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Abstract 

 

In this thesis I look at the artist-curator collaboration as a creative practice, focusing on curation 

as a form of caretaking and curating on the grounds of the artwork and artist. I attempt to define 

the key aspects of how to care for art and artist which I believe involves trust, mutual respect, 

meeting on equal grounds and knowledge producing conversation. I define care according to Jane 

C. Tronto who believes that the conceptions of care perpetuate gender, class and racial structures 

of power privilege through the construction of “otherness”. Fighting these conceptions, I am 

certain that care should be of higher value and important to every curator. Alternatively, this thesis 

is an attempt to define and shape my curatorial practice. I look into the historical context of the 

curator as a creative force and it‘s criticism and concequently make room for my own practice as 

a type of creative curator using dialogue as a methodology with an emphasis on trust and care. For 

this thesis I used a form of qualitative research based on interviews with curators with different 

backgrounds. In qualitative research, knowledge is a collective understanding that has evolved 

through communication between the researcher and the participant. In this way, reality is perceived 

though interpretations which are ever-changing. Lastly I look at the recent projects in my practice 

and put them in the context of my developing methodology. In conclusion, applying dialogue and 

caretaking in a collaboration between artist and curator, allows the curator to be creative and 

partake in the creative journey of the artist without overstepping their boundaries.  
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Introduction  
 

The word curator comes from the Latin origin curare which can mean to cure or care for. The 

curatores were the civil servants who oversaw public works like the aqueducts in ancient Rome.1  

Cūrāre  “to have spiritual charge of” evolved in middle English to curat “person charged with the 

care of souls.”2 Through my studies I have noticed the importance of caretaking in its many forms 

in curatorial practice. Although historically this caretaking has been in relation to artworks and 

artifacts, I would like to argue that it has just as much to do with the artists themselves. Curators 

today often work very closely with artists but artworks can be very sensitive and personal so 

curators often have to tread carefully in order to allow the personal to become political. In this 

thesis I will attempt to define the key aspects of how to care for art and artist which I believe 

involves trust, mutual respect, meeting on equal grounds and knowledge producing conversation. 

Alternatively, this thesis is an attempt to define and shape my curatorial practice. I will look 

into the historical context of the curator as a creative force and it’s criticisms and hopefully make 

room for my own practice as a type of creative curator using dialogue as a methodology with 

emphasis on trust and care. Focusing on curation as a form of caretaking and curating on the 

grounds of the artwork and artist. Furthermore, acknowledging that more women are now taking 

on the curator’s role in Iceland, I will also look at this change from a feminist perspective and ask 

if inherent or traditional female values like empathy, care and nurture are becoming more 

important and relevant in this role as the society evolves through Me-Too movements and fights 

for equality and justice for minorities. As a curator who is eager to work with young artists on new 

ideas, I am naturally drawn to independent and artist-run spaces which give more freedom in 

curatorial approaches and exhibition making. Since the nature of the artist-run space is being run 

by artists I wonder if it is the place where young curators can develop their ideas just as well as 

young artists so I will also look at what defines an artist-run space today.  

An in-person conversation has always been my favourite form of communication. In our time 

where most communications are through the internet, nothing beats a good “heart to heart,” “face 

to face” conversation. For this thesis I decided on a form of qualitative research based on 

interviews with curators with different backgrounds. In qualitative research, knowledge is a 

 
1 Hal Foster, What comes after farce, (London: Verso books, 2022) 68-69. 
2 "curator." Merriam-Webster.com. 2021. https://www.merriam-webster.com, 10 Nov. 2021. 
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collective understanding that has evolved through communication between the researcher and the 

participant. In this way, reality is perceived though interpretations which are ever-changing.3  

The closeness of the two M.A. programs, Fine Art program and Curatorial Practice program, 

at the Fine Art Department at the Icelandic University of the Arts has also influenced this thesis 

greatly. By studying so closely together, taking the same classes, and doing the same assignments, 

the similarities and differences in our practice are highlighted. This closeness also fosters 

connections for a generation of artist that can look at curators as creative partners in their practice 

and not a controlling institutional force that could possibly put their art in the wrong context.  

In the last chapters, I will explain how I put my theories into practice with a collaborative art 

project between myself and a group of graduating art students, a retrospective look at my co-

curated exhibition Berskjölduð/Unarmed as well as with my graduation project with artist 

Dýrfinna Benita Basalan. In this project I aim to create an exhibition through close collaboration 

with Dýrfinna based on our mutual understanding of her artistic practice. In our collaboration I 

can hopefully prove value in my curatorial practice of dialogue and caretaking and find a path 

where I am comfortable with being a creative collaborator without overstepping or disturbing the 

balance of power. 

 

1. The Creative Curator  
 

The role of the curator is multifaceted and can be different things in different situations. It has 

developed a lot during the last century and its definition is broader than ever before. It can vary 

from exhibition producer, commissioner, organizer, writer, coordinator, and multiple other things. 

The original meaning of the word curator is caretaker and was first used in the context of art in the 

17th century.4 The typical curator as we know them today was shaped in the mid 20th century as 

art institutions multiplied and changed directions. No longer were these institutions only showing 

their collection but also looking to be a place of education and a place of engagement. A new breed 

of curators was born, the independent curator, who produced ground-breaking international 

exhibitions. What followed was the first modern critique of curatorship, raising the question if the 

 
3 Helga Jónsdóttir, “Viðtöl í eigindlegum og megindlegum rannsóknum”, in Sigríður Halldórsdóttir (editor), 

Handbók í aðferðafræði rannsókna (Akureyri: Háskólinn á Akureyri, 2013) 137-153. 
4 Adrian George, The Curators Handbook (London: Themes & Hudson, 2015) 2-5. 



 

   

 

balance of focus between art, artist and curator leaned too much on the curatorial concept. One of 

these pioneer curators was Harald Szeemann.5 Born 1933 in Bern. Szeemann had a dream of 

becoming a painter, but his career began in the theatre while studying art history, archaeology, and 

journalism in Bern and at the Sorbonne in Paris. His brake into curation happened in 1957 at 24 

years old when Franz Mayer, director of Kunsthalle Bern, suggested him for the project 

“Dichtende Maler/Malende Dichter” (Painters-poets/poets-painters) at the Museum in St. Gallen.6 

When Szeemann is asked about his most influential show, Live in Your Head: When Attitudes 

Become Form7 in 1969 he recalls people from Philip Morris (a Swiss-American multinational 

cigarette and tobacco manufacturing company) and the PR firm Rudder and Finn asking him if he 

wanted to do a show of his own. They offered him money and total freedom. Is it worth thinking 

about the fact that he considers this show “his own”? With thematic shows he calls himself “the 

inventor”. 

[…] the curator has to be flexible. Sometimes he is the servant sometimes the assistant, 

sometimes he gives artists ideas of how to present their work; in group shows, he's the 

coordinator, in thematic shows, the inventor. But the most important thing about 

curating is to do it with enthusiasm and love - with a little obsessiveness.8 

 

As a Curatorial Practice student who is interested in working closely with artist in a creative 

way, I need to understand this critique of curatorship, the curator taking too much power, as well 

as look at these archetypes and the influence they had on the profession. Can a curator have a 

creative role in the artistic process, how creative can they be and where is the line they should not 

step over? 

