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TITLE SLIDE 
 
Good morning everyone.  Thank you all for being here and thank you John and Brad for bringing 
this panel together.  I’m grateful for the opportunity to engage in this discussion with all of you 
here today.   
  
I would like to respond indirectly to the question of our panel:  has the delinquent curator failed 
contemporary art? To begin in this way is to acknowledge that the simple act of posing this 
question has instituted the conditions for knowledge to be produced in its place.  The moment of 
enunciation, however, does not account for the diachronic movement of this disjunction. In the 
simple act of modifying the noun “curator” with an adjective “delinquent,” we have already 
found proof of his failure.  The very arrangement of these words already provides us with the 
answer because in fact we are dealing with a hysterical discourse.   
 
SLIDE 
 
Psychoanalyst Jacques Lacan has offered this diagram to mark the relationship between the 
hysteric and her identification with the master.  In this diagram, the hysteric takes the position of 
the (barred S). The hysteric becomes the agent of discourse when faced with anxiety (petit a) she 
poses the question of her cure to the analyst.  The hysteric turns to the master (S1) to nominate 
her identity, only to expose his mastery as a falsity.  Her search for a cure produces the economy 
for discourse to take place, but simultaneously brings the very discourse into question.  The S1 
(otherwise known as the analyst) takes the position of a figure supposed to know, and the 
hysteric unconsciously attributes her truth and her knowledge (s2) in the place of the analyst.   
 
I share this diagram with you to mark the position that I would like to speak from today, for it is 
a position that has shaped my experience in responding to the call of this panel.  I’ve attempted 
to directly respond to this question in various ways throughout the course of this past year, and 
the answer has continuously been reduced to fragments… or worse, silence.  In answering today, 
I still hold that there is no way to respond to this question directly without outing bad curators 
and eulogizing the virtues of the good curators – the ideal curators. Surely, this is an effect of the 
identification in question.  In fact, I will admit that it is my hysterical position that renders me to 
reduce my answers to mere definitions.  It is hysterical precisely because it insists on the 
production of knowledge, to claim that the Other (the curator) who is supposed to have mastered 
this knowledge cannot produce an answer.  
 
At the most fundamental level of this address is the realization that I am unable to speak in my 
own name as a curator; from a lack of actual experience, I resort to speak in the name of others.  
In hindsight, I responded to this call motivated by a desire to earnestly understand who a curator 
is, and what a curator does.   Confronted by this desire, I turned to definitions proposed by critics 
in the field of contemporary art.  Their texts are still integral to this paper, but simply introducing 
their concepts through quotes (without this preface) would not allow for the recognition of a 
performative transmission of ideals that singularizes the moments of my own identifications and 
mis-identifications.  
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Therefore, I would like to approach this slippery terrain by assuming that curating, as a 
profession, is no longer limited to museum or gallery positions.  With the legitimization of the 
independent-curator and the recognition of social media as a discursive platform, the curatorial 
act can no longer be merely considered as the formal presentation of objects. To support this 
claim, it is necessary to 1). situate how the independent-curator position emerged in the art world 
2). Locate the specific art world that we are speaking of, 3) address the function of discourse as a 
curatorial act  and 4). reveal the mechanism by which the curatorial act can become synthesized 
into the very structure of social media platforms like Tumblr (via artist Devin Kenny’s Ratchet 
Theory).  References to Lacan’s Theory of the Signifer will be cited to demonstrate a way for the 
curator to work in service of the Symbolic function. 
 
