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Introduction 
Interpretations explores the potential of gallery-based interpretation methods to develop new and 
existing audiences for contemporary visual art in Scotland.  Interpretations is a research project that 
operates on two levels.  First, at the level of individual galleries:  project teams use an action research 
model to investigate the effectiveness of a gallery-based project reflecting on the impact of such a 
participative process.  At a second level, each of the gallery-based projects is used as single case 
studies identifying commonalities and innovation across the projects.  These case studies might 
illustrate the diversity of intrepretive practice and contexts and suggest a model of good practice in 
this field. 
 
This text is a summary of the background, aims, scope and method of Interpretations with some 
observations that can be made even at this very early and speculative stage. 
 

Background 
The Interpretations initiative commenced in June 2007 with a Call for Proposals invited from 
contemporary art venues across Scotland.  Up to five gallery teams from across Scotland will be 
selected to develop projects that support the investigation of the overarching research question, 
 

ñHow can we use interpretation to increase access to contemporary art, and to address 
perceived barriers to intellectual access?ò 

 
This question emerged from the scoping report of Dr Heather Lynch (2006), commissioned by engage 
Scotland and the Scottish Arts Council.  The report maps out existing interpretation practice and 
identifies perceived barriers to intellectual engagement with contemporary art in Scotland.  Questions 
emerging from this study could centre on matching perceptions of gallery with those of audience 
groups. This is a tension that will be faced in the action research projects of each selected gallery. 
 
Interpretations contributes to a growing body of UK research in the field of gallery interpretation and 
audience development. (Taylor 2006; Envision; Charman & Ross 2006). In parallel with 
Interpretations is the ongoing research work of  ñEnquireò and ñEnvisionò.  The Enquire project, 
ñInspiring Learning in Galleriesò (Burgess & Addison 2007; Taylor 2006) facilitates intellectual access 
to contemporary art for school children through partnership clusters made up of artists, university-
based researchers, gallery educators, pupils and art teachers.  Enquire differs from Interpretations in 
terms of scale, scope and focus but provides valuable insight into the relevant issues of the conditions 
for intellectual access and the sustainability and legacy of gallery-based projects for audience 
development.   
 

 
 
 
In any type of critical inquiry we risk revealing the nature of our own prejudices through the 
assumptions implicit in the questions we ask and the methods we use to seek answers.  Implicit in 
Interpretations is the assumption that increasing intellectual access to contemporary art is desirable.  
As many contemporary art venues are funded in part by public funds then it follows that this 
contemporary art is made available to as wide a public audience as possible.  Each gallery team in 
Interpretations will be confronted with these important, foundational issues. 
 
The selected projects are due to start in October 2007 with a planned completion date of May 2008.  
Information generated from the projects will be collated throughout the duration of the projects and 
then analysed during the period May ï July 2008, with a final report prepared for September 2008. 
 
Staff from each of the venues will be supported in the delivery of their action research projects 
through three training and networking events planned throughout the eight month implementation 
phase. 
 
 



Interpretations is being delivered through four galleries* working on individual, context specific 
projects, but brought together at key points as a supportive peer network through planned training and 
dissemination events.  The initiative is coordinated by an appointed researcher with the support of an 
advisory group representative of the stakeholders in this inquiry:  artists, curators, educators, front-of-
house staff, funders and academics. 
 

Aims and Objectives 
 
Interpretations is designed to provide opportunities for gallery staff to look creatively at methods of 
gallery-based interpretation and to experiment with approaches addressing barriers to (intellectual) 
access. 
 
This aim is to be achieved through meeting the following objectives: 
 

 
¶ consider each project as a case-study supporting gallery teams in the methods of action 

research  
 
¶ identify common characteristics across the case studies (that may lead to a model of 

interpretation best practice) 
 
¶ further promote and embed principles of equality into gallery practice through attention to 

equality in the selection, implementation and evaluation process of the action research 
 
 

Proposed Outputs 
 

¶ Interpretations (web-based) publication illustrating the case studies and proposing a model/s 
of interpretation practice that could be adopted in a variety of gallery/venue contexts  

 

¶ Research report detailing the research aims, methods and outcomes 
 

¶ Conference paper and presentation 
 
 

Proposed Outcomes 
 

¶ a network of peer support and training that lays the foundation for further gallery projects and 
research work 

¶ an enhanced research capacity within the area of gallery interpretation and audience 
development for contemporary art through a formal research framework and training events 

 

Scope  
 
It is anticipated that the projects selected for this initiative will represent a breadth and balance across 
the following factors 

¶ location 

¶ sector type 

¶ funding source 

¶ size (staffing, building etc) 

¶ existing audience profile 

¶ exhibitions programme 



 
The researcher is supported by an Advisory Group (Adv Gp) of eight members (Appendix 1) with 
expertise across the areas of contemporary art practice, curatorial practice, gallery education & 
outreach, audience development & marketing and research.  The role of the Adv Gp is to provide 
wide perspectives on the process and progress of the overall research strategy including the selection 
of the gallery proposals. 
 
The timeframe for this research (Oct 07 ï May 08) encourages each project to be considered a brief 
case study of interpretation activity and/or methods.  The researcher will monitor the projects of each 
venue providing support through the action research framework.  Support will include training events 
& materials, email communication and research visits. 
 
 

Method 
 
The gallery teams will be encouraged to develop their projects using a creative process cycle such as, 
but not restricted to, ASPIRE:   

¶ Assessment 

¶ Specification 

¶ Planning 

¶ Implementation  

¶ Review 

¶ Evaluation 
 
Using a creative-process  model provides a clear focus and structure for the gallery projects whilst 
enhancing the research skills of each team.   
 
The action research model would encourage each gallery team to consider methods of recording and 
reflecting such as diaries (visual and text), photographs, storyboards blogs, etc appropriate to the 
dispositions of each team. 
 

Terminology and definitions 
Projects or proposals; galleries or venues? 
 
