
Matching Medium to Method:

Applying Virtual Museum Exhibitions to a Post-Pandemic World

Amanda Poorvu

Final thesis for a MA in Curatorial Practice degree
Icelandic Academy of the Arts

Department of Fine Art
Spring 2022



1



Matching Medium to Method:

Applying Virtual Museum Exhibitions to a Post-pandemic World

Amanda Poorvu

Final thesis for a MA degree in Curatorial Practice

Supervisor: Becky Forsythe

MA Curatorial Practice

Department of Fine Art

Spring 2020

2



3



This paper is a 10 ECTS final thesis for a MA degree in Curatorial
Practice at Iceland University of the Art. It is not allowed to copy this
thesis in any way without author’s consent.

4



Abstract
In this paper, I examine the growth in museum’s virtual exhibitions from the

COVID-19 pandemic-onwards and argue for how such frameworks could continue to exist
and add value to museum programming once the pandemic subsides. Over this period, virtual
exhibitions took place through many channels including museums, galleries, artist-run
spaces, and, other art and non-art-related projects. This paper singularly focuses on projects
created by museums. I use case studies to survey the various models of digital projects and
weigh each example with my own interpretation of its level of success. My criteria for a
well-made virtual exhibition are based on the audience’s point of view and seek to enhance
and expand the physical museum. The paper looks at how it compares to viewing a physical
exhibition, how productively the exhibition uses digital technology, and how effectively
information is presented in the exhibition. After dissecting various types of exhibitions, I
discuss other ideological shifts spurred on by the pandemic that shape the ways in which
contemporary museums are expected to function, and how this can be achieved through
virtual exhibitions. My thesis concludes with proposed suggestions for future virtual
exhibitions in museums deduced from my case studies, artist’s considerations, and my own
experience curating a virtual exhibition.

It should be noted that this thesis is written in the middle of the pandemic when many
published studies on post-pandemic culture do not yet exist, and my research is largely based
on my personal encounters while living in Boston, the United States, and Reykjavík, Iceland.
Contemporary art today, especially that in the digital sphere, is incredibly interconnected on a
global scale and difficult to distinguish by a single region, let alone by the examples used
here. Instead, my selection spans the United States and Europe and can only account for the
museum culture of these geographic areas. In my research, I also interview artists to take the
creator’s perspective on exhibiting virtually into account. These artists are based in Iceland,
in conjunction with my place of study, and I am conscious of my participation in this country
as a temporary resident. With that in mind, I acknowledge the limited scope in speaking to
the universality of my conclusions.
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Introduction
Why Virtual?

While once-reluctant museums have been increasing their digital presence for several

decades, the last few years of the COVID-19 pandemic have sparked a major shift in the

sphere of virtual exhibitions and virtual programming. Suddenly, physical spaces could no

longer open their doors and institutions had to think and act quickly to continue to run. This

resulted in an abundance of experimental programming produced by museums, galleries,

artists, curators, and so on utilizing existing technology to launch. Online, exhibitions

appeared in a multitude of formats including 3D virtual gallery spaces, web page exhibitions,

social media galleries, augmented or virtual reality exhibitions, and video or audio tours,

generally put together by a curator.1 The priority in these cases was speed, and an eager arts

audience could excuse poor quality for the sake of connecting with others in the art world

during this isolating time. Even Jason Farago’s 2020 New York Times Guide to the Best

Virtual Museums recognizes that “new programming in a time of crisis can and should be less

polished, more reactive, more intimate, more urgent.”2

It should be acknowledged that virtual exhibitions have existed long before this

moment in time. Online displays have been developing alongside the rise of the internet and

the history of non-tangible shows even predates the internet. During the pandemic, however,

changes in the responsibilities of the museum and their exhibition practices have emphasized

the need to reexamine the virtual presentation format to accomplish new goals. In the

broadest sense, a virtual exhibition is any public display of art or other materials that are

produced specifically for an electronic medium such as the internet, video (digital file,

CD-ROM, videotape, etc.), telephone, radio, or television. It has the potential to be executed

in a similar procedure to the traditional physical exhibition but also allows for alternative and

innovative models. With few limitations on content, a virtual exhibition can present

information that is entirely new or is connected to an adjoining physical show. David Silver,

as early as 1997, distinguishes these differences in content and form by dividing the virtual

exhibition into three styles: “virtual version,” “the missing wing,” and “hyper-real site.”3

3 Silver, David. “Interfacing American Culture: The Perils and Potentials of Virtual Exhibitions.” In: American
Quarterly 49/4, 1997.

2 Jason Farago, “Now Virtual and in Video, Museum Websites Shake off the Dust,” The New York Times. April
23, 2020),
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/04/23/arts/design/best-virtual-museum-guides.html?searchResultPosition=10.

1 Data from the National Endowment for the Arts discovered that between 2019 and 2020, web publishing and
streaming (digital media engagement) grew 14.3% and employment in this field grew by 12,000 salaried
workers. (New Data Show Economic Impact of COVID-19 on Arts & Culture Sector, 2022).
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These categories remain largely applicable today. A virtual version is a technological replica

of an in-person exhibition. The digital reproduction of an existing exhibition can be portrayed

two-dimensionally in photographs, three-dimensionally through virtual reality, 3D rendering,

and photo-capture technology (which constructs a 3D space through photographs), or

four-dimensionally with video. The missing wing is a virtual supplement to a physical show

through further content presented digitally. Typically, this style uses a combination of text and

media to prolong the life of an exhibition by adding additional material, ideas, and

information. It also gives the maker an opportunity to address what is left out of the

exhibition, should this be relevant. Lastly, the hyper-real site is an entirely new exhibition

created in a non-tangible format without an adjacent physical exhibition. What all three of

these models have in common, and the defining quality of a virtual exhibition, is, of course,

its final presentation in the electronic space. But just as widely the capabilities of technology

extend, so do the possibilities of what a virtual exhibition can look like.

As the world begins to open up and allow for visitation again, the standards for virtual

content have, and will continue to rise. No longer will low video quality be accepted by an

internationally renowned institution, or will difficult-to-navigate virtual walk-throughs using

modeling technology akin to real estate tours act as a replacement for in-person exhibitions.

In lieu of running off of necessity, institutions should, with internal adjustments and

investments in digital equipment, have the time and energy to produce higher-quality content

if they wish to continue digital programming. Although this sounds like a difficult task at

first, the technology at these standards already exists and is currently available to institutions.

Museums are not required to develop virtual exhibitions or even place their physical shows

online, but it is useful in today’s world to consider this option.

1. What happened in 2020?

Since its conception, the internet has already been a place to share and reshare the

intimate moments in life, making it a fitting setting for virtual exhibitions that aim to tell

stories to an audience for the public to view, interact with, and spread. As the creators of

Shelter in Place Gallery, Eben Haines and Delaney Dameron, point out on their website, “  Art

not only allows us to take in multiple perspectives far outside of our own but also reminds us

that the anger, the fear, the joy and suffering and triumph that we cycle through each day is

not ours alone to bear and witness.”4 This interpretation of art is not limited to the virtual

4 “About” Shelter in Place Gallery website, accessed November 8, 2021, https://www.shelterinplacegallery.com.

8

https://www.shelterinplacegallery.com


realm and instead details the capabilities of art in any context. When spatial engagement with

art objects no longer fulfilled this role, virtual exhibitions needed to utilize other forms of

connection such as looking deeper into specific objects or the artmaking process, taking part

in dialogue with the present day, or broadening the audience’s perspective by revealing

undiscovered or excluded events in history. This substitution outlines how the tribulations of

the pandemic altered the priorities of artists, curators, and viewers at a specific moment in

time and will continue to reflect the desires of a post-pandemic audience.