To address the first claim, I refer to Paul O’Neill’s conception of the Curator-as-figure as 
proposed in his 2012 publication The Culture of Curating and the Curating of Cultures.  O’Neill 
demarcates a difference between the art historical framing of the museum-curator (aka the 
invisible curator, the “caretaker of collections, a behind-the-scenes organizer, and arbiter of 
taste”) and the “independently motivated practitioner with a more centralized position within the 
contemporary art world and its parallel commentaries.”  -- i.e. the Independent curator (2) The 
complete evolution can be summarized by the following:  
 
SLIDE  
Pre-1960s – Curator as caretaker of collections 
1960s – the demystification of the art system by the “neo-avant-garde” (Hal Foster) 
1970s – the awareness of the curatorial gesture 
1980s – the emergence of the “curated by” exhibition as an entity of critical reflection in its own 
right: i.e. the “author-curator” and the “group exhibition”  
1990s – the hypervisibility of the curator, the moment in which exhibition-making was 
legitimized as a discursive practice  (aka. “the curator’s moment”, “biennialization”, and the 
“curator-as-artist” 
2000s – the institutionalization of the curatorial field and the reflection on its discourse 
 
O’Neill’s evolution not only situates the moment in which our traditional understanding of the 
curator emerged (i.e. that curators work in museums), but also traces the direct relationship 
between the strategies of “neo-avant-garde” artists and the ethos of the present-day independent 
curator.  Hal Foster defined the neo-avant-garde as “a loose grouping of North American 
Western European artists of the 1950s and 1960s who reprised such avant-garde devices of the 
1910s and 1920s as collage and assemblage, the readymade and the grid, monochrome painting 
and constructed sculpture.”  SLIDE (return of the real, 1)  This group returned to historical 
models to “work them through to a reflexive practice – to turn the very limitations of these 
models into a critical consciousness of history, artistic, and otherwise.”  (3)  For example, 
minimal sculptors could turn to industrial materials and fabrication techniques to evade artistic 
intent, the conceptualist could turn to systems and language to evade the metaphoric effect of 
content, and happening and installation artists could turn to their environment and the street, to 
evade Greenberg’s elitist coding of formalism.  SLIDE And so these strategies were enacted to 
not only question how art was defined by an invisible hand, but also provide the conditions by 
which the work could exist autonomously.  This is to say, that without the exigencies of history 
as the curatorial framework (and keep in mind, the  the neo-avant-garde referenced the history 
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in-and-of-itself) the presentation of the work (the exhibition) could become a truly discursive 
platform.   
 
Since this historical moment, discourse has been the means by which this work (whether 
conceptual, non-retinal, dematerialized, minimal, performance, etc) is framed as art, and not as a 
mere object, idea, or action.  O’Neill distill his concept of discourse in Michel Foucault and 
Jurgen Habermas’ terms:  In relation to the former he defines it as a “statement which belongs to 
a discourse in the same way as a sentence belongs to a text and is perceived as only a small part 
of a ‘deductive whole’ (SLIDE 3 FN 7).   Thus each statement becomes ‘an atom of discourse,’ 
or an ‘elementary unit of discourse’ that comprises a “larger group of statements insofar as they 
belong to a common, yet incomplete body of knowledge.”  (7)  From Habermas, he quotes 
discourse as a “’collection of utterances that take place in particular social contexts and are 
subject to the limitations of time and space… To examine discourse is to track the study of any 
aspect of language use’ with a specific field.” (SLIDE)   From these references, we recognize 
how discourse maintains the dialectic that allows for its critical distance, but what happens when 
discourse becomes short-circuited as jargon, or as a chain of signifiers?  Or worse, what happens 
when “discourse” as a term becomes a signifer?   
 
As critic Lawrence Alloway has stated: “Art galleries, museums, universities, publishers are all 
part of the knowledge industry, producing signifiers whose signifieds are works of art, artists, 
styles, periods.” (SLIDE Lee 21 FN 37)   In many ways, Alloway’s comment was prescient, for 
the plethora of curatorial programs, residency programs, biennials, art fairs, and seminars on the 
display, production, and study of art seem only to have expanded the roster of producers within 
the signifying network, all initiated with the intent to enable “discourse.”  Art Historian Pamela 
Lee recognizes this reality in her latest book, Forgetting the Art World.  She perceives a 
phenomena by which the art world has responded to a “virtual shapelessness that is both 
condition and reflex of globalization.”  (SLIDE 8) She states a historiography of the art world” 
is necessary “beyond its commonplace understanding as a generalized community of artists, 
collectors, curators, critics, and associated institutions, and professionals.”  (17) For Pamela Lee 
to insist on “forgetting” the art world is to resist the fall out of the dialectic of discourse.   
 
