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The times of the curator 

James Gifford 

My title tropes the title of a conference where this chapter began its life: Tue 
Task of the Curator'. 1 In what follows I evoke two senses of temporality: 
first Tue Times': as in the historical moment or context, 'the life and times 
of x', and second 'Times' plural: a sense of the curator's task as enmeshed in 
multiple, overlapping. sometimes conflicting times. 

My primary concern is the discrepant temporalities (sometimes I 
want to say 'histories', or even 'futures') that are integral to the task of the 
curator today. I liked the conference title because of its invocation of Walter 
Benjamin and the problematic of translation, which in his famous essay 
Tue Task of the Translator' is fundamentally a temporal and open-ended 
process. For Benjamin, of course, the discordant times of the past would be 
activated and 'made new' by a critical-materialist form of historicising that 
could challenge and open up closed narratives, the inevitable realisms of the 
victors.2 

I believe that what is going on currently in museums has the poten
tial to make this kind of critical intervention. For the museum is an 
inventive, globally and locally translated form, no longer anchored to its 
modem origins in Europe. Contemporary curatorial work, in the exces
sive times of decolonisation and globalisation, by engaging with discrepant 
temporalities - not resisting. or homogenising, their inescapable friction -
has the potential to open up conu11onsense, 'given' histories. It does so

under serious constraints - a push and pull of material forces and ideologi
cal legacies it cannot evade. 

Museum curating in nineteenth-century Europe was inseparable from 
the gathering, valuing and preservation of heritage - art and culture - in 
the context of bourgeois, national projects. Museums, as they became estab
lished, were purveyors of normative models of citizenship, taste, education 
and progress, as is detailed in the well-known work of scholars like Carol 
Duncan, Tony Bennett and others.3 In the nineteenth century, the times of 
the

1

curator were normatively lined up in a singular, developmental History. 
But it is important to recognise that this history was less and less anchored 
by the teleologies of either Christian salvation or Enlightenment reason. 
What might be called Danvin.ian time - developmental, materially adaptive 
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