At the same time that virtual exhibitions were materializing exponentially to create a

sense of community in the arts, the pandemic and world events that took place throughout it

set in motion a new fire for social justice and activism. COVID-19 raised issues of financial

disparity through food and housing insecurity in a time of crisis. The virus itself emphasized

inequalities surrounding health, including chronic illness, access to care, and disability

services. The deaths of Breonna Taylor and George Floyd in 2020, and many other Black

folks at the hands of the police reignited the global Black Lives Matter movement,

challenging individuals, companies, and society at large to reckon with racial injustices that

continue to this very day. Unjust and racist accusations against the Asain American Pacific

Islander communities attributed to the coronavirus   launched the Stop AAPI Hate and Stop

Asian Hate campaigns and protests. The disappearances and murders, sexual assaults, and

discrimination of countless women around the world once again brought forth the #MeToo

and feminist movements to the forefront. National Pride months over the duration of the

pandemic discussed and rewrote LGBTQIA+ history by recognizing figures largely forgotten

or uncredited throughout history...and this is just to name a few. While these social justice

movements sparked large demonstrations around the world, such a physically unsafe time

meant that a majority of activism was dispersed and shared across social media platforms.

The move into the online space shaped the missions of these advocacy groups by

acknowledging the accessibility and intersectionality of the internet. In their book Glitch

Feminism: A Manifesto, author Legacy Russell writes,

As we wade our way through contemporary feminisms and the negotiations

of power embodied by #BlackLives Matter, #MeToo, or the tradition of the Women’s

March, we must recognize that these movements are defined and driven by

technology, harbingers of a promising and potentially more inclusive “fourth wave”

unfolding on the horizon.5

5 Russell, Legacy. Glitch Feminism a Manifesto, 35.
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This book, which came out in the middle of the pandemic, begins to trace the upcoming

waves of activism structured by technological capabilities that will continue to emerge. The

limitations of quarantine and lockdowns invariably adapted the ways in which people

communicate with each other, and the internet turned into the first, fastest, and most

widespread place to turn for information. This online learning is not only sought out for

enlightenment purposes but it is also a way to develop a community around a common cause.

As nearly all contact moved onto the digital space, it created a “growing collective thought

and awareness”6 on a global scale which largely defines the contemporary discourse of today.

After the events of the pandemic, the medium once categorized as entertainment or a break

from reality has instead become a place of education and it is unlikely to lose this position

anytime soon.

Online activism throughout the pandemic also criticized institutions for failing to

respond to calls for diversity, equity and inclusion, or keep up with today’s issues. In the

report, Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation, based on a survey conducted by

LaPlaca Cohen and Slover Linett Audience Research, 76% of survey takers identified one or

more social issues they believe arts or cultural organizations should address: Systemic Racial

Injustices (42%), Income Inequality and the Wealth Gap (31%), Climate Change and Natural

Disasters (31%), The Political Division in the United States (28%), Food Insecurity/Hunger

(24%), The COVID-19 Pandemic (14%) and The Opioid/Heroin Epidemic (11%).7 These

responses are all issues that have been directly impacted by the pandemic response and will

change alongside real-time shifts in the social climate. This determination is not only a direct

result of COVID-19, but it also follows the evolution of the museum and curatorial fields.

Around the middle of the 20th century, artist-run spaces, independent exhibitions,

biennials, public art, performances and events, virtual exhibitions, and more began to emerge

as an alternative to regular institutional programming. With this, the goals of curation

modified from serving institutions to producing exhibitions. Art historian Claire Bishops

writes that this method, still in place today, encouraged curators to be “more experimental,

less architecturally determined, and offering a more politicized engagement with our

historical moment.”8 Even though the idea that museums should be a leading force of timely

conversation was introduced with these earlier changes in curatorial theory, it was drastically

expedited during this period of activism in the current moment. Given that the rising

8 Claire Bishop and Dan Perjovschi. Radical Museology: Or, What's Contemporary in Museums of
Contemporary Art?, 6.

7 Culture Track. Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation: A Special Edition of Culture Track, 27
6 Toft Ag, Tanya. Digital Dynamics in Nordic Contemporary Art, 4.
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expectations for institutions coincided with a time when museums could not open, these

discussions took place online,9 and any efforts made by the institution to actively address

contemporary events and issues also had to be demonstrated digitally.

Authors of The Washington Post’s article, Coronavirus shutdowns and charges of

white supremacy: American art museums are in crisis, Peggy McGlone and Sebastian Smee

write that the dilemma of the institution and the curator is two-fold:

Museums find themselves in an intense battle against a double

pandemic...One crisis asks them to redefine their operations to account for dried-up

revenue, disrupted exhibit schedules and fewer visitors. The other demands that they

re-examine their core values and what it means to serve the public.10

In response to the first crisis, museums turned to virtual exhibitions to create more

cost-effective programming that could be accessed by the largest audience possible.

Concurrently when virtual exhibition models were being introduced at a large scale, the

response to the second crisis meant the judgment of an exhibition’s success began to center

around qualities including the ability to tell a story, exhibit historically excluded artists, or

introduce new ideas and perspectives. These new criteria are applied to all shows–not just

those with themes of social justice.

Shelter in Place Gallery is an example of a project that aims to simultaneously address

these incongruent conflicts through a virtual Instagram gallery. This particular gallery is quite

different from other galleries posting exhibitions on websites and Instagram because of the

miniature scale of the space and artworks inside. But when the miniature gallery and artworks

are photographed at the right angle, the small scale is essentially undetectable in an image.

Created and run by Haines and Dameron in Boston, Massachusetts, Shelter in Place Gallery’s

small size first began as a response to struggles of budget and space that artists in the US, and

worldwide, are forced to deal with in today’s society. Unbeknownst to them, the project

revived itself as a solution to the closures of museums and galleries during the COVID-19

pandemic and proved to be a safe, and cost-effective way to keep exhibitions going during

quarantine. The increase in posting artwork and art shows on Instagram mimicked the

popularity of spreading information through social media that spiked at this time. When the

10 Peggy McGlone and Sebastian Smee. “Coronavirus Shutdowns and Charges of White Supremacy: American
Art Museums Are in Crisis,” The Washington Post, October 14, 2020.
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/museums/american-art-museums-covid-white-supremacy/2020/
10/11/61094f1c-fe94-11ea-8d05-9beaaa91c71f_story.html.

9 Popular examples on Instagram include accounts such as @changethemuseum, @deathtomuseums, and
@therearenewsuns.
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project has a message that aligns with the current climate, it is easy to be dispersed and

viewed by a large audience.

In line with calls to represent more diverse, local artists, the gallery website states, “it

is our aim to elevate the voices in our community that speak to our shared issues through art,

especially when brick and mortar spaces are unable to.”11 The wide selection of artists,

themes, and artworks displayed on the account allows many viewers to find something to

connect with. The project not only reflects the switch to virtual exhibitions throughout the

pandemic, but it is also evidence of the effects, and more specifically the losses, that artists

faced during this time.12 The gallery is especially needed in the city of Boston, which is a

notoriously expensive city to rent gallery or studio space in the United States. Even before

COVID-19, this cost hinders the artist’s ability to live and work there. In turn, this issue then

trickles to the city’s museums which are unable to meaningfully engage with the local artistic

community. Culture & Community in a Time of Transformation concluded that “Many

BIPOC respondents value cultural experiences that reflect their heritage and cultural

identities— this holds true for both in-person and digital engagement,”13 emphasizing the

demand for museums to be responsible for engaging with the local community in every

capacity. In this case, the collection of Shelter in Place in the MFA signifies both a

relationship with the Boston-based creators Eben and Delaney and with the city’s artists

shown in the gallery.