Szeemann along with Pontus Hultén, who was the head of Moderna Museet in Stockholm and 

a founding director of both Centre Pompidou in Paris and the Museum of Contemporary Art in 

Los Angeles, and a handful of others, are seen as transitional figures in the world of curating in 

the way they expanded exhibition making with substantial themes. This influenced the next 

generation of curators like Hans Ulrich Obrist, artistic director if the Serpentine Galleries in 

London, Okwui Enwezor, the late director of the Haus der Kunt in Munich and art director of 

Documenta 11, and Lynne Cooke, a senior curator at the National Gallery in Washington. In his 

 
5 Adrian George, The Curators Handbook, 2-5. 
6 Hans-Ulrich Obrist, "Mind over matter". ArtForum. Vol 34, nr. 3 (1996): 74-125. 
7 At Kunsthalle Bern, Switzerland in 1969. 
8 Hans-Ulrich Obrist, "Mind over matter".  

http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0268/is_n3_v35/ai_18963443/
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_m0268/is_n3_v35/ai_18963443/


 

   

 

new book What Comes After Farce?, Hal Foster states that a problem with this approach of 

curating via capacious themes emerged already in the 1990s: as some artist began to act as curators, 

exhibiting objects that museums had kept from view, and some curators started to behave like 

artist, juxtaposing artworks as so much material to manipulate.9 While the curators mentioned 

above all produced major influential exhibitions and that they individually vary on the scale of art 

manipulation, they have most likely fed the narrative of the flashy exhibition maker that so many 

artists feel threatened by. Foster also mentions that the standout example of the flashy exhibition 

maker is Klaus Biesenbach, director of the Los Angeles Museum of Contemporary Art, who, as 

chief curator at large at MoMA, curated extravagant retrospectives of crossover stars such as 

Marina Abramovic and Björk that Foster calls depressing life styling that has little relation to 

scholarship, criticism or public service.10 Secondly, the influence with Hultén, Szeemann, and 

König, Foster mentions a statement by Jean-Francois Lyotard on the occasion of his 1985 

exhibition at the Centre Pompidou “Les Immatériaux”: “The exhibition is a postmodern 

dramaturgy” suggesting that thematic shows can present important questions of our time but that 

this can easily go from inquiry into showmanship.11  

In Iceland it would be Hannes Sigurðsson who would come closest to this type of curator. He 

was the first independent curator in Iceland and is known for his extravagant shows based on his 

own ideology.12 A relevant example of when a curator has taken too much power of the artist, or 

here simply skipped the artist entirely is when Hannes Sigurðsson bought a plastic cup on behalf 

of the Akureyri Art Museum, Sjónlistamiðstöðin, which the prime minister Jóhanna Sigurðardóttir 

drank from at a radio morning show 16th of April 2012.13  

 
9 Hal Foster, What Comes After Farce?, 71. 
10 Hal Foster, What Comes After Farce?, 71. 
11 Hal Foster, What Comes After Farce?, 73-4. 
12 Anna Margrét Kristjánsdóttir, Þróun sýningarstjórnunar á Íslandi, Ritgerð til B.A.-prófs í listfræði. Háskóli Íslands, 

May 2012. 
13 Anna Margrét Kristjánsdóttir, Þróun sýningarstjórnunar á Íslandi. 



 

   

 

The American art historian and critic Clement Greenberg has also been criticised in a similar 

manner in relation to the artist David Smith. Greenberg, although being an advocate of the artist’s 

work, went so far as to ask Smith if he could repaint his sculptures black as he thought he had 

never “used applied color with real success” and that the black colour could always be scraped off 

anyway. Smith’s reply has never come to 

light. After the artist’s death in 1965, 

Greenberg was named executor of his estate 

and in 1974 it was discovered that a handful 

of sculptures had been deliberately altered. 

This sparked heated debates in the art world 

about the primacy of the artist’s intention 

and Greenberg resigned from the estate in 

1979 and in time apologised for his 

actions.14 In an effort to answer the 

questions above, to me this is a good example 

of someone stepping over the line in relation to artists and artworks. 

Hans Ulrich Obrist is arguably one of the best known international curators working today. 

Working at the Serpentine offices during the week and travelling all over the world on weekends 

to meet artists, see shows and attend various arts-related events. He has also conducted twenty-

four hundred hours of interview do date (2014)15 many of which have been published in his series 

of conversation books. In a 2014 interview for the New Yorker he admits to having been away fifty 

of the previous fifty-two weekends.16 He is the epitome of the jet-setting curator, a so called curator 

at large. His motto “Don’t Stop” is quite fitting. Being a big supporter of the conversations format 

myself and looking to use it as my main methodology in my own practice, reading Hans Ulrich 

Obrist’s interviews with other curators was disappointing on a few levels. It seemed that more 

emphasis was put on “name-dropping”, mentioning artists and exhibitions as references rather than 

 
14 Abigail Cain, “Why Clement Greenberg Defaced David Smith’s Sculptures,” Artsy.net, 2017. Accessed April 27th 

2022. https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-clement-greenberg-defaced-david-smiths-sculptures. 
15 D.T. Max, “The Art of Conversation: The curator who talked his way to the top,“ The New Yorker, 2014. Accessed 

November 10th 2021. https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/12/08/art-conversation. 
16 D.T. Max, “The Art of Conversation: The curator who talked his way to the top.“ 

Image 1. David Smith, 2 Circles 2 Crows, 1963. Private Collection, 

Florida. 
 

https://www.artsy.net/article/artsy-editorial-clement-greenberg-defaced-david-smiths-sculptures
https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2014/12/08/art-conversation


 

   

 

the ideas and intentions of curators, artists and exhibitions. His writing exudes male confidence 

and privilege that is hard to relate to and his conversation marathons seem overwhelming.17  

A recent exhibition that is interesting to discuss in this context is the Reykjavík Art Museum’s  

Eternal recurrence (Eilíf Endurkoma), 2021 at Kjarvalsstaðir. In the exhibition the curators paired 

together works by contemporary artists with works by Kjarval.18 While in this exhibition, the 

curators put the contemporary artworks in a new context (unintended context from the artist 

perspective) they clearly state that these are speculative connections between the contemporary 

artists and Kjarval and work with the artists to dive deeper into this connection, for example 

through interview sessions with each artist. If the curators had simply claimed these connections 

as fact and had not investigated them with the artist through dialogue this exhibition would have 

been an example of how curators take too many liberties with the artworks. In a conversation with 

one of the curators of the exhibition, Edda Halldórsdóttir, she says that every artist included in the 

exhibition was very content about being put in this context with Kjarval. 

Although the curatorial critique discussed above is mostly in relation to thematic group shows, 

I think I can apply them to non-thematic shows as well. While the curator can collaborate creatively 

with the artist, they should not be overly present in the final exhibition. They should not draw 

focus from the artworks themselves and refrain from manipulating them to fit their own idea about 

the artist but find a mutual understanding between both of them through close work and dialogue.  

