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This conversation between artist Gala
Porras-Kim and conservator Soon Kai
Poh took place over Zoom on September
09, 2024 on the occasion of the exhibi-
tion Zhe motion of an alluvial record. The
transcript has been edited for clarity.

GALA PORRAS-KIM: Pd like us to think together
about how institutional constraints affect the pro-
duction of artworks. When | was thinking through
the show, the idea actually came from a visit | did
to this museum in Ponce, Puerto Rico. | learned
that their biggest expense was maintaining the
museum dry and climate controlled, because the
outside is hot and moist. As | visited other artists,
| thought about the way that they were producing
works in relation to their environment.
If the artists in town are responding to their
actual environment, how will those works exist in
institutions with a different internal climate? How
has the material conservation of works siloed
the production of works into a particular western
style production that doesn’t occur in a tropical
climate? What would a tropical practice look like—
one that couldn’t be represented in the galleries?
SOON KAI POH:  Today's western
or Euro-American requirements for
climate control in museums comes
from experience dealing with works
in Euro-American climates. You've
probably heard the sort of 70 Fahr-
enheit standard with a plus or mi-
nus five or ten, or seven, depend-
ing on the institution, and a relative
humidity—50% plus or minus five,
again, some in places ten. From
my understanding, it was arrived
at by considering the broad variety
of materials that are in collections
and, in as much as possible, finding
a sweet spot where most materials
will be preserved and co-exist for
the long term. There are actually, in
fact, studies into how to deal with
collections in hot and humid cli-
mates. Before this conversation, |
was looking at a reference by the
Getty Conservation Institute. It’s
a 450-plus page book from 2015
detailing their research into exact-
ly this question and obviously, as
you pointed out, the tendency is
that, institutions in these climates
have had to adhere to the western
standards of climate control. And it
is ridiculous in some ways because
that’s a lot of energy involved. To
take a very hot and humid climate
and then to cool and dry it down
indoors is quite extreme. | think
what you’re getting at is this no-
tion that there is an institutional
context  for controlling the envi-
ronments of works that are made
by artists.

GPK: | was thinking about works whose concep-

tual framework is contingent on the environment,

|

where it is not necessarily circumstantial, but it in-
forms the work. Of course many of the things are
produced in a hot climate but they can be realized
in any location. What | thought about was working
through this idea by making works that have to
be inside of this particular temperature because,
conceptually, they’re attached to a particular cli-
mate. Or because, formally, they have to be wet.
And that’s what this exhibition at Storefront at-
tempts to do.

It’s like making this work that is made out of
mud from the Yucatan. When we went earlier this
year as part of the Swamplands summit, we visit-
ed this mud pit that has this really amazing white
clay. | wanted to make a work about how the sed-
imentation contains layers of historical informa-
tion, and how they contain all the historical infor-
mation of the site in particle form. So | imagined
that in this mud pit, all of that information con-
tained in this clay would be chronologically desta-
bilized because it is wet, and the particles of mul-
tiple strata would not be linearly placed. Instead,
they’re moving because of the water. It actually
mimics the Mayan timeline, which is not a direct
line, but has a different shape. If this work was to
be installed in a regular gallery, it would dry out,
and it would not work because the particles be-
come fixed. And because the exhibition visitor is
probably not thinking about the Yucatan, we tried
to match the temperature of the actual place.
With Storefront we specifically thought about the
built environment. Additionally, Storefront doesn’t
have climate control, so it was a good opportunity
to try and match the climate of Merida, where we
got the mud.

SKP: You’re coming at it from the
point of view of recreating the orig-
inal environmental context within
a gallery space and setting some
limits. You want it to be humid. You
want it to be warm. It’s kind of a
thought experiment.
GPK: If institutions already control the climate, what
are the factors that determine what it will be?
SKP: Can we have a hot and humid
gallery in the museum, for example?
GPK: There could be a climatic flex space. For ex-
ample, one floor that could be climate controlled
in a way that would be able to incorporate all of
the environments.
SKP: What’s really interesting also
is a certain kind of seasonality.
When | was reading about your
upcoming exhibition, it struck me
that it opens in fall and continues
into winter.
GPK: Yes, we had considered seasons in the
scheduling. If it were a summer show, it would not
be so difficult.
SKP: Actually, in some ways, it’s a
twofold experiment—it's an experi-
ment to recreate an environmental
condition, but also an experiment
to bring it into a cold and dry en-
vironment in the winter in New
York. With that, | would say con-
servators readily think about the
rate of change where it starts and

where it ends, but also how quickly
it changes.
GPK: What do you mean?

