Looking at ourselves where we are not:
Reflective co-speculation in the digital museum

Jessica Renfro

In his 1967 lecture, Michel Foucault described a classification of ‘other space’ which
he coined a heterotopia; a distinct space that reflects society by presenting it in an
arrangement that might invert, challenge, or even overturn the thing it reflects. His
primary example is the mirror:
In it, I see myself where I am not, in an unreal space that opens up potentially beyond its
surface; there I am down there where I am not, a sort of shadow that makes my appearance
visible to myself, allowing me to look at myself where I do not exist. (1967, p. 27)

A mirror also serves as an apt metaphor for the museum. When one gazes into it,
one sees the past, albeit so closely in time that it appears indistinguishable from the

present. We cannot change the past in the mirror; the reflection will dutifully mimic the
one standing before it. If it were possible to assume the perspective of the reflection,
however, one could look at and act out the future; a fantastical situation to
contemplate, but one that is worthwhile to consider.
Collectively reflecting on the future takes on new urgency in a world faced with
mounting collective pressures like climate change. But declaring the museum a
heterotopia leaves the question of what, exactly, the museum-as-mirror has been
situated to reflect. In Radical Museology, Claire Bishop contends that "museums are a
collective expression of what we consider important in culture, and offer a space to
reflect and debate our values; without reflection, there can be no considered
movement forwards" (2013, p.61). One could argue that a reflection of culture in 2021
could no longer ignore the seismic shifts that the digital turn has had on individuals
and societies, "changing the ways that we act, perceive, feel, think, and live together"
(Han, 2017, p.xi).
In this essay, I will explore the ways in which this paradigm shift changes the role
of the museum itself by examining its approach to the evolving relationship between
human memory and digital storage, and the curatorial importance of distinguishing
between narratives of distance and space in digital interaction. I will punctuate these
contemplations with a concept for a curation experiment entitled Children of Us All,
which I developed as part of a residency, “Memory and memoricide of the land:
reimagining alternative models of museum”. My background as a practice-based
artistic researcher drives me to constantly investigate how theoretical discussion can be
translated into concrete design. And while I am unable at this moment to implement
this concept in a physical space, I invite the reader to imagine their own experience in

such a museum, and whether the participatory mechanisms proposed could address
my desire to cultivate a public space of reflective co-speculation.
How will children born after 2040 remember ‘us’ as they live out their lives on a
hotter, less hospitable planet? What will they exhibit in their museums to document
an age when the power to avert catastrophic events laid in the collective hands of a
world divided? 'Children of us all' is a curatorial concept that would harness
collective thought by asking museum-goers to reflect on the future of childhood.
Exhibited works would address topics like decolonization of education and play,
digitization, nostalgia, and coming of age in a series of rooms linked by projectormapped corridors. Visitors would download an app upon entering the exhibition
with which they could respond to reflective prompts through text messages…

Reflecting the eternal machine

One of the emerging questions of our digital existence is whether lived
experiences reside solely within bodies. The deluge of personal photos, paperwork,
and emails that accompany the everyday interactions of 21st century life treat the brain
as a mere pass-through of information, and impose a reliance on computerized
storage. Does storage—a detached artefact of lived experience—accurately reflect the
individual attached to it, and what role does it play in that person’s unique translation
of their own life events?
Easy and cheap access to digital storage raises many questions about the value
of both remembering and forgetting, since both are, in a sense, now under the control
of the individual. It is comforting, in a way, to upload pictures to the cloud, because
they are safe from the unreliability of a brain’s capacity for storing memories. But as
Shah (2021, p.57) points out, the resulting authority of digital storage to challenge the
‘truth’ of someone’s experiences instigates an awkward internal negotiation about who

a person is in relation to their data. Are they the sum of this data, what they have
distilled from it, or perhaps what they have chosen to make visible to others?
Shah points out the value of indeterminacy in shaping a subjectivity that reflects
multitudes and extends beyond distinct classifications. Schönberger asserts this is also
an attribute of forgetting:
…forgetting…permits us to generalize and abstract from individual experiences. It enables
us to accept that humans, like all life, change over time. It thus anchors us to the present,
rather than keeping us tethered to an ever more irrelevant past” (Schönberger, 2011,
p.115).

