Different audiences

Exhibiting participants’ work (Sally Fort)

Sally Fort’s notes

ON RELATIONSHIPS

After a series of tense discussions and compromises the work was displayed, the youngsters thoroughly enjoyed it, the artist was more than happy and the Scottish Museums Council used it in their 'Social Justice' policy document as an example of good practise

The lessons we took from this experience were that though we were thankful for the opportunity to work more closely with the curatorial team, we would not be held to commitments made on our part which had been arranged without consulting us, and that the work of the learning department should not be used simply to tick the boxes of funding applications.

I think what works is a sensitive approach depending on the exhibition venue, intended audiences and the interest and commitment of those involved. 

However we were very pleased to have travelled the learning curve with the curators, to the extent that they acknowledged the range of the problems the project highlighted and began to work with us and consult us in planning stages for future exhibitions

Can and should educationalists and curators work together? if so how? if not, why not? 

how does this work in small organisations where the curator and the educationalist are the same person? are there some key acknowledgements we can make in order to help this process move forward for the whole profession?

ON QUALITY

There is always the risk that the quality of the end product will not be up to standard

An important note is that the young people's work was given the same standard (very high) of framing as the artist photographer's work. 


We felt that it was important to ensure that our work was always represented with the same quality, professionalism and respect as the work created and commissioned by other departments.

'quality' is a big issue

I also feel that involving professional people (such as our excellent technical staff) in framing/mounting and hanging the work can make a real difference to both the work and the individual/audience perception of it.

it's important, in the first instance, to involve the artist/photographer who has worked most closely with a group of individuals - as they will have a good idea of the success and 'quality' of a work based on the progress the individual made while developing their work. 

I was disappointed in the overall look of the show, but the digital volunteers (i.e. participants) seemed delighted.

What’s important: the process? the end product?  how do you know what good quality is, and how can you display it? Is good quality important in exhibiting participants work? and important for whom? why / why not?

ON THE PROCESS
The artists and the children took their inspiration from the museum themes so that their work reflects and enhances the exhibition. 

There are a number of pros - the quality of the work enhances the actual display, the participants have a greater sense of ownership. Most would make return visits. 

However it is important to let the artists have freedom as it is their area of expertise

the project also led us to consider whether we could work with new schools, we feel that we have a responsibility to ensure a quality project occurs and this often leads us to schools who we have worked with previously and know we can work with successfully. This dilemma of how much risk we can take is continually ongoing…

We agreed in partnership that the pupils would produce a series of work that responded to the artist’s own ideas and practice, as led by the artist in the school workshops. The work would be included within the mainstream solo show, in one of our major temporary exhibition spaces. 

The artist retained ownership of her work with the children

The cons were in our case the amount of time available.  In some cases this put a lot of pressure on the artists.  

What makes a good process for exhibiting participants work?

ON DISPLAY METHODS

I often will defer to their (artists/photographers and individual contributors/participants) wishes and ideas for display, depending on the situation and budget 

Three artist photographers had worked in residence at the school. Each chose several works by students that they felt best represented the brief they'd given

The crux of the project was to display the work that the participants made adjacent to the paintings that had influenced them - and the resistance to this idea from the curators was (unsurprisingly) ferocious!

We felt it important to show the work to its best potential and it was left to our Education Manager to copy, crop, mount and frame all 15 works herself, to ensure they were of a standard worthy of the gallery space

Their photos were framed and exhibited in the foyer of the gallery. They were hung with the help of the photographer and our technical staff here

I felt it was entirely up to the kids as to whether their work be shown or not, particularly in the place where they lived and would see it every day.

The location for display for each of the objects was decided at the beginning of the process. 

We ran a project last year with the artist; where she displayed work produced by the children and herself in the final show.  

How do you select which works to display? Who decides – the artist? the project manager? the curator? Is the work shown in the main gallery? or a separate space of its own? and which is preferable? Does this add to, or detract from, either the work of the participants or that of the artist?

CHANCE CARD

If participatory work is led / influenced / steered by the exhibiting artist – does that make it the artist’s work?

Where’s the risk in exhibiting participants’ work and what do we do about it?

Who benefits from exhibiting participants’ work – why and how?

Or – does anyone in the group have another point on this theme they’d like feedback or help on?