Time spent clarifying the meaning and use of shared vocabulary will pay dividends at later stages of 
the research process.  Consistency in use of language can avoid unnecessary ambiguity and 
confusion.  The training/networking events will support the Interpretations team as they come to a 
shared frame of reference that includes the meanings and use of words and phrases. 
 

Emerging Issues  

Even at this early stage of Interpretions there are exciting issues that have emerged:  

 
ñLearning took place through the experience of remaking the artwork, a visual process of 
interpretation.ò 

Charman & Ross (2006:37) 
 
Stepping in and out of a research context and the impact that has on interpretation practice. 
 
How does an action research strategy enhance the gallery projects? 
 
Tensions arise when different conceptual frameworks collide:  curation, education, audience 
development etc.  What strategies do gallery teams devise to navigate the collisions? 
 



Action research challenges the beliefs, values and assumptions of all those involved.  The Adv Gp 
who, on one level, is perceived to provide an objective gaze over progress and process, they are in 
fact representative of the subjective issues within the area of gallery interpretation and the concept of 
audience development. 
 
The perceived challenge of the artwork. 
 
The responsibilities and/or influence of the artist in the gallery interpretation. 
 
The intentions of the curator and their relationship with the interpretation. 
 
The need for an audience 
 
The nature and purpose of an education policy with regard to interpretation practice. 

 
 
 
 ñstories of art are produced through the curatorial process of selection, juxtaposition and 
interpretation of art as exhibitions and ópermanentô displaysò 

Robins (2006:150) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Interpretations promises to be an exciting and challenging initiative, probably raising more questions 
than it hopes to answer.  That is, however, the nature of creative critical inquiry. 
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Researcher Process and Outputs 



Researcher Process and Outputs 
 
Four summary reports punctuate the 15 months of Interpretations detailing key dates, events and progress 
(Appendix 2a).  The table below provides the chronological sequence of researcher activities and outputs.  
Following the table is an expanded narrative describing some of the key points. 
 

Month Process Activities Researcher Outputs 

May 2007 
Preparation &  
Planning 

Co-ordinator/Researcher Meetings 
 
Advisory Group Meetings 
 
Stage 1 Selection & Feedback Meeting 
 
Stage 2 Selection & Feedback Meeting 

Written Feedback to all Stage 1 
applicants 
 
Written Feedback to all unsuccessful 
Stage 2 applicants; 
Verbal Feedback to 3 of 4 successful 
applicants 
 
 
Summary Report 1 

June 

Stage 1 Selection 
 

July 

August 
Stage 2 Selection 
 
Implementation 
 

September Research Visits CG & DCA  

October Dissemination & feedback 
Engage Scotland Conference 07 
presentation & discussion 
Interpretations Information Session 

Research Overview 
Consent Forms  
Summary Report 2 

November 
Reflection, Feedback & 
Planning 

Co-ordinator/Researcher Meetings  

December 
Implementation & 
Feedback 

Cluster Event No1 
Research Tools, Techniques & Documentation 

Participatory Workshop 
Support materials 

January 2008 Implementation Facebook page 
trigger question 
action research and evaluation resources 

February Implementation Research Visits CG, DCA. PAC & TRG Written Feedback to all projects 

February Dissemination 
Scotland:  Creative Nation, Cultural 
Summit 

Information Leaflet 

March  
Implementation & 
Feedback 

Cluster Event No2 
 

Participatory Workshop 
Support materials 
 
Summary Report 3 



April Implementation 
Monitoring 
Reviewing collected information 

 

May Implementation 
Monitoring  
Reviewing collected information 

Reporting Formats for discussion 

June 
Implementation, 
Feedback & Reflection 

Cluster Event No3 
 
Analysis of Project Reports 

Participatory Workshop 
Support materials 
 
Report Draft No1 for participant 
consultation 

July 
Reflection, Evaluation & 
Feedback 

Report Feedback 
 
Report Writing 

Summary Report 4 
 
Report Draft No2 for participant & 
Advisory Group feedback 

August Dissemination  PowerPoint Summary 

September Dissemination & Feedback Engage Scotland Conference 08 
Summary paper for inclusion in 
conference packs (tbc) 
Presentation (tbc) 

Table   
Researcher Process and Outputs 

 
 
May ς September (Selection) 
Through the websites of engage and the Scottish Arts Council, In June 2007 an open call for proposals was 
launched in June 2007.  Twelve proposals were received from venues across Scotland and were considered 
through a process of blind peer review.  The Advisory Group then invited nine proposals to a second stage.  
Three proposals were selected at Stage Two with the Advisory Group making a decision to invite a proposal 
from one further venue thus extending the geography, audience profile and exhibitions programmes 
represented across the four proposals.  Written feedback from the selection process was emailed to all 
unsuccessful proposals.   
 
Proposals from the following venues were selected and invited to form the core of the Interpretations project 

¶ Collective Gallery, Edinburgh  (CG) 

¶ Dundee Contemporary Arts, Dundee (DCA) 

¶ Pier Arts Centre, Orkney   (PAC) 

¶ Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh  (TRG)
1
 

 
On behalf of the Advisory Group, initial verbal feedback was given by the researcher through face-to-face 
meetings with staff of two of the venues.  The importance of the feedback process was underlined through the 
consequence of not feeding back in a clear and timely manner.  This is discussed particularly in Case-Study 4. 
 
October - February 
Interpretations was introduced to the wider community of practice through engage Scotland Conference 

2007.
2
  During an informal presentation, each gallery shared their proposal and invited questions from the 

audience.  A participant information session was held at this time enabling the participants of each project to 
meet as a group for the first time.  Details of forward planning, finance and consent were discussed at this 
session. 
 

                                                           
1 Abbreviations in brackets used throughout document when referring to the specific venues and/or projects.  The alphabetical order of the 

galleries is a convention used throughout Interpretations and in this document. 
2 engage Scotland Conference, 31 Oct ï 01 Nov 2007, National Gallery, Edinburgh. 



