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The Digital Exhibition - Considered in the Long Term
ARTICLES Susan Hazan

Digital exhibitions therefore must be considered with respect to scale and screen-aesthetic, but
most importantly in terms of their auratic quality. Only then can we ascertain whether the tra-
ditional museum qualities still resonate in their digital footprint. Otherwise, the loss of aura in
a digital exhibition becomes so critical that it causes an irretrievable loss of its potency, depleting
theart so thatit no longer acts as a beacon distilling a sense of anthenticity and truth.

In the palm of your hand

Digital exhibitions in their non-physical or intangible forms appear on your screen from a mu-
seum website, a cultural portal, or in a tiny application held in the palm of the hand. These objects
have clearly lost all sense of scale, appearing as a tiny resonance of their original selves on your
screen. Yet they still command a presence that demands that we look at them, look into them, and
beyond, straight through to where we imagine their original selves. This is because we are
confident that we sense that somewhere, beyond the screen we know, there is a physical presence
of the objects, and, even if we are not experiencing them in their materiality, we do discern that
they do exist—somewhere. This is the natute of telepresence that we are so familiar with, whether
from cinema, the TV, or the Internet. The screen, whether small or not so small, extends — with
little resistance — straight into our comfort zone to mediate the wotld in which we choose to travel
in high-dynamic-range (HDRI), yet as an oh-so-tiny-image (OSTI).

Let’s consider what is happening in contemporary artistic practice. It is interesting to read in the
Reuters’ report on last year’s Turner prize that “...artists who work with film, video, recorded sound and
Dphotographs took all four slots on the shortlist announced on Wednesday for the 2014 Turner Prige, one of the
annual high points of the British art calendar”. All works — it is worth observing — were processed
digitally and presented to the audiences on screens of varying dimensions. Digital exhibitions are
very much a part of our daily lives, and whether we sense them as real or virtual we are very much
athome with them.

Pierre Lévy' takes exception to the ideas of real and virtual as dialectical counterparts, and argues
that “virtualization, or the transition to a problematic, in no way implies a disappearance in illusion or
dematerialization. Rather it showld be understood as a form of ‘desubstantiation’ [...] the body as flame, the text as
Slux” (Lévy 1998: 169). To avoid locating real and virtual in such a dichotomy, he likens this
desubstantiation to the Moebius effect, “which organizes the endless loop of the interior and exterior— the
sharing of private elements, and the subjective integration of public items” (ibid.: 169). I will argue that the
integration of the material and dematerialised, the tangible and intangible, causes new forms of
museum hybridism that are continuously modifying museum practice. When bringing practices
that have traditionally revolved around the tangible object together with the emerging methods
of collecting and displaying art that refuses to remain fixed within its four walls, in the way that the
2014 Turner Prize exemplifies, it becomes clear that the museum essentially functions in an
endless [Moebius] loop of interior and exterior presence. Digital exhibitions reside both within
and beyond the gallery, yet are connected to, and located in, the global networks of museums and
galleries, and cultural centres that circulate with the very same ideology of authority and
scholarship that seamlessly integrate all these processes into the fully articulated museum
network that resides in the greater digital ecosystem.
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Referting to The New Renaissance, Report of the Comité des Sages:

For centuries, libraries, archives, and museums from across Europe have been the custodians of
our rich and diverse cultural heritage. They have preserved and provided access to the lestimonies
of knowledge, beanty, and imagination, such as sculptures, paintings, music, and literature. The
new information technologies have created unbelievable opportunities to matke this common heri-
tage more accessible for all. Culture is following the digital path and "memory institutions" are
adapting the way in which they communicate with their public (New Renaissance Report,
P4).

This realistic approach is a call to publically funded institutions in a bid to draw on their
institutional knowledge and seek new kinds of partnerships with players from the private sector
to develop Europe’s cultural heritage over digital platforms. This has many benefits for society,
both for individual users who will be able to interact with their own cultural heritage in novel
ways, and for the use and re-use of rich content as important building blocks of the digital
economy.

The curated digital exhibition

One of the ways to author a digital collection is by re-embedding atomized, cultural objects and
re-contextualizing them in a curated environment — as an exhibition. The physical museum
organizes the narratives into thematic order through a scholatly interpretation of the physical
objects, and as these narratives develop, the taxonomic ordering of knowledge similarly emerges
in the digital. The Virtual Museum often follows the same logic, except that instead of the
material object in the gallery, the digital image takes the place of the physical object while re-
enacting the same conceptual scenario. This does help explain how the same terms are invoked
when describing the Virtual Museum — the gallery, the exhibition, and the online visitor, all terms
resonating with the idea of a physical museum, serve to sign what is familiar to us.

As with a physical exhibition, a digital exhibition can be designed around specific objects (as in an
art museum, or a natural history museum), or can consist of exhibitions created around specific
concepts using found or manufactured content (as with exhibitions in science museums).
Moreover, a virtual museum can refer to the mobile or Internet versions of traditional museums
(e.g. displaying digital representations of its collections or exhibits) or can be born digital content
such as net art, virtual reality, and digital art. Often, although considered in conjunction with
other cultural institutions, a museum by definition is essentially separate from its sister
institutions such as a library or an archive in that the end product is almost always an object or
series of objects or art works. Virtual museums reproduce the very same narratives and are
usually, but not exclusively, delivered electronically when they are denoted as online museums,
hypermuseums, digital museums, cybermuseums, or web museums.

At the same time, physical displays may deploy a new media application or digital objects to
augment the exhibition, often representing a key item in the narrative when the original object is
unavailable.
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they will be experienced once their physical provenance has become separated not only by space
and technology, but also time. We can but ponder - and hope - that we will be left with more than
a mere shadow or echo of the original after all our dedication and effort. On the other hand, if
high resolution, high fidelity, and institutional integrity are sustained, the results could possibly be
exemplary.

We don’t have any crystal ball promises here. We can only do our best— only time will tell.
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