Referring to Arthur Danto’s essay, “Artworld” as one basis of her conception of the term, Lee 
argues that our contemporary art world “assumes the world-historical changes its objects or 
iconography projects, but effectively approaches the state of its historical forgetting in do 
so.”  (SLIDE 5) Lee poses that Danto could attribute the lingua franca of his 60s art world, to a 
precise historical moment, but in our present art world, however, “what made [the art world’s] 
activities, operations, and communities so distinct or memorable in the past – a kind of figure to 
a social ground upon which it was historically fixed and dialectically established – has now 
given way to a pervasive routinization of its norms and procedures.” (2) Lee locates the difficulty 
in achieving this dialectic as evidenced in the manner by which “representation” has been 
“addressed by the art world – as an institutional matter on the one hand, and an iconographic 
matter on the other.”  (6) This reduces the contemporary work of art to become flattened by 
difference, surely a symptom of the globalized economy pervasive in all industries, especially 
the art industry.   
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In his Recodings of 1985, Hal Foster foresaw this danger:  “Art becomes an arena not of 
dialectical dialogue but of vested interests, of licensed sects: in lieu of culture we have cults.  
The result is an eccentricity that leads in art as in politics, to a new conformity: pluralism as an 
institution.” (SLIDE 15) In such a system, subjects get lost in universals, and are perpetually 
dispersed in a tendency to resort to the free-association of cultural identifications, for “Posed as a 
freedom to choose, the pluralist position plays right into the ideology of the ‘free market’; it also 
conceives art as natural, when both art and freedom consist entirely on conventions.”  (15) 
 
This is precisely the effect of the Signifier that Lacan illustrates in his “Seminar on ‘The 
Purloined Letter’”.  In this seminar, he posits Edgar Allan Poe’s tale as a metaphor that 
performatively induces the Symbolic nomination of the subject.  Lacan demonstrates with Poe’s 
winding tale, how the subject becomes defined in an unconscious relationship with the Other, for 
it is “The signifier’s displacement [that] determines subjects’ acts, destiny, refusals, blindness, 
success, and fate, regardless of their innate gifts and instruction, and irregardless of their 
character or sex” (SLIDE 21) Lacan illustrates this displacement (the plus-de-jouir) by providing 
topological diagrams and logical constructions to chart the actual and material passage of the 
Signifer’s chain, for “This position regarding the autonomy of the symbolic is the only position 
that allows us to clarify the theory and practice of free association in psychoanalysis.  For 
relating its mainspring to symbolic determination and to its laws is altogether different from 
relating it to the scholastic presuppositions of an imaginary inertia that prop it up in 
associationism, whether philosophical or pseudophilosophical, before claiming to be 
experimental.”  (39)   
 
In the art world, this free association of the subject is commodified to produce an art market, and 
art historians and curator’s alike assume the position of the symbolic.  Curators speak for artists 
by presenting the physical work of art in lieu of the artist’s speech.  In this authoritative place, 
the symbolic cannot be reduced to mere iconography or identification, for this in itself does not 
introduce a place for the subject to appear.  As Lacan states, “Such communication is not 
transmittable in symbolic form.  It can only be sustained in relation to this object.  This is why it 
can bring together an infinite number of subjects in common ‘ideal’; the communication of one 
subject with another within the group thus constituted will nonetheless remain irreducibly 
mediated by an ineffable relation.” (13)  
 