Three networking & training events were held in Edinburgh and Dundee as the principle mechanism for the 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀŎǘƛƻƴ ǊŜǎŜŀǊŎƘ ǇǊƻŎŜǎǎΦ  Lƴƛǘƛŀƭƭȅ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǘŜǊƳŜŘ άtŀǊǘƴŜǊ 9ǾŜƴǘǎέ ōǳǘ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎƛƻƴ 
ƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǊŜƴŀƳƛƴƎ ŀǎ άCluster Eventsέ ό!ǇǇŜƴŘƛȄ оύΥ 
 

¶ Cluster Event No 1   
Research Tools, Techniques and Documentation 
hosted by the Collective Gallery and Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 

 

¶ Cluster Event No 2   
Analysis, Evaluation and Dissemination 
Dundee Contemporary Arts, Dundee 

 

¶ Cluster Event No 3 
Reporting and Dissemination 
Edinburgh 

 
Designed around participatory, discussion-based activities, the Cluster Events explored possible tools and 
processes of action research and provided a forum for sharing information and identifying next steps.  
Accommodating travel and other commitments, the sessions were held between 10am and 3pm.  Each project 
was represented at every event. 
 
With the exception of the Pier Arts Centre in Orkney the researcher visited each venue a total of three times: 
twice for formal project meetings and once as a gallery visitor.  At the request of participants, a Facebook page 
was set up as a web-based forum for the sharing and exchange of information, images, web links etc.  The 
majority of communication was conducted through email with telephone to a lesser extent.  This combination 
of communication methods suited ǘƘŜ ŘŜƳŀƴŘƛƴƎ ǎŎƘŜŘǳƭŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀƴǘǎΩ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƭƛǾŜǎΦ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ 
with hindsight, more researcher visits to each venue and with project teams might have been beneficial but 
this would conflict with already demanding pressure on individual and organisational time. 
 
March ς July 
From mid-February to late May all gallery teams were involved in the implementation and evaluation of 
projects.  Researcher monitoring of the projects took the form of email prompts with support materials 
delivered through the Cluster Events and the Facebook page.  Reporting proformas were devised for those 
teams who wished to use them and project reports were due for submission at the end of May.  Deadlines 
were extended and the process of analysing the project reports began.  Through this brief content analysis 
information about research tools, processes and outcomes contributed to the formation of case-studies. 
Researcher reflection on the case-studies led to some observations regarding the general characteristics across 
the projects.  Limited time at this point means that the conclusions are tentative but open to public scrutiny.  



Appendix 2a 
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  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 
REPORT 1 of 4 

May ï July 2007 
 

prepared by MK MICHAEL 
for engage Scotland 

 

Dates & Events Progress 

15 May 2007 
Introductory meeting with SY. 
Gallery of Modern Art, Glasgow  

Project background and general information.  Discussion 
of Enquire and Envision. 
Desk research ï general info re current research on 
gallery interpretation methods and issues. 
 

22 May 2007 
SY & MKM coordinator meeting. 
National Portrait Gallery, 
Edinburgh. 

Planning & preparation for Adv Gp meeting 

22 May 2007 
Advisory Group Meeting 1. 
National Portrait Gallery, 
Edinburgh. 

Workshop based session establishing a common frame 
of reference across Adv. Gp, Coordinator and 
Researcher.   
 
Parameters of research framework becoming more 
defined. 

26 May 2007 
SY & MKM coordinator meeting. 
Glasgow 

Planning future dates ï identifying appropriate 
dissemination opportunities and resources 

26 June 2007 

SY & MKM Meeting with 
Glasgow Grows Audiences 
(GGA) 
Dixon Street, Glasgow 

The team from GGA offered advice regarding audience 
development, profiling audiences and measuring impact 
of interventions.  The successful galleries may wish to 
work with GGA (and the Edinburgh equivelant) as part of 
their action research. 

10 July 2007 

Advisory Group Meeting 2: 
Stage 1 Selection. 
Royal Institute of Chartered 
Surveyors, Edinburgh. 

Call for proposals attracted 12 applications from across 
Scotland.  Nine proposals were invited to Stage 2.  The 
selection process used criteria drawn from the Call for 
Proposals. An initial blind reading was followed by 
discussion with selection criteria.  Three applications 
failed to address the key aims of Interpretations and 
were thus considered unsuccessful.  All applicants were 
provided with feedback.   

Next Steps / Action Points 

 

¶ Articulation of Stage 2 selection criteria (proforma) 
 

¶ Stage 2 Selection Process (key dates):   
Submission deadline ï3 August 2007. 
All proposals emailed to Ad  Gp ï 8 August 2007  
Adv Gp Selection Meeting ï 15 August 2007 
Feedback to applicants ï 17 August 2007 

 

¶ Development of Consent Form for Interpretations participants. 
 

¶ Planning of first networking/training event (proposed date: 17-18 September 2007 tbc). 
 

¶ Confirm any target conference attendance/presentations: 
Scottish Learning Festival 



engage Scotland, Edinburgh  
engage UK ï Bradford 21/22 November 
V&A Conference 2008? 

Notes 
 
The timeframe for Interpretations has been revised increasing the period available to projects to implement their action 
research (Oct 2007 ï May 2008).  A second stream of funding became available (SAC Equalities) which means that five, rather 
than four, proposals can be selected.  These two developments have an impact on research planning and work scheduling.  
The researcher costs (fee and expenses) have been adjusted accordingly but to date (20 July 2007) there has been no contract 
from engage UK.  An invoice for time and expenses (May ï June 2007) was submitted to engage UK and a cheque has been 
received (17 July 2007). 
 
The meetings with SY have been very productive and are essential to the coherent planning and coordination of Interpretations 
and its place within the engage UK context. 
 
Each meeting with the Adv Gp develops a shared conceptual framework for this project.  The group is made up of stakeholder 
representatives and as such they bring a wealth of experience and expertise across the fields of contemporary art, gallery 
education and curatorial practice.  It should be noted that there are no audience representatives on the Adv Gp. 
 
Next report to cover period August ï October 2007. 