EXHIBITING PARTICIPANTS’ WORK

Introduction

This theme arose from two initial perspectives. One – an interest in exhibiting the work of school pupils in relation to Milton Keynes Gallery which resulted in some initial research by Kirsten Gibbs (then Education Manager at MK Gallery, now Deputy Director of engage); alongside an interest arising from my own experiences of exhibiting participants’ work with a number of galleries / visual art organisations including Mid Pennine Arts, The London Institute (Young @ Art programme), The Lowry and Urbis. The call for information resulting in the responses below is the first step in what will hopefully become a larger research programme identifying models of good practice for gallery educators and curators collaboratively. The galleries have been included anonymously out of respect to the project managers involved, who faced some specific, sometimes sensitive challenges.
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In the past we worked with professional artists for summer schemes where the end results have been incorporated into the permanent exhibition. The artists and the children took their inspiration from the museum themes and the surrounding park and animal farm so that their work reflects and enhances the exhibition. The location for display for each of the objects was decided at the beginning of the process. 

There are a number of pros - the quality of the work enhances the actual display, the participants have a greater sense of ownership. Most would make return visits. 

The cons were in our case the amount of time available - it was only a week for each project.  In some cases this put a lot of pressure on the artists.  There is always the risk that the quality of the end product will not be up to standard but so far this has not been the case. 

My role is Education Officer and I was overall co-ordinator for the project.  I worked with the artists giving information about the various themes in the museum. At the start of each of the projects I also took the participants on a tour of the museum. In this case I took the lead and worked closely with the artists in terms of support, materials and the venue. However it is important to let the artists have freedom as it is their area of expertise. 

There have a number of projects - a large textile image of a rooster (short strips of material were sown together and woven through chicken wire), a wall hanging, 3D display of apples in various stages from blossom through to the harvest and "stained glass" windows - actually strips of perspex painted and slotted into narrow windows. 


Exhibiting participants' work - this happens fairly frequently and each project is different, depending on the amount of responsibility the artists/photographers and individual contributors/participants wish to take. I often will defer to their wishes and ideas for display, depending on the situation and budget.

So, for instance, the first project I organised here (called Neighbourhood Watch) involved a group of young people and a photographer and consisted of a series of portraits the young people had taken of their neighbours (often adults that they had previously got into trouble from). Their photos were framed and exhibited in the foyer of The Gallery. The photos were hung with the help of the exhibiting photographer and our technical staff here. After that, they were put up on semi-permanent show on the housing estate (with the expertise and advice of gallery technical staff), where the kids and their neighbours lived. After a few months, the kids came in and commanded the work be taken down (long story), so we did. I felt it was entirely up to the kids as to whether their work be shown or not, particularly in the place where they lived and would see it every day.

Another example is some work on semi-permanent exhibition at a secondary school in the East End of London. Three artist photographers had worked in residence at the school. Each chose several works by students that they felt best represented the brief they'd given. These works were framed and exhibited, alongside a work by each of the artist photographers, in the school's foyer. The art teacher helped me and a member of the gallery's technical staff decide where the work would go with the exception of one outdoor piece, which the artist decided to place himself. An important note is that the young people's work was given the same standard (very high) of framing as the artist photographer's work. 

A final example is when another photographer (Ben) worked with a small group of older people to develop a series of photographs about their local area (Haringey, North London) during a project called Digital Volunteers. Ben worked with each of the six participants to select work for framing and exhibition. Ben and I then worked together with the staff at the exhibition venue, a local history museum in Haringey called Bruce Castle, to hang the work. At the end of the exhibition, each of the participants took their framed work home (for display in their homes, gifts or to dispose of at their leisure!). The venue wasn't ideal for showing the work, however, as we had to use picture rails (notoriously hard to get things straight with). I was disappointed in the overall look of the show, but the digital volunteers seemed delighted.

I think what works is a sensitive approach depending on the exhibition venue, intended audiences and the interest and commitment of those involved. I think it's important, in the first instance, to involve the artist/photographer who has worked most closely with a group of individuals - as they will have a good idea of the success and 'quality' of a work based on the progress the individual made while developing their work. However, 'quality' is a big issue. I also feel that involving professional people (such as our excellent technical staff) in framing/mounting and hanging the work can make a real difference to both the work and the individual/audience perception of it.


We ran a very interesting project last year with the artist.