13 Culture Track. Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation: A Special Edition of Culture Track. 24

12 In December 2020, the original structure of the gallery was acquired by the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston. The
Ronald C. and Anita L. Wornick Curator of Contemporary Decorative Arts Michelle Millar Fisher, who took
part in purchasing the work, explains the funds for this acquisition come from a grant to collect works by New
England artists, and the work was selected because it was a prominent example of these very particular times.
(Interview with Michelle Millar Fisher, October 27, 2021).

11 “About.” Shelter in Place Gallery website.
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Image 1.

2. Utilizing the Virtual
Today, the functioning of a museum relies heavily on the audience, with the success

of an exhibition measured by performance data, such as ticket sales, number of visitors

(including customers in a gift shop or cafe), or engagement. This same visitation data for a

virtual exhibition is determined by biometrics like website traffic, likes, comments, and

shares on social media, or audience feedback. In its early stages, expectations for virtual

content are still low, but reports from virtual visitors reveal their assumptions are often

exceeded.14 Not only does the field have the potential to become commonplace for art

viewers, but improving online visitation could be advantageous for in-person needs. Viewing

online exhibitions generates more interest in visiting a museum in person and increases ticket

sales.15 Furthermore, institutions can count virtual visits in total visitation count when

15 See note 14 above.

14 Ben Luke and Aimee Dawson. Produced by The Art Newspaper, The Week in Art Podcast: “Has the drop in
visitors changed museums forever?” Podcast Episode, April 2, 2021.
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2021/04/02/has-the-drop-in-visitors-changed-museums-forever.
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applying for funding or grants to produce an exhibition. As the online setting opens up an

exhibition to a potentially new, and larger audience, it changes what the objective of the

project should be. Museums dictate their program around meeting these standards and as the

needs and wants of the audience change, so will the content of exhibitions.

Over the course of the pandemic, many museums turned to live events on the

newly-mainstream platform Zoom, or Instagram live. Events like these allowed for “visits” to

the museum while doors remained closed, and incentivized the audience through the promise

of a new perspective on the show. In some cases, these speakers were the museum staff who

put together the show, or the artist being exhibited. Other times, it was an outside guest with

deep knowledge of the exhibition’s themes. The sudden flood of events meant that museums

were competing with one another for an audience’s time. Rather than being drawn in by the

source of the program, it is the content itself that drives visitors to a particular project and a

viewer is more likely to attend an event with exclusive content not accessible anywhere

else.16 This sentiment remains true when it comes to virtual content that is not live, like an

exhibition.

Some of the earliest changes to the digital when museums closed appeared on their

social media pages before they reached exhibition material. Social media posts switched from

promoting events and in-person exhibitions to looking at objects in the museum and

displaying them online. The captions on these posts are often written in the style of a museum

label, further emphasizing that these are exhibited works. Lastly, placing specific attention on

objects allowed museums to tell stories, whether it be the history of the artwork, of the artist,

or its relationship to the museum, and connect it to present themes. This social media

approach directly listened to the wants of art audiences today as institutional critiques over

the pandemic revealed that the expectation of a post-pandemic art museum is that it will

produce thought-provoking exhibitions relevant to the present. This focus on activism lends

itself to the virtual medium both for its large-scale spreading of information and the

technological capabilities that make a project accessible to all kinds of people.

Unlike a marketing social media account used by museums and galleries for

promotion, Shelter in Place Gallery’s Instagram account takes this new format of posting on

social media and transforms it into a virtual exhibition itself. While the room and the

artworks are tangible, the gallery can not be visited in person and a viewer's only experience

of the show is through detailed shots of the installation uploaded online. The biggest

16 Culture Track. Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation: A Special Edition of Culture Track. 15
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drawback of having a gallery exist only through digital documentation, is, as expected, the

inability to take in the physicality of the work. Where this miniature scale succeeds, is that

artists can produce works that could otherwise not be realized. Museums also have limitations

on their exhibition spaces and the works in the gallery might still not be able to be exhibited

even if they were made to scale. Through this miniature platform, artists can contribute to the

evolution and innovation of contemporary art, and the audience is exposed to fresh artists,

artworks, and ideas. During the pandemic, Instagram replaced Twitter as the most popular

social media platform for museums17 as they switched from text-based announcements and

marketing to displaying objects and exhibitions over social media. Instead of showing off

virtuosity and craftsmanship (except at a miniature scale), or a body-encompassing

installation, a Social Media/Instagram exhibition could be a prominent method for extending

stories.

Advancements in technology can provide additional, or alternative accessibility to

those with disabilities. Not only does this improve the experience of a museum’s regular

audience but it also allows those who might not otherwise be able to access art, or the

physical space, visit the museum. The knowledge and expectations of disability-friendly

features is becoming more common in recent years, thanks to social media, and an

inaccessible online presence. For example, adding image descriptions allows for

text-to-speech features to describe visual content out loud to individuals who are blind or

visually impaired. Providing large, high-quality imagery with the ability to zoom can help

people see the fine details of artworks, especially oil paintings or reflective surfaces, inside

and outside of the galleries. Conversely, subtitles and description captions assist individuals

who are deaf or hearing-impaired view sound or video. It is also necessary to keep in mind

the varying technology capabilities of different audiences and refrain from using expensive or

complicated technology whenever possible. Presently, most people do not possess a VR

(virtual reality), MR (mixed reality), or AR (augmented reality) headset in their own homes,

but are more likely to have access to a smartphone. However, setting up XR (extended

reality)18 on a phone can also be quite tricky. On top of that, requiring the downloading of a

new app can hinder audience experience both because of its dependence on speedy wifi and

because it can be confusing to learn how to navigate unfamiliar interfaces. Placing an

exhibition behind a login makes it difficult for people with memory difficulties to access it

18 XR is the umbrella term for any of the aforementioned formats: VR, MR, and AR.

17 Ben Luke and Aimee Dawson. The Week in Art Podcast: “Has the drop in visitors changed museums
forever?”
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and placing an exhibition behind a paywall prohibits access to viewers of varying financial

situations. It is especially important for a virtual exhibition to incorporate as many

accommodation features as possible because, unlike a physical exhibition, a viewer cannot

ask for assistance in real-time. Guidelines for museums are mandated by laws such as the

Americans with Disabilities Act in the United States and large institutions often have specific

departments geared toward accessibility. The utilization of these teams can and should be

applied to virtual exhibitions created by museums. Institutions, being a public-facing service,

hold both a legal and ethical responsibility to maintain access to as great an audience as

possible. Museums can ask “Who is this for, and what is the desired outcome? Audience

reach, increasing revenue, building partnerships?”19 to outline its goals. Every exhibition has

a different purpose in mind, and the accessibility features incorporated into the project can be

determined by these objectives.