  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 
REPORT 2 of 4 

August - October 2007 
 

prepared by MK MICHAEL 
for engage Scotland 

 

Dates & Events Progress 

3 August 2007 
 Stage 2 submission deadline. 
 

Preparation of Stage 2 proforma and selection criteria. 
Further development of research framework. 

15 August 2007 

Advisory Group Meeting 2: 
Stage 2 Selection. 
Royal Institute of Chartered 
Surveyors, Edinburgh. 

Successful galleries selected:  three from the open 
competition and one direct invitation ï  

¶ The Collective Gallery, Edinburgh 

¶ Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 

¶ Dundee Contemporary Arts, Dundee 

¶ The Pier Centre, Orkney 

15 August 2007 
SY & MKM coordinator meeting. 
Edinburgh. 

Debrief Stage 2 Selection Meeting. 
Forward Planning re feedback, training and conference 
etc. 

Aug ï Sept 2007  
Feedback  
Planning  

Feedback to applicants for Stage 2 
Planning for first networking event (dates & content).  
Initial dates (17/18 Sept) considered too soon; decide to 
liaise with SY and eng. Scot conference in Oct. 
 

14 September 2007 
Meeting with team at Collective 
Gallery, Edinburgh 

Introductions, background, expectations etc. 

17 September 2007 
Meeting with Zoe Fothergill at 
Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 

Postponed to Eng. Scot. Conference (date confusion 
MKM) 

24 September 2007 
Meeting with Sarah Derrick at 
Dundee Contemporary Arts, 
Dundee. 

Introductions, background, expectations etc. 

31 Oct ï 01 Nov 
2007 

Engage Scotland Conference 
Interpretations networking 

Networking and Information Session. 
Presentation of Interpretations to Conference. 
Planning of Training Event (November 2007) 

Next Steps / Action Points 

 
 

¶ Development of Consent Form for Interpretations participants. 

¶ Planning of Training Event (November 2007) 

¶ Research visits to each Gallery (December 07 ï February 08) 
 

¶ Planning of first networking/training event (November 2007? Date & Venue tbc). 
 

¶ Confirm any target conference attendance/presentations: 



engage UK ï Bradford 21/22 November 
V&A Conference 2008? 

Notes/ 

Notes 
 
Stage 2 Selection process was challenging.  The proposals, submitted by nine galleries, reflected a range of contexts and 
aspirations.  The Advisory group  selected the following three proposals (all titles subject to change): 

¶ INTERpreTEXT: The Collective Gallery, Edinburgh 

¶ Talbot Rice Mate:  Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 

¶ Minding the Gap:  Dundee Contemporary Arts, Dundee 
 

With consideration of the overall geographic spread of venues, audience profile and exhibitions programme, the Advisory 
Group decided to invite one further gallery to submit a Stage 2 proposal.  The Pier Centre in Stromness, Orkney was invited to 
present a proposal suitable for Interpretations.  The Advisory Group accepted this proposal and  The Pier was invited to join the 
Interpretations Team. 
 
Originally the first training/networking event was planned for 17/18 September 2007.  This date proved to be too ambitious in 
terms of notice and planning.  The Engage Scotland Conference in Edinburgh (31 Oct & 01 Nov 07) seemed an excellent 
context from which to publicly launch the Interpretations project.  During the conference the Interpretations galleries will meet 
together as a team for the first time.  There will be an information and planning session for the team, setting dates and priorities 
for the coming months.  In addition, the team will present Interpretations to the Conference inviting comment and questions 
from delegates. 
 
 
 
 
Next report to cover period November 2007 ï January 2008. 

 
 

 
 



  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 
REPORT 3 of 4 

November 2007 - February 2008 
 

prepared by MK MICHAEL 
for engage Scotland 

 

Dates & Events Progress 

9 November 2007 
Partner Update emailed to all 
Partners (+ SY & VS). 
 

Summary of items discussed at Info Session (1/11/07) 
incl dates of future events, payment schedule & 
dissemination.  Feedback invited. 

15 November 2007 
SY & MKM coordinator meeting. 
Perth. 

Debrief First Partner Meeting 1/11/07. 

¶ Forward Planning re Partner Event, 
Conferences, funding and finances. 

04 December 2007 
Partner Event No. 1 
Research tools and techniques 
& documentation. 

Partners shared project progress, developed ideas for 
documentation etc 

17 December 2007 
SY & MKM coordinator meeting. 
Perth. 

Debrief Partner Event No.1 15/11/07 

30 January 2008 
Interpretations web forum:  
Facebook page 

All partners invited to register with Facebook and use the 
Interpretations page as a Webforum. 

  

01 February 2008 
MKM research visit to DCA, 
Dundee 

Progress update re project. 
Feedback sent to DCA 02/02/08 

3-5 February 2008 
MKM research visit to PAC, 
Orkney 

Progress update re project. 
Feedback sent to PAC 08/02/02 

13 February 2008 
MKM research visit to CG, 
Edinburgh 

Progress update re project. 
Feedback sent to CG 19/02/08 

  

18 February 2008 
MKM research visit with TRG, 
Edinburgh 

Progress update re project. 
Feedback sent to TRG 19/02/08 



18 February 2008 
Coordinator Meeting with SY, 
Edinburgh 

Progress update re all projects. 
Planning for Partner Event & ideas for Conference 08 

25-27 February 2008 

Scotland:  Creative Nation, 
Cultural Summit 
Edinburgh International 
Conference Centre 

A5 Information Leaflet available for delegates from the 
Engage stand. 

  

February ï March 08 
Planning for Partner Event No 2 
at DCA, Edinburgh 

Project monitoring 
Case study comparisons 
Content & structure 

Next Steps / Action Points 

¶ Planning of Training Event (May 2008) 

¶ Planning of third networking/training event (10
th
 June 2008). 