Anna (the artist) was looking to act as an interface between older people and young school children to support work she was making for an MA exhibition.  She took the theme from 'Tarlair' - a well-known seaside lido that is now unused and condemned though a place that in its day was a popular meeting and entertainment venue.

The project involved oral history recording, arts workshops and then a making process; she displayed work produced by the children and herself in the final show.  We paid for the workshops and negotiated workshop details with the Primaries; the artist retained ownership of her work.  We are looking to display the exhibition again at one of our Galleries, though Anna's work has now moved on...

That particular project was a quickly created activity responding to three things: 1/ a desire expressed by one of our key theatre companies to activate some research to inform a piece of drama work in the area, 2/ a request for some visual art from two of the area's Primary Schools and 3/ the artist, expressing her wish to create a body of work - for exhibiting - with pupils and older people based on the notion of 'Memories'.

There were no particular issues at all cast up by the work and the evaluation didn't raise any noteworthy pluses or minuses. The drama company didn’t follow through with their project so the visual arts/oral history project stood alone - and worked well.



I executed a project that may be of interest to you. Working with the artist (Karen), we took 8 young people who were living in care and activated an arts project on the theme of 'Portraiture'. Karen is a photographer, and this became the chosen medium for the work. The youngsters looked at the portraiture collection in the Gallery as a whole, considered the ideas behind such work and then created their own pieces in response. The crux of the project was to display the work that the participants made adjacent to the paintings that had influenced them - and the resistance to this idea from the curators was (unsurprisingly) ferocious! After a series of tense discussions and compromises the work was displayed, the youngsters thoroughly enjoyed it, the artist was more than happy and the Scottish Museums Council used it in their 'Social Justice' policy document as an example of good practise. 


Regarding school workshops, we sometimes display the pupils' work in the education space (if we have one set up). See attached photo. It helps the participants to take pride in their work by having it on display in the Gallery and visitors seem to find it interesting. As you can see, this isn't a curated show and works are simply put up with blu-tack. Works are often preliminary sketches or unfinished. A lot of the time, the work produced forms part of their course work and they prefer to take it back to school with them.


At the request of our curators, who (we were told at very short notice) had included a commitment to running an education project in their funding bid, we ran a project with an artist who had been offered a solo show. We met with the artist to talk about his approach to the school project and his experience of working with children / teenagers. At the same time a school who was applying for Artsmark and were looking to develop relationships with galleries contacted us to see if they could work with us in partnership. The school was a particularly challenging one and was on special measures at the time. Our artist was keen to work with the school, it being near the area he had grown up. We talked him through the particular issues the school faced, and facilitated a meeting between himself and the contact teacher, and, though we felt uneasy about the artist’s capabilities for this project, he, the teacher and the curator were keen and confident about the potential of the work. We agreed in partnership that the pupils would produce a series of work that responded to the artists’ own ideas and practice, as led by the artists in the school workshops. The work would be included within the mainstream solo show, in one of our major temporary exhibition spaces. 

After the first workshop it became clear that though we included very careful planning with everyone involved, the artist was either unhappy or not capable of working in the classroom. Sadly the teacher also left the classroom, leaving the artist on his own, which added to the difficulties.

In the second session, our Education Manager accompanied the artist in the school for additional support and to give some much needed structure and focus to the activity.

By the third session, the Education Manager was left alone to develop the work in school, as the artist failed to turn up for this – or any future sessions. We met with the curator who had initiated the project to discuss the difficulties but her concern was that the space in the gallery had been allocated and a funding commitment had to be met. With no time to contract an alternative artist, and the difficulties this would raise given that the work was intended to be within a solo show, we made the decision that the Education Manager would complete the project with the school in place of the artist. We also found that no budget had been allocated towards the presentation of the work within the gallery, but since we felt it important to show the work to its best potential having undergone all the former pitfalls, it was left to our Education Manager to copy, crop, mount and frame all 15 works herself, to ensure they were of a standard worthy of a nationally significant gallery space. In total this project took the Education Manager over 20 days for a project we had not accommodated within our work schedule.

The lessons we took from this experience were that though we were thankful for the opportunity to work more closely with the curatorial team, and to show the work of the education team in one of the buildings’ main spaces, we would not be held to commitments made on our part which had been arranged without consulting us, and that the work of the learning department should not be used simply to tick the boxes of funding applications.