SKP: For example, when we have
something that’s very temperature
and moisture sensitive. We typi-
cally would think of ways, as you
said, to contain it in well-sealed
enclosures. If the surrounding en-
vironment fluctuates more than
what the work itself experiences,
it’'s protected against that change.
So we’re concerned with micro
environments. We’re really con-
cerned with the rate of change.
We don’t want conditions to swing
from, say, 40% to 60% overnight.
If it does that over the course of
three months, that’s a different
story. And that’s another major
kind of innovation in thinking about
museum climates, which has been
driven a lot by sustainability con-
cerns. It's not very sustainable to
keep galleries and museums in a
very narrow window.

In 2015, and in 2023 the Bizot
group, which is a group of muse-
um directors around the world,
concentrated in Europe and North
America, broadened these guide-
lines for environmental control in
museums—because it’s greener to
do so, and also because it’s about
the rate of change. It means that
around seasonal transitions, you
don’t have to cool your building
too much in the summer, and you
don’t have to heat it too much in
the winter. It’s more like a gentle
wave. Rather than just prescribing
a broader set of acceptable num-
bers, it also encourages a holistic
way of thinking about museum
environments. It says, basically, if
member institutions borrow and
lend artworks to each other, that
they’re all abiding by this principle,
with certain exceptions for works
that are very moisture and tem-
perature sensitive or have specific
conservation needs.

GPK: When | think about those things, it’s really still
prioritizing material conservation. When thinking
about the structures of climate it’s more like, oh,
we’re thinking about paper, photography, wood
materials, etc...

I've been making projects about not only the
material conservation of things, but maybe func-
tional and spiritual conservation that might require
some modification of the environment around it.
What I’'m looking for is when those existing practic-
es of material conservation come into some sort of
conflict with the past functions that an object might
have had. The object was meant to fall apart or to
decay: at some point, someone buried it because
they thought that it was going to be hot and soggy
and disappear faster. In institutions, conservators

|

can’t preserve everything, so in reality they’re just
controlling the rate of decay, and they can make
something go faster or quicker, whether they want
to or not. As a museum conservator, could you
even imagine controlling the temperature to ac-
commodate such processes of decay?
SKP: That is a tricky one. There are
certainly, as you point out, artworks
that conceptually deal with decay.
The whole practice of excava-
tion and excavating things from
archaeological sites is interest-
ing because the object has been
in the ground for hundreds of
years, and the moment we dig it
up, that's when problems happen.
While it's ‘been buried, it found a
certain equilibrium within its burial
environment. When it’s excavated,
it gets more unstable again. And
that’s the result of active interven-
tion. The conservation prerogative
is to try and preserve because
we’ve disturbed something.
GPK: That’s underground climate control.
SKP: - With certain = water-logged
materials, it’s better to keep some
degree of fluid in the pores than it
is to dry it out, because there may
not be structural integrity left in the
object at all.
GPK: That’s what happened with some burned fab-
ric fragments that were dredged from Chichén
Itza. The people who dredged it in the 1900s were
panicking because they were falling apart as soon
as they started drying out. And one of the amazing
letters was a conservator who said, “just stick it in
a water jar, because in the future, a conservator
will figure out how to stabilize it.”
SKP: Sometimes we stick it in a
water jar, and the conservator 100
years later is like, “Oh, no. What
did you do?” But | think you’re ab-
solutely right, in that conservators
are just trying to manage the rate
of change in decay with what’s
available to them at the time, and
sometimes that’s all you can do. |
know we’re talking about more an-
cient materials, but some plastics,
for example, have a certain ser-
viceable lifespan. You can store
them in the dark. You can store
them in enclosures that don’t have
oxygen in them. You can store
them in the cold, but it’s holding
back the inevitable. Perhaps we
should display them while we can.
This idea is something that we
have to get used to—things cannot
necessarily be preserved forever.
GPK: I was thinking of the things that end up in stor-
age for a very long time, because the conservator
doesn’t allow them to be on view. So to some de-
gree this institutional burial ground mirrors its pre-
vious site where it was buried underground. That’s
why I love looking at institutional storage, because
one of the things that | think through with conser-

