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			Abstract

			While the study of new media art is diverse and encompasses a wide range of art practices, curatorial and art historical concerns, as well as philosophical questions regarding the coexistence of art and technology, research and training on the practical aspects of curating new media art and in particular its interactive manifestations is sparse, and what does exist often becomes obsolete within a decade. 

			Having identified this gap in knowledge, The Manual for the Curation and Display of Interactive New Media Art is a creative commons living document aimed at assisting curators and exhibition designers, particularly non-specialist curators seeking to engage with interactive new media art. This paper will explain the design philosophy of the manual as well as the methodologies employed.
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			Resumen

			Aunque el estudio del arte de los nuevos medios o new media art es diverso y abarca una amplia gama de prácticas artísticas y aspectos sobre la conservación y la historia del arte, así como cuestiones filosóficas sobre la convivencia del arte y la tecnología, la literatura y la formación sobre los aspectos prácticos de la conservación del arte de los nuevos medios y, en particular, sus manifestaciones interactivas son escasas, y lo que existe a menudo se vuelve obsoleto una década después.

			Tras identificar estas lagunas, The Manual for the Curation and Display of Interactive New Media Art se concibe como un documento abierto para ayudar a conservadores y diseñadores de exposiciones, especialmente a aquellos sin experiencia en el new media art que intentan trabajar con estas obras interactivas. Este artículo describirá la filosofía detrás del diseño del manual, así como las metodologías que se emplean en este.
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			Introduction

			The Manual for the Curation and Display of Interactive New Media Art was the resulting product of a doctoral research programme at the University of Sunderland. This project aimed to create a manual for non-specialized curators and designers interested in working with interactive new media art but who may lack basic knowledge of the form. In this paper, I will explain the rationale behind the design of the manual itself, as well as the methodology and methods used in deriving intersubjective data from a variety of practitioners and sources.

			1.	Contextual review

			While manuals for art curation are nothing new, manuals for new media are much scarcer. My research has led me to the conclusion that one of the biggest issues with manuals for new media of any kind is how fast technology moves, making these documents obsolete within a period of three to five years. For example, the MITES Manual by Clive Gillman focuses mostly on video and audio art and features sections on technologies no longer used in contemporary practice (Gillman 2002).

			While recommendations on technologies such as laser discs (a technology by then already obsolete), PAL and NTSC or the suitability of composite versus coaxial cables in video setups may be useful for objects created before 2002, for contemporary practice, the lack of recommendations on streaming, HD formats, VR video and live streaming makes the manual insufficient. This very situation repeats itself constantly as formats come and go. A second cause for this lack of manuals for new media curation was the relatively small group of academics who engaged with the form until very recently, as well as the ghettoization of the form within institutional spaces (Paul 2015b).

			2.	Curatorial context

			During the survey of curatorial sources, several trends became evident. As mentioned above, the limited number of academics cited, with an even smaller circle of authors being most prominent; amongst these, we find Christiane Paul, Steve Dietz, Beryl Graham, Sarah Cook, and Jon Ippolito (G. Cepeda 2020b, 20). For this project, the literature was expanded to include other authors less often cited, journal articles and blogs by prominent curators, as well as doctoral theses.  While performing the literature review, it also became evident that certain recommendations made in the past, such as the expectation of privacy while browsing the web, have changed due to recent social and technological shifts (G. Cepeda 2020a, 22). 

			While interest in curation had been steadily increasing pre-pandemic, resources beyond scattered efforts such as the Node Center’s Curating New Media Art: Process, Interaction, Virtuality, and the University of Salford’s module on new media curation were limited and often only accessible to those enrolled at such institutions. Since then, interest in new media curation has risen and the manual has been positively received by the community (Node Center 2019; University of Salford 2020).

