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A ROUNDTABLE:
CURATORIAL PERSPECTIVES
ON COLLECTING TIME-BASED
MEDIA ART

Annet Dekker in conversation with Karen Archey, Ulanda Blair,
Sarah Cook, Ana Gongalves Magalhdes, Sabine Himmelsbach,
Kelani Nichole, Christiane Paul, and Henna Paunu

Editors” Notes: This roundtable discussion, conceptualized and moderated by Annet Dekker and held on
June 3, 2020, brings together an international group of time-based media curators and scholars who work in
a variety of institutional and cultural settings, ranging from museums and galleries to universities, from Asia,
Europe, and the US to South America. In conversation, they share their experiences in collecting and preserving
art and offer their perspectives on shifting roles in curatorial and conservation and evolving collaborative practices.

Annet Dekker (Assistant Professor of Media Studies, University of Amsterdam) is a curator and scholar
of digital arts; Karen Archey (Curator of Contemporary Art, Stedelijk Museum Amsterdam) heads the
research initiative on the conservation, acquisition and display of time-based media; Ulanda Blair (Curator
of Moving Image, M+ in Hong Kong) is developing the moving-image collection at M+; Sarah Cook
(Professor of Museum Studies, University of Glasgow) is a curator and writer on digital art and co-founder of
CRUMB; Ana Gongalves Magalhaes (Director, MAC USP—Museum of Contemporary Art, University
of Sao Paulo) is an art historian and curator; Sabine Himmelsbach (Director of HEK—House of Electronic
Arts Basel) collects and exhibits digital art; Kelani Nichole (Founder, TRANSFER gallery, Los Angeles)
explores expanded art practice and supports artists in producing software-based art; Christiane Paul (Curator
of Digital Art, Whitney Museum, and Professor of Media Studies at the New School) curates and writes
about digital art aesthetics and practices; and Henna Paunu (Chief Curator Collections, EMMA [Espoo
Museum of Modern Art in Finland)]) is interested in the relationship between art and environmental and social

phenomena.

Within the context of time-based media art preservation in the past two decades, several events
and projects have been organized in which the collaboration between curators and conserva-
tors was a central topic in the discussions. In Europe, the first initiative to encourage exchange
was the organization of the International Network for the Conservation of Contemporary
Art [INCCA (Website) n.d.] in 1999, which was set up as “a pluralistic model of cooperative

28 DOI: 10.4324/9781003034865-4


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781003034865-4

Curatorial Perspectives on Collecting

research” (Wharton 2009). One of its first activities was the international research project Inside
Installations carried out between 2004 and 2007 (INCCA—Inside Installations n.d.). This in-
depth and extensive project showed that with the increasing complexity of installation art,
there was a need to foster greater openness and transparency in the decision-making process
by means of collaboration and knowledge exchange between different disciplines and institu-
tions. Whereas the preservation of time-based media always revolved around relationships and
dependencies between the multiple elements of the artwork, these themes also became impor-
tant in connection to the collaboration between various experts, in which particularly the
relationship between the curator, the artist, and the conservator became an important consid-
eration. After more than a decade, collaborations between specialists from different disciplines
have become more and more accepted and are implemented both within and between institu-
tions. But how well do these models function, how has this collaborative practice developed,
what can be learned from them for those who are struggling to find the necessary expertise or
preservation method, and how has the collecting of time-based media art changed curatorial
and conservation practices?

In an attempt to answer these questions, this chapter is based on a curatorial exchange that
took place on a video platform and lasted one and a half hours. The discussion focused on how
curators are becoming more closely connected and involved in preservation practice, particu-
larly when it involves time-based media artworks. While this happens at various stages, from
production to exhibition and collecting, the conversation was aimed at the acquisition process
and collection practice of time-based media art. The premise that prompted the discussion was
that there is a need for stronger collaborations between curatorial and conservation departments
for time-based media artworks to survive longer; perhaps even a need to merge the two. The
group included eight international time-based media art curators who are working in differ-
ent institutional contexts (museum, commercial gallery, university). Some of the curators have
been working with time-based media for several decades; others have more experience with
commercial galleries or collecting non-Western perspectives. All of them straddle the division
between curatorial and preservation departments and the respective functions and roles. What
follows is a summary of the discussion focusing on some of the key commonalities, such as the
need for technical and curatorial knowledge, the usefulness and obstructions of standardiza-
tion, the benefits of collaboration, and the potentialities of shared and distributed networks of
knowledge and care (Dekker 2018).

