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Executive Summary

This book is addressed to three kinds of reader: museum

directors and board members who feel the gap between

institutional scale and institutional coherence but lack language

to name it; private collectors and family offices who have built

something worth transmitting and are not sure it will survive

them; and cultural advisers who work at the intersection of

governance, technology, and meaning and need a sharper

vocabulary for the decisions their clients face. It can be read as

analytical argument, as governance manual, or as a framework

for institutional self-audit. It works best as all three.

The Problem

Cultural institutions face a crisis not of relevance, but of

coherence. Museums overflow with visitors yet cannot protect

the conditions of serious work. Private collections multiply but

dissolve predictably at succession. AI produces fluent

commentary on demand yet severs the link between voice and

biography. In each case, the failure is the same: insufficient

architecture — the absence of structures designed to transmit

intelligence across time rather than merely accumulate it.

Five Arguments

◆ 1. The institutional argument. Scale past a threshold stops

protecting and begins to corrode. The path forward is not
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growth with better management but the courage to define,

publicly and precisely, what the institution will not do.

◆ 2. The Lampedusa argument. Every system eventually

reaches a point beyond which continuity cannot be

maintained through change alone. The real question is

whether we still have the courage to identify what, within our

systems, should not remain the same.

◆ 3. The governance argument. Fewer than one in five

significant private collections survives intact beyond the

founder’s lifetime. The bonsai institution responds with

deliberate constraint — ceiling, editorial line, annual

turnover, transparency — and a discipline of deciding under

genuine uncertainty.

◆ 4. The voice argument. AI has exposed that voice was

never natural. Polyphonic Architecture proposes four

cognitive functions — Critic, Strategist, Philosopher,

Historian — orchestrated under a Central Compass that

accepts full responsibility for the signature.

◆ 5. The resonance argument. Engagement metrics

measure what algorithms reward. Resonance measures

what culture actually does: the capacity to alter how

someone sees, long after the encounter ends. This

distinction is the honest basis for every decision about what

to make, show, and keep.

The question this book leaves with its reader is not

abstract. It is operational: what, specifically, will you
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refuse to delegate, dilute, or scale? The answer to that

question is your governance.
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Author’s Note

DSLcollection is a private collection of Chinese contemporary

art produced between 1997 and 2012 — approximately 350

works, no permanent building, no ticketed visitors, governed

since its founding by deliberate constraint rather than by

ambition for scale. It is the laboratory in which the arguments of

this book were tested.

I began collecting art forty years ago. The arguments here are

not positions adopted after research. They are conclusions

forced by experience: by the sight of collections dissolving at

auction; by the difficulty of explaining to a successor not just

what the collection contains but why; by the specific

disorientation of realising that an AI system could generate a

convincing critical paragraph about a work I had acquired under

conditions no system will ever be able to reconstruct.

This book was not planned as a book. It grew from governance

questions that Dominique and I have been living with for nearly

twenty years — questions that became more urgent, not less,

as DSLcollection matured, as our children Karen and Raphaël

joined its governance, and as the field quietly transformed

around us. The contents page shows how far the argument

eventually travelled.

There is a transition this book embodies more than it

announces. I began as a collector — someone who makes
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decisions under uncertainty about what is worth keeping. I

became, over time, an institution-builder: someone who

designs the conditions under which those decisions can be

repeated, tested, and transmitted. What writing this book has

made clear is that a third transition was also underway — from

institution-builder to constitutional thinker: someone whose

concern is not what to acquire or even how to govern, but what

must not be delegated for any governance to remain honest.

That transition is not declared in the pages that follow. It is

enacted in them.

This book was written using the method it proposes. Drafts

were produced in the first person, with full biographical weight,

then tested against each of the four polyphonic voices using AI

as an instrument rather than as the originator of thought. The

Central Compass made final determinations at each stage.

That voice is mine. The accountability is mine. The errors — of

judgement, of emphasis, of confidence misplaced — are mine.

Sylvain Lévy — Paris, 2026
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INTONATION

The First Note

Before an ensemble plays, there is a moment of tuning. Each

instrument finds its pitch. The process is public, unglamorous,

and indispensable. Intonation is not performance; it is

preparation — the act of bringing plural voices into a shared

frame before the score begins.

This book brings together three registers that rarely occupy the

same page: institutional analysis, governance theory, and a

practice of writing that treats plurality as method rather than

problem. Coherence, in each register, must be made and

remade — through decisions, structures, and the willingness to

sign.

I have been collecting art for four decades. For nearly two of

them, I have been building a specific kind of institution — small

by design, constrained by conviction, increasingly aware that

the choices made at the edges of a collection reveal its true

character more faithfully than its centre.

Accountability is what links institutions, collections, and voice. A

museum that cannot say no to a donor has lost its authority in

all but name. A collection that cannot explain its limits to its own

successors has already begun its dispersal. A writer who

cannot say — I stand behind this — especially in an age when

generative systems offer the comfort of plausible deniability,

has ceded the most important thing writing can do: carry a
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specific intelligence from one moment to the next.

Culture survives through transmission.

The four voices that run through this book — Critic, Strategist,

Philosopher, Historian, governed by a Central Compass — are

defined formally in Chapter 3. Here, in this opening note, what

matters is that they are present: the Critic has been asked to

identify weakness before strength; the Strategist has

compressed where the Philosopher wished to expand; the

Historian has insisted on context when the present moment

pressed for urgency. A Central Compass has made final

determinations — and signed.

Paris, 2026
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INTRODUCTION

When Scale Stops Protecting

Saks Fifth Avenue and the Louvre seem to inhabit different

worlds. One sells luxury, the other safeguards culture. One is a

private enterprise, the other a public monument. Yet both faced

the same crisis in 2025 — not of relevance but of internal

coherence. At Saks, store closures and the abrupt termination

of longtime employees revealed that brand recognition no

longer guarantees operational stability. At the Louvre, wildcat

strikes by attendants and security staff exposed a sharper fault

line: the institution had scaled to nearly ten million visitors

annually, yet the people responsible for making those visits

possible could no longer recognise their own labour in the

museum’s public image. Both institutions remained powerful

symbols. Inside, the mechanisms that once translated visibility

into institutional health had broken down.

The museum’s crisis is not only institutional. It reflects a

broader migration of power — from the visible to the ambient,

from coercive decree to environmental optimisation — that no

previous generation of museum directors had to confront

directly. When a recommendation engine trains you to love

lighter things until depth feels inconvenient, the structural

question facing every cultural institution becomes sharper:

against what, exactly, is the museum claiming to hold ground?

The argument this book makes is that the answer has nothing

to do with scale and everything to do with governance.
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For whom this book is written

Museum directors and board members who recognise the gap

between institutional growth and institutional purpose, but lack

a framework for choosing one over the other when they collide.

Private collectors and family offices who have built something

worth transmitting and are beginning to understand that

transmission requires architecture, not just intention. Cultural

advisers and governance practitioners working at the

intersection of institutions, collections, and digital infrastructure

who need sharper language for the decisions they are already

making.

A fourth reader belongs in this account: the steward of any

heritage whose value is carried not in assets but in a way of

doing — luxury houses that have outlived their founders, family

businesses whose authority rests on something harder to audit

than profit, design institutions, vineyards, archives of craft.

These are not analogies to the collecting world; they face the

same structural question, stripped of the art world’s vocabulary.

What, precisely, is being transmitted when transmission

succeeds — and what dissolves, unremarked, when it fails?

The answer is rarely the objects, the recipes, or the methods. It

is the judgement that knew when to deviate from them.

DSLcollection enters these pages as a source of tested

principles rather than the narrative it would be easy, and
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insufficient, to tell.

This book is an argument, a governance manual, and a

framework for institutional self-audit — usable differently by

each of these readers, but addressed to all three

simultaneously.