 

2. Artist/Curator  
 

It is safe to assume that in the past, many artists were not so keen on the idea of this creative curator 

or the institutional curator. It can be boiled down to power and who has more of it. We can go back 

as far as 1874 to see that artist like the Impressionists curated their own exhibitions as a form of 

criticism on the official Salon exhibition in Paris organized by the Académie royale de peinture et 

de sculpture and which held the power to decide what art was deemed worthy or not. In more 

recent times, artists have been taking on the role of the curator both in their own exhibitions and 

 
17 The first marathon in 2006 was a twenty-four-hour rolling interview session in which afterwards, Obrist had to 

check himself into a hospital for exhaustion. D.T. Max, “The Art of Conversation: The curator who talked his way to 

the top.“ 
18 Eternal Recurrence – Kjarval and contemporary artist, Reykjavík Art Museum, 2021. Accessed April 10th 2022. 

https://listasafnreykjavikur.is/en/exhibitions/eternal-recurrence-kjarval-and-contemporary-artists 



 

   

 

in exhibitions of other fellow artists. Here in Iceland artists were establishing artist-run spaces and 

galleries to show their art since opportunities to show in public institutions were few and far 

between. Suðurgata 7 gallery, a two-story house with four rooms on the street by the same name, 

was established in 1977 by young artists and university students interested in art. It was a hub of 

creativity and discourse about contemporary art, films, music and poetry that lasted for a few years 

or until its members moved abroad to further their art education.19 The Living Art Museum was 

established in 1978 in Reykjavík by a group of artists and in the years that followed it was the 

main location for contemporary art, especially experimental art and performances.20 It was not 

until 1989 that a public museum invited a contemporary artist to have an exhibition.21 While the 

attitude of artists towards curators is changing there is still a sense of “do it yourself” mentality 

when it comes to artist-run spaces especially because of the financial status of these spaces.  

2.1. Artist-run spaces  

The Living Art Museum and Kling & Bang Gallery, established in 2003, are two of the main artist-

run spaces in Reykjavík today. The term “artist-run space” is now usually associated with the artist 

led initiatives in New York in the 1960s where practising young artists would curate shows and 

run spaces where they could show their work and the work of other artists, usually from a similar 

generation or who share similar artistic values. These are sometimes temporary or formerly 

abandoned spaces which can be inhabited for free or low rent for a short period of time. These 

spaces usually remain outside the commercial art worlds but would slowly get recognised when 

the young artist became established, most notable example would be Freeze in London.22 How 

does a non-artist curator who comes from the academic side fit into this space? Have they always 

been welcomed as active participants in these spaces? According to Becky Forsythe, curator and 

former Collection Manager and board member of The Living Art Museum, while things continue 

to change there can be a sense of guardedness in these spaces that may come from a place of fear 

of losing autonomy and identity but on the other hand, these spaces have opened up new possibility 

for rethinking the curator. She says that in the role of curator you must think about how you enter 

 
19 Eva Heisler, „Hugmyndir, hlutir og rými”, Íslensk Listasaga: Frá síðari hluta 19. aldar til upphafs 21. aldar, 

Ólafur Kvaran (editor), 5. bindi (Forlagið og Listasafn Íslands, Reykjavík, 2011) 258. 
20 Eva Heisler, „Hugmyndir, hlutir og rými”, 259. 
21 Kristján Guðmundsson was invited to exhibit in the Reykjavík Art Museum, mostly thanks to Gunnar B. Kvaran 

who put forth the idea that the museum should take an active part in showing contemporary art. 
22 “artist curator.” Tate.org.uk, 2021. Accessed November 10th 2021, https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/a/artist-

curator. 

https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/a/artist-curator
https://www.tate.org.uk/art/art-terms/a/artist-curator


 

   

 

these spaces. The process is not always the same as curating an exhibition in the National Gallery 

or other public museum, for example, and in a lot of ways it’s more challenging. Becky believes 

that there needs to be a certain intention and willingness to work together intimately, redefine parts 

of the scene together and that can be a slow process. Even in the 60s there were “curatorial” figures 

engaged with artist-run spaces, participating in the dialogue of the intentions of artist-led spaces.23 

Sunna Ástþórsdóttir, director of the Living Art Museum, has a background in Art History and 

Design. She says that the term “artist-run” makes you consider on what premise you are working 

and implies a bottom-up mentality in the management of the space. It is not an artistic director or 

a government institution that is demanding something from the art scene but rather the artists that 

are creating their own scene, claiming their space and history. It is vital that the spirit of the artist 

initiative is ever present, but you could argue that a person with a degree in art history or art theory 

and has practical experience in production and mediation is just as qualified to run a space like this 

and work for this art scene. The important thing is being aware of the context, on what grounds 

the space exists and you operate from at any given time.24 

It seems that non-artist curators are welcomed into these spaces today as long as they agree on 

the values that these spaces exist on, which can change and evolve through time. I agree with 

Becky that this is also a space to rethink the curator, not as the boss or assistant to the artist but as 

a peer collaborator.  

 

3. Curare – My curatorial approach 
 

In my practice I hope to work with artists in a mutually beneficial way, establishing relationships 

with artists based on trust, respect and most importantly interest in their work. We have established 

that curators have been considered inventors, authors or creators of thematic exhibitions but how 

does this creative dynamic work with solo exhibitions? For me it is more interesting and more 

challenging to define this type of creative partnership. Some curators don’t consider themselves to 

take a creative role when working with artists on a solo exhibition, except for maybe writing an 

exhibition text which requires a fair amount of creativity, which is understandable and legitimate, 

 
23 Interview by the author with Becky Forsythe, Nov. 2021.  
24 Interview by the author with Sunna Ástþórsdóttir, Nov. 2021. 



 

   

 

but others recognise that their work is not only coordinating but also very creative and they take 

an active role in the development and production of the artworks on show.  

3.1 Divers Dialogue 

A conversation can often be taken for granted. We have casual conversations about our daily life 

with our friends, gossip, seek advice and tiredly discuss what we should have for dinner with our 

partners. For something that is such a big part of our lives it is not surprising that the ancient Greek 

philosophers developed special methods for it. Socratic dialogue appeared in Plato’s writings and 

presents Socrates in dialogue with one or more participants discussing philosophical problems and  

hypothesis. In these dialogues Socrates would appear as the ignorant one and ask the participant 

to define a philosophical concept with a hypothesis. He would then point out inconsistencies until 

the hypothesis is proven or resulting in aporia.25 Philosophers and educators have adapted this 

method and it’s even easy to see its influence in theoretical seminars in the Fine Art department at 

Icelandic University if the Arts. By looking at dialogue as a curatorial method, encourages me to 

be more aware of the direction of the conversation and the knowledge produced by it. Taking notes 

from the Socratic method, presenting our own experiences and being mindful of each other cultural 

background. 