¶ Consideration of dissemination format 

¶ Planning of engageScotland Conference 08 (September 2008) 

¶ Update Advisory Group on progress and developments 

Notes 
 
Interpretations Progress 
 
Following from the research visits during February 2008 it is possible to make comments as to the progress of the 
Interpretations study as a whole: 
 

¶ currently all projects are at the implementation stage 
 

¶ each project has given careful consideration to planning across their individual organisations.  (Up-to-date project 
outlines/activities to be made available for 11

th
 March 2008.) 

 

¶ across all four projects is a collaborative approach to project development and implementation.  This collaboration 
across roles and remits within the organisation could be the mechanism that affects changes in practice ï consider. 
 

¶ three out of four projects are using an audience core group as the principle means of eliciting interpretive content 
 

¶ one of the four has applied the idea of core group to a staff peer-working scenario (best way to describe?) 
 

¶ the participative aspirations of action-research are demonstrated in each project 
 

¶ the iterative nature of action-research is evident in revisions to research questions as collaborations help to refine 
aims and activities.  Further revisions are likely. 
 

¶ the significance of Interpretations can already be demonstrated: further funding has already been secured by one of 
the projects on the basis of the work achieved so far (this may be the case in other projects ï check); the SAC has 
asked Interpretations to coordinate a sector-wide training event re action-research 
 

¶ project web-presence is limited to introductory info on Engage website, Collective website and the Facebook 
Webforum... 

 
Thoughts 
audience core groups as co-producers of interpretive content for a wider audience population ï 
For this wider audience, how are they to engage with this different material?  Is the guiding premise that because the material is 
generated with non-specialists (or should it be non-staff) then this very fact will engage the wider audience with the material 
and therefore the artworks?  How is the new material presented to the wider audience? 
 
the authorship of the interpretation material ï how will this be accredited/promoted? 
how will the different position of the audience generated material be made clear to the wider audience? 
 
the content may have a different perspective contained within but is the opportunity for engagement different? 
 
the most significant impact may be contained within the experiences of the core group where the activities of participation and 
the scaffolding provided to elicit critical responses are perhaps the key model of intellectual engagement and not the content of 
the interpretive material created 

MK Michael 10 March 2008 
Next report to cover period March ï June  2008 



  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 
REPORT 4 of 4 

March ï July 2008 
 

prepared by MK MICHAEL 
for engage Scotland 

 

Dates & Events Progress 

March 2008 Planning for Cluster Event No2 
Further development of comparison table 
Development of visual models for each project 
Preparation of an evaluation framework 

11 March 2008 

Cluster Event No2 
Analysis, Evaluation and 
Dissemination 
 

Feedback invited on ideas contained in Event booklet_ 
comparison table, visual models and evaluation 
proposal- verbal discussions timetabled into the event 
but no further feedback returned from participants 

16
 
April 2008 

Interviews for Engage Scotland 
Conference Coordinator, 
Edinburgh 

Appointment of Kate Tregaski and Maureen Finn as 
Coordinators to Engage Scotland Conference 2008. 

May 2008 

Development of possible 
Reporting formats, Case-Study 
Format 
Planning for Cluster Event No3 

Posted in advance of Cluster Event No3 

¶ proposed Interpretations Final Report structure 

¶ project reporting formats x 2 
for discussion and feedback at Event 

30 May 2008 Project Reporting Deadline CG report received 

10 June 2008 

Cluster Event No3 
Evaluation and Reporting 
Conference Discussion 
 

Participants all brought photographs and project artefacts 
towards a visual sharing of project progress and outputs.  
Workshop session focused on games as a metaphor for 
each project; discussion on case-study format and 
explanation of how the project reports become case-
studies;  discussion re tone, audience and content of 
final report.  Further feedback invited. 
Afternoon session discussed Kate and Maureen F ideas / 
concepts for the conference.  

23 June 2008 
Project Reporting Deadline 
Extension 

 

  

June 2008 Drafting Final Report#1  

  

7
 
July 2008 

Final Report Draft#1 emailed to 
participants, SY, MF & KT for 
feedback. 

 



23
 
July 2008 Feedback Deadline 

Feedback received from 3 of 4 projects and SY.  Further 
reporting received from PAC.  Copy of interpretive 
filmwork received from TRG. 

31
st
 July Final Report Deadline  

  

   

Next Steps / Action Points 

¶ Coordinator / researcher meeting to discuss report and conference 

¶ Meeting of Advisory Group to discuss report  

¶ Meeting with conference coordinators 

¶ Creation of PowerPoint presentation complementing the final report. 

¶  

Notes 
 
Interpretations Progress 
 
The months of March, April and May were demanding for the project teams.  All projects were engaged either with 
implementation and reporting stages or reporting only.  As their projects evolved each team was faced with the challenge of 
pursuing exciting developments balanced with the external demands for project reports, images and critical reflections.  This, in 
addition to other remits and responsibilities can make the concluding phases of action research frustrating if not difficult.  
Support was offered in the form of proposed reporting formats, email prompts and deadline extensions.  In submitting their 
reports two projects commented on how it is not until the time of reporting that you realise how much the project has achieved, 
how much you want to report, and how much can be discovered through the act of writing-up.  As this is true for the gallery 
projects, it is also true for the writing up of Interpretations as a whole.  Once the project documentation was received from each 
venue then speculation can be interrogated, comparisons and characteristics looked for and common themes can emerge.  Of 
course, much information has been collated over the duration and this has been fed back to the participants at the Cluster 
Events, but it is not until you have those final project reports can you really start to navigate a way into the intentions, implicit 
assumptions, and tacit knowledge embedded in the reporting. 
Like the projects, it is in the writing up stage that I begin to make sense of the original planning and implementation, where a 
certain belief in the creative process pays dividends in the form of unexpected outputs and outcomes.   
 
Although the final report is near completion, Interpretations has potential for further development.  There is a need for 
participants to collectively evaluate both the report and the experience of participating in Interpretations.  This, in advance of the 
conference, would enrich the evaluation of Interpretations, giving space to reflection on the inquiry as a whole and its relevance 
to the wider sector.  The conference will generate discussion and feedback from other practitioners and the wider sector ï 
feeding into the Interpretations experience and helping to inform the way forward in terms of future research and dissemination. 
 