One of the most distinctive features of the digital space is its capability to be

interactive–a goal that museums have been attempting to recreate inside the physical space

for years–with varying degrees of success. This can reveal itself both in the exhibition

creation and in the engagement after an exhibition launches. In the first scenario a virtual

exhibition can remain indefinitely live, and ever-changing. Even in its earliest days, Silver

points out that virtual exhibitions “can be changed, redesigned, subtracted from, and added to

within minutes.”20 These edits can be silent on a webpage but are documented through

timestamps on social media alongside new posts, text edits, and comments, announcing the

fluidity of its format. Examples of post-launch engagement, including the comment function

on social media, or a webpage also allow a museum to directly listen to its audience’s wants

and needs. This transparency, especially when these comments are public for anyone to see,

allows a visitor to feel empowered to express praise or concern about an exhibition. As the

internet currently stands, this engagement is something that museums should strive for, as

online algorithms boost the presence of any content that has large audience participation

levels. But beyond commercial gain, audience interaction fulfills a museum’s responsibility

to reflect and include the community in which it stands. Technological capabilities can assist

in facilitating this relationship between museums and their visitors in both virtual and

in-person projects.

The Metropolitan Museum of Art in New York City took the idea of audience

feedback even further, by welcoming voluntary involvement in the exhibition material itself.

20 Silver, David. “Interfacing American Culture: The Perils and Potentials of Virtual Exhibitions.” 827.
19 Interview with Kristen Valenti November 9, 2021.
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The museum followed its initial opening of Before Yesterday We Could Fly: An Afrofuturist

Period Room on November 5, 2021, with a Wikipedia Virtual Edit Meetup to “increase

awareness and expand knowledge about the objects and artists included in the Afrofuturist

period room.”21 This February event was a collaboration between the museum, Wikipedia,

and subject experts AfroCROWD and Black Lunch Table, and welcomed audience

participation. The Virtual Edit Meetup is especially relevant for an exhibition such as Before

Yesterday We Could Fly: An Afrofuturist Period Room, which came to fruition out of a desire

to fill in knowledge gaps. The period room recreates the 1850s Seneca Village, which was

destroyed to build Central Park in New York City, and is largely forgotten today. The

domestic space built by the museum also differs from other historic installations in the Met in

that it pulls from various moments of time to reference an overall narrative of the African

diaspora.

Image 2.

In a video tour of the space, consulting curator Michelle Commander explains,

“Afrofuturism is a creative mode, it’s a concept that’s always changing. But it’s one that’s

about the liberation of people of African descent. And it’s all about the idea of a kind of

differing existence from what we’re living right now. It’s about imaging a place where one

can truly be free.”22 With this colossal undertaking, the museum sought to introduce a number

22 The Met (@metmuseum). “Before Yesterday We Could Fly: An Afrofuturist Period Room Virtual Opening |
Met Exhibitions.” November 11, 2021. YouTube Video. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=A_1QbBQ5pag.

21 The Met. The Met x Wikipedia Virtual Edit Meet-up: Afrofuturism and “Before Yesterday We Could Fly.
Website. Accessed February 5, 2022.
https://www.metmuseum.org/events/programs/met-celebrates/afrofuturism-wikipedia-editathon.
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of relevant, missing perspectives into its permanent collection. But with the scope of this

history, interpretive work is also needed to ensure the authenticity and accuracy of any

exhibition. Offering diverse voices in a project–and not just those on the museum

staff–invites the greatest number of chances for participants to resonate with something in an

exhibition. While the physical exhibition was set up in the space, the edit-a-thon allowed for

additional educational and curatorial knowledge that help shape the story of the exhibition.

Projects like these, which invite contributions of information from a wide range of sources,

ensure that the site is representing all kinds of recognition around art and not just the canon.

The user experience of a virtual exhibition, as opposed to the spatial narrative in a

physical space, is entirely dictated by the viewer and their navigation choices. One

apprehension that David Silver had in his 1997 text about this level of freedom, was a

situation that he calls “virtual vertigo,” meaning “the inability to choose among an array of

options.”23 However, the digital competency of today’s audience in dealing with information

overload, and their familiarity with working technology makes this less of a concern today.

Similarly, the effects of globalization on the contemporary world, as well as the art world

mean that museums are visited by what art collector Nicolette Fiorucci describes as “an

increasingly varied and more prepared audience.”24 So while it should always be the priority

of the institution to be as accessible as possible in thinking about a varied audiences, when

done well, this will only add to an exhibition and does not deduct from the caliber or quality

of a museum’s work. It will not require the museum to eliminate any challenging,

complicated layers of an exhibition, a concern voiced by both curators and artists

themselves.25 The democracy of information only becomes greater when institutions upload

their resources on the internet, furthering knowledge production within the arts. Toft Ag notes

this can be an overall positive,

The proliferation of artists’ websites, the online documentation of art
installations, the digitization of analogue art, digital archives for video and new
media art, as well as online video- and file-sharing services shape an open landscape
of increasing accessibility, visibility, and interchange of aesthetics.26

In addition to the materials Toft Ag lists here, museums and institutions can, and should

contribute to this exchange.

26 Toft Ag, Tanya. Digital Dynamics in Nordic Contemporary Art, 5.

25 Phaidon. “Why Pick on the Interpretation Department?” Phaidon. Accessed November 8, 2021.
https://www.phaidon.com/agenda/art/articles/2011/november/16/why-pick-on-the-interpretation-department.

24 Bechtler, Christina and Dora Imhof. Museum of the Future. JRP | Ringier & Les Presses Du Réel, 2018, 97.
23 Silver, David. “Interfacing American Culture: The Perils and Potentials of Virtual Exhibitions,” 833.
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3. Case Studies
3.1. Virtual Version

Silver’s virtual version category calls for presenting a physical exhibition on a

computer screen verbatim, which other than still photographs is typically accomplished

through 3D gallery tours and video tours. These styles were by far the most popular during

the pandemic when museums had to suddenly shut their doors before it was time for existing

exhibitions to close. Demonstrated by the many tours on Google Arts and Culture, and

museums’ extra-active YouTube accounts and livestreams, it allows for an institution to

present a project that has already been completed and likely worked on for several years.

Since the rules and regulations surrounding COVID-19 closures constantly fluctuated,

hopeful museums would occasionally open and install new exhibitions which often ended in

another shutdown or reduced attendance27, and in turn, more virtual versions.

Google Arts and Culture holds one of the largest collections of 3D virtual tours. When

Google Arts and Culture launched in 2011, it converted the Street View function from Google

Maps to create digital tours of real places around the world. Still used today, the Street View

camera takes scans of a location, such as a museum, exhibition, or cultural site, and converts

it into a photo capture of a 3D space. A viewer is then able to click through the digital version

in a self-directed tour using on-screen arrows to control the direction of the camera. This

sense of user control provides a sense of agency for some, allowing people to follow their

own curiosities independent of a narrative. For others, it removes crucial guidance expected

by unfamiliar visitors. The 3D scans are often void of text or only display museum labels

through photographs of the space which are unreadable on most devices. As the popularity of

virtual content grew, and the availability of exhibitions increased, so did the likelihood that a

virtual tour guest is a first-time museum visitor. Without text, or assistance for these new

visitors, the Street View tour instead relies on a viewer’s own knowledge and self-sufficiency,

limiting its accessibility to the general public.

27 Maximum capacity over the pandemic varied by region, but rarely stayed at 100%. (Emily Sharpe and José da
Silva. Produced by The Art Newspaper. The Week in Art Podcast: “Visitor Figures 2020: top 100 art museums
revealed as attendance drops by 77% worldwide.” Podcast Episode, March 30, 2021.
https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2021/03/30/visitor-figures-2020-top-100-art-museums-revealed-as-attendance
-drops-by-77percent-worldwide.)
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Image 3.