3.1 Moving from Technical Risk to the Importance
of Curatorial Knowledge

ANNET DEKKER: The preservation of time-based media art is often discussed in relation to the
technical dependencies and its unpredictability, ranging from the obsolescence of hardware
and software, the continuous maintenance, the lack of expertise or funding, and the risk of
changing or losing parts of the artwork at some point. But are these topics also the concern
of curators when they acquire a new artwork into their collection? In other words, what
did you consider to be a “risky” artwork, and how did it affect your decision to acquire it?

SABINE HIMMELSBACH: I find that perhaps only ten percent of the artworks that we are col-
lecting could be called very risky; usually these are older artworks. At the moment we are
trying to collect a historical overview of time-based media art and net art from Switzerland.
Some of the older important artworks are already broken or not fully functioning anymore
at the point of acquisition. At that moment we sit down with the artist and discuss how to
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best preserve the work in such a way that people can still experience it even if it was not
how it functioned before. Another experience we had was with the work World of Matter
(2013—present) by an art collective (Mabe Bethonico, Ursula Biemann, Uwe H. Martin,
Helge Mooshammer, Peter Mortenbock, Emily E. Scott, Paulo Tavares, Lonnie van
Brummelen, and Siebren de Haan). The work is an online platform that we transferred
to our server (see fig. 3.1). At some point one of the artists, Ursula Biemann, wrote to us
that the work didn’t function anymore. However, there had been many people involved
in setting up the platform, and some separate containers were not mentioned in our initial
discussions, and so we didn’t know how to take care of those parts. The collective had to
dig deeper into what actually had been done and by whom, even though it was done by
the same group. In the end it was solved, but with many collaborative projects, it becomes
really complex to figure out who was responsible or knows something about the work.
Particularly, if it is an older work even from 15 years ago, people forget what they have
done exactly. Often there is also a lack of this kind of documentation describing what has
been done by whom, etcetera.

SARAH COOK: Yes, I echo that. We tend to think of risk in terms of technical decay, but actu-
ally a similar and perhaps greater risk is lack of connection with the artists in terms of
understanding their intention or process of the work. Just knowing that I've been able to
record the intention of the artist, which will remain a part of the work, is more important
than knowing whether or not a CRT monitor or a specific software will continue to be
around. Hence, the lack of notetaking or documentation about the work can create just
as much risk, because often the focus is on the technical material rather than the intent of
the artwork.

CHRISTIANE PAUL: Yes, I would second that risk is a very relative term. Challenges posed by
artworks often surface years after acquisition. For instance, the works that I commissioned
over almost two decades didn’t seem particularly risky at the time, but by now most of
them are not properly working anymore because so much has changed in terms of plat-
forms and software, whether it is Flash phasing out or something else. There have been so
many changes that the works became risky acquisitions in retrospect.

KAREN ARCHEY: We actually have quite a different situation at the Stedelijk Museum, where
time-based media acquisitions have less of a tradition. At times it could be that acquisi-
tions were made, but even before the proper documentation could have been made, those
in charge of the acquisition had changed positions and weren’t available anymore. So, we
had to retroactively document artworks. Another example of risk is that we don’t always
have the required expertise at the Stedelijk such as those who know about the specifics of
particular artworks, for instance, of performance art. In those cases, we first had to come
up with a best practice around acquiring performance art before we actually acquired it.

ULANDA BLAIR: [ recognize these challenges, as we have a similar situation at M+, which is
of course a new museum with many newly appointed staff. This means that a lot of the
documentation work is happening post-acquisition in which we continue, or sometimes
start, the discussion and planning for future presentations and preservation strategies. One
of the solutions is to retroactively interview the artists as well as to collaborate with other
institutions who may have acquired artworks by the same artists. So, in some instances
we are still learning about the work’s history and how it should be best presented and
preserved.