Three Arguments

First, the institutional argument. The museum of the 21st

century faces a crisis not of relevance, but of internal

coherence. Scale, past a certain threshold, no longer protects

— it corrodes. The standard responses to financial pressure all

assume that more is better. This book argues the opposite: that

the path forward requires choosing more carefully what to do,

for whom, and at what pace.

Second, the governance argument. Fewer than one in five

significant private collections survives intact beyond the

founder’s lifetime. The causes are structural, not accidental.

The bonsai institution responds with deliberate constraint —

treating endurance as a design task rather than a hope, and

uncertainty as a condition to be governed rather than a problem

to be solved.

Third, the voice argument. AI has made visible what was

always true: voice was never natural, it was always

constructed. The difference is that we must now construct it
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consciously, or cede it entirely. Polyphonic Architecture

proposes a method in which multiple internal voices are

consciously activated and orchestrated under a single,

accountable compass.
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INTERLUDE I

Before asking how institutions transmit culture, we must ask

what kind of being transmission is trying to reach.

Homo sapiens has been rewritten before. Writing extended

memory beyond the body and made the past retrievable, then

challengeable — producing a new kind of subject capable of

accumulating knowledge across generations and arguing with

predecessors long dead. Print and institutional architecture

made individuals simultaneously legible to power and capable

of organising against it. The literate citizen, the reading public,

the critical sphere: these were produced by a specific

infrastructure of thought, with specific consequences for what

counted as authority, evidence, and legitimate argument.

We are living through a third rewriting. This one operates at a

recording or transmitting thought. It is being remade by systems

that intervene inside the conditions under which thought forms:

shaping what presents itself as desirable, what registers as

real, what dissolves from the field of attention before it is given

a name. The previous rewrites produced new capacities. This

one may be producing a new kind of incapacity — one that

feels like freedom because it arrives as personalization, as

convenience, as the quiet sensation of being understood.

THE DISCIPLINE OF REFUSAL
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The telescreen no longer stares. It whispers. And what it

whispers is not commands but preferences — your

preferences, reflected back at you with such precision that the

question of whether they were yours to begin with becomes

genuinely difficult to answer.

What this means for cultural institutions

The most visible symptom is the redesigned exhibition path.

Across a generation of museum renovations, spaces have

been reconfigured to produce shareable moments: a wall

scaled for a vertical photograph, a corridor lit for a ten-second

video, a label shortened to the character limit of a caption.

These are not trivial adjustments. They are architectural

statements about what kind of attention the institution now

designs for. The works remain. The conditions that once

allowed slow, uncertain, transformative encounters with them

are quietly removed in the name of accessibility — and the

institution congratulates itself for broadening its reach.

The deeper problem is that this reconfiguration is not

experienced as loss. A life that exists only in private

conversation but leaves no digital trace is, for these systems,

indistinguishable from a life that never happened. An artwork

that insists on ambiguity — that refuses to resolve into a

caption or a searchable category — is already a form of

resistance to this flattening, though institutions increasingly

struggle to explain why that resistance matters. What is at stake
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is whether the kind of attention that makes cultural transmission

possible — slow, uncertain, willing to be changed by what it

encounters — remains available as a human capacity at all.

The recommendation engine does not ask you to betray what

you love. It trains you to love lighter things until depth itself

starts to feel inconvenient — not through prohibition but through

the gradual reconfiguration of what the environment rewards.

For cultural institutions, this is the operational context of every

decision about what to show, how to show it, and what counts

as a successful encounter.

The question of complicity

held from a position of comfortable distance. This text moves

through the same infrastructure it attempts to describe. It can

be summarised by the very AI systems whose tendencies it

critiques. Every institution that publishes on platforms, seeks

algorithmic visibility, and designs communication for scroll

speed is, to some degree, participating in the rewriting it may

also be trying to resist.

The question is not whether to operate inside this infrastructure

— that option is already closed — but whether the operation is

conscious, governed, and clear about what it is protecting. That

clarity is the beginning of institutional responsibility in the

current moment. It is also what distinguishes the institution that

THE DISCIPLINE OF REFUSAL
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uses platforms from the institution that is used by them.

in motion. The architectures this book proposes are

designed for the actual subject produced by it: partially

distracted, capable of depth under the right conditions,

and in need of institutions that hold those conditions

open rather than trading them for reach.

THE DISCIPLINE OF REFUSAL

Sapiens 3.0 is not a destination. It is a direction already



Sylvain Lévy · DSLcollection 2026

18

PART I

INSTITUTIONS UNDER
PRESSURE
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CHAPTER 1

The Museum of the 21st Century
When scale stops protecting, mission must become the
load-bearing wall.

The museum has become the most overloaded figure in the

cultural field. It is asked to be at once archive and agora,

sanctuary and social hub, research lab and entertainment

venue, engine of tourism and anchor of local memory. Its

buildings are monumental, its operating margins thin, its publics

plural and often incompatible. The question is not whether

museums remain necessary — they do — but whether the

twentieth-century museum form can survive its current

workload without hollowing out its core.

1. When scale stops protecting

For decades, scale was treated as a form of protection. Bigger

collections, larger buildings, higher visitor numbers, broader

programmatic footprints: all were assumed to increase

resilience. That assumption now fails. Scale beyond a certain

point actively undermines the alignment between mission,

governance, and operational speed — the three elements that,

when they fall out of sync, produce institutions incapable of

integrating feedback, adapting in time, or protecting their own

workers from exhaustion. The museum can appear stronger

than ever precisely when its capacity for self-correction is
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weakest.

2. Finance as structured dependence

Museum finance is a map of dependence. Each revenue

stream — public subsidy, philanthropy, corporate sponsorship,

ticketing, retail, hospitality — carries a different vulnerability and

a different form of pressure on programming.

The COVID-19 crisis made this visible at scale. Across the US

museum sector, operating income fell by an average of 40

percent. Glenn Lowry, MoMA’s director, was unusually candid:

“We are going to survive because we have a 1.2 billion dollar

endowment. Smaller institutions may not.” One third of US

museums feared permanent closure. The lesson was not

subtle: scale and revenue diversification had become

existential buffers — but only for those who had already

achieved them. For everyone else, the same dependence

structures that had been described as strategic assets revealed

themselves as concentrated vulnerabilities. The exportable

museum — the institution that licenses its name to new cities,

at hundreds of millions of euros — was the most candid

institutional response to this pressure, and the most structurally

revealing. Prestige is transferable by definition. Ecosystem is

not.

Over time, these financial pressures generate mission drift.

Museums founded to serve local communities find themselves
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designing primarily for international visitors. Institutions built to

take curatorial risks become risk-averse. Directors spend more

time managing stakeholders than shaping the institution’s

intellectual direction.

3. Governance, audiences, and digital stewardship

Traditional museum governance is optimised for legitimacy and

continuity, not for speed. It works badly against the risks the

museum now faces: technological acceleration, volatile public

attention, and rapidly shifting political contexts. The challenge is

not to abandon boards or procedures but to differentiate

decisions: acquisitions, capital projects, and long-term strategic

shifts require slow, deliberative governance; digital

experiments, short-run exhibitions, and rapid responses require

smaller, empowered units and pre-approved innovation

budgets.

Museums no longer face a single public. They face

incompatible publics: scholars wanting depth and research

access; casual visitors wanting accessibility; families wanting

interactivity; local communities wanting representation; tourists

wanting icons; digital audiences expecting open images and

instant access. True pluralism means many experiences for

many publics, held within a coherent mission — which requires

accepting segmentation as an ethical tool rather than a

marketing device.
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Digital infrastructure is not only a question of innovation; it is a

form of stewardship. Search engines, social platforms, and AI

systems have become the primary reference layer through

which many people first encounter information about art.

Decisions about what to make indexable, what metadata to

maintain, what to publish openly: these are curatorial decisions

about future legibility, with the same weight as decisions about

what to acquire.