The navigation capabilities of the audience are fixed, with the camera position landing

on a singular point of view. The visitor is then prevented from being able to look at any

details through a closer position or angle. While the ability to move through the galleries

allows for the audience to follow their interests, the movement jolts as each arrow click

zooms from one perspective to the next. These maneuvers feel like a slideshow, hopping from

work to work rather than mimicking traveling through an exhibition. Because of this motion,

the program’s goal falls through and it overcomplicates the straightforward premise of

showing a space online. If the user is able to look past the technical flaws, the program does

allow for a greater understanding of the spatial relationships between objects than a

photograph and it can assist those with travel limitations, whether it be financial, health, or

COVID-19-related, or simply too far of a distance, in experiencing a cultural destination from

a personal device. Identical qualities, however, are also present in the much easier-to-produce

video tour, which eliminates the unintuitive or confusing functions of a 3D virtual tour.

Although still not being quite the same as seeing an exhibition in person, video

footage is much more natural to the eye than the choppy jumps in Street View. A well-shot

tour can help the viewer get a grasp of the spatial relationships between artworks in a display

and is most understood when the camera moves in a similar path to an audience member.

Still, in a tangible exhibition, each visitor moves through the space freely, and a video tour

can never reflect the movement of every single individual. Even the virtual tour of the 2020

Summer Exhibition at the Royal Academy of Arts, 28 despite its fifty-six-minute run-time,

fails to focus the camera on every individual work and the viewer misses the full breadth of

the exhibition. The museum’s second tour of this show, titled “2020 Summer Exhibition in 90

28 Royal Academy of Arts, 2022. “Virtual tour: Summer Exhibition 2020.” November 6, 2020. Youtube Video.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mUF5ZIehenU.
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Seconds,”29 shows an almost equal amount of information within several galleries as its

fifty-six-minute counterpart.

Image 4.

As a replacement for this, the tour for the following year’s summer show, “Summer

Exhibition 2021 Tour with Yinka Shonibare”30 adds a new layer of detail through the

coordinator Yinka Shonibare’s description of the show’s primary concept. The theme is

“Reclaiming Magic,” which is described by Shonibare in the exhibition catalog as “restoring

value to marginalized practices.”31 It displays a variety of these practices, including

traditional crafts and methods of working outside of western art techniques, to give a more

conscientious picture of the various identities that make up the world today. The attention to

handwork in this show also coincides with the growth of people taking up crafts during the

pandemic, adding another layer of timely relevance. With such a huge show, the video tour

approach accepts the notion that a walkthrough of an entire exhibition can not supersede

visiting a gallery. Instead, it chooses to highlight a few pieces successfully, rather than give a

brief overview of as many works as possible.

31 Royal Academy of Arts.“Summer Exhibition 2021: Exhibition: Royal Academy of Arts.” Website. Accessed
November 8, 2021, https://www.royalacademy.org.uk/exhibition/summer-exhibition-2021

30 Royal Academy of Arts, 2021. “Summer Exhibition 2021 | Tour with Yinka Shonibare.” November 4, 2021.
Youtube Video. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XP5qVo-QUcE.

29 Royal Academy of Arts, 2022. “2020 Summer Exhibition in 90 Seconds.” October 11, 2020. Youtube Video.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sOL29Lbz7Fc.
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The virtual version can be easy for museums to produce, simply documenting and

uploading an exhibition. It filled the desire for community and closeness with others that

people stuck at home in lockdown simply hoped for.32 Regardless of its popularity during this

time, the virtual version remains a stand-in for a tangible exhibition and is generally

considered to be a lesser version of the two. It emphasizes the failures of a virtual exhibition

by making clear what is physically missing from the experience. Most importantly, it is

difficult to translate the material, texture, form, size, and other formal qualities of an artwork

through a camera lens. When the option to see exhibitions in person is presented, virtual

exhibitions will likely be substituted with visiting an exhibition in person. As an alternative, a

curator could consider adding additional material and turning the virtual exhibition into the

missing wing or creating an entirely separate, medium-specific hyper-real site. These

methods will continue to grant access to a larger audience without comparison.

3.2. The Missing Wing
The missing wing is a new category in that it introduces additional artworks and

narratives. Instead of solely bringing the exhibition online, the curator includes extra material

that is not displayed in the physical galleries. It could very easily be a solution for curators

looking to combine physical and digital works that do not suit the gallery space together in

one show. A missing wing can serve both visitors of the in-person space and an increased

audience, adding those visiting virtually. Furthermore, a majority of participants in a survey

exploring digital museum content said they would be more likely–not less likely or

indifferent–to visit a museum after viewing its virtual programming,33 and this growth in a

virtual audience can also lead to a rise in in-person visitors. The differentiation of content in

the virtual space, unlike that of a virtual version, ensures that potential visitors are not

deterred from visiting the in-person portion of the exhibition.

The Louisiana Museum of Modern Art in Humlebæk, Denmark created one of the

most popular museum websites and YouTube channels Louisiana Channel,34 to post a variety

of video styles ranging in topics. The museum writes on their website that they see the

project, “as an integral part of a museum for the 21st century, capable of engaging a new

34 This channel is rapidly changing, with the subcribiber count growning from 191,000 to 211,000 over the
duration of writing this paper (October 2021-April 2022)

33 Ben Luke and Aimee Dawson. The Week in Art Podcast: “Has the drop in visitors changed museums
forever?” https://www.theartnewspaper.com/2021/04/02/has-the-drop-in-visitors-changed-museums-forever

32“Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation” corroborates that 60% of survey takers reported feelings
more disconnected during the second wave of the pandemic. (Culture Track. Culture + Community in a Time of
Transformation: A Special Edition of Culture Track. 12)
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generation in our cultural heritage, in an intelligent present and an ambitious future.”35

Louisiana Channel launched in 2013, long before the COVID-19 and it started as an attempt

to modernize the museum experience. The demand for this style of content has only grown

since then, as institutions discover the capabilities of virtual exhibitions.

Image 5.

The most notable video the museum produces is its exhibition tours with artists. When

a video tour is given by the artist themselves, it also places the show into the context of their

practice, rather than the usual vice versa. On the other hand, a video tour led by a curator

would share more insight into the institution’s contribution to the exhibition and how it fits

into the museum’s history. This curatorial perspective is seen in the popular YouTube series

by the Frick Collection in New York called “Cocktails with a Curator.”36 and is an example of

how this approach can be applied to historic or non-contemporary art. In both viewpoints, the

goal of the video tour is to invite new threads for an audience surrounding an exhibition.

These examples of video tours differ from the virtual version with their inclusion of an

narrator. The interviews online presence introduces material that can be seen before or after

the physical portion of the exhibition or stands alone for an audience who never visits the

space at all.

36 Cocktails with a Curator (@frickcollection) YouTube Playlist.
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLNVeJpU2DHHR_0y_Zvgn3MgZQQFcFx2eI.

35 Louisiana Channel. “About us.” Accessed December 12. 2021. https://channel.louisiana.dk/about-us.
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The Museum of Fine Arts, Boston’s show Black Power in Print, launched in 2021 is a

extra-ordinary example of the missing wing in that the connecting exhibition takes place at

another institution, MoMA. Created in collaboration with one another, Black Power in Print

adds to MoMa’s Emory Douglas: Art and Revolution, by supplementing the show with a

local history of Boston, Massachusetts, and the museum. It also established an exchange

between the institutions’ resources, where the MFA could utilize MoMA’s more advanced

technology and MoMA had access to the MFA collection and regional knowledge. The

exhibition, which The Ronald C. and Anita L. Wornick Curator of Contemporary Decorative

Arts Michelle Millar Fisher, a curator on the project, calls an “online curatorial project”37 uses

the revisionist strategy of Curatorial Activism to re-write the canon within the museum. The

featured text “Proposal to Eradicate Institutional Racism at the Boston Museum of Fine

Arts” is a piece from the collection previously thought to be lost, that was recently located in

the collection’s archive in April 2021. Millar Fisher explains that the team behind the

exhibition was thinking about:

…interviews between people as a way to bring forward historical knowledge

or to share particular archival things. It asked an archivist to look back at why they

hadn’t been able to locate a particular paper, so it drew back the curtain on the

museum processes. Very specifically it was built around Dana Chandler’s manifesto,

so being able to share information, text-based information that yes, came with images

too, based on Chandler’s work and his life in the archives... 38

In telling the entire story of the proposal, from its creation and initial reception to its

disappearance and recovery, the museum sought to integrate this forgotten narrative back into

its history.