			Finally, to this day, literature directly engaging with interactive new media is limited, often being subsumed within the larger field of new media art. This means that, for certain aspects of the manual such as practical curatorial and exhibition concerns, sources had to be sought from adjacent fields, such as science museums, commercial exhibition design and the video game industry, as these fields have a more open engagement with interactivity than art historical sources. This discovery underscored the necessity for literature that not only integrated knowledge from the field of new media but also from the adjacent fields of museum studies, exhibition design and science museums. This holistic approach allowed this research to better respond to the multidisciplinary nature of new media art curation and display.

			3.	Research Questions and Aims

			With the aim of creating a comprehensive manual for curating and exhibiting interactive new media art, it was necessary to determine what issues the manual would address and how they could be tackled in the form of a manual.  

			•	What are the challenges curators and institutions encounter when working with interactive new media art? 

			•How can interactive new media art exhibitions be designed and curated to ensure an exhibition is accessible and usable and fulfils a curatorial purpose while preserving the artistic integrity of artworks? 

			•How can these concerns be addressed through a best practice manual? 

			It is also important to emphasize that the manual’s scope was purposefully limited to interactive new media art, as this specific aspect has been traditionally ignored or engaged with in a problematic manner, from works being displayed in inaccessible or user-unfriendly ways up to complete deactivation where the work is rendered inert and its meaning is lost (G. Cepeda 2020b, 9). 

			Thus, the resulting manual became a repository of knowledge aimed at non-specialists while also being of use to more experienced curators and designers who may require help engaging with certain aspects of new media art.

			As the project progressed, it became evident that part of the reason literature was so limited also related to memory making of past exhibitions, which limited the ways a curator may learn from the experiences of others. Thus, the manual expanded to include recommendations on how to preserve the history of an exhibition in a way that would benefit future researchers, designers, and curators. 

			It is also important to highlight the fact that while the term curation covers a vast amount of knowledge, from acquiring and cataloguing to research to exhibition design amongst other aspects, in this manual it refers specifically to research and exhibition planning, while the exhibition design aspect does expand to cover all relevant aspects of the discipline within the context of interactive new media art exhibitions. Furthermore, while the manual has a Memory section it is important to emphasize two things. Firstly, the manual doesn’t concern itself with the conservation of objects but rather with an exhibition of memory, and secondly, while there is a wealth of information on conservation for non-linear media, the manual does not address this field directly but rather provides a list of resources as a springboard for those interested in such concerns.

			4.	Methodology

			The methodology developed for creating the manual was designed in a way that could first, determine if the manual was something the field required, second, find prior examples of manuals in the field and identify gaps in knowledge, and third, as acquiring objective knowledge from the creative practices of curators and designers in a variety of institutions is not possible, develop a method for deriving knowledge from their experiences.  

			The resulting methodology utilized the following qualitative methods: interviews, oral stories, and international case studies to identify potential teachings that could be generalized for use in a manual. These were then tested by comparing them to exhibitions in the United Kingdom, the United States, and Mexico to determine their validity in real-world applications. The resulting lessons and knowledge were then compared with the author’s knowledge in the fields of curation and exhibition design.

			5.	Practice-based research

			During the research steps of this project, it became apparent that curators in particular are hesitant to share their findings and opinions while speaking on record (G. Cepeda 2020b, 95). Gray and Malins tell us “creative practitioners tend to treat their know-how as either a trade secret or as not important enough to document”; during the course of this research, it became evident the latter conclusion may be more accurate, although there also exists a feeling that curation is so unique and individual that no recommendation would ever be suitable. One last factor was speaking on record, meaning interviewees would be hesitant to offer a recommendation or opinion in an official manner (Gray & Malins 2004, 22). 

			Curiously enough, often after the interviews and during more casual moments such as lunch or during idle chat, practitioners proved more candid and open to sharing their thoughts. For this reason, oral stories became a very important aspect of this work.  