4. From accumulation to argument

The historical museum ideal tended toward accumulation: more

objects, more departments, more categories. An alternative is

to treat collections as arguments rather than as inventories.

What matters is less how much is owned than how clearly a

collection articulates a set of relationships, hypotheses, and

questions across time. Transmission becomes the central task:

ensuring that future publics can access not only objects but the

interpretive frameworks that make them intelligible.

5. What directors must decide

◆ Define publicly what the institution will not do. The refusal

is now as strategically important as the new programme.

Record it formally; communicate it clearly.

◆ Match financial complexity with governance clarity. Refuse

funding that quietly distorts mission before it arrives, not after

it has already shaped programming.
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◆ Formalise internal polyphony. Map the institution’s voices

— scholar, educator, community advocate, commercial

operator — and assign each a defined role in constitutive

decisions.

◆ Treat digital work as constitutional. Invest in data,

metadata, and accessible knowledge as a precondition for

relevance in an AI-mediated public sphere, not as a

communications afterthought.

◆ Govern the segmentation. Accept that different publics

require different experiences, and build that acceptance into

programming logic rather than pretending otherwise.

The museum of the 21st century will be defined not

only by what it shows but by what it refuses to

become.
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INTERLUDE II

The Lampedusa Threshold

Between the diagnosis of institutional failure and the

architecture of its response, there is a question that governance

alone cannot answer.

“Se vogliamo che tutto rimanga com’è, bisogna che tutto

cambi.”

There are sentences that do not describe the world — they

reveal its operating system. Lampedusa’s formula, spoken by

Tancredi in Il Gattopardo, belongs to that rare category. It does

not speak about change; it speaks about the management of

change, its orchestration, its domestication. What appears as

transformation is often only a redistribution of appearances — a

choreography designed to preserve deeper structures while

performing their renewal.

The distinction the formula opens up is between facade change

and structural change. Facade change alters what is visible —

language, imagery, leadership titles, programme names —

while leaving untouched the mechanisms of validation, the

circuits of recognition, and the governance structures that

determine who decides what. Structural change touches those

mechanisms directly, with consequences for who holds

authority and under what conditions. The two are easy to

confuse because the language of structural change is readily
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available to institutions engaged in facade change.

I have seen this logic at work not only in politics but in the art

world itself. New geographies emerge, new mediums gain

legitimacy, new generations claim space — and yet, beneath

this surface agitation, the same mechanisms of validation, the

same circuits of recognition, persist. The language evolves

faster than the structures it is meant to describe. We speak of

disruption, but we organise continuity.

A museum launches AI-assisted interpretation labels: every

work now has an accessible summary, reading levels are

calibrated, languages multiply. The board is satisfied, the press

release is genuine, the visitor surveys improve. And the

governance structure that determines what is acquired, what is

shown, and whose knowledge counts remains unchanged. The

change is real. It is also, in the Lampedusa sense, perfectly

designed to leave everything that matters intact. Contrast this

with an institution that restructures its acquisitions committee to

include community members with decision-making authority,

not advisory roles: slower, less photogenic, generating internal

friction, producing — over time — a collection whose argument

looks different from what any single founding perspective would

have produced. That is structural change. It costs something.

Facade change rarely does.

The comfort and the alibi
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Lampedusa’s sentence is not entirely comfortable to inhabit. It

contains a seduction: the suggestion that one can be

simultaneously progressive and conservative, that adaptation is

a form of wisdom rather than evasion, that managing change is

the same as making it. For institutions under pressure, this is

almost irresistible. It allows the appearance of responsiveness

while preserving the structures that make deeper

responsiveness unnecessary.

The formula becomes an alibi when it is used to justify endless

adjustment in lieu of genuine reckoning. And every system has

a threshold beyond which continuity can no longer be

maintained through change alone. The adjustments that once

preserved the structure begin to destabilise it. The

choreography loses its coherence. What was strategy becomes

illusion.

The question this interlude poses to every institutional reform in

this book is therefore precise: is this change designed to

transmit what matters, or to protect what currently benefits from

the existing arrangement? The bonsai discipline asks it every

time a deaccession is deferred out of sentiment. Polyphonic

architecture asks it every time the Critic’s voice is overridden

without being genuinely heard. The non-delegable line asks it

every time a governance decision is quietly handed to a

platform because the human decision would have been harder

to defend.
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Where the threshold actually lies

Perhaps the real question is not whether everything must

change for everything to remain the same. It is whether we still

have the courage to identify what, within our systems, should

not remain the same.

For private collections: the structure of founder authority that

protects the collector’s judgement at the expense of the

collection’s transmissibility. For museums: the board

composition and donor relationship logic that makes

institutional independence formally real and practically

impossible. For the art world itself: the validation circuits that

globalise in vocabulary while remaining geographically and

socially concentrated in practice.

Identifying them is not a comfortable act. It requires

distinguishing between the change that makes transformation

visible and the change that makes transformation unnecessary.

Between the new language and the old structure it is being

used to describe. Between the institution that asks whether it is

deepening the cultural life of the places it serves — and the

institution that has learned to answer that question in a way that

requires no actual change in what it does or for whom.

Every system has a threshold beyond which continuity

can no longer be maintained through change alone.

The real question is whether we still have the courage
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to identify what, within our systems, should not remain

the same.
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INTERLUDE III

The Artist

The governance architecture this book proposes holds four

voices. None of them is the one who made the work.

There is a painter whose work entered DSLcollection in 2004. I

will not name him here, not out of discretion but because the

point of this account is precisely what cannot be named: the

specific quality of standing in front of a canvas in a studio on the

edge of Beijing, in a winter that smelled of coal and cold

concrete, and understanding that something had been done to

the surface of the painting that no institutional framework I

possessed at the time was adequate to describe.

The work was large. It was not abstract in any school I could

reference, not figurative in any tradition I could cite. It had been

made over several months, the artist told me, by a process of

laying down and removing — not erasure exactly, but

something closer to refusal: each layer refusing to simply cover

what was underneath, each removal refusing to simply reveal

what had been there before. What remained was a surface that

held both operations simultaneously, without resolving them

into a legible third thing. I did not know what to call it. I acquired

it anyway.

I am telling this story because the governance architecture this

book proposes — ceiling, editorial line, annual turnover,

polyphonic voices, the non-delegable line — was entirely
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irrelevant to that moment. The Critic had nothing to press

against. The Strategist had no forecast to run. The Philosopher

could not name the assumption being made because the

assumption had not yet formed. What was operating was

something prior to governance: a form of attention that the artist

had demanded of the surface, and that the surface was now

demanding of anyone who stood in front of it.

What the artist knows that the institution does not

Every work in DSLcollection was made under conditions I did

not govern and cannot fully reconstruct. This is obvious, but its

implications are not obvious enough in a book about

governance. The artist knows something the institution cannot

know: what it costs to make the decision the work required. Not

the financial cost, not the reputational risk, but the specific

intellectual and material cost of refusing to resolve a problem

that the available formal languages wanted to resolve. The

artist who lays down and removes, who refuses the clean

gesture, who produces a surface that holds contradiction rather

than synthesising it: that refusal is not a governance decision. It

is the thing governance exists to protect.

The polyphonic architecture proposes four cognitive functions

— Critic, Strategist, Philosopher, Historian. It does not propose

a fifth function for the intelligence that was already in the work

before the collection arrived. This is the gap this interlude

names, not in order to fill it with a method, but in order to insist
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on its existence. The maker’s knowledge is not a variant of the

collector’s knowledge. It is prior to it, generative of the

conditions that make collecting possible, and not reducible to

any framework the collection produces for itself.

The failed work

The same painter showed me, on a second visit two years later,

a series of works he had destroyed. He described them without

embarrassment: they had resolved too quickly, he said. The

surface had given up its resistance before the work was done.

He had kept photographs of some of them, not as records of

failure but as evidence of what resolution looks like before it is

earned — a diagnostic tool, he called it, for recognising the

same problem in the next canvas before it was too late.