vators is that they’ve been tasked with an impos-
sible task. With the amount of objects that people
have to take care of “forever.” The off-site storage
has helped to somehow make a loophole in that
thinking, because you have the closest storage to
the institution that is highly climate controlled. And
then you have off-site storage that is less con-
trolled. And then there is even further storage that
is not climate controlled at all. And so, as the stor-
age geographically separates from the center, it’s
like people can forget that it’s decaying faster. And
that stems from thinking about conservation in this
particularly scientific way, when it's not a science
alone. | always look for the border of the practical
process: for example, when you are conserving an
object, if a particle falls off, are you going to stick it
back on? If it was 100% scientific, it would be more
black and white.
SKP: There’s so many different fac-
tors that play into that outcome and
even that threshold, that you de-
scribed about putting back every
particle. Can you possibly put back
every particle? There’s so many
circumstantial factors that come
into play. The time that you have is
a resource, the kind of technology
that you have access to as well.
And very often it is a balance of
what is the best decision that you
can make at the moment, based on
scientific understanding. But there
is a very human side to it, too.

I would like to go back to what
you were saying about your show
and about these objects from the
Yucatan, and I’'m curious what your
hope or your projection would be
for how it survives outside of this
non-climate controlled space.

GPK: I actually have no expectations. For this proj-
ect | am interested in the historic part, the stratifi-
cation of the mud particles, but to me, the instal-
lation is like a work and a half. There is the mud
work which also functions as a placeholder of the
environmental work around it that is made to il-
luminate the institutional questions of displaying
these types of works. I'm just curious to see if |
make a work that requires these particular condi-
tions, how will the different institutions or environ-
ments respond to it in the future? I’'m totally okay
with it not being shown beyond this one time for a
while since it can be just waiting for an institution
to have an infrastructure to be able to incorporate
it. In a bigger picture, when | think about museums,
| see them as boxes that accommodate the things
inside of them. Whatever that might be—spiritual
or temperature or moisture—what is interesting to
me is the possibility that the box could also be
very flexible. The best case scenario is when the
institution, and its systems would be customizable
to the particularities of the things inside of it.
Practically, | don’t know when that’s going to
happen, but | think that it's a structural way of un-
derstanding it. And not only how the physical space
changes, but also the policies and people and roles
of those who deal with that material. For a conser-
vator it could be really interesting, to become mul-
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tifunctional, to not only think materially, but to take
on these different roles that the object necessitates.
SKP: Absolutely. What strikes me
is that, obviously, there’s not just
temperature and humidity, but that
temperature and humidity are the
most visceral kind of experiences,
and so you feel that straight away.
GPK: They’re the tangible results of the institution-
al policies.
SKP: It’s interesting, because | think
it also comes down to access, and
for me, as a conservator, that is one
of the heavier parts of the respon-
sibilities that | bear, precisely be-
cause of what you said. Sometimes
you’re adopting different roles. Why
am | the two hands lifting this item?
Why am | doing whatever I'm do-
ing to it? Conservators have priv-
ileged access to the item, and are
sometimes physically intervening
as close to as the author.
GPK: You can decide to do some things that even
the author wouldn’t do. You have the final say, be-
cause once the work becomes institutionalized,
then as an author, you really forgo a lot of those
choices to someone else. | love reading people’s
bequests. Artists are not thinking like, “100 years
from now, what will the environment be like?” You
don’t anticipate, and you can’t, because someone
on the other side is receiving it and making those
choices for you. So I'm like, “Oh, should | put a
little note in the back of all my works that says,
‘dear conservator of the future, please, | dont
care if this paper gets soggy, because if it gets
damaged, can you just remake it?””
SKP: That is something that we try
very hard to get contemporary art-
ists to think about.
GPK: Those interviews are very intense because,
philosophically, | don’t know how to answer many
of those questions!
SKP: For conservators, how to com-
municate with the next conservator
also is part of our struggle.
GPK: What part was done by the author and what
was done by the conservator?
SKP: It’s interesting because you’re
actively intervening in history.
GPK: | love looking into past interventions, espe-
cially back when conservation made the inter-
ventions obvious so people could distinguish it. It
looks like a collage, and it also follows the meth-
odological changes in the field.
SKP: That is one professional ten-
dency that we now have towards
documentation: at some point the
materials of conservation become a
collage with the actual work. There’s
the drawing and then there’s the
ten related documents that help
explain why the work looks the way
it does now. Part of the institution-
al structure that preserve works
is non-physical, it’s data, and that
enables the preservation in a very
specific way.