What could be explored is the visuality of interpretation practice.  Only one project incorporated images into their reporting and 
none of the projects used images as part of their action research (other than for purposes of documentation).  Each Cluster 
Event  tried to promote aesthetic ways of knowing, explaining and representing inquiry processes but none of the projects have 
foregrounded this in their reports.  This does not mean that aesthetic & visual methods were not used, almost certainly every 
project did.   What the researcher needs to ask is why:  why were visual and other creative methods not exploited?  Was it 
because not enough support was offered?  Were these methods not seen as proper research?  Were they too time 
consuming? With the benefit of hindsight and given more time I think all of the projects could advance both action research and 
interpretation practice through visual representations of their projects, process and outcomes. 
 
 

MK Michael 27 July 2008 

 
 

  



Appendix 3 
Cluster Event Outlines 1-3 



  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 

PARTNER EVENT No.1 
TOOLS, TECHNIQUES & DOCUMENTATION 

 
Tuesday 4th December 2007 

The Collective Gallery and the Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 

 
Partners attending:  
Collective Gallery, Edinburgh  
Kirstie Skinner 
Kirsten Body 
 
DCA, Dundee 
Sarah Derrick 
Andrew Dodds  

Caitlin Lewis  
Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 
Zoe Fothergill 
Sotira Grek (pm) 
 
The Pier Arts Centre, Orkney 
Carol Dunbar 

Amy Todman 
 
Engage Scotland 
Sarah Yearsley 
Maureen K Michael 

 
 

¶ Session One at The Collective Gallery, Edinburgh (10.30am ® 12.15pm) 
10.15 ® 10.30  Arrival and Coffee  
 
Visualising interpretation practice (10.30 ® 11.15 am) 
Using partner photographs of interpretation practice to discuss the benefits, drawbacks and 
issues of using photographs as 

i. a research tool 
ii. documentation 

 
Questions, methods and evidence (11.15 ® 12.30pm) 
Crafting the question and searching for answers. 
Partners share their research questions and begin to unravel the implications of such questions, 
identifying ways of exploring answers and uncovering evidence. 
 
 

¶ Session Two at The Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh ( 12.30 ® 2.30pm) 
Lunch at Talbot Rice Gallery ( 12.30 ® 1.00pm)  
 
Diaries and documentation 
Charting the progress of the gallery-based project ® what counts as documentation 
Charting the progress of individual professional development ® critical personal reflection 
 
Money matters and Ethics 
Consent Forms, Letters of Agreement 
Finance questions and answers 
 
Diary dates for MKM visits to each venue Dec 07 ® Jan 08 
 
Questions, Queries etc 



  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 

PARTNER EVENT No.2 
ANALYSIS, EVALUATION AND DISSEMINATION 

 
Tuesday 11

TH
 March 2008 

Dundee Contemporary Arts, Dundee 
10am ï 3.30pm 

Partners attending (to be confirmed on the day): 

 
Collective Gallery, 
Edinburgh  
Kirstie Skinner 
Kirsten Body 
 
DCA, Dundee 
Sarah Derrick 
Andrew Dodds  

Caitlin Lewis  
 
Talbot Rice Gallery, 
Edinburgh 
Zoe Fothergill 
Sotira Grek  
 

The Pier Arts Centre, 
Orkney 
Carol Dunbar 
 
Engage Scotland 
Sarah Yearsley 
Maureen K Michael 
invited speaker 
 

 

OUTLINE 
 

Arrival and Coffee (10.00am ï 10.30am)   
Set up posters and/or audio; browse Facebook 
 
Interpretations So Far (10.30 ï 11.00 am) 
Observations on the Interpretations project since December 2008 ï MK Michael 
What material / data do we have so far?Q&A 
 
Poster Presentations (11.00am ï 12noon) 
Participants share their projects inviting discussion about analysis. 
 
Lunch (12noon ï 12.45pm) 
Tour of DCA and time with Facebook 
 
Action Research from a Gallery Somewhere Else (12.45pm ï 2.00pm) 
Coffee with a guest speaker sharing their experiences and impact of action research in a 
gallery context 
(Speaker to be confirmed) 
Q&A  (This is Plan A; Plan B: Dr Heather Lynch, as critical friend, to offer her reflections 
on the projects)  
 
Evaluation, Outputs and Dissemination (2.00pm ï 3.30pm) 
Critique of evaluation proposal with discussion regarding Interpretations publication 
Conference September 2008 ï Particular consideration of how Interpretations projects 
can engage the delegates 
Training Event May 2008 
Any other questions, concerns or queries 
 
Please bring 

¶ Poster with brainstorm/images/mindmaps etc visualising some aspect of where your 
project is at currently (research question at the centre). 

¶ An up-to-date summary of your project (including any changes to titles, personnel etc) 
that I can update my records with and place on the engage Scotland website. (hard copy 
is fine or send via email) 

¶ Copies of project documentation (outlines, workshop schedules, promotional literature, 
photographs etc) 

¶ Anything else you would like to share. 



 

  INTERPRETATIONS 
GALLERY-BASED INTERPRETATION METHODS  

 

PARTNER EVENT No.3 
REPORTING AND DISSEMINATION 

 
Tuesday 10

TH
 June 2008 

Edinburgh Business and Conference Centre 
10am ï 3.30pm 

Partners attending (to be confirmed): 

 
Collective Gallery, Edinburgh  
Kirstie Skinner 
Kirsten Body 
 
DCA, Dundee 
Sarah Derrick 
Andrew Dodds  
Caitlin Lewis  
 
 

Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh 
Zoe Fothergill 
Sotiria Grek  
 
The Pier Arts Centre, Orkney 
Carol Dunbar 
 
Engage Scotland 
Sarah Yearsley 
Maureen K Michael 

Engage Scotland Conference 
Kate Tregaskis (pm) 
Maureen Finn (pm) 
 
Scottish Arts Council 
Stephen Palmer 

 
 

 

OUTLINE 
 

Arrival and Coffee (10.00am ï 10.30am)   
Each project to layout a selection of visuals, documentation and interpretation material generated. 
 
