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What do see the galleries current and future role to be, in relation to new media art?

Visibility for artists’ work online can be hard to achieve, and gallery events and spaces can be an important way of complementing work that circulates virtually. New media work, like any other, has always relied on personal networks, for which place and the gallery are important, the more so when the gallery stages social events in a ‘relational aesthetics’ fashion. These roles are likely to remain significant, because they complement and extend new media practices. More generally, fine art becomes increasingly mediatised, and it becomes harder to point to particular media—even painting—that does not involve new media at some stage. So the question really comes down to: what is the gallery’s’ role in relation to art?

How influential has relational aesthetics been to galleries/curators/artists? Do you consider the theory to be limiting in anyway?

The idea of relational aesthetics was successful in offering a theoretical frame for a particular kind of art that many people found illuminating and attractive. It has been the subject of criticism, though, notably from Hal Foster and Clare Bishop. The basic idea--that art can offer social micro-utopias in which non-instrumental interaction can take place and which is appreciated aesthetically, as a salve to the paucity and alienation of social relations in the realms of work and leisure--overstates the erosion of social bonds in those realms and the likely effect of art in repairing them.
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Cao Fei, RMB City: Overview 03, SecondLife Video Still ( 2008) © RMB City 



We have been interested in the rise of user-created content, such as blogging and websites like Flickr. What are your views on such developments in culture?

Obviously, the crucial change with Web 2.0 phenomena is that they give people the chance not just to make their own culture but also to 'publish' it, and to elicit immediate responses. While much of the content may seem trivial, Web 2.0 offers an arena in which one may see the democratisation of cultural production and reception. As it develops, the old broadcast models of culture, including the museum, may appear increasingly restraining and authoritarian.
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Our exhibition encourages visitors to contribute to the gallery's content. To what degree do you think visitor interaction can undermine the authority of the gallery/museum?

You could, of course, argue the opposite, that on a Web 2.0 model, it is the successful appeal to visitors to contribute that produces the reputation of the site and its ‘authority’ that is produced out of its popularity and the vigilance of its members (this is the Wikipedia idea, of course). So the two need not exist in opposition. Yet the free expression of views may be threatening to museums and galleries, and there are plenty that make strenuous efforts to control the discourse that comes out of their collection, exhibitions and other products. It is the framing of that comment, and of other interaction, that is important here: does it remain within a ghetto for the expression of popular opinion, separated from sanctioned and official comment, like a demarcated area for legal graffiti, or is it free to break out of such boxes?


You have worked as a curator in the past. How has your academic research influenced your activities as a curator? 

Academic research has been important to my curatorial projects, in the sense that it builds into a sense of the world—of the interaction of art, history and politics, for example—which cannot but inform how you curate. Like my writing, my curatorial projects have not, I hope, been of merely academic interest, but have sought to make activist interventions in the way audiences view various art works and histories—from online art to the Iraq War and its representations.
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Langlands and Bell, The House of Osama bin Laden (2003) © Langlands & Bell


What projects are currently of interest to you?

I am working on a book, provisionally entitled ‘The War of Images in the Digital Age’ which will follow on from the Brighton Photo Biennial, which I curated last year, and will explore how modern wars are represented photographically, and what effect those photographs have on their various publics. It will contrast the ‘image wars’ of Vietnam and Iraq so as to try to illuminate the characteristics of our bellicose and image-saturated present.



Dr Julian Stallabrass lectures in modern and contemporary art, including political aspects of the globalised contemporary art world and new media art, at the Courtauld Institute of Art. He is the author of Gargantua: Manufactured Mass Culture (Verso, 1996) and Internet Art: The Online Clash of Culture and Commerce (Tate, 2003), amongst others. Furthermore, our featured artists, Thomson & Craighead, include his essay ‘Reasons to hate Thomson & Craighead’ in their monograph (Film & Video Umbrella, 2005). 