GPK: Who decides the data that we prioritize at any
given time? All of the works in the universe have
been produced in a specific climate but we never
think about it because there isn’t an instance to
do so. But in many instances, those things actual-
ly have been pre-edited by artists who anticipate
the existing spaces. | think about how production
could change if art in tropical areas wouldn’t have
to accommodate a dry climate.
SKP: Many conservators would say
that is not the intended effect of
museum climate guidelines. Al-
tering artistic practices is the last
thing we would want; we would
want artists to make whatever they
would like to make, and for conser-
vators to figure it out.
GPK: But | could imagine when you’re building a
show, the amount of resources needed to show
this type of work would make it so that it is never
oh view.
SKP: To me it’s a recalibration of
how we think; too. Maybe it’s that a
certain two works can’t be shown
next to each other, and that is the
limit of how they coexist together.
GPK: One of the great things about being an artist is
that you don'’t have to think practically all the time.
But if you were to go through a show, and say
that each object might have a better environment,
that could be a hundred years from now? Maybe
that’s not possible. But right now people are say-
ing that we need to diversify programs and col-
lections, and that involves all the structures and
methodologies that have been made to fit partic-
ular types of art.
SKP: What you’re describing is the
museum of the future, hopeful-
ly. Maybe an object needs to be
activated in some way every few
days—can the museum accom-
modate that? Usually these cases
would be seen as exceptions, but
they’re becoming more and more
the norm.
GPK: | think that many of these questions have
come down to registration, conservation and ma-
terial integrity.
SKP: A few years ago | heard about
a storage facility, which had a leak,
and it just so happened to be where
the watercraft were stored. And
the conservator told me, “maybe
they’re seeking water, and they
found it?” A leak in the storage fa-
cility is obviously not a good thing,
but maybe it’s a sign we need to
rethink material preservation as
you said earlier.
GPK: When the watercraft has water it is a whole
other object.
SKP: Yes, then it finally makes
sense. And it’s in line with think-
ing about the appropriate ways to
store and care for different kinds
of items. The thoughtful part of it
is to take the effort to reach out to
communities and people who can

advise on how to store and main-
tain items. The effort is slowly get-
ting there.

GPK: It’s a timeline thing, and the objects have ex-

isted even longer than the institution, so we can’t

even tell if their timeline is moving.
SKP: It's also the idea that the
things in museums are ultimately
owned by the museum. They be-
come property and assets. You
then have to consider damage
to those assets, and damage or
change has to be defined. Legally,
how does that work?

It can be very comforting in so
many ways to return to the materi-
al and to say material conservation
is the baseline. It takes a lot more
effort to go beyond that.

GPK: | think the daunting part of seeing the amount
of change you would have to make is equal to the
institutional effort that has historically gone into
flattening the object into a single historical view,
and has conceptually damaged it. To reverse it, you
would have to at least recognize the processes that
resulted in the institution we have, its shortcomings,
and not hold onto methodology that doesn’t include
other forms of understanding.

Soon Kai Poh is a conservator based in New York
City. He holds a BA in Studio Art and Chemistry
from Carleton College, and received an MA in
Art History and MS in Art Conservation from the
Conservation Center, Institute of Fine Arts, New
York University. He has held postgraduate fel-
lowships at The Museum of Modern Art and Bard
Graduate Center. At the latter, he served as the
lead curator for Conserving Active Matter, an ex-
hibition that explored conservation as a pro-
cess of inquiry.
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