			As was mentioned in the methodology introduction, creative practices are not objective and depend on the context and experiences of the practitioner as well as the context of the space. A modified version of Gray’s and Malin’s reflective practice methodology was developed to create intersubjective learnings that were general enough to be suitable to a variety of contexts (G. Cepeda 2020b, 12-15). The methodology presented in Visualizing Research is meant to be used by artists and other creatives themselves to reflect on their own practice and find, if not subjective data to report as research in order to give legitimacy to their claims, at least intersubjective data that may be validated through its constant occurrence in practice over time (Gray & Malins 2004, 22-24). For the manual, I became a form of facilitator in this process of self-reflection and collecting the knowledge generated in this way. This facilitation comes through my own personal experience as a designer, curator, and exhibition designer, which gives me the ability to filter out faulty assumptions to a certain degree and make editorial choices regarding the discoveries made through the research process. 

			After repeating this process several times with different practitioners, I was able to identify the common threads which, by virtue of recurrence between different practitioners, were candidates for consideration as intersubjective data that could be applied in a wider context. To further validate this information, it was double-checked with other practitioners, now as a general question, and through observation in a practical context, namely exhibitions and memories of past exhibitions, with the hopes of furthering the validity of the manual’s claims. If any of these recommendations could not be supported by practical data, it was rejected, and further analysis was done to identify other intersubjective data that may have led to its recurrence between practitioners. After this third step, it could be safely rejected as a persistent malpractice (bad habit) or reinterpreted in a way that was validated in practice.

			6.	Literature 

			The literature used to support this research included established new media texts, such as Rethinking Curation, Digital Art, and Aesthetics of Interaction in Digital Art, as well as blogs and journal articles by experts in the field, such as Steve Dietz, Jon Ippolito, Sarah Cook, and Annet Dekker, to name but a few (Graham & Cook 2010; Paul 2015b; Kwastek 2013). However, in the specific field of new media, there exists a lack of practical recommendations when it comes to installation and the practical consequences of a work being interactive. For this reason, literature research was expanded to include sources in the wider field of museum studies and exhibition design. A few books were of particular use for this very reason, including Dinosaurs and Dioramas, Exhibition Design Second Edition, and Exhibition Design (Chicone & Kissel 2013; Hughes 2015; Dernie 2006). These books cover aspects of interactivity that can be easily translated into new media art if one bears in mind the special treatment that artworks merit over educational kiosks and commercial products. Such considerations include the fact some works cannot be duplicated, the works were meant to be ephemeral, or that not all artworks are meant to be easily accessible and that those difficulties may, in fact, be the entire purpose of the work, or the tendency of cultural institutions to deactivate works in the name of conservation concerns.  

			Finally, case studies published by curators such as Helen Stuckey’s Play on Display and Beryl Graham’s Serious Games were used as mentioned above as means to verify the findings made in this research (Stuckey 2010; Graham 2008).

			7.	Case Studies 

			To gather more information on curation and exhibition in the real world, two case studies were carried out. The first study was done at the Laboratorio Arte Alameda (LAA) located in Mexico City: possibly the only space dedicated solely to new media art, where the exhibition Circuito Alameda (2018), a monographic exhibition of Brazilian artist Gilbertto Prado and curated by Argentinian curator Jorge La Ferla, was being installed at the time of the study. A second case study took place at FACT (Foundation for Art and Creative Technology), where the exhibition REAL WORK (2018) was underway and the initial planning of you feel me_ (2019) by curator Helen Starr was taking place. These two institutions were chosen because they are focused on new media art and as such their methods have been developed specifically for working with new media art.  

			An important factor in choosing Laboratorio Arte Alameda was its documentation centre, the Centro de Documentación Príamo Lozada (Príamo Lozada Documentation Center), and its existence outside of the Anglocentric institutions, which allowed me to witness and document the difference in approach between Mexico and the United Kingdom. FACT, on the other hand, was chosen due to its international recognition, the existence of a prior relationship with the institution on my part and the fact that it offers an interesting contrast to LAA with a lack of a dedicated archive for exhibitions. In terms of differences, archival and conservation were where these institutions diverged the most, with Mexican academics and institutions being more flexible and amenable to reinterpretation and proxy objects than their British counterparts. Furthermore, their use of case-by-case impromptu solutions is both an advantage and a challenge, as methods are not always followed and changes not documented. In a way, this means exhibitions can be installed faster and with less red tape, though this can result in damage to persons, spaces, and objects. 