Devin Kenny is a contemporary artist whose practice seems to address this very problem of the 
signifier; SLIDE (2-3 images of Kenny’s work) he locates existing structures to demonstrate 
the continuous approximation towards the signifier, and its symbolic function without 
succumbing to its totalizing force.   These structures are determined by his medium, which 
always serves to perform his artistic concepts into being.  For Kenny, the artwork is not merely 
an object that distills his ideas into material form, but rather, each work is actively proposed as a 
vehicle to facilitate subjective interpretation.   In doing so, his process of theoretical 
condensation assumes a curatorial dimension (as a facilitator of discourse), as Kenny self-
consciously considers the artistic medium as a structure first and foremost.  His diverse practice 
transverses the mediums of performance, installation, sculpture, painting, video, writing, and 
forms of social-media.  
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His Ratchet Theory, is one work that synthesizes the problems that we have circled around today.  
Ratchet Theory (SLIDE – screen shot of opening page) is the title of a Tumblr that the artist 
has compiled since October 2012.   It is an amalgamation of his own commentary on the term 
“ratchet,” as well as preserved links to GIFs, tweets, images, and videos that others in the 
internet community have coded as “ratchet” (via the hashtag and the hyperlink).  The blog 
demonstrates that a re-representation of Ratchet is impossible without introducing a subjective 
cut.  For Tumblr, in allowing the blogger to gather links into a digital platform of sub-entities 
(marked by the particularities of the search and thereby the subject’s language), preserves this 
dialectic of specificity with its transparent structure and presentation mode.  Kenny’s blog is rich 
with nuanced commentaries, analyses, and semantics of the term, Ratchet. To indicate how it 
functions and to evade defining the term myself (for that would merely perpetuate the very 
problem of the signifier that I am attempting to address) I will simply cite a chronological 
progression of definitions proposed in Kenny’s blog posts:  
 
On 10/31/2013, Kenny offers these definitions of ratchet: (SLIDE) 
 
Metaphorical ratchet screen shot 
“Porky Piggin” screen shot 
 
SLIDE On 1/8/2013,  Kenny cites an early definition of Ratchet, in a video sponsored by rapper 
Hurricane:  Ratchet, according to this video, is a party scene that evolved out of the widespread 
popularity of Hurricane’s track “Ay bay bay,” in the local community of Shreveport, LA.  As 
Kenny comments, “While there are several moments where they explain the multiplicity of 
ratchetness defined, it is still defined by the understanding and the common experiences of the 
community/town.”  Kenny foresees, “That’s the danger of subcultures entering the internet space 
where that understanding/respect/fellowship is not present.”  
 
SLIDE On 1/12/2013, Kenny cites another definition of Ratchet in a video by Emannuel and 
Philip Hudson, titled “Ratchet Girl Anthem”.  Kenny writes as a subtext to the video link: “The 
cultural item which began the most recent renaissance of the ‘term’ ratchet amongst internet 
users across the country/across the world was “Ratchet Girl Anthem.” He preserves this 
enunciation via a link to his previous post.  He contrasts the earlier definition to how it is used in 
the Hudson brother’s song.  In defining Ratchet as a “‘Catch-all slang’ somewhere in between  
“crunk” “bust-down” and “hyphy” (other terms that grew out party-scenes perpetuated by 
popular rap songs), The latter definition is perceived to have been abstracted into a “patriarchal 
assertion on ‘women of ill-repute.’” This definition of ratchet is the most conventional 
understanding of the term in mass culture today, which posits that “ratchet” is a “diva, mostly 
from urban cities and ghettoes, that has reason to believe she is every man’s eye candy.  
Unfortunately, she is wrong.” 
 
What I hope to demonstrate with these citations is the impossibility of the objectively ideal or the 
ideally objective presentation.  When these citations are taken out of context and presented for 
the purpose of illustrating my subjective understanding of a ratchet (or by extension, curating) I 
face a problem.    I could claim to preserve these links by citing them chronologically or 
verbatim, but any introduction into language introduces a cut.  I must orient myself around the 
Symbolic somehow…but perhaps the question is not what is a ratchet?  Or what is curator?  
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Rather how do our relationships with these terms define our positions as subjects?  Tumblr 
preserves this passage, and therefore preserves a discourse that allows for an accountability and 
transparency, just as easily as it allows for free association.  In speaking through these texts 
today, all can I really say with certainty is that I am dealing with a gross mis-understanding of 
the “artworld” and the “curator”  and I hope that my discrepancies will illuminate the places in 
which curatorial work can become more precise.  Thank you.  
 
 
 
 
 