In contrast to an untethered present, Shah refers to storage as ‘the long now’ that
stretches our uploaded moments “beyond human eternities” (2021, p.84). And the
aggregated content of these eternal folders is by no means an accurate reflection of
individuals or society. ‘Paris Syndrome’ is a psychological phenomenon which affects
tourists when they realize the disparity between their idealized image of the city and its
reality. As a defense mechanism, the tourists take as many photos depicting the beauty
of Paris as possible, in order to “banish the terrifying real by means of images” (Han,
2017, p. 28).
This behavior is also familiar in the way that unflattering selfies, rejection letters,
and spam emails are deleted from personal storage. The owner of the account
determines what is displayed, uploaded, or deleted; a form of curation that tends to
rate aesthetically pleasant memories far more worthy of posterity than unpleasant ones.
So, despite the more-than-human nature of data storage, it is important that digital
subjects learn to recognize the ‘fakeness’ of the curated environments in which they

surround themselves, and begin to ask what might constitute a valuable ‘realness’ for
future generations seeking to understand their world.
In the museum context, this indicates a societal need for curatorial literacy;
particularly on the long-term personal and societal effects of making visible only that
which is beautiful, pleasing, or engaging. The process of curation also points to how
some data is obscured in order to mold a narrative or to ward off the overstimulation of
information overload. In Children of Us All, I have proposed digital meta-curation as a
method to explore curatorial literacy by allowing visitors to both shape and deconstruct
the exhibition “in order to understand the manifold ways in which curation shapes
artworks and meaning” (Egger, 2020, p.3.20). This method also embraces the
unpredictable and chaotic nature of decentralization, recognizing its potential to
discover new forms of knowledge (p.3.22).
Children of us all amplifies uncensored participation as part of a visitor’s experience
by making their words part of the exhibition. Furthermore, as the visitor progresses,
she begins to question how her digital presence has changed that experience for
others.
A museum visitor scans a QR code as she leaves the room. A text message appears
on her phone:
‘What advice would you give your childhood self if they were standing next to you
right now?’
Reflecting on both the art she has just viewed about childhood and the memories
that pop into her mind, she types her reply and hits send. As she enters the
corridor, she sees her text projected onto the wall alongside the advice and
wisdom of many faceless others. She pauses to read and reflect on the similarities
and differences evidenced there before she moves on to the next part of the
exhibition.

Traversing space without distance

The claim that the digital turn “will change art and its function” (Bast, 2018,
p.11) is a source of both celebration and controversy. On one hand, museums see the
great potential of using digital interactive processes as a way to situate art in the
context of their visitors’ lives. This serves to democratize the museum and repudiates
the assumption “that it is possible to stand…‘outside’ of society and somehow reflect it
from there” (Eliasson, 2003, p.138). In other words, the interactive potential of digital
museum curation can lend contextual richness to the artwork exhibited, and lessen the
distance between the artist and museum visitors.
Byung-Chul Han (2017), on the other hand, laments the loss of social and mental
distance brought on by digital technology, claiming it is a medium of affect rather than
a reflective tool. Han proposes distance as a necessary condition to maintain mutual
respect, and claims that without it, digital users run amok creating ‘shitstorms’ of their
outrage. This brand of anonymous, frictionless interaction reinforces divisions and
removes any barrier to acting uncivilly. It is a bleak view of humanity’s prospects of
collaborating peacefully in a digital world, and it is affirmed by reading many of the
comment sections on Twitter, Facebook, and Youtube, which are rife with trolling and
outrage.
It is important, however, to define more precisely the word ‘distance’ as used by
Eliasson to describe dissociation and decontextualization and Han’s concept of
‘distance’, which creates respect and quiet reflection. Perhaps the latter could be more
accurately characterized as ‘space’. ‘Distance’ alienates while ‘space’ cultivates
reflection. With this distinction in mind, a museum could connect and interact with

visitors through digital means while still leaving ‘space’ for visitors’ unique perspectives
and interpretations. This could amplify a chorus of voices connecting to art through
lived experience, but might blur the lines of a clean curatorial narrative.
Curatorial choices like this bring to light the extreme variability of digital
communication, and how it can be shaped by the values of a platform’s creators. For
example, social media communication is extensively mediated through mechanics like
personalized advertisements, reaction buttons, post visibility, etc. These companies are
profit-driven, and pursue their goals through protracted user engagement. This
provokes a very targeted quality of participation; one that relies on counting ‘likes’
rather than reflecting on more abstract associations. All digital environments are largely
defined through a rule-based architecture, which governs the choices available to
users. These choices reflect a “particular understanding of the world” (Flanagan and
Nissenbaum, 2014, p. 3) held by their designers. This means a system designed with
Han’s ‘distance’ (space) in mind would offer different communicative mechanisms than
one guided by Eliasson’s ‘distance’ (decontextualization). These mechanisms must be
as conscientiously curated as the artwork itself.
Museum-goers will inevitably maintain their own interpretive ‘distance’, even
while interacting. Jacques Ranciére (2021) writes of apart-togetherness that recognizes
the equality of intelligence between spectator and artist. As emancipated spectators,
participants maintain the authority to create their own unique translations of a work of
art, but by doing so join a collective of others engaging in the same task, and this blurs
the boundaries between individual and collective.
As the last room of the exhibition is explored, the museum visitor encounters an
unexpected sight. On the wall is an open computer terminal, freely accessible to
anyone passing by. Upon closer scrutiny, she realizes that all the previous visitors’