No governance framework I know of has an equivalent concept.

Institutions document acquisitions and deaccessions. They

record what was accepted and, if they are disciplined, what was

refused. They do not document the institutional equivalents of

the destroyed canvas: the decisions that resolved too quickly,

that gave up their resistance before the work was done, that

produced a clean outcome at the cost of the tension that made

the outcome worth pursuing. The refusal-as-record principle

this book proposes is a step in that direction. But the artist’s

practice of keeping photographs of destroyed work is more

rigorous than anything institutional culture currently demands of

itself.
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What follows from this

The governance arguments of this book do not become less

necessary because of this interlude. They become more

honest. The bonsai discipline, the polyphonic architecture, the

non-delegable line: these are structures for protecting

something the collection did not produce. They are not

substitutes for it, and they are not its explanation. The

intelligence that surrounds the object — which is what this book

argues transmission requires — must remain aware that it

surrounds something it did not make and does not fully

possess. This awareness is not modesty. It is the condition for

taking the work seriously rather than taking the collection

seriously. A collection that forgets the difference has stopped

transmitting culture and started transmitting itself. The

distinction is the whole argument.

The governance architecture exists to protect

something it did not produce. The moment it forgets

this, it stops transmitting culture and starts transmitting

itself.
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PART II

PRIVATE FUTURES
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CHAPTER 2

Governance for Collections
If your last chapter is written by necessity, governance has
arrived too late.

The Lampedusa threshold applies as precisely to private

collections as to institutions. Most governance reforms in the

collecting world are facade change: a family constitution

drafted, advisers appointed, a succession plan filed. The

decisions that actually determine whether a collection survives

its founder — what it is for, how it constrains itself, what it

refuses — remain undocumented, unheld, and invisible to the

very people who will eventually need to inhabit them. Museum

crises are diagnosed in public. Private collection crises arrive

as auction catalogues.

1. The Three Ds

Fewer than one in five significant private collections survives

intact beyond the founder’s lifetime. The causes follow three

predictable vectors — Death, Divorce, Debts. None are black

swans. They are statistically routine. What turns them into

disasters is not their severity, but the absence of design. If a

collection aspires to endure, endurance must become a design

task, not a hope. Not every collection needs to survive. Some

are autobiographical forms whose true completion is dispersal.

The claim here is narrower: if endurance is the goal, it must be

THE DISCIPLINE OF REFUSAL



Sylvain Lévy · DSLcollection 2026

35

named, structured, and maintained before pressure arrives —

not negotiated at the moment of crisis.

The statistics name the outer event. They do not name the

inner one. What is actually lost when a collection dissolves is

not the objects — those survive, redistributed — but something

more specific and more fragile: the memory of why they were

brought together, the taste that preceded the market that would

later confirm it, the record of which rules were broken

deliberately and which by error, the judgement that was

calibrated under conditions that will not return. Most fragile of

all: the permission, implicit in any living collection, for

successors to dissent from the founder’s conclusions while

remaining inside the founder’s method. That permission rarely

survives the founder’s authority, because it was never

formalised — only practiced. The governance architecture this

chapter proposes exists, above all, to make that permission

legible before it expires.

2. Why language matters before documents do

In private collections, vagueness is not neutral. Words such as

vision, legacy, sharing, or even collection often remain

undefined in the name of flexibility. When pressure arrives —

succession negotiations, valuation disputes, disagreement

between heirs — these undefined terms force power to stand in

for deliberation. Whoever holds the financial instrument also
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holds the argument, because no other argument was built. A

minimum vocabulary is therefore part of governance: defining

terms before they are needed, when definition is still a choice

rather than a negotiating position.

3. The bonsai discipline

Constraint is the core instrument of private governance in this

model. In bonsai, the art lies in disciplined intervention: years of

study before decisive cuts, adjustments that make visible a

logic rooted below the surface. Applied to collections, the

bonsai discipline has four operating constraints.

◆ A ceiling: a fixed maximum number of works.

DSLcollection holds approximately 350. At that number,

every acquisition decision becomes a forced choice:

something must be considered for departure before

something new can arrive. This converts the collection from

a warehouse into an essay — an argument that must

continuously justify itself rather than simply expanding to

accommodate new evidence.

◆ An editorial line: a stated, debatable scope that functions

as a thesis rather than a vague preference. For

DSLcollection: Chinese contemporary art from 1997–2012.

The line can be tested, contested, and revised — but only

explicitly, never by quiet expansion.

◆ Annual turnover: a deliberate rate of rotation

(approximately 10 percent per year), obliging each work to
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re-earn its place in relation to the argument the collection

makes now, not the argument it made when the work was

acquired.

◆ Transparency: recorded rationales for acquisitions and

deaccessions, legible enough that successors can

reconstruct the intelligence behind decisions — not merely

the decisions themselves.

From the outside, this looks like modesty. From the inside, it is

the work. Constraint forces choice; choice reveals character;

character, documented, becomes the inheritance.

4. Deciding under radical uncertainty

The bonsai discipline describes what constraint looks like once

a collection has found its shape. But the deeper condition of

private collecting — the one governance frameworks rarely

name — is that the most consequential decisions are made

without adequate information, in real time, under the pressure

of irreversibility.

In 1997, there was no market for Chinese contemporary art to

consult, no canonical validation to lean on, no secondary

literature to provide cover. Each acquisition was a decision

made under genuine uncertainty — not the managed

uncertainty of a diversified portfolio, but the kind that cannot be

reduced to probability because the reference class does not yet

exist. Two artists worked in adjacent studios in Beijing; one

would be collected internationally within a decade, the other
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would not. In 1997 that distinction was not visible, and any

account that pretends otherwise is retrospective fiction. The

decision was made with conviction, incomplete information, and

the specific intellectual texture of not knowing that only genuine

commitment produces.

This is what succession planning most systematically fails to

transmit: not the decisions, but the specific quality of unknowing

that preceded them. Documents can record what was decided.

They rarely record the alternatives that were genuinely live, the

information that was absent and known to be absent, the

moment when commitment was made anyway. Three principles

govern this condition.

◆ Name what you do not know. The governance record must

document not only what was known at the point of decision

but what was genuinely unknown and acknowledged as

such. The absence of information is as significant as its

presence. A future steward who can see only the acquisition,

not the uncertainty it was made against, is operating without

the most important half of the archive.

◆ Hold the compass, not the position. Uncertainty does not

require the abandonment of orientation. It requires the

distinction between the values that remain stable under

uncertainty — the compass — and the specific positions

those values generate in a given context, which must remain

open to revision. The bonsai discipline is partly a technology

for making this distinction operational.
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◆ Document the refusals. What was considered and rejected

is often more revealing of institutional intelligence than what

was accepted. Future stewards who can only see the

collection as it exists, not the decisions that shaped it, have

inherited the outcome without the method.

What polyphonic architecture adds to this discipline is

structural: the Critic’s voice ensures decisions are made

against genuine resistance rather than the appearance of it; the

Philosopher names assumptions made under pressure; the

Historian recalls how previous decisions made under

analogous conditions look in retrospect, which is often very

different from how they appeared at the time.

5. Governance as ongoing practice

A collection becomes an institution the moment it can explain,

without delay or ornament, why it holds what it holds and

refuses what it refuses — under conditions where the answer

has consequences. Three recurring decisions test this.

◆ The refusal decision: when funding is aligned with

programme but misaligned with values, defend coherence

rather than rationalise acceptance.

◆ The deaccession decision: when a work no longer

advances the collection’s argument, let it leave publicly and

without embarrassment — not out of sentiment or market

comfort.
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◆ The platform decision: when algorithms reward spectacle

over depth, navigate platforms consciously without being

absorbed by them.