Reporting Interpretations 1 (10.30 ï 11.00 am) 
Project teams to interview each other using a provided outline: 
Collective Gallery to interview Dundee Contemporary Arts 
Talbot Rice Gallery to interview Pier Arts Centre 
 
Reporting Interpretations 2 (11.00 ï 11.30 am) 
Project teams to interview each other using a provided outline: 
Dundee Contemporary Arts to interview Talbot Rice Gallery  
Pier Arts Centre to interview Collective Gallery  
 
Reporting Interpretations 3 (11.30 ï 12.30 am) 
Project teams report on interview findings: 
Collective Gallery reporting on Dundee Contemporary Art 
Talbot Rice reporting on Pier Arts Centre 
Dundee Contemporary Arts reporting on Talbot Rice Gallery 
Pier Arts Centre reporting on Collective Gallery 
 
Lunch (12.30 ï 1.30pm) 
Browsing of project documentation and interpretation material 
 
Timelines and Deadlines (1.30pm ï 2.00pm) 
Collation of project information for submission of Interpretations reports (draft and final) 
Dates for feedback on draft 
Questions 
 
Dissemination (2.00pm ï 3.00pm) 
Engage Scotland Conference ï discussion of presentation format 
Interpretations Outputs ï discussion of publication formats and intended audience 
Please bring 

¶ The completed ñSix Reporting Headings for Case-Study Projectsò (also email to mkmichael@tiscali.co.uk) 

¶ Copies of all project documentation (outlines, workshop schedules, promotional literature, annotated 
photographs etc) towards the case-study information ï hard copies and on disc please. 

¶ Anything else you would like to share. 



Appendix 4 
Interpretations Consent Form 



Contact Details 

Researcher 

Maureen K Michael 
mkmichael@tiscali.co.uk 

 

Engage Scotland Co-ordinator: 

Sarah Yearsley 
Scotland@engage.org 

 

 

Consent Form 

Consent to Participate in Research  
 

Introduction 

 
Interpretations is designed to provide opportunities for gallery 
staff to look creatively at methods of gallery-based 
interpretation and to experiment with approaches addressing 
barriers to (intellectual) access. 
 
This aim is to be achieved through meeting the following 
objectives: 
 

 
¶ consider each project as a case-study supporting 

gallery teams in the methods of action research  
 
¶ identify common characteristics across the case 

studies (that may lead to a model of interpretation 
best practice) 

 
¶ further promote and embed principles of equality into gallery practice through attention to 

equality in the selection, implementation and evaluation process of the action research 
 
The research is conducted by Maureen K Michael for engage Scotland and is funded through the 
Scottish Arts Council Lottery Fund 
 
You are invited to participate in this research because your gallery has successfully made a proposal 
that will contribute to the Interpretations project. 
 

Description of Research 

 
Interpretations explores the potential of gallery-based interpretation methods to develop new and 
existing audiences for contemporary visual art in Scotland.  Interpretations is a research project that 
operates on two levels.  First, at the level of individual galleries:  project teams use an action research 
model to investigate the effectiveness of a gallery-based project reflecting on the impact of such a 
participative process.  At a second level, each of the gallery-based projects is used as single case 
studies identifying commonalities and innovation across the projects.  These case studies might 
illustrate the diversity of interpretive practice and contexts and suggest a model of good practice in 
this field. 

 

Proposed Method 

 
Each of the gallery projects will be designated as a case study site.  The research methods employed 
will centre on action-research and may include participant observation (with consent) and researcher 
field notes.  Researcher observations may be recorded with digital camera.  The observations will be 
supported with participant interviews:  semi-structured, taped interviews between researcher and 
participants. The purpose of the interview is to gain an insight of perceptions interpretation practice.   
 

INTERPRETATIONS 
Examining the Potential of Interpretation Methods 

to Develop New & Existing Audiences for 
 Contemporary Visual Art 

 



The small number of participants and the relatively small size of each ceramic department make 
confidentiality a particularly sensitive issue.  Given the issue of size, it may not be possible to 
guarantee absolute anonymity even with the use of pseudonyms. 
 
The information gathered (notes, photographs, interviews, relevant documents), will then be analysed 
in order to establish any patterns, similarities and/or differences between each of the case studies. 
 
There are likely to be two visits to each project venue over the duration of the research (Oct 07 ï May 
08).  Your participation during each of these visits is desirable but not obligatory. 

Participants 

 
Participants are invited from the project venues (detailed on page 1).  Participant criteria will be age, 
(18 years and older) and a completed consent form. 
 

Potential Benefits 

 
You may find that participation in this project enhances your awareness of the interpretation practice.  
This new knowledge may be of help to you in future audience, education and interpretation activities.     
You will be contributing to a project that aims to record and disseminate good practice amongst other 
gallery practitioners. 
 

Confidentiality 
 
Subject to mandatory reporting laws, i.e. disclosures intimating deliberate harm to self and/or others, 
confidentiality will be respected.  No information that discloses your identity will be released or 
published without your specific consent to the disclosure.  Consideration given also to the issue of 
sample size referred to in the section on method. 
Personal information and raw data obtained during this study will be kept confidential, available only 
to members of the research team (detailed page 1).  It is possible that as the funding bodies, the 
Scottish Arts Council and Engage (Scotland)  may wish to access data and records in order to ensure 
correct protocol.  This information would be made available to them. 
Summaries of individual interviews will be made available to you for comment.   
 
Some processed data and images will be published on the projectôs website and/or used in interim 
publications and conference events (subject to participant consent). 
 

Publication and Dissemination 

 
Research information, images, reports and summaries will be made available in various formats: 
Á project website 
Á conference papers and presentations 
Á journal articles 
Á project conference 
Á interim reports to Funding Body 
Á Publication of findings in book format 

 
Information regarding the process and outcomes of the project will be made available online.  
However, no identifying details will be made public without the explicit permission of individuals 
concerned. 
 