			These case studies, both undertaken in-situ, provided a way of corroborating collected knowledge found in literature as well acquiring applied knowledge that was currently deployed in the field. After an initial contact in which the limits and requirements of this study were delineated and visits to the institutions agreed upon, visits and interviews were arranged with curators, educators, and other relevant staff. Then, the current exhibitions were inspected and further enquiries were made. Observations made and the answers provided by the staff of both institutions were then compared with equivalent knowledge acquired through literature review. From this comparison, it was possible to derive intersubjective data that had been field tested and as such was suitable for inclusion in the manual. It is worth mentioning that approaches to curation, conservation and exhibition were noticed between western academia and institutions and the Mexican academics and museums visited. Most notably, Mexican institutions function in a more ad hoc manner, adapting methods to situations as necessary. One such example includes the liberty with which the archival wing of Laboratorio Arte Alameda adopts archival methods and rotates them as necessary.

			A more detailed explanation of the results of these case studies and their implementation in the manual are explored in greater depth in the accompanying thesis (G.Cepeda 2020b).

			8.	Output 

			The main output of this research is the website http://inmamanual.wordpress.com, a living creative commons document that can be actively updated to address changes in technologies and remain up-to-date, unlike many of its predecessors that have, over time, become obsolete. This manual is free of charge to distribute and reproduce, but modifications must be submitted to the author for analysis and validation prior to being implemented. The submission process consists of utilizing the platform’s comment feature or via the author’s email. Any contributions will be properly credited and, if approved, integrated into the manual. By allowing submissions to this document, the author hopes that the manual can continue to evolve and support emerging technologies as well as future changes to the technologies present in the manual at the time of publication. The decision to make the manual a creative commons document was made to allow wider distribution and accessibility, again offsetting the limitations of printed manuals and facilitate its use in education settings as well as cultural institutions without the traditional fair use limits imposed on sharing books and documents within an educational setting (e.g., may only reproduce one chapter or 10% of a work for lectures and lessons). 

			The manual itself is divided into three sections: Curation, Exhibition Design and Memory Making. Each section is further divided into subsections. This was meant to facilitate reading of the manual in a modular manner, liberating the reader from the need to read the entire manual sequentially. In fact, this modularity is meant to allow for referencing of only the sections the reader requires, without depending on prior sections for context. To facilitate this process, the entire manual is hyperlinked by chapters and subsections to allow for faster navigation within the text, and this was considered a priority in its design.

			 The three main chapters were chosen under the rationale that curation would engage with the theoretical aspects of new media art. Exhibition design, on the other hand, engaged with the more practical aspects of curation, and was subdivided by following the three behaviours of new media art as laid out by Steve Dietz (1999) in an effort to highlight what was most crucial to keep in mind when designing for specific art forms. Finally, Memory engaged with preserving the history of new media art exhibitions.

			9.	Curation 

			Curation begins this process by providing context for what is meant as interactive new media art and later heads into crucial concepts that make Interactive New Media Art different from other art media. These include Steve Dietz’s three behaviours that characterize new media art (Dietz 1999) and expand on them to better explain the behaviours to non-experts. I also expand on Dietz’ and Manovich’s definition of interactivity to taxonomize interaction on a scale that ranges from no human-centred interactivity to full interaction (G. Cepeda 2020b, 65-69). The manual also expands on Christiane Paul’s Neomateriality to recognize the physical forces that code can exert in the physical world as well as the physicality of certain artworks, thus countering claims that all new media art is either ethereal or abstract with no space requirements (Paul 2015a). 