6. Costs we must name

Every governance model distributes costs as well as

protections. The bonsai discipline is not neutral: its precision is

also exclusion, and its editorial line renders some voices

inaudible. Private governance must ask, each time ambition

accelerates, who absorbs the pressure; each time the digital

reach widens, who remains excluded by bandwidth, literacy, or

geography; each time the argument is refined, whose practices

become illegible within the frame.

Private futures is less about preserving objects than

about preserving a certain kind of intelligence — and

making it transmissible beyond the founder’s lifetime.
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PART III

POLYPHONIC
ARCHITECTURE
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CHAPTER 3

Conducting Meaning in the Age of AI
Voice is not given. It is constructed — or ceded.

The problem this chapter addresses is how to keep a

recognisable, accountable human voice alive in a landscape

where AI can produce endless, fluent, authorless text. What is

at stake is not style alone but the ability to sign — to say I stand

behind this in a way that remains credible when human and

machine contributions are entangled. Polyphonic architecture is

a method for that problem applied to three domains: to writing,

where it governs how a text is produced and tested; to

collection governance, where it maps competing judgements

about what belongs; and to institutional governance, where it

holds tension between long-term mission and short-term

operational pressure without collapsing either.

1. The three pressures on voice

Volumetric: the quantity of language produced per unit of time

far exceeds any individual’s capacity to evaluate it. Tonal

homogeneity: AI-generated text clusters around statistical

norms, making writing resemble writing in a way that flattens

difference. Responsibility collapse: when drafts pass between

people and systems, it becomes genuinely unclear who stands

behind a given claim unless someone chooses to answer that

question explicitly. Voice, in this context, is the evidence that
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someone was present — someone who chose, refused, risked,

and signed.

2. The four voices and the compass

◆ The Critic, mandated to identify what is wrong before

celebrating what is right, pressing hardest where an

argument feels safest.

◆ The Strategist, translating between long-term horizon and

immediate decision, asking which commitments remain

robust across scenarios rather than optimising for a single

forecast.

◆ The Philosopher, maintaining the frame, surfacing

assumptions before they harden into invisible constraints.

◆ The Historian, insisting on continuity, refusing presentism,

embedding arguments in arcs of time longer than any single

project or market cycle.

These voices require a centre that holds. The Central Compass

performs that role, orienting rather than dictating: holding the

ethical framework, the long horizon, and the willingness to sign

under one function that accepts full responsibility for the result.

3. The method in practice

In the spring of 2009, we were offered a large-format work by

an artist whose earlier paintings had been among the most

precise arguments in the collection. This new piece was
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different: bigger, more declarative, unmistakeably made for an

international market that had by then arrived and was making

its preferences legible. The Strategist observed that the work

would anchor the collection’s visibility in a period when

institutional attention was consolidating around a small number

of names. The Critic asked a simpler question: does this work

advance the argument, or does it confirm it? The distinction

matters. Confirmation produces a more legible collection.

Advancement produces a more honest one. We did not acquire

the work. The refusal was recorded. It remains, in retrospect,

one of the clearest moments when the compass was actually

visible.

The method is the same whether applied to writing, to an

acquisition decision, or to a board deliberation about

institutional direction. A draft is produced first in the first person,

with full biographical weight. Then each voice is activated in

turn, with AI used as an instrument of activation rather than an

originator of thought. The Critic asks what is weakest. The

Strategist asks what can be removed without loss. The

Philosopher asks what is being assumed. The Historian asks

where this argument has appeared before and what the context

will look like in ten years. The compass decides what to accept,

what to resist, what to defer — and signs.

4. Language that resists
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Orwell argued that clear, honest writing is itself a form of

resistance — that to say what you mean, precisely, is to refuse

the fog in which power hides. What makes that argument newly

urgent is not that AI systems produce falsehoods. It is that they

accustom us to a smooth surface of language under which the

basic questions — who said this, what do they mean, does this

refer to anything real — become increasingly difficult to ask.

Polyphonic architecture is the structural response to that

condition: writing that is slow enough to mean what it says,

situated enough to say where it comes from, and accountable

enough to be contested rather than merely consumed.

5. The sycophancy problem

Generative AI systems are trained in ways that create structural

biases toward agreement, flattery, and the confirmation of the

user’s existing beliefs. A collector who uses AI to test an

acquisition argument will typically receive a response that finds

the argument sound, raises manageable objections, and affirms

the direction of thinking. This feels like rigour. What it produces

is a polished version of the collector’s own initial impulse,

returned with the appearance of independent verification. The

Critic voice — mandated to identify what is wrong — is the

structural counter to this problem. The compass’s job is neither

to accept nor resist critique automatically, but to evaluate

whether the objection is genuine or merely procedurally correct.
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6. Beyond writing and collecting: polyphony as
cross-sector architecture

The three pressures described at the opening of this chapter —

volumetric, tonal homogeneity, responsibility collapse — are

not peculiar to writing or to cultural institutions. They describe

the operating condition of any organisation that makes

decisions under the influence of generative systems trained on

its field’s prior output. A luxury maison that uses AI to develop

new creative directions is not asking a neutral tool for options; it

is consulting a statistical model of what the maison has already

made, weighted by what has already been approved. A family

office that uses AI to analyse succession scenarios is receiving

recommendations optimised against the aggregate of

documented transitions — the ones that were legible enough to

leave records — not the ones that depended on judgement that

resisted documentation. The structural effect in each case is

the same: the field’s existing distribution of value is treated as

its future, and the decision-maker is insulated from the specific

discomfort that genuine alternatives produce.

Algorithmic monoculture is not an AI problem. It is a

governance problem that AI makes more efficient. Polyphonic

architecture is its structural counter: not because it produces

better outputs, but because it builds resistance to the return of

the same into the decision-making structure itself. The Critic’s

mandate — to find what is wrong before celebrating what is

right — is precisely the function that a well-trained AI system
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will most consistently fail to perform, because its training

optimises for approval.

This applies wherever meaning must be made rather than

generated: in the atelier that distinguishes creative authority

from creative efficiency; in the foundation that distinguishes

legacy from reputation; in the governance structure that

distinguishes the next generation’s right to inherit the method

from the obligation to repeat the conclusions. The art world is

the laboratory in which these questions have been tested with

unusual explicitness, because its objects resist reduction to

utility and its decisions cannot be fully audited by any system

that was not present when they were made.

The art world is the laboratory. The question it poses

belongs to any field where meaning must be made —

not generated — across time.

Plurality without chaos. Clarity without brutality.

Governance without bureaucracy.
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PART IV

BETWEEN INSTITUTIONS,
COLLECTIONS, AND CODE
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BRIDGE

Hinge
This is not a chapter. It is a hinge.

The museum’s crisis, the bonsai collection, and the polyphonic

method describe one problem in three registers: how to keep

coherence alive under conditions of excess — of scale, of

objects, of language. Code is the newest jurisdiction in which

this architecture must operate. Platforms and AI systems

embed theories of value before human actors arrive. The line

this project draws is constitutional: certain acts cannot be

delegated without hollowing out authority.

Three acts that cannot be delegated:

◆ Defining what the institution or collection is for — its

editorial line, its scope, its founding argument. This is the act

that makes all subsequent decisions coherent. No algorithm,

tool, or advisory process can perform it without replacing it.

◆ Deciding what enters and what leaves — acquisitions,

deaccessions, exhibitions, commissions. The decision may

be informed by any number of inputs; the signature must be

a human one, made under acknowledged uncertainty, with

the reasoning recorded.

◆ Determining which publics the institution acknowledges

responsibility toward. The distribution of accountability —

who the institution serves, on what terms, and at what cost to
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whom — cannot be delegated to engagement metrics or

platform reach without quietly redefining the institution’s

purpose.

From here, the book widens its lens: from institutional

diagnostics and private blueprints to the ecology in which

different forms — mega-museums, bonsai collections, digital

laboratories — either develop a shared grammar of

transmission or allow their arguments to be overwritten by

systems that care only about engagement.
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CHAPTER 4

Three Ecologies of Culture
No single institutional form is sufficient. Each depends on the
others’ survival.