KAREN ARCHEY: Another challenge that I think is particularly difficult for smaller institu-
tions is that maintenance sometimes happens in art handling departments. While these
are knowledgeable and helpful staff members, a more sustainable procedure towards
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professionalization or a future-oriented approach is needed for the care of artworks, as well
as forward-thinking about risk assessment that is not just about presentation needs, which
are entering at different levels in an institution. Similarly, to be able to do all the documen-
tation that we need to do alongside other collection care tasks, we need dedicated staft who
are trained or at least familiar with time-based media conservation practices. While we have
made a lot of progress towards professionalization at the Stedelijk Museum, in the end, one
of the limitations is the lack of funding to pay such dedicated staff members.

CHRISTIANE PAUL: I agree, from an institutional perspective, funds are the biggest limitation
or risk for me. Next to funding for more staff, there is the fact that I'm competing with
works in different media collected by the institution. Getting support for time-based media
specifically also is a matter of making them a priority within the institution and that very
often isn’t an easy case to make.

ANA GONCALVES MAGALHAES: Yet, often these concerns are not made a priority in an institu-
tion, likewise, the cloud infrastructure—such as the servers and digital repositories—that
are needed for digital artworks are often situated elsewhere, housed with the cheapest
available company. The inconvenience of not having direct access to your collection as
you would with in-house storage is a risk that is often taken in favor of cheaper hosting
elsewhere. A solution would be to develop a shared infrastructure between institutions.

KELANI NICHOLE: This is actually something I'm working on with The Current (The
Current—Art That Examines Technology’s Impact on Humanity n.d.)—we have a virtual
museum collection of media art, supported by a distributed patronage model. Our aim is
to develop decentralized digital collections storage in which stewardship is more shared,
including members or supporters of the museum community, to safeguard the permanence
and integrity of artworks. In an attempt to offload stewardship in a different way, the idea
is to have the entire collection attached to a networked storage drive with a decentralized
protocol, which is accessible to individual plug-ins. Such a model of cooperative digital
preservation storage networks allows a shared infrastructure for storage, which would mean
less logistical overhead or dependence on commercial cloud services. In the process it
would become possible to streamline digital preservation standards, particularly when it
comes to long-term storage.

ANA GONCALVES MAGALHAES: Perhaps another interesting example of a risk relates to the
work The Book after the Book (1999), a website by Giselle Beiguelman, which we received
at MAC USP in 2015. It’s an award-winning hypertextual visual essay about cyberlitera-
ture, reflecting the duality between online reading and writing. After years of inactivity,
it became a challenge to let the work function in the same way as when it was created
almost 20 years earlier. The artist tried to re-stage the piece together with mathematicians
and computer scientists from the Institute of Mathematics of the University of Sio Paulo
(IME USP). The main problems revolved around the reliance on a network of other web-
sites that had changed, and would continue to change, because the artist had programmed
everything for Web 1.0 and with Web 2.0, which is more controlled by private software
companies, formerly open-source programming was sometimes read as a bug or glitch, and
adjusting the speed of modern computers and the web. By redoing the code and replac-
ing some of the open-source programs with certified programs that followed the security
standards of the museum, the team managed to create a “new original.” While the tech-
nical preservation was complicated, the discussions between the museum’s conservators,
registrars, and the artist were more challenging. For instance, there were simple questions
about what is the work and how to describe it, but also more pertinent questions as to what
would happen when the work was online again: would it be possible for someone to copy
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it or steal it, and how would this affect the museum’s collection? Moreover, we questioned
what would happen if the work didn’t function anymore. Should we stop showing the
work, or should we (re)interpret the work by translating the intention of the artist when
creating the work? Or, should we accept that the work lives on through its documentation,
disseminated through publications and alternative presentations?

ANNET DEKKER: Indeed, these are very important questions, and they all come back to the
question “what is it that we are trying to preserve?”

CHRISTIANE PAUL: Yes, but I think this question cannot be answered by curators and conserva-
tors alone. From working with conservators over a long period of time, I've learned that
the biggest challenges are always philosophical and not technical. Technical aspects can be
solved, but keeping an artwork’s integrity and being able to understand the artist’s intent
is where the curatorial and artistic perspectives and voices, as well as those of staff who
worked on previous installations of a given work, are incredibly important. I believe that
the conservation challenges ultimately become philosophical rather than technical and an
important step towards answering the question of what we are trying to preserve is thus to
connect the different fields of knowledge and insights from the curatorial, conservation,
and other departments.