I hope to have inspiring conversations with artists with divers background. Discussing 

current ideas and concerns that will put their art into context for myself and future viewers as well 

as allowing them to interpret it in their own way, therefore extending the artistic universe to include 

divers artistic voices. I believe that art is a mirror of who we are and if we fail to reflect diversity, 

we will not have an honest understanding of ourselves and each other. In my practice I am 

interested in incorporating curatorial activism, as Maura Reilly explains:  

 
Curatorial Activism” is a term I use to designate the practice of organizing art exhibitions 

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

ghettoized or excluded from the master narratives of art. It is a practice that commits itself 

to counter-hegemonic initiatives that give voice to those who have been historically 

silenced or omitted altogether—and, as such, focuses almost exclusively on work produced 

by women, artists of color, non-Euro-Americans, and/or queer artists.26 

 

 
25 Geir Þ. Þórarinsson, „Hvernig er dæmigerð sókratísk samræða?“ Vísindavefurinn, Jan. 31, 2008, Accessed March 

24th 2022, http://visindavefur.is/svar.php?id=7041. 
26 Maura Reilly, curator and art writer, recently published the book Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of 

Curating. Maura Reilly, „What is curatorial activism“ ARTnews, 2017. Accessed May 4th 2022, 

https://www.artnews.com/art-news/news/what-is-curatorial-activism-9271/. 



 

   

 

Building a dialogue between artists and curators via artistic ideas and by including more 

people in the conversation and representing a more diverse group of artists, it hopefully gives us a 

better understanding of each other and eliminates some of the discrimination that exists in our 

society.  

In my practice, when curating group exhibitions, I like to use a curatorial approach Maura 

Reilly calls “relational studies'' that brings together different viewpoints and voices that showcase 

cultural differences. By bringing together multiple artworks from different artists, it allows the 

viewer to become an active participant in the exhibition and make connections between different 

works as well as comparing the different themes and backgrounds of the artists. I see this approach 

also work on a one-to-one level between artist and curator. Building a relationship between them 

and therefor creating new knowledge based on the mesh of their ideas, preconceptions and 

prejudice. The German philosopher, Hans-George Gadamer argues that preconceptions or 

prejudices are vital to make understanding possible in the first place and being aware of them is 

crucial.27 This approach encourages us as curators and viewers to look at history as dialogic instead 

of synchronic. So art history could be regarded as all-encompassing artistic dialogue instead of 

being seen as one -ism reacting and following the other.28 My process usually starts with me 

wanting to get to know an artist for reasons that are not always clear to myself. Part admiration, 

part curiosity and part a feeling I could learn something. By initiating a conversation about their 

artwork something interesting happens. A unique narrative starts to form from two individuals 

who both influence the flow of ideas with their own perceptions and experiences. A narrative that 

might eventually lead to a text, an artwork, an exhibition or just a shared experience.  

The dialogue is one of the most important tools for curators and artists in their collaboration. 

Who doesn’t remember struggling with a problem or an idea and the moment to tell someone about 

it all becomes clear in your mind? There is not only value in exchanging knowledge, but also 

simply saying your ideas out loud puts an order to them. Another important aspect of these 

collaborations according to Becky Forsythe is what she called a “mutually shared open space” 

which is integral to the relationship between the curator and artist. As a curator she intentionally 

enters into projects with an approach that is collaborative and based on constructive critical 

 
27 William Outwhite, „Hans-george Gadamer“, in The return of grand theory in the human sviences 

 (Cambridge : Cambridge Univ., 1990) 21-39. 
28 Maura Reilly, „What is Curatorial Activism,“ in Curatorial Activism: Towards an Ethics of Curating  

(London: Thames & Hudson, 2018) 16-33. 



 

   

 

dialogue and that means having a certain amount of preparedness, yet being flexible enough to 

respond to new possibility when walking into projects.29 In her own words:  

 
As well as having knowledge about the artist that you are working with it is important to 

create the open space so their background, their history, their approach can come into the 

dialogue without any other overarching force. Rather than the curator writing the story, the 

story comes to be in and through that collaboration.30 

 

Sunna Ástþórsdóttir states that it’s important to sustain an open and active conversation during 

a collaboration. It’s exciting to see what happens in the collaborative process and to think of the 

conversation as a format that can transform from what was intended in the beginning because there 

are at least two people having the conversation that hold different points of view. It’s also 

important to know when you as the curator are the expert and can allow yourself to have an opinion 

and make decisions. It is a fine line. Upholding an open conversation is important, and as a part of 

that it is your duty to share your expertise and knowledge with the artist you are working with. 

When asked about the idea of a curator as an author, Sunna claims that she does not look at herself 

as an artist and rarely as an author, it depends on the nature of the project. In studio visits she 

thinks about from what environment the work is created and if she can think of certain connections 

to a theme or context. Hoping that the conversation, she has with the artist is inspiring for the 

artist’s artistic process but does not lay any claim on that it has any direct effect on the artwork. 

For the curator, having these conversations drive the research and makes it easier to create an 

environment for the artwork and the paratext of the exhibition, the material that surrounds the 

work. The conversations can be a tool to push through or around any kind of creative blocks, for 

everyone involved.31   

 
I think it’s key in my practice to think about this effect of the conversation. Any ideas or 

suggestions made by me as a curator will undoubtedly go through the artist and be affected 

by their interpretation and vice versa.32  

 

Independent curator Birta Guðjónsdóttir is maybe one of the more impenitent curators in her 

opinion that artist and curator can have an equal part to each other’s work when making an 

exhibition. She is not afraid of joining the artist in his creative process. She explains to me in an 

 
29 Interview by the author with Becky Forsythe. Nov. 2021. 
30 Inverview by the author with Becky Forsythe. Nov. 2021. 
31 Interview by the author with Sunna Ástþórsdóttir, Nov. 2021. 
32 Interview by the author with Sunna Ástþórsdóttir, Nov. 2021. 



 

   

 

interview that a collaboration between artist and curators can be seen as two rocks in a tumbler, 

slowly but constantly grinding together and polishing each other over time.33 Furthermore, a good 

curator, Sunna Ásþórsdóttir suggests, can be one who knows when to leave the artist to their work, 

when to offer your perspective and when not. 

3.2 Trust and Care  

Trust to me is the most important aspect of a collaboration and with trust comes honesty. In  

conversation with Hanna Styrmisdóttir, curator and professor in curatorial practice, she states that 

trust is the basis of a good collaboration between curator and artist.34 Mutual trust between people 

that needs constant attention. There needs to be a willingness from both sides to establish this trust, 

then people can start to have honest communication, bring their guard down and talk about their 

work. To be able to lay the foundation for trust people must meet on equal ground. The power 

dynamic in the artist-curator relationship seems to me to be the thing that is most often criticised. 

This equal ground can take time to set up which can stem from who initiates the project or if the 

curator for example is representing an institution. It might be impossible to establish a completely 

equal ground when an institution is involved. According to another curator who works in an art 

institution, curators who are working for an institution probably need to be extra careful when 

expressing their opinions and giving suggestion to an artist, it can be hard to have sincere and open 

conversations when you have a whole institution behind you with its accompanying power.35 

Alternatively, Hanna Styrmisdóttir remarks that it is not always the institution that has the bigger 

hand in the power dynamic. Big international artists can easily have the power over smaller 

institutions.36 

With the job of the curator constantly evolving both internationally and here in Iceland, I am 

starting to think about how many women are working as curators and museum directors. Could 

we say that this is becoming a female-dominated profession here in Iceland? While it is hard to 

name and calculate the ratio of female vs. male curators (recognising that there could also be non-

binary curators in the scene) the overwhelming majority of female museum director is evident. 