When accessing Black Power in Print on the MFA’s website, the viewer can click

hyperlinks and be directed to additional resources. The central work of the show, “Proposal

to Eradicate Institutional Racism at the Boston Museum of Fine Arts,” the text by artist Dana

C. Chandler Jr in 1970, and Introduction to “Afro-American Artists: New York and Boston”

Exhibition Catalogue, written and curated by the scholar/curator/educator   Edmund Barry

Gaither in 1970 is included on the site, with citations and clickable links to reserve the

mentioned sources at the Boston Public Library. These texts put Black Power in Print in

context with the sociopolitical climate of its time and place. The project also includes two

interviews conducted specifically for this exhibition: A Manifesto, a Door: A Conversation

38 Interview with Michelle Millar Fisher.
37 Interview with Michelle Millar Fisher.
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between Dana Chandler, Dahna Chandler, and Liz Munsell, and Institutional Critique Now:

A Conversation between Dr. Kelli Morgan and Chenoa Baker, which discuss the show’s

theme in relation to recent events. The new material drives the discussion forward through a

contemporary lens and allows for more voices to be included in the exhibition beyond the

museum staff who worked on it.

Image 6.

Unlike other visual formats, a website is ideal for a text-heavy exhibition. Reto

Thüring, The Beal Family Chair of Contemporary Art at the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston,

and another curator of Black Power in Print explains that this show was selected to be online

because of the text-based archive it revolves around.39 Uploading high-quality PDFs of

objects otherwise not allowed to be handled invites the audience to read the works at their

leisure. The archival images and newspaper clippings can be zoomed in and out and

examined closely. Additionally, the use of type placed directly on the webpage allows for

features like text-to-speech, or increasing text size to be activated. Not only does the

exhibition present new public information, but it can also be revisited again and again since it

will remain on the MFA website with other past shows. This webpage method is less

effective for the few images of artworks included in the image gallery, which give little

formal context when photographed against a blank gray background. The photography

artworks in the image gallery, however, do not have this same problem and would likewise

suit the online medium.

39 Interview with Reto Thüring, October 7, 2021.
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In addition to exhibiting more objects, events or educational programming for an

exhibition can also be included online, acting as the “missing” material in the missing wing

style. This combination of in-person and online content makes sense for the museum

structure because of the institution's already established program of exhibitions. It also

furthers the efforts of the museum’s own experts and materials it is already working with,

streamlining the need for a new exhibition team. Institutions today already have this method

in place, including virtual components, like a QR code, or website link in the gallery space

for a visitor to engage with. Using digital labeling, as opposed to printed text, allows for

content to change and introduces an infinite amount of ideas, dialogues, and sources in the

project. This provides an opportunity for museums to be creative on a digital platform

without draining resources that would otherwise be put into in-person exhibitions. The

missing wing is most conducive for the post-pandemic world, which will prioritize real-life

experiences but with a new understanding and literacy of virtual programs.

3.3. Hyper-real site
The hyper-real site is the most open-ended of Silver’s three categories and it

encompasses all kinds of projects that are not connected to a physical exhibition. It allows for

inventive exhibitions that could not be realized outside of the virtual space. Since the

hyper-real site is made for a particular platform, it more often than not utilizes the specific

features available within the platform in its final result. For example, a website and a social

media platform might both exist on the internet, but only a social media site will have a

built-in interactive interface that can allow a viewer to like, comment, or share an element in

the exhibition. On the other hand, a website allows for customization through design and

programming that can extend its capabilities beyond the template of social media. While

artists already place their own documentation of work online, the hyper-real site focuses

instead on curation, and the different viewpoints one can bring to an exhibition. Not only can

a virtual exhibition be put together with a designated purpose, but so can the artworks

themselves, and this method is a favorite amongst artists interested in making digital pieces.40

Creating work for virtual viewing eliminates the artist’s fear that their art will not translate in

the online space. In the case of an institution, the hyper-real site is especially successful with

commissioned works made within the capabilities of the museum.

40 This preference was shared amongst each of the artists interviewed for this paper.
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Image 7.

The exhibition Witch Window by Icelandic artist Fritz Hendrik IV is a hyper-real site

made directly by the artist and housed on his personal website. When a viewer clicks the

exhibition link, another webpage is opened and the work is set apart from the rest of Fritz’s

site, which he defines as documentation of his practice. The project was conceived when Fritz

was living and working abroad in Berlin and he did not have the time or space to make his

own art. Not only that, he wanted to create a show in which his regular audience in Iceland

could visit. For Fritz, the virtual exhibition medium is only worthwhile when the content is

produced specifically for the virtual space, so he made entirely new works for this show.

Witch Window displays images of what appears to be a standard museum installation with a

conventional exhibition text. What is difficult to tell, is that neither the artworks (with the

exception of one), gallery, nor text actually exists. The exhibition hall is a collage of real,

high-end gallery photographs from around the world pieced together into one cohesive space.

The works displayed in the show were made using 3-D programming and they can not be

shown outside of the virtual sphere. When scrolling through the webpage, the exhibition

fades in and out between the artworks which Fritz explains41 aims to mimic the travel time

between artworks in a physical display and replicate a small part of the in-person experience.

Although not part of an institution, Witch Window’s final presentation on the internet is

simple enough that a museum could easily replicate this style for its own web page. Besides

the works themselves, which would be made by an artist, the setup of this exhibition does not

41 Interview with Fritz Hendrik IV, November 4, 2021.
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use any advanced technology beyond website design and an institution could use it as a

method for displaying digital works.

Despite the title “virtual exhibition,” a non-physical exhibition does not have to take

place digitally. In 2017, Documenta 14, located that year in Kassel, Germany, and Athens

Greece, featured an exhibition over radio waves. The project Every Time A Ear di Soun,

curated by Bonaventure Soh Bejeng Ndikung and co-curated by Marcus Gammel, aired for

three weeks in each of the eight streaming locations: Greece, South Africa, Columbia,

Lebanon, Brazil, Indonesia, the USA, and Germany. The project strived to present “radio as

both art and a medium for art,”42 reaching and resonating with the history of oral cultures

around the world. Rather than focus on visual art–and this format would be quite illegible for

visual material–, the aired content explored auditory artworks like sound, speech, and music

ranging from political activism to reading text work to the sharing of musical culture. The

piece OH MY OH MY (Pinktrombone, 21 January 2017) by Caroline Bergvall is described as

a travelog, or soundscape that documented the Global Women’s March in 2017 that followed

the inauguration of Donald Trump as US President. Bergvall layers the sounds of chanting

from the streets of the Londom march, recomposed by sound artist John Wynne with her own

spoken performance. The culmination of these recordings amounts to a recounting of the

event that is both incredibly intimate and an overwhelming display of the collective. While

this piece could work equally as well as a video, the sound-only performance is clear in its

political message and allows the listener to visualize their own individual imagery. In

addition to commissioned works like these, the overall program also aired events from the

rest of the festival, allowing “visits” to the festival from outside locations. By the end of the

event, Documenta 14 reported that the radio program had amassed a total of seven hundred

thousand listeners. Every Time A Ear di Soun, and similar radio exhibitions promote

accessibility to art that those without the internet are not typically afforded, and serve as a

method of reaching a large and diverse audience.