ULANDA BLAIR: I agree, and this is perhaps stating the obvious, but I think curators generally
have a much longer relationship with the artists. Often, they are peering behind the cur-
tain, watching as ideas become form. They usually have a good understanding of an artist’s
working methods—they make studio visits, meet with studio assistants and managers, etc.
So, I think all of that accumulated time and conversation leads to a depth of knowledge that
is incredibly important for understanding how a work comes into being.

SARAH COOK: Definitely, a curatorial perspective introduces context in a different way, from
the studio visits and your knowledge of the socio-cultural and technological histories with
which you build a longer view on why a particular topic or technology was used. From that
knowledge you can predict how that work may be interpreted by audiences in the future.

HENNA PAUNU: I very much agree that the biggest challenges are always philosophical and not
technical. At the moment, at EMMA (Espoo Museum of Modern Art), we are working
with several acquisitions that are commissioned as concept-specific and reproducible works
of art. The most important thing in those commissions is to find out and agree about the
concept of the work and the artist’s intentions, next to solving any questions related to the
life span of the artwork. This information is gathered between conservators and curators
and is part of the commission agreement. At the same time, in my experience, the curator’s
role is sometimes to take part in planning and production, but the curator is also more a
representative for the audience, being often the first person to provide feedback on specific
questions about an artwork or an artist. I think the main aim is to support the artist and
artistic production but also to serve the artist’s audiences.

3.2 The Role of the Curator in Preservation Matters

ANNET DEKKER: Within time-based media preservation, there is a growing and dedicated
structure of exchange. Initiatives among museums, such as Matters in Media Art, a collabo-
rative project between the New Art Trust (NAT), MoMA, SEMOMA, and Tate since 2005
(Matters in Media Art 2015) and SBMK, a tightly knit network of museum professionals
that aims to develop sound practices around the maintenance and conservation of contem-
porary visual art and fosters collaboration between different professionals [SBMK (Website)
n.d.], have been around for a few decades and there are several additional project-based
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initiatives to collaborate and exchange information. Within these networks several stand-
ards and protocols are co-created, from the artist’s interview to various documentation
models. Generally, also outside these networks, conservators of time-based media art are
well-connected, and because they use similar methods, it is easy to share information.
How do you see this type of collaboration and sharing within curatorial networks, either
between institutions or even within a larger institution? From my own experience as a
curator and working as a researcher in other institutions, I realized that curators often col-
lect and archive their own records about artworks and artists without much attention for
existing standards, which potentially could obstruct the preservation efforts. What are your
experiences?

ULANDA BLAIR: I think a straightforward and relatively simple strategy is to organize a cross-
departmental time-based media committee. Such a committee could be comprised of
representatives from each department that is involved with time-based media: from cura-
tors to registrars, information technologists to conservators, and audiovisual technicians
to archivists. At M+ we have this meeting every six weeks to discuss current challenges.
Occasionally, a colleague may be invited to present a specific case study that might address,
for example, the implications of licensing, or an artwork’s technical elements, or privacy
concerns when user data is used in an installation. At M+, the meeting is co-chaired by
me and our digital and media art conservator. So, it’s very much a shared curatorial and
conservation initiative. Meeting minutes are later shared and kept in a dedicated folder to
ensure ease of access and continuity, preferably, note-taking alternates among the members.

SARAH COOK: The question of trust and the different power relations are deeply entrenched
in departmental and information structures. Some kinds of records might be available to
the public under the guise of a freedom of information request, but that often means some
data will be redacted, and other information might be made available because the curators
or artists share it directly. There are different cultures of sharing depending on the size and
history of an institution.

ANA GONCALVES MAGALHAES: For a workshop we organized on time-based media art pres-
ervation, we invited Glenn Wharton when he was a conservator at MoMA, and he spoke
about the attitude of an artist in interview settings, which could change depending on
whether s/he would talk with the conservation team or with a curator. In other words,
many artists talk about different things with the curator and the conservator. I guess this is
another thing to take into consideration. Sometimes it is useful to have both at the same
interview, but at other times it may be counterproductive. I remember that at a certain
moment in the past the museum board decided that conservators could only talk to artists
after approval of a curator. Well, such a situation brings out a number of issues of course,
particularly around the hierarchical structures of the museum, which became a hugely
complicating factor when trying to discuss problems.