			Derived from this, the subsection labelled 2.2.5 Location also expands on definitions of site specificity to include virtual sites as locations that, due to context or infrastructure, make certain works virtual-site-specific. Such sites include video game worlds, social media platforms and remote servers without which works would be deactivated. Other issues, such as shared ownership between multiple stakeholders and the audience, are also covered in the manual, as well as the challenges of conservation of works meant to be played with and how to separate interface from the artwork with the intention of facilitating the presentation of interactive works and circumvent conservation issues. Other basic concerns covered include time in artworks that may go on forever or require long interaction times, works that depend on time zones distinct to their current location to function, and works that may become activated outside of opening hours: all with the intention of facilitating the planning stages. Finally, the midsection of the curation chapter addresses two more aspects of new media art that affect the upcoming planning stages. Instability refers to new media art’s instability, which translates into works changing and multiplying, either through variations to fit new venues or spaces or through teams changing and by undergoing significant alterations in the way of versions (G. Cepeda 2020a, 36-42). The other aspect covered is reproducibility: specifically, the potential for certain artworks to be multiplied or duplicated for ease of access and enhanced interactivity particularly in networked works. 

			Once the particular aspects of new media have been discussed, the manual moves on to address labelling. This section is of note as it was developed in conjunction with Jon Ippolito and combines his research in Death by Wall Label and my own conclusions derived from case studies and interviews (Ippolito 2008). The resulting hybrid (digital/analogue) system allows an expanded group of stakeholders in the work to be accredited, including designers, programmers, musicians, and any other individual involved in a work. It also recognizes both the work and its parts as well as the specific form they take within an exhibition and generates a genealogy of the work and its versions and variations. All this data turns the label from a simple document into a full-fledged asset for documentation. 

			Marketing and tone are also discussed and alternatives to technological fetishism are presented, including how to engage with new media art beyond the novelty and the importance of being open with new media artists injecting their work into the branding and image of an institution and how to negotiate such interactions in order to retain institutional integrity while allowing the art to preserve its poetics. 

			The final section of the curation chapter is dedicated to the practical matters of planning, from determining bookings, interaction with complex pieces, resolving issues of compatibility and considering porting certain works that may no longer be compatible with current technology usability and concludes with a suggested workflow that may be adapted and modified to suit any institutional methodologies.

			10.	Exhibition Design 

			This section, the largest of the three, deals with issues of exhibition design, starting with the importance of collaboration between curatorial and design teams as well as other departments. This is important for new media art as its interdisciplinary nature guarantees that different teams in an institution will have experience and knowledge curatorial teams alone may not have, thus ensuring a richer experience for the audience. This knowledge may be practical or theoretical, such as understanding the limitations of certain computer systems or identifying aspects of the artwork that may be missed by someone not trained in a certain discipline, for example software development. The manual then rescues conversations started in the curation section, such as time and space, but from the perspective of exhibition design and how such concepts limit and expand creative possibilities.  

			The next section deals with more practical matters of installation, such as hanging, maintenance during the exhibition, power, light and environment control, and media rights, before moving on to specific recommendations for distinct types of new media, such as net art, live streaming, VR, Video Games, AI, and Robotics, amongst others. These recommendations, drawn from the intersubjective data derived from case studies, interviews and direct observation, are not meant to be the final word on how to curate and exhibit specific new media art, but rather to present methods and suggestions that have been proven to work and which may then be adapted by the reader to their needs. The section ends with a discussion on kiosks, their design, accessibility, and their potential not only as displays of the works but as facilitators for interaction. It also presents lessons learned from various types of institutions on how to make these kiosks durable and efficient.

			11.	Memory 

			The last section of the manual, Memory, addresses two concerns in memory making. Firstly, preserving exhibition histories through thorough documentation and secondly, beginning a process of documentation for artworks which can then be extended through an institution’s regular channels for documentation and preservation. The manual encourages this process of memory making as, during the research phase, it became evident that few new media exhibitions are thoroughly documented and for those that are, in most cases, photographs of the space and the hanging, floor plans, and literature on the exhibition are all that is preserved (G. Cepeda 2020b, 85). While this is suitable for more static and traditional exhibitions, in the case of new media art it is necessary to track much more, including modifications done to the works to suit them to a space, preserve evidence of specific variations, such as the work being presented as a VR experience instead of as a web browser 3D space as was the case for Gilbertto Prado’s Desertesejo (2000; 2014; 2018), a work that could not have been recreated after the original assets were lost if not for the thorough documentation kept from previous exhibitions as well as the artist’s own notes (Prado & Cuzziol 2019, 329-252). 