We also changed our policy to reflect the fact that if we felt uneasy about an artist working in a participatory context for any reason, that gut instinct was a justifiable reason to exercise caution in our delivery and programming plans and to look for alternative artists, or if necessary turn down the project; and that wherever possible we should see an artist in action in workshops before contracting them. We felt that this was important at a time when we were trying hard to improve and increase the visibility of the education department, which was largely overlooked by the organisation as a whole, to ensure that our work was always represented with the same quality, professionalism and respect as the work created and commissioned by other departments.

Sadly the project also led us to consider whether we could work with new schools on mainstream exhibition projects for the future. Whilst we would love to be able to extend our reach, and offer this opportunity to a wider range of schools, we feel that we have a responsibility to ensure a quality project occurs and this often leads us to schools who we have worked with previously and know we can work with successfully. This dilemma of how much risk we can take is continually ongoing…

However we were very pleased to have travelled the learning curve with the curators, to the extent that they acknowledged the range of the problems the project highlighted and began to work with us and consult us in planning stages for future exhibitions, which has resulted in many more successful joint exhibitions between artists and participants since that time, and a higher profile, visibility and respect for the education department both internally and externally.

Notes on the session by Denise Bowler

This workshop was set up as a result of a previous discussions about the concept of exhibiting participants work , a survey engage members views on this issue via the engage forum and with an eye on future research into this area.  

The discussion was based on a series of questions arising from the survey on the engage forum.  The workshop participants at the Summer School were made up of gallery educators and a curator.

Questions were pulled from a ‘magic hat’.  These are the responses:-

Should participants’ work be exhibited alongside the artists’ work?

· One engage member felt that participants’ work should not be installed amongst the exhibition, as they queried who would benefit from this way of presenting the work 

· The possible benefits could be for the participants, their family and friends, the general public and it adds an interpretive level

· One possible concern for exhibiting the participants’ work amongst the exhibition would be that the artist had developed their own language, which would not necessarily be the same as the participants – does this then raise questions about the audience having their own language?

· Another member was interested in engaging new audiences in understanding work of galleries.  The participants’ work can still be considered as art even if there is no understanding.  I would show the participants’ work if they had made work in response to an exhibition.  This has made curators furious in the past.  Educators have a different perception as they don’t see the exhibition as a precious space, more of a dialogue space and curator’s don’t like the messiness of some activity.

Do you think there is a space for gallery educators to curate?

· There is a risk that the quality of the end product may not be to standard.  Quality is a big issue.  How does one know what good quality is?  

· The issue of exhibiting process compared to product

· An exhibition is generally about the end product, so when curating the end product has to be successful.  However, there have been exhibitions which have been poor, but the documented creative process has been strong providing the exhibition with a feeling of an ideas board

So do we open up galleries to everyone?

Do we need a scale here? – spaces reserved for different types of artists?

· At Milton Keynes Gallery a specific space was provided for young people in the exhibition programme.  In the first year there was a call for open submissions for young people , which was extended to open submissions with an artist’s residency in the next year, then young groups were targeted on the theme of Architecture Week in the following year and in the fourth year the participants had an active role in determining how the work should be displayed. 
· At other venues, the process has played a key part of an exhibition when documenting a project or exhibitions that have been set up as a dialogue.  Responses to the works of art have been included in the exhibition or dressing up spaces, providing ways of thinking about new groups and how they can access the work and take ideas away from the exhibition
· Education projects don’t always know what the end product will be, but artists generally do.  Artists generally work towards an exhibition which plays a large role in the making of the work, a factor which is not as dominant in project participants development of ideas

· At Urbis, Manchester, a project was set up with the education coordinator and a curator to work over 5 sessions with a group of young people.  They were given a tour of the space, introduced to the curatorial process and then created work for an exhibition with the knowledge of how work was selected and displayed in relation to the space.  This prior knowledge empowered the young people to understand and engage fully with the process of making work and putting on an exhibition, making the exhibition more meaningful

· Should there be a permanent space for exhibiting education work?

· There needs to be the flexibility within organisations and exhibition spaces to respond to the participants needs

· Barriers may arise due to generational issues with some curators where a power battle can occur

· engage can provide support through good practice pages and a member guidance section 