HENNA PAUNU: Yes, this is indeed problematic. I think the curator’s role is very important
because I believe they can challenge the artist in a way that a conservator usually cannot,
when we are talking about the main principles of a work. A conservator’s role is to focus
on documentation, which is based on the things or truth the artist is giving or saying, while
a curator can more easily ask, for instance, about different options that move beyond the
standard questions or protocol.

SABINE HIMMELSBACH: Yes, I think the role of the curator is also about risk-taking, or to find
innovative solutions to certain problems. For example, we just acquired a work by the Swiss
sound artist Andres Bosshard, Télefonia—2021-1991-1291 (1991/2020), a telematic piece
from 1991 between New York, Winterthur, and the Sintis mountains. Bosshard proposed
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to make it accessible online through a website, which includes a static archive of all the
material from the past, but also features a generative performance, which we called “the
liquid archive” (see fig. 3.2). While this term worried the conservators, it became a genera-
tive way to recombine historical elements from a complex performative media installation.
Relabeling this method opened a new path to find new ways of transforming what the
artistic intention was at the time of the initial performance instead of preserving only the
historical documents in a static way. It is a new work but based on the material from the
historical event from 1991.

KELANI NICHOLE: I recognize this since at TRANSFER gallery, we develop contracts for VR
artworks, and because the software and hardware change so rapidly, we use the term “living
edition” to indicate that when the performance capacities improve in the future, the artist
has the option to update the work or not. At the same time, the collector is offered those
updates for a small fee to compensate the artist for his or her time. In the end you have a
record of acceptable changes.

SARAH COOK: Perhaps similarly, many curators tend to view their curatorial records as being
“live.” Their records are constantly updated with additional information, but such changes
often lead to different versions that are not always properly tracked in the same way as would
happen in conservation departments. This challenge becomes even more pressing when
working with freelance curators who also have their own ways of recordkeeping, which
don’t necessarily comply with the institution they are collaborating with. From my own
experience as a freelance curator, it is rare that I have been told about the recordkeeping
systems of the organization I'm curating for, and often I offer to share my records—such

C @ @ O & wwwworldofmatter.net 0% ¥¥ =

WORLD OF MATTER IS A MULTIMEDIA PROJECT
PROVIDING AN OPEN ACCESS ARCHIVE
ON THE GLOBAL ECOLOGIES OF RESOURCE EXPLOITATION
AND CIRCULATION

Figure 3.1 Mabe Bethonico, Ursula Biemann, Uwe H. Martin, et al., World of Matter (2011-18; www.
worldofmatter.net). The maintenance of the collaborative web project, which lives on the
HEK server, has presented its challenges because of the many contributors to the platform.

Screenshot: Sabine Himmelsbach, HEK
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Figure 3.2 Andres Bosshard, Telefonia-1291-1991-2021 (1991/2020; https://telefonia.hek.ch). When
HEK acquired the 1991-work in 2020, the artist proposed to make it accessible online, featur-
ing a generative performance and turning it into a “liquid archive.”

Screenshot: Sabine Himmelsbach, HEK

as correspondence with artists—for their archive or repository before I am asked to supply
them. So, there is also the challenge of gathering all of the information in the first place.
One way to approach the tension between necessary standardization (of records about a
work) and freedom of interpretation (of records about a work) could be to focus on how
information management is taught in curatorial education programs. Knowledge about the
value of recordkeeping and documentation practices could be implemented in the teach-
ing. This already happens in cases where curatorial and museum training programs are
integrated in Media, Archival, or Information Studies departments instead of the usual Art
History department. The same skills of recordkeeping are taught both to future curators
and future archivists, and they learn to value each other’s expertise and ways of working.

