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Curating the Immaterial: A Comparative Study of
Two Institutional History Exhibitions

Wan-Chen Chang*

Abstract

The term “the immaterial” has different emphases in museology and curation. In museo-
logical research, it implies material considerations that transcend objects, departing from the
traditional actions and functions of museums to instead reflect on issues concerning virtual
museums. This point can be further combined with heritage research to discuss “new heri-
tage.” In research on curation, exhibitions are often discussed in the context of displays of new
media art. However, exhibitions of the immaterial do not in essence equate to the concerns of
new media art. No matter if museological or curatorial research, the common implication of
concepts of the immaterial is the underlying spirit of institutional critique.

Two special exhibitions held at the Taipei National University of the Arts (Becoming
TNUA: Entering Our History) in Taiwan and Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle (Evolu-
tions d’une Galerie) in France served as case studies, to discuss techniques for exhibiting docu-
ment types and expanding participation mechanisms. The aim of this article was to first review
the relevant literature and carry out exhibition analyses to explore concepts of the immaterial,
curating mechanisms and exhibition techniques, to reflect on curatorial activities. A particular
issue is how preserved source material that transcends the characteristic of materiality should
be viewed, and how the relationship between its possible vehicles for expression and museum
operations should be analyzed. Here, “museum operations” refers to techniques for exhib-
iting and approaches to presenting space. Next, adopting the perspective of lieux de mémoire
(places of memory), the connection between source materials and concepts that enable the
presentation of lieux de mémoire is analyzed, to explain their immateriality. Finally, how audi-
ence reception and participatory roles are considered within the curating processes and types

of displays associated with exhibits of the immaterial are explored.

Keywords: Immaterial, Exhibition Curating, Lieux de Mémoire, Taipei National University

of the Arts, Muséum national d’Histoire naturelle (France)
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