The Reykjavík Art Museum, The National Gallery, Hafnarborg (Hafnafjörður Centre of Culture 

and Fine Art) and Kópavogur Art Museum, LÁ Art Museum, Reykjanesbær Art Museum and The 

 
33Interview by the author with Birta Guðjónsdóttir, Nov. 2021. 
34 Interview by the author with Hanna Styrmisdóttir, Nov. 2021. 
35 Interview by the author with a curator, Nov. 2021. 
36 Interview by the author with Hanna Styrmisdóttir, Nov. 2021. 



 

   

 

Einar Jónsson Museum all have female directors the year 2022, with Hlynur Hallsson sticking out 

as the director of the Akureyri Art Museum.  

Is my consideration for curating as caring connected to my gender? Am I tapping into a 

maternal instinct? Whilst certain traits and values have socially been considered female/feminine 

(and therefore less important) like emotional intelligence, empathy and caretaking, in today’s 

society it does not exclude men from possessing them. I would also like to state that I cannot say 

for sure that all the women mentioned above consider themselves caretakers in their job or that 

they actively put importance on these so-called feminine traits. But in my view, these values should 

be important to every curator.  

In the twentieth century, women’s morality has been one of the main political tools in the 

women’s movement. The term loosely refers to values places on caring, nurturance, mother’s love, 

the ability to sustain human relationships and value of peace.37 Joan C. Tronto argues in her book 

Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for an Ethic of Care, that “we need to stop talking about 

“women’s morality” and start instead talking about care ethic that includes the values traditionally 

associated with women”. Tronto divides ethics of care into four elements: caring about, taking care 

of, care giving and care receive which bring forth four ethical elements of care: attentiveness, 

responsibility, competence and responsiveness. In her book she presents a vision for a society that 

employs feminist sensibilities and traditional “women’s morality.” She continues to point out that 

current fragmented conceptions of care operate as they do to perpetuate gender, class and racial 

structures of power privilege through the construction of “otherness.”38 So much care happens in 

private and thus by presenting care out in the open should hopefully show it’s true value, both in 

the art world and our society.  

The basic definition of care is the process of protecting someone or something and providing 

what that person or thing needs. I choose to focus on the aspect of providing rather than protecting. 

Furthermore, caring is a perspective of taking the other’s needs as the starting point for what must 

be done. This relates directly to my intent to curate on the grounds of the art and artist.  

Writers such as Nancy K. Miller and Carol Gilligan state that caregiving is meaningful and 

fulfilling to many women. They also maintain that the experience of providing care is humanizing. 

 
37 Joan c. Tronto, Moral Boundaries: A Political Argument for Ethics of Care (London ; New York : Routledge, 

1993) 1-3. 
38 Joan c. Tronto, Moral Boundaries: a political argument for ethics of care, 101. 



 

   

 

According to this argument, caregiving makes us better people – more attuned to the needs of 

others, more socially responsible and more capable of sustaining a variety of intimate 

connections.39 Sara Ruddick remarks, “There is a unity of reflection, judgment, and emotion. This 

unity I call “maternal thinking.”40 Additionally, according to Emily K. Abel and Margaret K. 

Nelson: 

Ideally, caregivers apply knowledge gained through intimate understanding of a particular 

individual rather than through abstract principles, and they learn through practice and 

example rather than through instruction. Nevertheless, they formulate and adhere to rules, 

hone skills and seek to fulfil an ideal.41 

 

With the arguments made above it is clear to me that I see my curatorial role as a caretaker. 

Applying knowledge gained through intimate understanding of a particular artist and shared 

experiences rather than through abstract principles. In an artist-curator collaboration, caregiving is 

rooted in reciprocity where trust and care goes both ways. A conversation between two or more 

people can result in a unique creation of knowledge, that draws from the personal experience and 

cultural background of the participants. In order for an unhindered creation of knowledge to take 

place, I believes that the soft values, caring, mutual respect and trust must be acknowledged. When 

these values are respected they can contribute to an open and honest conversation that is 

particularly suitable when sensitive topics or personal histories are the subject of the exhibition.  

 

4. Theories into Practice 

4.1 Berskjölduð / Unarmed at Reykjanesbær Art Museum 

In the spring semester 2021 the first year of the MA program in Curatorial Practice was invited to 

curate an exhibition at the Reykjanesbær Art Museum by its director Helga Þórsdóttir. This project 

was very challenging. Five very different curatorial students were given a time slot and a museum 

space to make an exhibition with only a few months to prepare. Analysing the problem in 

retrospect, I believe that the very same aspects that I mentioned above, trust, mutual respect, open 

conversation, were lacking between the curators from the beginning. We as a group did not take 

 
39 Emily K. Abel & Margaret K. Nelson, “Circles of care: An Introductory Essay,” in Circles of Care: Work and 

Identity in Women’s Lives (Albany: State University of New York Press, 1990) 4-9. 
40 Emily K. Abel & Margaret K. Nelson, “Circles of care: An Introductory Essay,” 4-9. 
41 Emily K. Abel & Margaret K. Nelson, “Circles of care: An Introductory Essay,” 4-9. 



 

   

 

time to establish trust and a common goal which affected the entire process. After a long process 

and going back and forth with multiple ideas, our professor Hanna Styrmisdóttir, stepped in and 

asked everyone to send her an individual or a group proposal for the exhibition which she would 

review and decide on. My proposal included works that centered on a theme of self-representation 

and non-traditional self-portraits. In the end it was decided to mix a few proposals together and 

gradually, through the production process these proposals welded together through finalising 

artists and artworks and were presented as a big group exhibition. Trust and respect between the 

curators grew over time to varying degrees within the group and was the reason the exhibition 

came together in the end. Moreover, tension between certain curators did not dissolve and therefore 

tension between artworks was still detectable but hopefully did not have a big impact on the show 

as a whole. 

I approached Dýrfinna Benita Basalan, a young, promising local artist, to see if she would be 

interested in being a part of this exhibition. Knowing she also did figurative works with herself 

being the subject of many of them, I contacted her, and we set up a studio visit. Dýrfinna decided 

to make a new work based on our conversation and the theme of the show. I found out that it is 

important to her to depict a strong, psychedelic narrative in her paintings, drawings, and sculptures. 

She sources her imagery from various marginal cultures, Manga, queer culture, and her personal 

experience as a person of mixed heritage. Dýrfinna’s work for the exhibition Unarmed shows a 

sincere and vulnerable manifestation of her experience as a mixed-race woman trying to find her 

place in Icelandic society. Her avatar is a Manga-style animation character inspired by the feisty, 

green Powerpuff girl Buttercup from The Powerpuff Girls, which is surprisingly violent and 

graphic for a children's television show. 