3.3 Collaboration Beyond the Institution

ANNET DEKKER: We saw some ways of collaborative work in the example that was mentioned
in The Book after the Book by Beiguelman, as well as in some of the other examples. So,
next to the challenges around the meaning and technical functioning of the work, another
challenge may be to cope with all of the different people and organizations that are trying
to preserve an artwork. In the case of Beiguelman’s The Book after the Book, the collabo-
rative efforts to make the work function again consisted of the artist(s), research groups
from a university, a private company, and other cultural organizations, which potentially
in the future may at different points need to reconnect to ensure the functioning of the
artwork. In other words, with time-based media artworks, people from different sectors of
the museum and people from beyond the institution need to come together and to sustain
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the artwork over time. This network will also have to be maintained somehow. This was
also one of the conclusions of Pip Laurenson (Tate) and Vivian van Saaze (Maastricht Uni-
versity) from their research into collecting performance art that “it is not the problem of
non-materiality that currently represents the greatest challenge for museums in collecting
performance but of maintaining—conceived of as a process of active engagement—the
networks which support the work” (Laurenson and Van Saaze 2014, 39). This depend-
ency on the artists, but moreover on the network around the artwork once it is in need
of updating, seems to be urgent but complex, especially with artworks that are created by
larger collaboratives in which it isn’t always clear whom to approach for which problem as
roles could have shifted over time.

CHRISTIANE PAUL: Indeed, even in specialized departments, help is often required either from
another department within the institution or an external party. Moreover, such collabora-
tions are not only necessary for preserving components of an artwork, but also for ensuring
that “the digital life” of an artwork is properly documented. In other words, even though
an artwork is functioning well, it may change over time due to certain considerations of
the artist. For instance, lan Cheng’s work Baby feat. Ikaria (2013), which is in the Whitney’s
collection, is a simulation of three Al chatbots that are commercially used in customer
service but are talking to each other in the piece. Cheng’s aim was to have them generate
their own conversation, moving from dialogue into absurdity and semantically nonsensical
exchanges. The evolving conversation stirs around different abstract shapes on the screen
that try to build some sort of form or entity out of the bots’ discussion. In conversation
with the Whitney Museum, Ian said that he’d like to change the Al customer service, not
due to a preservation need, but to follow the technological evolution of bots. So, I would
suggest that it becomes necessary to also develop contextual documentation strategies. In
the case of Cheng’s work, the team at the Whitney Museum is documenting these changes
and insights in a GitHub repository, where the documentation moves from technical and
content issues of the artwork to explaining future potentials that may (in)directly influence
preservation decisions about the artwork at some point. This continuous involvement of
and exchange between different departments (curatorial, conservation, and IT) brought
the interdepartmental collaboration to a different level: instead of focusing on fixing an
artwork, it was about documenting the artwork and the changing context in which it
evolved.

KELANI NICHOLE: While it is more and more acknowledged that it is important to document
the presentation and the visitor experience of the artwork, like in Christiane’s example, it is
also important to document the context in which an artwork is experienced, for instance,
to show what it was like to be in a gallery space with an Oculus Quest and how awkward it
is to configure it correctly. Currently at TRANSFER gallery, we are focusing on creating
a “fluid archive” in which the process is documented of what happens after the acquisition
of an artwork, both in the sense of any technical changes and observations during installa-
tion and while the work is on exhibition, since many artworks continue in some ways as
malleable entities.

ANNET DEKKER: The documentation of time-based artworks seems to move between explain-
ing the technical functioning of the artwork and explaining the artist’s intention regard-
ing the experience of the artwork and its wider context. The diversity of documentation
strategies emphasizes how time-based media is changing the museum practice in which the
traditional functions of curator and conservator are shifting, as the care of an artwork is not
only about repairing or even envisioning future change, but also about following and docu-
menting its evolving “collection life.” Moreover, it shows how the “preservation” of these
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artworks is also about maintaining the network or ecosystems of the artworks, just as much
as it 1s about the artwork itself. Collaboration is not necessarily new in a museum context.
However, instead of discussions that happen at the moment when an artwork is acquired
or needs to be restored, there is now a long-term ongoing exchange between departments
that sometimes includes external expertise. Similarly, it is recognized that an effective long-
term maintenance and management of time-based media art is best done collaboratively,
but next to having knowledge about technical histories, art historical influences, and socio-
cultural phenomena, the challenge is also to find a way to build a sustainable network to
support the artworks in the collections. How does one develop ways to organize the exper-
tise needed and an organizational structure to set up and maintain the networks that have
become pivotal for the digital life and the preservation of these artworks?