One of the key elements to a successful hyper-real site is its specificity to the artwork

and exhibition medium. This becomes a challenge for museums with limited staff or

technological capabilities. Museums would need to dedicate a platform or staff to upkeep a

hyper-real site and this might not make sense for a singular exhibition. If a museum is to

invest in this type of infrastructure, it should create regular virtual programming to ensure the

42 Documenta 14. “Every Time a Ear Di Soun, a Documenta 14 Radio Program Presentation.” Accessed
November 8, 2021.
https://www.documenta14.de/en/calendar/11085/every-time-a-ear-di-soun-a-documenta-14-radio-program-prese
ntation.
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impact of this project. This would also build an audience that would then come to anticipate

new exhibitions. As technology advances quickly, one of the risks in the hyper-real site is that

what might be considered a relevant technology today, could suddenly become outdated. In

the case of an exhibition, which runs on the short term, this might not be a problem as the

technology cycle greatly outlasts the duration of an exhibit. But as virtual projects contain the

capacity to be presented indefinitely, it is helpful to think about virtual features such as

accessibility, interactive capabilities, and the ability to revise and document as tools that

allow the storytelling of an exhibition to remain its central focus.

4. The Curator’s New Role: Prioritizing Activism and
Accessibility Through Virtual Exhibitions

The widespread criticism and pushback toward museums and cultural institutions

during the COVID-19 has suggested, once again, the necessity for Curatorial Activism

amongst other attempts of reform. The term encompasses activist measures within the content

of exhibitions “with the principle aim of ensuring that certain constituencies of artists are no

longer ghettoized or excluded from the master narratives of art,”43 as defined by curator

Maura Reilly, author of Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of Curation (2018). This

goal remains unchanged in the context of virtual exhibitions, and one could even argue the

medium encourages an even better attempt at presenting a diverse and encompassing group

of artists, themes, and discussions. On a practical level, curators can loan or display artworks

digitally, avoiding the physical setbacks of travel, care, and latent cost. It also has a positive

environmental impact by reducing the necessity for traveling to see shows, and the need for

artwork to be shipped. The expansion of online documentation allows for curators to come

across, research, and access a global variety of artists and works digitally where it was

previously only available through collection visits. Tanya Toft Ag endorses these ideas in the

introduction of her book, adding: “The digital is special… for enabling art to be extended,

distributed, reproduced, recycled, remixed, and repeated globally and instantaneously.”44 Not

only can artwork be discovered over the internet, but so can real-time dialogue, debate, and

critiques within the field. In order for curators to produce pertinent exhibitions, it is crucial to

be aware of and occupy oneself in this digital global perspective.

44 Toft Ag, Tanya. Digital Dynamics in Nordic Contemporary Art, 6.

43 Reilly, Maura. 2017. “What Is Curatorial Activism?” Artnews.com. Accessed. December 10, 2021.
https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/what-is-curatorial-activism-9271/.
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Reilly argues the lack of Curatorial Activism is a result of “curatorial laziness”45

which she describes as “unwillingness to think beyond the precedents, out of the box, around

the block, out of the comfort zone that can result in involuntary misogyny, racism,

homo/lesbophobia.”46 As the pandemic has shown, museums have the potential to act quickly

and creatively in extraordinary circumstances, demonstrating Reilly’s hypothesis of

unwillingness over incapability to be true. Reilly’s theories on activism are only a starting

point, however. She fails to recognize perspectives on art outside of the western colonial lens

and constructs her argument around the history of western art. This begins with the question

of whether these artists would like to be included in institutions with a history of oppression

at all.

The present calls for activism stem from a real movement, and museums must

permanently internalize this message in order to shift from performative activism to making

actual change. Art critic Maura Callahan defines the role of art museums during this time as,

The sense of urgency that has come with the many crises human beings now

face makes the prospect of retreating from reality seem desirable to some and

irresponsible to others. But fewer people are under the illusion that museums can

ever be neutral...Art is always connected with life, and no matter how stripped down,

every museum display tells a story.47

Callahan’s suggestion that museums can never be neutral brings forth the work of Cultural

Organizer LaTanya S. Autry and co-producer Mike Murawski’s project

#museumsarenotneautral48 The aptly titled project suggests that rather than acting as a haven

separated from social issues, institutions can transform their practices to more regularly

advocate for ethical change. Even after the pandemic, active representation will continue to

be expected of museums throughout artworks, artists, exhibition themes, and staff members

so long as communities remain underrepresented.

Respondents to the Culture & Community in a Time of Transformation report listed

the types of changes they would like to see in museum practices. 25% of survey votes went

toward “Engaging more young adults,”49 which can be considered both in occupying social

discourse and through virtual programming. This digitally-fluent generation has the potential

to be more competent and engaged with virtual content in a way that has not previously been

49Culture Track. Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation: A Special Edition of Culture Track. 29
48Museums Are Not Neutral. Accessed Feburary 20, 2022. https://www.museumsarenotneutral.com/.

47Callahan, Maura. “Why Context Matters in Museum Displays.” Hyperallergic.com, Janurary 11, 2022.
https://hyperallergic.com/705406/why-context-matters-in-museum-displays/.

46 See note 44 above.
45 Reilly, Maura and Lucy R. Lippard, Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of Curating, 10.
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seen with other audiences. Not only should museums have various representations in the

artworks they display, but it is equally important for the voices it shares to also illustrate this

goal. Jonas Blume clarifies the importance of equal authority, writing “In the conventional

modes of art distribution, access to a wider audience was limited through authority figures,

such as curators and critics, who acted as gatekeepers. Now, access to an audience has thus

been largely democratized.”50 The curator’s perspective, as the figure largely responsible for

selecting artworks, is central, but should not be the only viewpoint present in the entirety of

the exhibition.

In the physical space, there is a practical limit on a museum’s capabilities and

museums do not often have the resources to produce more shows. The virtual, however,

opens an infinite amount of space that could hold additions to museum programming. When

used as an additive instead of a replacement, virtual exhibitions open up the possibility of

telling more stories. Other survey answers found that 21% said they would like to see “More

frequent new works or exhibits”, 23% requested “Bringing new perspectives from outside my

community”, and 33% responded with “Supporting local artists and organizations”.51

Museums, especially large civil institutions, have a responsibility to represent the community

it resides in and this effort falls on every department within the museum, including curation.

Many of these responses can be addressed online. The virtual version is able to amplify local

artists and organizations by introducing them to a wider market and both the missing wing

and the hyper-real site can introduce new exhibitions and perspectives from the community

and outside sources.

My own final project, an online exhibition titled Funny People, stems from the desire

to address issues surrounding gender expectations in today’s digital society. While the idea of

exploring or questioning gender is not a new development, and it has a long history within

many cultures, the western understanding of gender is rapidly changing as it enters the

mainstream. Until now, these conversations in the West have largely been limited to

subcultures, including the LGBTQIA+, Transgender, and Feminist movements. The show

takes a curatorial activist approach in its message, building off fundamental theory on gender

performance, intersectional feminism, and compulsive heteronormativity as an underlining

academic thread. It focuses heavily on bringing these ideas to the forefront, contextualizing

artworks within contemporary discourse.