 

   

 

In her art, Dýrfinna manages to enter this imaginary world and confront the trauma of reality 

such as violence, bullying, racism, and the consequences of the patriarchy: rape culture, the male 

gaze, and the fetishization of Asian women. I was fascinated by her avatar, the manifestation of 

herself, that she uses in her work. I liked what the American philosopher Daniel Dennett says about 

the self, that it is not a physical part of us, it is an ever-changing abstract idea we have about 

ourselves. He likens the self to a fictional character. We gain a deeper understanding of a fictional 

character the more we read about them just as one‘s self gets stronger and deeper as we gain more 

experiences and work on our own narrative. The chief fictional character at the centre of our 

autobiography is oneself.42 I like this comparison because it reinforces the idea that we can make 

our own narrative. During my studio visits with Dýrfinna I noticed she was very honest in her 

storytelling and our conversations flowed easily. There I found what had been lacking in my group 

of curators. We came together as equals and were eager to work together again.  

 
42 Daniel Dennett, „The Self as a Center of Narrative Gravity,“ in F. Kessel, P. Cole and D. Johnson, eds, Self and 

Consciousness: Multiple Perspectives (Hillsdale, NJ: Erlbaum, 1992). 

 

Image 2. Dýrfinna Benita, Spicy, airbrush and textile , 2021 



 

   

 

4.2 Monkey Girls Monoprint Collective 

 Continuing to explore this concept about conversation and collaboration, I started a group project 

with some of my fellow classmates in fine art MA programme. I wanted to commission a project 

by a group of artists with these terms being at the project’s core: collaboration and conversation. 

Commission might not be the right term as I intend to develop the project alongside the artists. 

Initiated is a better word. Narrativity and intuition would later become other important terms in 

the process. 

The project and the artworks that resulted from this collaboration were conceptual in nature, 

focusing on the process of making rather than any formal qualities of the physical finished works 

the project manifested in. I asked three artists, Ragnhildur von Weisshappel, Freyja Reynisdóttir 

and Martha Haywood, if they were interested in participating in this project with me to which they 

all responded positively. We started calling ourselves The Monkey Girls, a nod to The Guerrilla 

Girls whom we all admire and look up to. At present time, artists Melanie Ubaldo and Jasa Baka 

have joined the group. To produce the work, I chose the method of monoprinting using silkscreens. 

The method has an unpredictable element and allows for spontaneous decisions and instant result, 

creating several works in a single session.  

Through this process I wanted to look at how collaboration and conversation could be 

translated into an artwork. We discussed several ideas but ended with experimenting with two 

concepts, one was having a purely visual/pictorial conversation on the silkscreen, taking turns 

drawing shapes (not words) and responding in the same manner and the other was as 

deconstructing a conversation by writing individual words on a piece of paper, then picking them 

out at random to make a collaborative sentence. Starting with the latter one, each of us wrote four 

words on four pieces of paper and gathered them in a pile. We then all drew one word each and 

made a sentence resulting in four sentences containing four words.   

 

Wet Fabricated Elastic Rose petal 

Sleepy Carrot Paper Pillow 

Fat Trust Whispering Eye 

Glue Hair Lightning Worm 

  



 

   

 

 This method is similar to what is called “cut-up technique” or “découpé” and was frequently 

used by Dadaists, Fluxus and later David Bowie. As well as the “fold in technique” developed by 

William Burroughs and Brion Gysin. While these techniques use formed texts that were cut up 

and reshaped or merged with another, our method was perhaps simpler and more intuitive, using 

single words thought of at the moment. We painted the first four words onto the silkscreen using 

paint colours we associated with each colour, then pushed the paint onto paper with the help of a 

squeegee. Resulting in a semi readable colourful monoprint.  

We then started our pictorial conversation. Each of us using one colour having only 30 

seconds to paint on the silkscreen before the person next to them takes over, each time responding 

to what the previous artist did. This created an environment where the artist had to be spontaneous 

and automatic, following their first instinct. This reminded some of the artists of the automatic 

drawings and paintings of the surrealists. I do see the connection between these two methods, 

especially with focusing on intuition and spontaneity but different to the surrealists where the idea 

was to channel the subconscious mind, we are channelling each other, responding to each other, 

coming up with new ideas in the moment. The ideas do not belong to any one artist but are  

attributed to the whole group. This creates and honest and intuitive conversation on the canvas and 

narrativity that can be interpreted looking at the different use of colour. To put these works in art 

Image 3. Wet Fabricated Elastic Rose petal, screen-monoprint 2021. 



 

   

 

historical context they could be compared to works by the Dadaists and Fluxus as well as the 

decade-long collaboration between Dieter Roth and Arnulf Rainer who worked across many 

different media. While our group established certain rules of play, within Roth and Rainer’s 

collaboration, works should be produced with total freedom. Another big contrast between these 

collaborations is the presence of egos. While the Roth and Rainer collaboration is characterised by 

intellectual rivalry and battling egos, our collaboration is focused on sisterhood and a mutual 

growing understanding of each other.  

 

This is an ongoing project where each member can take a break from their individual art 

practice. The Monkey Girls meet regularly and collaborate. The medium of silkscreen monoprints 

stays the same throughout the collaboration but methods and themes vary from figurative, abstract 

or text. By calling ourselves The Monkey Girls (initially as a joke) we are obviously referencing 

the Guerrilla Girls and relating to their cause of fighting sexism and racism in the art world. While 

our group bonded over theses shared principles and beliefs, it is what sets us apart what interest 

me the most. I want to create space for conversation between people with different beliefs and 

ideologies, from different places in society and with different experiences. By including more 

Image 4. Untitled experiment I, screen-monoprint, 2021 Image 5. Black Marmalade Sky, screen-monoprint, 2021 



 

   

 

people in the conversation and representing a more diverse group of international artists of 

different backgrounds, it hopefully gives us a better understanding of each other and contributes 

to the elimination of the discrimination that exists in our society. 

 

5. MA project  
 

For my MA graduating project I chose to work with a single artist. Deciding between curating a 

solo show versus a group show came down to my interest in working more intimately with one 

artist and looking at the exhibition as a collaborative project where I can test out my own curatorial 

methods based on care and dialogue. I wanted to work with an artist who was addressing the 

current lack of diversity in the Icelandic art scene and someone with a different background to 

myself. Thinking about curatorial activism and acknowledging my power as a curator to choose 

to work with an artist who is actively fighting discrimination in society. This way we could discuss 

our individual ideas and experiences and find commonalities and differences that we can build on 

for the exhibition. Dýrfinna Benita seemed like the perfect artist for me to approach with this 

project. Having worked with her before I knew we would get along and that we could build a 

strong relationship. I explained my curatorial approach and asked if she wanted to enter into a 

creative dialogue with me that would develop into an exhibition and she agreed. I also emphasised 

that I wanted to create a shared open space where we could both express ourselves honestly and I 

also let her know that any ideas or comments I shared about her practice she could take in or 

dismiss but hopefully discuss without feeling any kind of pressure to implement them into her 

works. Hoping the dialogue would bring us both to a mutual understanding. I thought that the care-

taking part of my approach would be best expressed by actions rather than words. Although having 

the dialogue where she feels supported is part of care-taking I also offered small gestures that could 

potentially release some of the stress that comes with exhibition making. This included sometimes 

picking her up from work, driving her to the workshop or picking up art supplies. Actively 

cheeking in on her and making sure she had everything she needed.  

