When the Curator Devours the Artwork
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There was a time when the curator was an almost transparent figure, a silent librarian who
catalogued works and hung them on walls following a chronological or thematic order. Today, that
time is over. Curators have become directors, public intellectuals, sometimes actual stars of the art
system. But why did this happen? The answer lies in a major shift of gravity: art is no longer judged
only by what it is, but by the context in which it is presented. And whoever constructs, tells, and
holds that context together inevitably becomes the protagonist.

And then there is the narrative dimension. Exhibitions today function as visual essays, pathways
you move through rather than spaces you look at. The public does not observe passively; it reads a
story. And stories always need a recognizable narrator. In this, the curator has transformed into an
author. Furthermore, the artist is no longer a romantic island closed in their own studio.
Residencies, public calls, private foundations, international market: moving in this system requires
continuous mediation. The curator is often the node of that network, the point of contact between
creation, institution, and public. And whoever stands at the center of the network ends up becoming
central symbolically as well.

There is also another, deeper reason. Art has entered the public debate forcefully. Identity, climate
crisis, technology, power dynamics: contemporary art takes a stand, raises uncomfortable questions.
The curator, in this scenario, assumes the role of the intellectual who formulates those questions,
who constructs the conceptual frameworks within which to discuss them. They are no longer a
technician behind the scenes, but a voice that intervenes. And finally, there is cultural branding. In
the globalized art system, names matter as much as artworks. Some curators have become true
brands: if they sign an exhibition, you already know what kind of experience awaits you, what
language you will find, what worldview.

We live in the era of excess. Art is not lacking; time to understand it is. Exhibitions, fairs, biennials,
online galleries, Instagram: we are submerged in images and artistic objects. In this sea of stimuli,
the curator has become a smart filter, a compass. They are the ones who choose, connect, cut away
the superfluous. And whoever knows how to orient others in a labyrinth becomes, out of necessity,
visible. Today the artwork alone is often no longer enough. Many contemporary practices are
conceptual, immaterial, political. Without a theoretical framework to support them, they risk
appearing mute, incomprehensible. The curator provides that grammar, builds the bridge between
the artist’s intention and the public’s experience. They do not merely interpret: they give shape to
meaning.

But beware: there is a flip side. When the curator becomes more visible than the works they present,
art risks being transformed into a mere illustration of a curatorial thesis. The balance between
service and spotlight is subtle, and today it is the critical node of the system. The curator illuminates
art, that is certain. But the question remains: where does service end and ego begin?

The central problem is that in many cases curators have become more visible than the works
themselves, turning art into an illustration of predefined theses rather than an open and
unpredictable encounter.

This creates a power asymmetry: artists adapt their work to curatorial expectations to gain visibility,
losing creative freedom.



Curatorial language is often impenetrable, built to impress rather than clarify, making the curator an
indispensable mediator. Star-curators function like brands: exhibitions become signed events where
art is a vehicle for their visibility, not the end goal. The conclusion does not deny the importance of
curation, but criticizes when context devours content. Art needs someone to accompany it, not
someone to govern it.
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