Every institution is a wager on what kind of knowledge matters

most. No single form is sufficient, and the bonsai institution is

intelligible only in relation to what it is not. Three ecologies

define the contemporary landscape — each with genuine

achievements, genuine risks, and genuine claims on the others.

1. The mega-museum: knowledge through accumulation

The mega-museum operates through scale: thousands of

works, hundreds of staff, buildings conceived as civic

monuments. Its achievement is comprehensiveness — the

capacity to show an artist’s full trajectory, to sustain decades of

scholarship, to preserve what markets would discard. It carries

a political and civic weight no private collection can assume. It

is a public trust, accountable to constituencies beyond its own

preferences. The private collector gains credibility by operating

in a field the mega-museum has legitimised; that debt must be

acknowledged explicitly, not merely implied.

Its risk is institutional mass — the tendency of large

organisations to generate their own gravitational field, bending

every decision toward self-perpetuation. Scale produces a

specific kind of vulnerability: the capacity to attract a billion
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dollars in sponsorship and lose curatorial independence without

anyone having made that decision explicitly.

The museum’s transformation into an exportable brand has

added a dimension that traditional analysis does not capture:

the institution as node in a geopolitical network. When Abu

Dhabi committed to a twenty-seven billion dollar cultural district,

it was acquiring affiliation — the signal that the city belonged to

the global cultural conversation. China recorded 1.49 billion

museum visits in 2024. The centre of gravity of global cultural

participation has already moved, irrespective of where

institutional prestige is still officially conferred. The ArtReview

Power 100’s 2025 first position went to Ibrahim Mahama of

Ghana — the first African artist to top the list — whose

influence was earned through institution-building rather than

market performance.

2. The pop-up: reach without accumulation

The pop-up operates through spectacle — the immersive

projection, the shareable moment. Its achievement is reach. Its

risk is disposability: nothing accumulates, each iteration is

expendable, and the logic is extractive rather than generative.

Yet the pop-up has identified something the traditional museum

has been slow to acknowledge: audiences crave immersion,

and immersion is not inherently debased. The question is

whether it can be designed to generate reflection rather than

only image-capture. At its best, it brings new audiences into
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initial encounters that lead toward deeper engagement with

other institutional forms. At its worst, it confirms that depth was

never the point.

3. The bonsai institution: coherence and its limits

The bonsai institution operates through precision. Its

achievement is coherence. Its risk is insularity and, more subtly,

aesthetic confirmation bias: when every acquisition is

measured against the logic of the whole, the collection risks

becoming a hall of mirrors, increasingly refined and increasingly

remote from the conditions of actual cultural production. A

bonsai that no longer admits new cuts has become a fossil. The

editorial line must retain productive tension — able to

accommodate work that surprises, troubles, or partially refutes

its own premises — or it becomes orthodoxy rather than

argument.

4. The ecology, not the hierarchy

The three forms do not rank: they constitute an ecology in

which each depends on the others’ survival. The

mega-museum legitimises fields that smaller collections curate

intensively. The bonsai institution preserves forms of attention

that mass institutions struggle to maintain. The pop-up draws

audiences into initial encounters that the other forms then

deepen. Remove any one and the ecology becomes less

capable of producing the full range of cultural effects that
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transmission requires.

Private collections that lend major works to public institutions,

that publish research, that make catalogues openly accessible:

these are not performing generosity. They are servicing a debt.

The public museum made the private collector’s authority

possible. The least a collector owes is legibility — making the

argument visible enough that it can be contested, extended,

and inhabited by others.

An ecology of culture is not a competition between

institutional forms. It is the set of mutual dependencies

that keeps all of them alive.
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CHAPTER 5

Technology as Constitution
Platforms are not neutral channels. They are constitutional
documents written in code.

Every technology that becomes infrastructure becomes, in time,

constitutional. The platforms, algorithms, and AI systems that

now shape cultural life function less like tools and more like

jurisdictions. They embed rules, priorities, and distributions of

power. When a museum publishes on such platforms, it tacitly

accepts the platform’s constitution unless it has its own

architecture strong enough to resist.

1. What algorithmic governance does to cultural value

Algorithms curate. They favour what resembles what has

already performed well; they promote content likely to retain

attention; they learn from aggregate behaviour at scale. Over

time, the visible becomes more visible and the obscure remains

obscure. For cultural institutions that operate within these

systems, the practical consequence is that decisions about

what to publish openly, what metadata to maintain, and how to

frame works in digital contexts carry the same weight as

decisions about what to acquire. They determine what will be

encountered, by whom, and with what interpretive frame.

The infrastructure of control in the current era was largely built

by those it now governs, and called freedom. Geolocation,

THE DISCIPLINE OF REFUSAL



Sylvain Lévy · DSLcollection 2026

56

behavioral tracking, and predictive profiling were not imposed

on users; they were demanded as features. The

recommendation engine reconfigures what the environment

rewards — not through prohibition but through the gradual

substitution of lighter preferences for deeper ones, until depth

itself starts to feel inconvenient. When content

recommendations, institutional visibility, and grant decisions all

depend on algorithmic forecasts, statistical ancestry becomes

social fate. The model is no longer describing cultural value. It

is helping to produce it.

2. Resonance as the honest counter-metric

Engagement is what algorithms optimise for: measurable,

scalable, politically neutral. As a proxy for cultural value, it is not

merely inadequate — it is actively misleading, because it

measures the friction of the transaction rather than the depth of

the encounter. An institution that allows engagement metrics to

inform acquisition decisions quietly imports attention economics

into its sense of what matters.

Resonance is what culture is actually trying to produce: the

capacity of a work, an institution, or an argument to alter how

someone sees — not immediately, not measurably in the

moment of exposure, but durably, as the encounter continues

to generate meaning long after the original experience ends. A

work is resonant when it is returned to by those who

encountered it, not because it confirmed what they already
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believed but because it changed the question they were asking.

A collection is resonant when its acquisitions prove to have

named something before the field had language for it. An

institution is resonant when the exhibitions it staged twenty

years ago are still being discussed — not because they were

popular but because they were consequential.

The markers of resonance are qualitative and longitudinal: the

frequency with which a decision is returned to by those involved

because the work continues to generate new questions; the

degree to which works are requested years later by people who

find them newly relevant; and the persistence of an institutional

argument in conversations among people who encountered it

independently. None of these can be entered into a dashboard.

All of them can inform a curatorial judgement.

Resonance is also the honest criterion for evaluating the

Lampedusa question: when an institution describes itself as

transforming, the test is not whether the language of

transformation is used, but whether the changes being made

produce resonance rather than mere engagement. A new

building produces engagement. A new governance framework

that genuinely changes who decides what is shown may

produce resonance for decades after the building has been

renovated beyond recognition.
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Engagement measures the friction of the transaction.

Resonance measures what culture actually does: the

capacity to alter how someone sees, long after the

encounter ends.

3. Design as governance

If technology functions as constitution, then design — of

interfaces, workflows, and policies — is a form of governance.

Interfaces can be built for speed or for valuable friction: prompts

to pause, additional context before sharing, reminders of

provenance. These choices may reduce raw engagement

metrics while increasing the quality of attention. That trade-off is

a governance decision — one that the institution, not the

platform, must make explicitly.

4. The non-delegable line

Convenience and cost constantly press toward automation. The

governing distinction is this: if a decision changes the identity of

the institution or collection — what it is, what it stands for, what

it chooses to remember — it must not be delegated. If a

decision affects how known content is accessed — but not what

is considered true or central — delegation may be acceptable

with oversight. That line is constitutional. Remove it and you

have not streamlined governance; you have abandoned it.
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To enter the digital field without governance is not

openness. It is abdication.
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PART V

AI, AUTHORITY, AND
STEWARDSHIP
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CHAPTER 6

AI and Cultural Authority
Artificial intelligence does not erase authority. It reveals
where authority truly sits.