Dýrfinna Benita Basalan, also known by her stage name, Countess Malaise, is born to a 

Philippine mother and an Icelandic father and raised in Iceland. In 2018 she graduated from Gerrit 

Rietveld Academie in Amsterdam with a B.A. in Art and Design. She has an active artistic practice 

and has worked across various media. As mentioned above, she draws inspiration from different 



 

   

 

countercultures, manga, queer culture and her personal experiences as a mixed race person. 

Dýrfinna is also one of the three members of the art group Lucky 3, along with Melanie Ubaldo 

and Darren Mark. With them she has the support to be more openly political and in her solo 

practice she tends to be more personal. In her own words:  

 
When I‘m working with Lucky 3 a space opens up to be unapologetically political because 

I‘m with my people. There we let out a lot of steam and this creative space becomes bigger 

because we are expressing something together as a group. We also get to cover so many 

issues because we are very different at the same time as understanding each other and 

having so many of the same experiences. But when I express myself as an individual artist 

or musician, then I‘m more personal, vulnerable and look into the self. 

 

Dýrfinna comes from humble beginnings and like many artist, is not rolling in the dough. 

This impacts the way she sees and uses her material. When she works with new expensive canvases 

or paint, she does it in protest of the classism and capitalistic nature of the art world, often pairing 

them with subjects not usually deemed worthy of a canvas. Dýrfinna also chooses to work with 

empowering materials such as black steel. According to her it took courage to work with steel and 

brings out a connection to her late father who was a builder. Her first works in steel were sculptures 

of spiders for the group exhibition Fallandi trám liggur margt á hjarta / Yes, a falling tree makes 

a sound (and it has a lot to say), 2021 in Kling & Bang, curated by Helena Aðalsteinsdóttir. Simple 

in their design, the rawness of the material shone through and emphasised the spider as a symbol 

of femininity, patience and re-creations.43  

Dýrfinna and I started to have regular meeting in January 2022. We discussed our initial 

ideas about the exhibition, what type of space we were interested in and which elements in 

Dýrfinna’s practice I wanted to focus on in the collaboration and our discussions. I was interested 

in working with a small white cube space. Since Dýrfinna was making new works that would not 

be ready until a few days before the opening of the exhibition, having it in a white cube gave us 

some control over of how the works would work in the space. A single object can be placed in that 

space and demand attention. I also encouraged Dýrfinna to continue her work with steel. It is a 

material that she was very interested in and I though matched her artistic personality well. Text 

work was another thing I envisioned in the exhibition, probably because she had written a strong, 

 
43 Fallandi trjám liggur margt á hjarta, 30. March - 9. May, 2021, Kling & Bang. 

http://this.is/klingogbang/archive_view.php?lang=en&id=471  

http://this.is/klingogbang/archive_view.php?lang=en&id=471


 

   

 

confrontational poem on the work Spicy, 2021, shown in Reykjanesbær. In that work she had also 

used an airbrush technique on fabric. 

Although elements of these thing are all present in the final exhibition, they are nothing like 

I first imagined. When expressing my ideas for the exhibition, I was careful to make Dýrfinna 

aware that she had complete freedom of how she chose to respond to them. We would let each 

other know what we thought about each other’s ideas, if we connected to them or not. In a 

conversation with my project advisor, Ingibjörg Sigurjónsdóttir, she reminded me that trusting the 

artist is very important, not just trusting them as a person, but trusting that they will produce a 

great artwork. When I had feelings of stress or doubt I reminded myself that I chose this artist and 

that I trusted her to produce good work. As mentioned above, trust to me is the most important 

aspect of a collaboration and is the basis of a good collaboration between curator and artist and  

needs constant attention.  

We slowly started to talk about possible themes, societal things we wanted to comment on 

and art related things that sparked our interest. In one of our early conversation, Dýrfinna 

mentioned her interest in the illustrated pages and calligraphy of medieval books. She wanted to 

relate “spássíukrot” (scribbles in the margins) to these medieval books. I remembered learning 

about these books in art history and how monks would sometimes draw inappropriate drawings or 

symbols in the margins of books, similar how kids at school scribble and doodle in textbooks. This 

stuck with me. At that time I was writing the first part of this thesis and was a little obsessed with 

the layers of authors in my thesis books and printouts where previous students had underlined, 

defined, or commented on a text that was written by a philosopher about another philosophers 

theories. Dýrfinna moved on to ideas about her experience in the school system. She had found an 

old school assignment that had a question asking what she would like to be when she grew up 

which she answered “I’m probably going to mop floors and clean toilets because I’m stupid.” This 

shocked us both and made us think why this was not addressed by her teacher at the time. Our 

memories from the classroom became the main inspiration for her works.  

Another important, more political, comparisons to the scribbles in the margins of the 

textbook is the people and groups who occupy the margins of our society. Dýrfinna belongs to one 

of these groups and has many stories of when she or her family were not taken seriously and looked 

down upon. By writing and sketching in the margins of the textbook she is highlighting the voices 



 

   

 

of the marginalized and those who do not fit into the current system, who don’t find themselves 

represented on the page. 

Around this time I expressed my desire to make a catalogue that would give the viewers 

insight into the artistic process and ideas behind the exhibition. I knew we would need a graphic 

designer to join us because I did not have the skill to design and set up a catalogue. Telling this to 

Dýrfinna she immediately suggested we contact Steinarr Ingólfsson. They had studied together at 

Rietveld and had become close friends and worked together on the designs related to Countess 

Malaise. Steinarr is born and raised in Reykjavík. He graduated from Gerrit Rietveld Academie 

with a B.A. degree in art and design in 2017. Since graduation he has worked as a graphic designer 

for various cultural initiatives, art groups and fashion brands. Steinarr now resides in Paris where 

he has been working in print- and product design for the fashion house Balenciaga since 2019. 

Steinarr took an active part in the conversation and the development of the project. Now we had a 

third participant in the dialogue.  

Dýrfinna’s ideas manifested in a steel and wood sculpture that took the form of a scaled up 

school desk and chair with scribbles and drawings, six steel mushroom sculptures, a painting 

emulating an open notebook and finally a found object, old chalkboard, with a written poem in 

chalk by Dýrfinna. The exhibition was called Lífsleikni / Life lessons and was shown in Listval’s 

exhibition space in the harbour area of Grandi in 

Reykjavík. In the exhibition, Dýrfinna looks back 

on memories from childhood and the feeling of 

being stuck in the school system, daydreaming and 

craving freedom. The scaled up desk and chair make 

us feel like we are children again, dangling our feet 

that can’t touch the ground. The mushrooms are less 

direct in their meaning but can be interpreted as the 

psilocybin mushrooms the artist micro-dosed to 

gain focus in her practice or as references to 

daydreaming or even Lewis Carrol’s Alice’s 

Adventures in Wonderland where one part of the 

mushroom makes you taller and another makes you 

shorter.  Image 6. Dýrfinna Benita Basalan, Psilocybin, 

black steel, 2022. 



