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Beyond the ‘Code’: Taste, Performance and Decision-Making among Curators of Contemporary Art
The PhD dissertation project, Beyond the 'Code', provides an account of the tacit and practical bases of curatorial decision making in two 'elite' European centers for contemporary art (London's Institute of Contemporary Art and ARC/Musée D’Art Moderne in Paris), drawing on 23 guided interviews with other curatorial professionals.  Using video in the exhibition installation and video-elicitation interviews, I consider exhibition installation as a process that configures both curators and audience in ways that are consequential for the degree and form of public inclusion in exhibition settings. This work uses a case study in the sociology of art to think more broadly about aesthetic materials as mediators, drawing on work in action theory, the sociology of education and the sociology of technology. By developing a grounded theory of aesthetic materials as active (actants in the Actor Network Sense), that is, in reflexive relation to more explicitly cognitive and verbal representations, interpretations, evaluations and accounts, I demonstrate how aesthetic materials and the tacit material practices through which they are configured can be seen to anchor action, and partake simultaneously in boundary creation/transformation. In documenting these processes as they take shape in real time and in relation to material objects, the body and the built environment, this work aims to contribute to the on-going developments and debates that centre around the creation of a 'strong' cultural sociology and to extend core sociological thinking on the social structures and bases of action.

Re-evaluating the classic work of Pierre Bourdieu, this project explores the underlying processes through which artistic distinctions and hierarchies are naturalised. How do unacknowledged criteria, notably ‘personal taste,’ play a role in the passing of judgment and aesthetic decision-making? Through ethnographic fieldwork with curators of contemporary art in the United Kingdom and France, I explore the aesthetic, embodied dimension of creative action, investigating how the work of artistic institutions may unknowingly facilitate categories of social exclusion.  An investigation into the construction of artistic appreciation will advance the sociological understanding of the causes of insular taste cultures, the creation and maintenance of symbolic boundaries and the factors implicated in the formation of cultural taste. By highlighting the tacit bases of artistic judgment, this work aims to facilitate social inclusion through government policies and practices, as well as to provide a grounding for an 'area of translation' between popular and 'art world' discourses.