responses to the reflective questions are displayed on the screen. She uses the
mouse to highlight one, curious to discover the purpose of this display. A pop up
appears:
‘Would you like to permanently delete this entry?’
She is then given the same option for every text in the exhibition.

Conclusion: A mirror the size of the world

Seeing ourselves reflected in a place where we are not is an invaluable tool for
public discourse. Reflections give us greater visibility into how we fit into our
environments by showing us our bodies—and our digital presences—at a critical
distance. In this way, museum heterotopias, which situate themselves locally while
taking a broad view, can also give the public insight into the nature of their connection
to each other. This remarkable ability, however, assumes that the mirror is angled to
reflect the ones in front of it. Positioning the glass is the role of the curator.
I have chosen to explore the role of curation and meta-curation in the climate
crisis for several reasons. The first is to seek a collective response to climate change
that does not require a singular ‘truth’ in a digital world. As Shah points out:
…if the computer is the measure of our truths and the keeper of our information, then the
human truths will always oscillate in and out of fakeness, as different evidences, histories,
and data sets come to endorse, verify, and adjudge them” (2021, p.75).

Furthermore, an emancipated ‘truth’ will be translated differently by each individual.
This should not threaten collective action because a collective is formed through
connections established through shared experience, not through the adoption of
identical world views. The museum can cultivate these shared experiences without

pushing a top-down curatorial narrative that presupposes an inequality of intelligence
between artist and spectator.
The second reason to highlight meta-curation is to develop an awareness that
‘distance’ acts as an anesthetic in many images depicting climate change. The polar
bear on the drifting ice. The cracked desert sand. The techno-utopia of the future.
Even a beautiful image displayed in an unconnected way disempowers the public by
forwarding a narrative curated to provoke a purely aesthetic response. A heterotopic
curation would seek ways to connect these images to the society it reflects.
The third reason I advocate for curatorial literacy in the museum is a recognition
of the importance of forgetting in an age of digital permanence, particularly
information that stagnates connections and discourse. It is a 21st century cultural
institution’s responsibility to distinguish how some narratives of the past give us
sightlines into the future and how some might keep us trapped in a pattern of isolation
or attack. As meta-curators, museum visitors must also bear some of this weight; no
longer passive consumers of information, but active participants exploring alternative
ways of being and viewing.
A heterotopian venue like the museum is an ideal place to collectively speculate
about societal issues like climate change because it challenges our capacity to see
ourselves where we are not. Extending this capacity through the use of digital
technologies is an exciting and challenging prospect, but is only possible if we develop
a more nuanced understanding of curation, and how it can help us navigate a
relationship with our digitally connected selves.

References

Bast, G., Carayannis, E. G., & Campbell, D. F. (Eds.). (2018). The future of museums. Switzerland:
Springer.
Bishop, C. (2013). Radical museology. London: Dan Perjovschi and Koenig Books.
Egger, B. (2020). Meta-curating: Online exhibitions questioning curatorial practices in the postdigital
age. International Journal for Digital Art History, (5), 3-18.
Eliasson, Olafur. (2003). ‘Museums are radical’, in The Weather Project (p. 138). London.
Flanagan, M., & Nissenbaum, H. (2014). Values at play in digital games. MIT Press.
Foucault, M. (2008). ‘Of other spaces’*(1967), in Heterotopia and the city (p. 25-42). Routledge.
Han, B. C. (2017). In the swarm: Digital prospects (Vol. 3). MIT Press.
Mayer-Schönberger, V. (2011). Delete: The virtue of forgetting in the digital age. Princeton University
Press.
Rancière, J. (2021). The emancipated spectator. Verso Books.
Shah, N. (2021). ‘Between memory and storage: Real approaches to fakeness’, in Really Fake (p. 52100). Univ. of Minnesota Press.