 

   

 

 

Image 7. Dýrfinna Benita Basalan, “I must be ok to be of value”, poetry in chalk and readymade object 

(chalkboard), 2022. 

Image 8. Lífsleikni, Exhibition view Image 9. Lífsleikni, Exhibition view 



 

   

 

** 

A catalogue was made that contained an exhibition text, a conversation text between 

Dýrfinna and myself as well as poems and creative writings by Steinarr about Sísí and Lóló.44 The 

catalogue was designed by Steinarr in the style of a school project book and had sketches by 

Dýrfinna in the margins. Some I have included in the margins of this page. While Steinarr was 

researching imagery for the catalogue he came across the red star stamp and the red smiley stamp, 

(see bottom left corner). These stamps were used to reward students for good work and 

we all became a little obsessed with them. An early inspiration for the catalogue was the 

catalogue for Anne Imhof’s exhibition, Faust, in the German pavilion at the Venice 

Biennale 2017.45 Edited by the curator Susanne Pheffer, it had conversation pieces 

between the artist and Susanne where they discuss early stages of the exhibition as well as 

WhatsApp messages between the performers which gives the performance an extra layer. 

It also had a big sketch of the pavilion on the back cover of the book. I remember how I 

understood that exhibition differently after reading the catalogue and I wanted our 

viewers to have the same opportunity.  

The title Lífsleikni / Life lessons refers to the mandatory class in primary school that is 

supposed to prepare you for “life”, the art of life. We all remembered not fully understanding what 

this class was at the time. According to the national curriculum Lífsleikni, or Ethics, „teaches how 

it is possible to study moral values, strengthen morals and discuss ethical issues together.“46 It is 

hard for me to imagine that kids in elemantary school can fully understand these concepts but 

perhaps they sink in slowly and we are just now as adults understanding the assignement. The 

English title “Life lessons” I found in my notebook, where I had made this note while being in the 

exhibition space with Dýrfinna discussing the open theme we had at that time about our youth, 

school and continuously learning about ourselves and the society we live in.   

The installation process started the day before the opening. I placed the main sculpture 

slightly off centre in the space and then Dýrfinna and I distributed the mushroom sculptures around 

the room, holding them in various hights until they harmonised and we were both happy. I 

 
44 Sísí and Lóló are caracters in a book with the same name, used to teach Icelandic children to read. Arnheiður Borg 

og Rannveig Löve, Sísí og Lóló (Reykjavík: Menntamálastofnun, 1996). 
45 Susanne Pheffer (ed.), Faust – Anne Imhof (London: Koenig books, 2017).  
46 National Curriculum guide, “chapter 24.1, Educational value and main purpose of social sciences,“ Accessed 

April 27th 2022, https://adalnamskra.is/adalnamskra-grunnskola/kafli-24 

* Doodles by Dýrfinna Benita Basalan, 2022. 

** Red stamps (star and smiley), Steinarr Ingólfsson. 

* 

https://adalnamskra.is/adalnamskra-grunnskola/kafli-24


 

   

 

imagined the mushrooms growing from the walls, an actual problem many school buildings in 

Iceland are facing, an association a few people made but completely unintentional by the artist and 

myself.  Subsequently, the chalk board and painting were hung up on the opposite walls. While 

the exhibition was open, coffee was consistently brewing with the intention to fill the space with 

the smell of coffee, referencing the teachers coffee breath Dýrfinna so distinctly remembers.  

5.1 Reviewing the Method 

It is important that the method of artist-curator collaboration through dialoge is discussed ahead 

of time, that the importance of care, trust and respect is understood and that the artist is ready to 

share the artistic process. If the artist and curator have not worked together before, an interview 

should be the first step to see if this style of collaboration is the right fit. Having worked with 

Dýrfinna before, we could skip this step. Having a chance to work with artist in group shows, art 

festivals or smaller projects also gives you and introduction to the artist and can help decide if a 

long term, collaborative approach is appropriate. Each collaboration is different and how creative 

the curator can be in the creative process is different for each artist collaboration but if a curator 

sticks to and honours the values involved in the method explained above it would be very difficult 

to cross any line with an artist. Through this process with Dýrfinna, I have come to understand that 

I feel comfortable in developing ideas for an exhibition with an artist while having the artist being 

responsible for producing the final works. This approach takes time and is very unpredictable, 

which makes planning ahead challenging. This can be seen as a downside and a reason why 

institution who have a strict exhibition schedule would not consider using it. 

In retrospect I believe this method of curating was a success. I focused on giving care the 

best way I know how, to listen, checking in regularly and seeing things from the artist’s side. Our 

conversations resulted in a unique creation of knowledge that was based on all of our personal 

experiences. In this particular case, we looked back on our childhood memories 

and through dialogue I believe that we all work through some form of 

childhood trauma or difficult feeling about our self-worth that can be 

interpreted as new knowledge. I am confident that because we put importance 

on the soft values, we were able to have very honest conversations which 

resulted in honest works and an honest exhibition about sensitive topics that 

the public could relate to as well as interpret in their own way. 

Image 10. Drawing of us by 

Dýrfinna Benita Basalan, 2022 



 

   

 

Conclusion  
 

Through the process of my MA project, the exhibition Lífsleikni / Life lessons with Dýrfinna and 

Steinarr I have discovered a way for me to be creative in my curatorial practice without 

overstepping any boundaries with the artist. By leading the project with the principles of caretaking 

and countless dialogues, we were able to successfully produce an exhibition we were all proud of. 

This project as well as my previous projects showed me that care, trust and dialogue, although 

simple concepts on the surface, are hugely important in any creative collaboration. Even if the 

curator is a creative collaborator I believe that he should not be overly present in the final 

exhibition. He should not draw focus from the artworks and refrain from manipulating them to fit 

his or her own idea about the artist. This approach is time consuming. Building a relationship 

between the curator and the artist takes time and is a step that can’t be skipped. By gaining intimate 

understanding of a particular artist trough care and dialogue, you can apply that knowledge in your 

collaborative practice. Knowing parts of Dýrfinna’s history, her experiences in school as well as 

her family circumstances, gave me deeper understandings of her artworks and allowed me to make 

connections that would have otherwise been lost.  

It seems that the artist-run space and other independent spaces are the places where this form 

of collaboration can flourish. Even if there is a hint of guardedness for fear of losing identity or 

autonomy, non-artist curators are welcomed into these spaces today as long as they agree on the 

values that these spaces exist on. This is possibly the space where one can try out different 

curatorial practices and rethink the curatorial role.  

Using a curatorial method based on dialogue suits my interest in incorporating curatorial 

activism into my practice. Using relational studies to bring together different viewpoints and 

voices that showcase cultural differences or a conversation between two or more people can result 

in a unique creation of knowledge, that draws from the personal experience and cultural 

background of the participants. When the soft values are respected, they can contribute to an open 

and honest conversation that is particularly suitable when sensitive topics or personal histories are. 

In my MA project we were able to discuss sensitive and personal topics openly between us and 

therefore incorporate those topics into the exhibition. Allowing the personal to become political. 
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