SARAH COOK: I think an interesting example of alternative efforts is the project Future Library
(2014-2114) by Katie Paterson, even though it is perhaps not a typical time-based media
artwork. For her project Paterson commissions each year, for the duration of the project,
an author to write a manuscript. The idea is that all 100 manuscripts will be printed in
2114. The paper for the books will come from the 100 trees that were planted in 2014,
especially for this project in Oslo’s Nordmarka forest. In the meantime, no one is permitted
to read the manuscripts, and a trust is established to take care of the process. This process
includes the artist and contributors but also the shared caring of the trees, their felling and
bookmaking, as well as all the owners of the Future Library anthology, even though that
they are not explicitly stated. In one of the reviews about the project, it is noted that “the
next 96 years do not look promising for the seedlings, which are more vulnerable than their
ancestors to all manner of man-made disasters: the storm surges, wildfires, heat waves, and
droughts precipitated by global warming, as well as the less dramatic possibility that, amid
the daily brutalities of life on earth, people will simply stop tending to them and the books
that are their fate” (Emre 2018, 573). So, although the project doesn’t necessarily have any
technical media parts in the way that we are used to think of time-based media, the way the
caretaking is considered by a city, by location, as well as by an artist, and all of the contribu-
tors, makes this a project about distributed authorship as well as a distributed caretaking.

CHRISTIANE PAUL: A perhaps more pragmatic possibility is to engage in close collaborations
with different departments of educational institutions, such as conservation, curation, law
(in case of legal advice needed) and computer science. Most museums don’t have the time
or resources to hire someone for half a year to analyze the details of an older piece’s cod-
ing, but working with students who are doing in-depth analysis as a case study can be
hugely rewarding. For instance, we worked with students from computer science at NYU,
supervised by Deena Engel, on specific artworks from the collection to consider preserva-
tion strategies. Even if this was only a first step in the conservation process, it made a huge
difference to have a student work on code analysis of one piece for a whole semester. Such
an amazingly in-depth project would not have been possible in the regular workflow of the
museum, nor would we have the money and resources to hire someone to do that job for
half a year. We all learned so much about the work and actually ended up appreciating it
more from both a curatorial and conceptual perspective.

ANNET DEKKER: At the University of Amsterdam, similar projects have taken place. However,
it is still restricted to specific departments. For instance, Archival and Information Stud-
ies started to collaborate with Presentation and Preservation of the Moving Image within
Media Studies, and there is some contact with Conservation and Restoration of Cultural
Heritage. However, with the latter it’s mostly guest lectures rather than integrated course
development. I think it could also be beneficial to organize an interdisciplinary group of
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students from various departments, including the ones mentioned but also Art History and
the faculty of Computer Science and Law, which can focus on different issues simultane-
ously and collaboratively. In the process, they learn to collaborate and to solve problems
together in a natural way from the start.

SABINE HIMMELSBACH: To briefly go back to the use of shared platforms, such as Git or Wiki,
we learned that these can be very helpful to get a whole team—including internal and
external people—involved in the understanding of the process of, for example, curatorial
or conservation. At HEK we use a shared wiki, because it is important to get everyone
engaged and have them experience first-hand that it is not someone else doing something
that you're not a part of. By making it an active part of the organization and the preserva-
tion effort, it makes a difference in how people see their own role and function, as well
as dependency and added value towards the others. It is really the whole team, from the
ones who are booking hotels and the technical team, we really do not want to differenti-
ate. By lifting the hierarchies between departments, job functions, or even generations, we
want to encourage people to move closer towards each other, without the fear that they
might be regarded as inferior, or vice versa as being too established to be approached with
a “mundane” question.

ANNET DEKKER: Thank you all for your time and participation in this conversation. It has
become clear that collaboration is a complex and intensive process, and instead of short-
term discussions that happen at the moment when an artwork needs to be fixed, there is a
long-term relation of exchange between departments, often also including external exper-
tise. To me this indicates that the traditional functions of curator and conservator are shift-
ing, and that the care of an artwork is not only about repairing or even envisioning future
change, but also about following and documenting its evolving “digital life.” Moreover, it
shows how the “preservation” of these artworks is also about maintaining the network or
ecosystems of the artworks, just as much as it is about the artwork itself.
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