The arrival of large language models in cultural life has

generated two opposed and equally unproductive responses:

uncritical enthusiasm and defensive alarm. The actual

challenge is more specific: AI does not create the crisis of

cultural authority. It reveals a crisis that already existed, by

making visible the extent to which authority had always been

partly procedural — based on access, credential, and

institutional position rather than on irreplaceable human

intelligence.

1. Two kinds of authority

Procedural authority derives from role, credential, or proximity

to institutions with recognised legitimacy. It provides

coordination and legibility in fields that would otherwise be

ungovernable — but it is, in principle, replicable. An AI trained

on decades of criticism can produce text that mimics the

conventions of procedural authority convincingly.

Biographical authority derives from something irreplicable: the

specific intellectual and experiential trajectory that produces

genuine, situated knowledge. The collector who acquired

Chinese contemporary art in 1997, before the market existed
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and before institutions had formed their canonical judgements,

possesses a form of knowledge that cannot be reproduced by

any system trained only on subsequent records. The decisions

made at that moment are inscribed in the collection itself. They

are the collection.

2. The moment of indistinction

An AI system can generate a paragraph about a specific artist

that is grammatically distinguished, contextually accurate, and

tonally consistent with serious critical writing. A reader

unfamiliar with the work cannot tell the difference between this

and a paragraph written by someone who stood in a Beijing

studio in 2003 and made a decision under uncertainty. But the

difference is total. The human paragraph carries, embedded

invisibly in its judgement, the weight of commitment made at

the moment of encounter: the financial and reputational stakes,

the relationships that preceded and followed the decision, the

risk of being wrong. The AI paragraph carries the aggregate

pattern of what has already been written and approved. It is, in

the strictest sense, retrospective.

3. Epistemic exhaustion as institutional threat

Deepfakes, coordinated disinformation, and AI-generated

content place the category of reliable information under

constant pressure. We swing between believing too readily and

refusing to believe anything at all. The real danger is not being
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misinformed but becoming so exhausted by the effort of

verifying that we abandon the work of knowing altogether. For

institutions that claim authority over cultural memory, epistemic

exhaustion is a direct threat to the function that justifies their

existence. The museum’s claim to offer slow, sustained

attention may already be, in some contexts, one more narrative

competing for credibility in an environment that monetises

authenticity as efficiently as anything else. That possibility must

be held alongside the claim, not suppressed in favour of it.

4. Authorship, signature, and the institutional response

The signature is not a claim that no AI was involved. It is a

claim that a specific human intelligence was present at every

consequential juncture and will stand accountable for the result.

That claim is harder to sustain than it sounds. The temptation

— when AI produces fluent, structurally sound text quickly — is

to reduce the compass role to approval rather than judgement:

to read the output, find it good enough, and sign. The result is a

text that carries a human signature but was not shaped by

human intelligence at its consequential junctures. Over time, in

institutions and individuals alike, that erosion is precisely how

authority hollows out — not in one dramatic abdication but in

hundreds of small acceptances of the adequate.

When a museum uses AI to produce interpretive labels or

catalogue entries, the question is not whether the output is

perceptible as AI-generated — increasingly it is not — but
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whether the institution’s curatorial intelligence remains

genuinely active. The risk is not that AI will replace curators. It

is that the presence of AI will provide institutional cover for the

gradual reduction of the curatorial role: more content, lower

cost, imperceptibly less thought.

The test of AI in cultural institutions is not technical

quality. It is whether human authority remains

genuinely active at every consequential juncture.
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CHAPTER 7

DSLcollection as Laboratory
A laboratory is useful not because it produces answers, but
because it makes questions precise enough to test.

In 1997, Chinese contemporary art was not a market category,

not a canonical field, and not the subject of significant

institutional attention in the West. Dominique and I began

acquiring works that year not because an index told us to, and

not because we had a theory we were illustrating. We had a

conviction, formed through repeated travel and sustained

attention, that something was happening in studios across

China that the art world had not yet accounted for — and that

the window in which that moment could be encountered on its

own terms would not stay open indefinitely.

1. Three decisions that tested the principles

In 2001, we deaccessioned a significant work — one that had

been central to the collection’s early argument — because the

artist’s subsequent practice had moved in a direction that made

the earlier work misleading within the context of the collection

as a whole. The work was acquired by a public institution; the

deaccession was recorded with a rationale that named the

tension explicitly. The process was uncomfortable. It was also

the moment the collection began to function as an argument

rather than an inventory.
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In 2008, as the international market for Chinese contemporary

art consolidated rapidly, we reached what the ceiling made

visible: the next acquisition required a decision about

departure. We were offered a work by an artist who had

become one of the defining names of the period. The work was

significant; the acquisition was defensible; the price was high.

The Strategist argued for inclusion. The Critic asked which work

would leave to make room and whether that work was less

important to the collection’s argument than the one being

offered. It was not. We did not acquire the work. The ceiling had

forced a question the collection could not otherwise have been

made to answer.

In 2016, building the VR museum, we encountered what we

had not expected: every decision that architecture usually

makes automatically had to be made explicitly. Where two

works are placed in relation to each other in a physical gallery

is, in part, a function of room dimensions, ceiling height, and

natural light. In a virtual space, those constraints disappear.

You must decide what proximity means when it has been

decoupled from physical space. You must decide what it means

to arrive at a work when arrival is no longer a function of

walking. The VR museum was the most demanding

governance exercise we had undertaken, because it removed

the scaffolding that architecture provides and required us to

state, in pure form, what we actually believed about how works

should be encountered.
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2. The acquisition window as thesis

The decision to cap the acquisition window at 2012 crystallised

over several years of noticing that works acquired after that

date felt differently positioned. The earlier works came from a

moment when artists were working without the guarantee of

institutional reception — that uncertainty was constitutive of the

work, not incidental to it. Closing the window was a statement

about what the collection was for: an argument about a specific,

now-closed historical chapter rather than a continuously

updated survey. The silence about everything since is a

position, not an omission. It carries the same responsibility as

an inclusion.

3. Transmission as method, not event — and an
unfinished experiment

The involvement of Karen and Raphaël in the collection’s

governance has surfaced the hardest question the laboratory

poses: can the intelligence behind a collection be transmitted

as a method for asking questions rather than as a set of

conclusions to inherit? The temptation in succession is to hand

over the answers. That is not transmission. It is the conversion

of a living argument into doctrine. The rationale is the

inheritance — not the object, not the valuation, but the

documented reasoning that makes it possible to ask, in a new

context: what does the collection’s own argument suggest?
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A critic reading this book would be right to press on a

vulnerability that runs beneath all of it: the proof of the bonsai

model is still ahead. DSLcollection is a laboratory whose most

important experiment — genuine succession under genuine

uncertainty — has not yet concluded. Dominique and I are still

present. Karen and Raphaël are in governance, but the

founder’s authority has not yet become residual. The interval

the book identifies as the most dangerous moment in

institutional life is the moment this book has not yet reached.

I raise this not to undermine the argument but because any

honest account of a governance framework must name what it

has not yet been tested against. The bonsai discipline has been

tested against market pressure, against the temptation of

expansion, against the specific discomforts of the 2008 ceiling

decision and the 2001 deaccession. It has not been tested

against the death of the founder. The claim that deliberate

constraint produces more transmissible institutions than

accumulation is supported by everything the laboratory has

produced so far. It will be confirmed or refuted by what happens

after. That uncertainty is not a footnote. It is the condition under

which the argument must be held.

What the argument does not require, to be worth making, is that

it already be proven. What it requires is that it be honest about

where the proof currently stands — and that the documentation

built now, the rationales recorded and the refusals named, is

precisely the archive that will make the experiment recoverable
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by whoever inherits it, whatever they find.