			Following that example, the manual presents a variation of the Variable Media Questionnaire and the Laboratorio Arte Alameda’s own analogue documentation method to create a hybrid archive that preserves both digital and analogue memory, including design notes, work modifications, stakeholders, hardware utilized, sketches, known issues, exhibition walkthroughs, and public interactions and impressions (Ippolito 2004; G. Cepeda 2020a, 47-48). While a variety of sources were considered, including but not limited to Rhizome’s Conifer and Artbase’s, Re-Collection (Rinehart & Ippolito 2014), and other sources better described in the accompanying thesis (G. Cepeda 2020b), the Variable Media Questionnaire was chosen as its structure made it ideal for the creation of exhibition memory in both digital and physical archives. Furthermore, direct access to Jon Ippolito meant that developing the manuals archival suggestions could be directly proofed by someone directly involved in the project, rather than depending on the author’s interpretation of the texts involved. The manual, across the Exhibition Design and Memory chapters, does not expect or suggest all steps be taken, instead emphasizing a case-by-case approach that takes into consideration budget and cultural, historic and geographical contexts that may have relevance to anyone implementing it. The manual also presents a method for documenting artworks themselves, including the artists’ intentions for the work, reasoning behind modifications, interviews with the artist and other creators involved, other stakeholders in the process as well as who can provide technical support on the works, related media that is not a part of the work but related to it, its environment, interactions, and other literature related to the work. 

			Finally, the manual makes recommendations for the actual storage of said data, including constant monitoring of digital data, migration to new formats as older formats become obsolete, and the creation of physical copies. In this way, it is possible for future researchers to have a more thorough survey of prior exhibitions and the works contained within. This in turn could increase the visibility of new media art within the fields of art history and curation and thus create a positive feedback loop, making the art form more popular in institutions that currently, despite engaging in contemporary art, avoid new media due to its lack of visibility. While the manual’s scope does not cover preservation, as this practice is intertwined with the practices of curation and exhibition design, it was necessary to provide further resources that addressed concerns of conservation in new media art.

			Conclusion 

			The Manual for The Curation and Display of Interactive New Media art required a thorough survey of current curatorial practice, specifically in the field of interactive new media art, which has historically been underrepresented in literature. This multidisciplinary survey was combined with interviews and oral stories collected and then cross-referenced with two case studies: one conducted at the Laboratorio Arte Alameda in Mexico and the other at FACT in the United Kingdom. This then provided the necessary information that, when combined with the author’s own personal experience, allowed for the creation of a manual that provides the combined knowledge of curators and designers from around the world and through Gray’s and Malin’s methodology is given credibility and intersubjective validity (Gray & Malins 2004). 

			Furthermore, the manual also contributes to curatorial knowledge by expanding the taxonomies of space to include virtual-site-specificity, time in relationship to interaction and its effects on curation, reproducibility of artworks for the purpose of display, and memory making methods to preserve exhibitions and artworks for future reference and restoration purposes.  

			Areas for future research for this manual include expanding it to include all forms of new media art, continuing research on the subjects covered in the manual, and amending and expanding the text as technology changes. This will ensure the document’s continued relevance. Finally, the manual can and has been used as the foundations for workshops, publications, and other pedagogical materials. Such engagements have resulted in the wider distribution of the manual in areas such as video game curation, consultation engagements and collaborations with institutions such as Parsons School of Design, Game Arts International Network, Ville Albertine and the Ammerman Center for Arts and Technology.

			Ultimately, the manual’s purpose is to function as a resource for academics, curators and artists interested in curating and design exhibitions and to create an enduring memory of said exhibitions in order to increase the reach of interactive new media art, not only in the artworld but also in the wider public sphere.
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