from which they can launch the front end of the project. The languages in which the code is written are Java, C, Visual Basic, Lingo and Perl. Obviously, this is only a selection of scripting and programming languages. HTML (Hypertext Mark up Language), the scripting language on which the World Wide Web is based, and Flash Script were excluded mostly for pragmatic reasons (the inclusion of these languages probably would have doubled the number of artists, making the project unwieldy)...Intrinsic to software art is a procedural element that allows for reconfiguration and extension, and, as way of commenting on the projects, artists started to 'remix' their work, applying their own code to other projects or combining sections of code into a new project.

While the historically privileged position of the curator may have become unsettled, this role continues to remain relevant. This relevance is certainly apparent in two contexts, as context creator and as broker within the gallery and museum system.  This is true of both physical installations that deploy new media and WWW art.  Museums remain very anxious about being able to support new media works, it requires brokerage and staff training, as well as ongoing resources.  Curators need to know the technology and network needs of the pieces they want to exhibit.  They are crucial links in the network; they create circuits and enable flow.  In a very different context, when galleries embrace the WWW as a meaningful space, they can support deep creative works and large-scale participation.  
New media offers a multiplicity of roles for curators as well as artists. The ability to move agilely between these and to work in collaborative ways with artists and writers is one of the big acquisitions of the new media.  

� http://www.bls.gov/oco/ocos065.htm


� Lunenfeld, Peter. Editor.  The Digital Dialectic-- New Essays on New Media.  Cambridge: MIT Press, 2000.


� Peer to Peer, Harnessing the Power of Disruptive Technologies, SF:O’Reilly, 2001.  


� Roger Malina, Keynote Address, ISEA Nagoya, Symposium Proceedings, 2002.


� Artists created alternate networks of artist run centres in Canada for both visual and media art, such as the Independent Film and Video Alliance and in the UK through the media workshops of the 1970s and 1980s, many of which then formed the backbone of Channel Four in the UK.  


� There is a long list of such discourse; a most recent iteration was Roy Ascott’s talk at ISEA, 2002 in Nagoya and now his recent book Telematic Presence.  


� Nortel Networks disrupted itself by its inability to predict the development of the technologies it developed even had a group called Disruptive Networks. 


� Clay Shirky, Human Generosity Project, Keynote Address, Banff New Media Institute, 2001. 


� Clay Shirky, BLUR Conference, Creative Times, April 2002. 


�  CODE Conference, April 2001, Cambridge, organized by Arts Council of England.  See also Jamie King’s extensive writings for MUTE and for the Kingdom of Piracy, 2002. http://www.jamie.com/


� This was a well-documented discussion at Bridges One, Annenberg Centre USC and Banff Centre, Los Angeles.


� See writings in Naming A Practice: Two, The Banff Centre Press, 2003. Texts by Steve Dietz, Veronica Vesna and myself discuss the problem of authorization. Some saw the inclusion of net artists Vuk Cosic and Heath Bunting into Documenta as gratuitous.  See also The Edge of Everything: Reflections on Curatorial Practice, Edited By: Catherine Thomas. The Banff Centre Press, 2002. http://www.banffcentre.ca/press/publications/edge_everything.asp


� Creating and Curating New Media, Banff New Media Institute, 1998.


� � HYPERLINK "http://www.futurefarmers.com/" ��http://www.futurefarmers.com/�


� ASCi tries to provide a forum to talk about art and science (not just new media) collaborations and extract systems that work from positive examples.  


� http://arts.ucsc.edu/sdaniel/new/text_prop.html


� Patrick Clancy has created the Writiing Machine, which is a 3D web site from 1998-2003. http://www.patrickclancy.org/#writingmachine


� Simon Pope at Bridges 2 - October 4-6, 2002. The Banff New Media Institute.  Simon gave a paper pointing out the masculinist biases of open source. This position was debated. 


� http://www.ammi.org/site/about/index.html


� See Rhizome July 2001 for a condensed version of this debate.  


� http://www.whitney.org/artport/commissions/codedoc/index.shtml


� The Walker, with Steve Deitz, at the helm and Christiane Paul of the Whitney have both led in the development of discourse about art and the web and have found effective ways to show new media, including web based pieces in the gallery context.  http://collections.walkerart.org/item/object/.