4. What the laboratory has learned

◆ Constraint is productive, not modest. The ceiling forces

decisions that growth would defer indefinitely. Every forced

choice is a moment when the collection becomes more itself.

◆ Transparency is a form of courage. Publishing rationales

for acquisitions and deaccessions — including for the

refusals — requires a willingness to expose provisional

reasoning and acknowledged error. Institutions that have not

built a culture of naming uncertainty publicly will not suddenly

do so under succession pressure.

◆ Polyphony requires maintenance and a compass

genuinely willing to be surprised. The failure mode is not

abandonment of the method but its ceremonialisation: voices

invoked in form while the compass has already decided. The

2008 ceiling decision was one where the Critic’s question

genuinely changed the outcome.
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CHAPTER 8

The Future of Cultural Stewardship
The interval between one generation’s authority and the
next’s is the most dangerous moment in institutional life.

Every cultural institution faces the same deepest problem: how

to transmit a specific intelligence — not just objects, not just

buildings, but the habit of judgement that made those objects

and buildings significant — across the interval between

generations. That interval is the most dangerous moment in

institutional life. It is when biographical authority is no longer

operative and the new authority of successors is not yet fully

formed.

1. The interval problem

Governance frameworks designed only for stable conditions fail

at intervals. The Three Ds are interval events. Succession is

not the moment when governance becomes important; it is the

moment when the quality of governance built over the

preceding decades becomes visible. Polyphonic architecture

addresses the interval problem by making intelligence structural

rather than personal: when the criteria of belonging are explicit,

when the reasoning behind decisions is documented, when the

compass is described rather than merely embodied,

successors can inhabit the method before they have fully

internalised the judgement.
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2. A polyphonic ecology

The future of cultural stewardship is an ecology in which

different forms — mega-museums, bonsai institutions, pop-up

experiences, digital laboratories, university collections,

foundation archives — develop shared grammars of

governance and transmission. That shared grammar does not

require uniformity. It requires legibility: the capacity of each

form to explain its constraints and its reasoning in ways that

other forms can understand, challenge, and learn from. Trophy

projects — the Guggenheim Abu Dhabi, the Ordos Art Museum

in a ghost city — prioritise prestige over integration and

produce dependence without ecosystem. Institutions built from

the outset as catalysts — Te Papa Tongarewa with M■ori

governance, the District Six Museum conceived by former

residents — demonstrate that the distinction is not architectural

but conceptual, settled before the first decision is made.

3. AI as governance challenge

The question of AI in cultural stewardship is not primarily

technical. It is a governance question: which decisions can AI

support without weakening the institutional intelligence that

makes those decisions meaningful? Research and

documentation tasks that consume disproportionate staff time

are reasonable candidates for support. Curatorial judgements

about what enters a collection, what constitutes its argument,
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how it positions itself on contested questions: these are not.

The line is constitutional, not operational.

4. The documentation demand

The next generation of cultural stewards will be the first to

govern institutions whose founding intelligence was partly

constructed with AI. The collections acquired, the exhibitions

designed, the texts written in the 2020s will have been shaped

by tools that cannot themselves be questioned, interviewed, or

held accountable. This creates a new kind of interval problem:

how to transmit the intelligence behind decisions made in

collaboration with systems that will not be available to explain

themselves to successors.

The response is a specific discipline of documentation: in

addition to the rationale for what was acquired and why, an

account of which parts of the reasoning were AI-assisted; what

the AI surfaced that was accepted; and, crucially, what it

surfaced that was refused. The refusals are the most important

element. An institution that can only document what it accepted

has preserved the outcome but lost the intelligence. The refusal

is where the compass was. That is what the next generation

needs to inherit.

Stewardship is not preservation alone. It is the active,

ongoing work of making cultural intelligence
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transmissible across time — including the intelligence

of how decisions were made.
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CONCLUSION

Fidelity in Times of Acceleration

The title of this conclusion names a paradox. Fidelity implies

slowness: careful attention to what was intended, resistance to

the distortions of fashion and expediency. Acceleration implies

the opposite. Cultural institutions exist in both registers

simultaneously — operating on quarterly budgets and

century-long conservation cycles at once. Fidelity in times of

acceleration does not mean choosing the slow register over the

fast. It means maintaining the capacity to inhabit both without

allowing one to dissolve the other.

What this book has traced is a single argument across five

being remade by systems that intervene inside the conditions of

thought, and cultural institutions that ignore this are designing

for an audience that no longer exists in the form they assume.

The Lampedusa threshold: every institutional reform must be

tested against whether it constitutes genuine structural change

or an elegantly organised postponement of it. The bonsai

institution: deliberate constraint, consistently maintained,

produces more transmissible structures than accumulation; the

discipline of deciding under uncertainty is not a supplement to

governance but its existential condition. Polyphonic

architecture: voice must be constructed consciously or ceded

entirely; the compass that signs must be genuinely present at
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every consequential juncture, not just at the final review.

Resonance: the honest counter-metric to engagement is not

harder to pursue than engagement — it is harder to report,

which is a different problem, one that governance can solve.

Three refusals

The book ends not with a summary but with an exigence. The

question it leaves with each reader is operational: what,

specifically, will you refuse?

Refuse to delegate the constitutive act. Define what the

institution is for, what the collection stands for, what argument

the voice is making — in your own language, with your own

signature, before the pressure arrives that would make the

definition a negotiation. No tool, advisory process, or board

committee can perform this act on your behalf without replacing

it.

Refuse to mistake engagement for resonance. Report

engagement to those who require reports. Make decisions on

the basis of resonance — the slow, unverifiable, politically

inconvenient criterion that asks not how many people saw this

but what it changed in those who did. The two are not always in

conflict. When they are, governance is what allows you to

choose.

Refuse the comfort of facade change. The Lampedusa formula

is one of the most seductive alibis available to institutions under

THE DISCIPLINE OF REFUSAL



Sylvain Lévy · DSLcollection 2026

76

pressure. Apply it to every reform you undertake: does this

change touch the mechanism, or only the appearance of the

mechanism? Does it redistribute authority, or only the language

used to describe it? The answer is rarely comfortable. It is

always necessary.

The effort required to honour these refusals is not heroic. It is

specific, repeated, largely invisible, and often thankless. It is the

work of the conservator who documents deterioration before

treating it, the curator who writes rationales for deaccessions

that no one will read until a succession crisis, the collector who

publishes the argument behind a collection that could as easily

have remained private, the director who refuses a partnership

that would have funded a season’s programme at the cost of a

decade’s credibility. These are governance decisions. Taken

together, over time, they are the only form of fidelity that

acceleration cannot dissolve.

Culture survives through transmission.

Paris, 2026
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Museums are overflowing, private collections are dissolving, and AI can
now generate fluent cultural commentary on demand. Visibility is easy.
Transmission is the hard problem.

question for 21st-century culture is not how to attract more attention but how to build

structures capable of carrying meaning across time — structures legible enough that

successors can inhabit them, honest enough to name their own costs, and governed

carefully enough to survive their founders.

Drawing on forty years of collecting and twenty years of building DSLcollection — a

deliberately constrained private collection of Chinese contemporary art — Lévy

develops five interconnected arguments: the overloaded museum, the Lampedusa

threshold, the bonsai institution, polyphonic architecture, and resonance as the

honest counter-metric to engagement. Together they form a sustained argument

about what transmission actually requires — and what we allow to disappear when

we mistake visibility for it.

◆  The institutional argument — When scale stops protecting, mission becomes the
load-bearing wall.

◆  The Lampedusa threshold — Every system reaches a point where facade change can
no longer substitute for structural change.

◆  The bonsai institution — Deliberate constraint produces more transmissible structures
than accumulation.

◆  Polyphonic architecture — Voice must be constructed consciously, or ceded entirely.

◆  Resonance — The honest counter-metric to engagement is not harder to pursue — it is
harder to report.