51 Culture Track. Culture + Community in a Time of Transformation: A Special Edition of Culture Track. 29

50 Blume, Jonas. “Exploring the Potentials and Challenges of Virtual Distribution of Contemporary Art.” In
Digital Environments: Ethnographic Perspectives Across Global Online and Offline Spaces, 104.
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Funny People explores tongue-in-cheek critiques of gender norms through memes,

online culture, and technology. The internet is a crucial ground for the construction of

identities. Virtual spaces are especially formative when it comes to expressing, performing, or

discussing gender. Legacy Russell underlines this in their book, reflecting,

While online spaces remain imperfect, often holding a somber mirror up to the world

around us, online communities can create space to talk back to toxic, binary tropes of

masculinity/femininity. Embracing the plausibility of range—that is, fantasizing,

playing, experimenting by donning different “skins”—becomes an act of

empowerment, self-discovery, and even self-care.52

In a world inundated with scrutiny around gender, the internet allows for a level of freedom

beyond what is afforded outside of the computer screen. The artists in this show use forms of

humor such as irony, satire, and appropriation to criticize existing structures and present

examples of what it looks like to break these rules. This playbook of how to distort normative

gender expectations first and foremost relies on an individual’s definition and the works’

messages sometimes contradict each other, suggesting a myriad of possibilities for the future.

Regn Sólmundur’s video performance and Noah Kantrowitz’s screenprint inspired by

Ursula K. Le Guin’s 1969 book The Left Hand of Darkness examine the origins of the word

“queer” as a derogatory term meaning “strange” or “funny” used against gender and sexuality

non-conforming people and inquire how the association with being funny in turn becomes

demonizing. Textile artist Ýrúrari knits surreal facemasks inspired by media that allow the

wearer to articulate an identity of their choosing. The show looks at the pop culture trope that

requires one to either be attractive or to make up for this lack by being amusing or having

entertaining personalities. Auður Lóa Guðnadóttir’s Sports series, referencing the fitness

craze of the 1980s, points out the paradox in this trope by acknowledging the ever-changing

and gender-specific standards that make it impossible to fulfill this definition of conventional

beauty. Guðmundur Thoroddsen and Rakel McMahon further negotiate the legitimacy of

“masculinity” as a synonym for power in irony-laden images, emphasizing the toxicity of

prohibiting male vulnerability. Kristín Gunnlaugsdóttir celebrates the often-discredited work

of motherhood and domestic labor, depicting her subjects in the style of a symbolic icon

painting. Hildur Henrýsdóttir flips power dynamics in her appropriation of Yves Klein’s 1960

Anthropometry performances by taking on the role of the artist, subject, and material as she

reclaims control of her own body. Finally, Maria Sideleva’s screenprints Revelation

Anonymous discuss the naked body or the “nude” as an expression of gender or sexual

52 Russell, Legacy. Glitch Feminism a Manifesto. 108.
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liberation in retaliation against increasing censorship online. With its centering element of

humor, the artists in this show question gender roles and hierarchy, challenge beauty

standards and argue for body autonomy by making serious assessments in pointing out the

absurdities of reality.

Each of the artists in this show makes references to their own internet discoveries or

the use of technology itself and their works are placed back into the current cyber dialogue.

Harvard law professor, Lawrence Lessig credited the ability to forge self-initiated

connections to digital technology, which allowed a “whole generation to create—remixed

films, new forms of music, digital art, a new kind of storytelling, writing, a new technology

for poetry, criticism, political activism—and then, through the infrastructure of the Internet,

share that creativity with others.53 On the webpage, artworks are combined with

commissioned essays; news and magazine articles; videos, podcasts, and other media; and

memes, in relation to one another. Even the original writing in the show is littered with

hyperlinks that reveal further thematic content and connections. The format is inspired by the

way that people, especially the millennial and Gen Z generations, use the internet in their

everyday lives. These materials were discovered by turning to today’s news, pop culture, and

social platforms for research and included as examples of social studies at large. This style of

research has its limits, however, as it is highly dependent on the algorithms specific to a

user’s device. In this case, the device is that of the curator, and I attempt to counteract this

imbalance by inviting contributions from the artists, academic peers, and through an open

call.

Image 8.

53 Lessig, Lawrence, The Future of Ideas: The Fate of the Commons in a Connected World, 9.
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Funny People is created solely for online display. Without a conjoining physical show,

it would fall under Silver’s category of a hyper-real site. Having an edit-able exhibition

makes sense for exhibitions exploring contemporary topics, which will develop over time.

When discussing gender, or any other form of identity it is likely that information will

change, such as a person’s self-identity, pop culture references, cultural understanding, or

even laws and regulations. By creating a website template that can be adjusted at any point,

there is an opportunity to make corrections to the original exhibition or add new

contributions. The evolving format of Funny People replicates an online research-like

experience for the viewer that allows them to independently explore and follow their own

curiosity. This panoptic presentation of additional materials, which are usually not included in

a traditional show, mimics the behaviors of the web where a physical click is required to

make a selection amongst many options.

Conclusion
Moving Forward: Virtual Exhibitions Beyond the COVID-19 Pandemic

With this in mind, virtual exhibitions can help museums achieve the four necessary

elements that make up a strong exhibition today: including the institution/curator’s voice,

creating thought-provoking content, providing varying perspectives from other sources, and

adding additional resources for an audience to continue exploring. These methods all enable

the museum to extend beyond an exhibit itself and expand the dialogue. Senior critic for

Hyperallergic and art writer Seph Rodney begins his review of several online exhibitions by

writing, “The problem with most of the online shows I’ve been seeing lately is that they don’t

really function like they are online, that is, that they exist in a digital space — with all

possibilities of visual presentation that this technology entails.”54 In order to justify a virtual

exhibition, it has to intuitively suit virtual dynamics in some capacity. This could look like

exhibiting artworks with technological material, utilizing the interactive or digital

accessibility features of the online space, or prioritizing storytelling for large audiences by

placing projects in dialogue with the global, digital networks of today. There is no singular

“correct” format for a virtual exhibition. Rather, the method of virtual exhibition chosen

should match the medium of these goals.

54Rodney, Steph. “Why Are so Many Online Shows Phoning It In?” Hyperallergic.com. November 21, 2021.
https://hyperallergic.com/693757/why-are-so-many-online-shows-phoning-it-in/.
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As a result, anything made specifically for the online space can and should have a

clear direction and purpose. The inequalities heightened by COVID-19 and the rise in social

justice movements during this time emphasize the need for a systemic reimaging of

institutional practices. Art institutions have historically been inaccessible in a number of

ways, and virtual exhibitions can be a solution to several concerns. Placing material online

allows for visitation from all over the world, widening the museum audience. Similarly, free

content online can narrow the gap between exposure to art and financial security corroborated

by increasing ticket prices. Technological capabilities can assist people with visual or hearing

impairment and cognitive disabilities, as well as invite access to those who cannot physically

navigate the museum building. Lastly, and perhaps most noticeable, expanding institutional

staff and programming online creates more opportunities for stories to be told, which, in turn,

creates more opportunities for diversity. If museums are to be a leading force of

contemporary discourse, it is crucial that they react and respond to current issues. As the

demands of art audiences call for new curatorial practices, curators have given prominence to

reworking or revising collections by introducing new narratives, and questioning why they

had been ignored in the first place; being more representative, equitable, and inclusive in

what is displayed; and connecting artworks–old and new–to today.
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