The use of video data and still images may be extended to the creation of support materials for the 
intended publication.   

Risks and/or discomforts 
 



There are no risks or discomforts associated with this research.  In the event of problems resulting 
from participation in the study please contact the researcher Maureen K Michael. If the problem 
cannot be resolved please contact the Engage Scotland Co-ordinator, Sarah Yearsely. 
 

Participation 

 
Participation in this research must be voluntary.  You must be 18 years old or older.    If you, as an 
individual, choose to participate and later change your mind, your participation can stop at any time.  
The venues, through accepting the award, accept a commitment to completing the agreed research 
tasks within the proposed budgets. 
 



SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT 

 
 
 
I understand the procedures described above.  My questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction and I agree to participate in this project.  I have been provided with a copy of this 
form. 
 
I agree / disagree to images of myself and/or my work being used in the publication and 
dissemination process of the project as outlined above.  I understand that the research team 
because of issues outlined in the section, ñProposed Methodò, cannot guarantee absolute 
anonymity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Name of Participant  (Please print) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Signature of Participant                                             Date 
 
 
 
 
 
 

SIGNATURE OF RESEARCHER / DESIGNEE 

 
In my judgement the participant is voluntarily and knowingly giving informed consent and 
possesses the legal capacity to give informed consent to participate in this research project. 
 
 

 
 
 
Signature                                                                      Date 
 

 
 

 



Appendix 5 
Vocal Project Report 

Collective Gallery, Edinburgh 



Interpretations: VOCAL Evaluation Report 
 
VOCAL ς the Context 
Specialised terminology and the use of abstractions in interpretation materials can be alienating 
unless viewers are already familiar with the work and the concepts under discussion. Such language 
ƛǎ ǇŀǊǘƛŎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŘƛǎŜƳǇƻǿŜǊƛƴƎ ƛŦ ǾƛŜǿŜǊǎ ǘƘƛƴƪ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜȅ ŀǊŜ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎΩ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜ ŜƭǎŜ 
understands. An additional challenge for the Collective Gallery is that it deals exclusively with 
emergent practice ς audiences will encounter work that is often experimental, and inevitably 
unfamiliar, and traditional interpretative strategies may not be appropriate. 
 
VOCAL ς the Aim 
VOCAL was designed to test an alternative approach to interpretation: offering multiple voices 
ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ΨŀǳǘƘƻǊƛǘŀǘƛǾŜΩ ǾƻƛŎŜΣ ŀƴŘ ǇŀȅƛƴƎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŦƛŎ ǿƻǊƪǎ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƻ 
ŎƻƴǘŜȄǘ ƻǊ ŀōǎǘǊŀŎǘ ƴƻǘƛƻƴǎΦ 5ǊŀǿƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘƛŎƛǇŀǘƻǊȅ ŜǘƘƻǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩǎ hƴŜ aƛƭŜ tǊƻƧŜŎǘΣ 
a panel of audience members and staff met to discuss three exhibitions in detail.  
 
VOCAL ς the Panel 
The panel included staff members that were regularly in contact with the public (interns, marketing 
staff and programming staff) and audience members that were representative of the core Collective 
audience, and who might act as advocates for contemporary art with their peers (a student, a 
librarian, a community worker, an artist, and a journalist.) I facilitated most of the discussions, and, 
on two separate occasions, asked Sarah Munro and Kate Gray to chair evaluation sessions.    
 
VOCAL ς the Project 
Three exhibition conversations were recorded and used to generate interpretation materials. These 
discussions were preceded by workshops on the aims and formats of interpretation, and followed by 
ŜǾŀƭǳŀǘƛƻƴ ǎŜǎǎƛƻƴǎ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭ ŀǎǎŜǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŜǎǎΣ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǎŎǳǎǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ 
tone and delivery of the materials being produced in their name. (All sessions were recorded and 
edited for archive purposes. I referred to these recordings when structuring subsequent stages of 
activity ς ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ŎǊǳŎƛŀƭ ǘƻ ŜƴǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎΩ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǘ ŦƻǊƎƻǘǘŜƴΣ ŀƴŘ ǇǊƻŦŜǎǎƛƻƴŀƭ ǇǊŜ-
conceptions did not skew planning.)  
 

VOCAL 1 VOCAL 2 VOCAL 3 

Workshop: What is 
Interpretation? 

Workshop: Interpretation 
formats 

Tour of the Billboard sites 

Interpretation: Jason Nelson 
 

Interpretation: Artur 
Zmiejewski 

Interpretation: The Freee 
Collective 

Materials: Headphones with 
podcasts available in the 
gallery; explanatory display 
panel in the gallery; alternate 
VOCAL handout 
 

Materials: Podcasts available 
online, with photos; an 
expanded gallery guide in 
colour, with plastic cover, 
incorporating VOCAL essay 
and a reprinted feature from 
the Sunday Herald 

Materials: Podcasts available 
online, with photos; an 
expanded gallery guide in 
colour, with plastic cover, 
incorporating VOCAL essay 
and a transcript of a talk given 
at the Freee symposium  

Evaluation  Evaluation Evaluation 

 
 
The perceived risks at the outset of the project were: the difficulty of creating materials out of a 
conversation, and/or the possibility that the results would be superficial. As facilitator, I was 
ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎŜŘ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǊŜǿŀǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ŜŘƛǘΦ ¦ǎƛƴƎ ǎǇŜŀƪŜǊǎΩ Ǉƻƛƴǘǎ ŀǎ 
building blocks, I was able to construct micro-conversations for podcast and coherent essays for the 
gallery guides. Although the essays may read as if they are written by an individual, they contain 
ƛŘŜŀǎ ŀƴŘ ǇƘǊŀǎŜǎ ŘƛǊŜŎǘƭȅ ƭƛŦǘŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭǎΩ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǎŀǘƛƻƴǎΦ !ǎ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ Ǌƛǎƪ ƻŦ ǎǳperficiality, the 
panel was keen to preserve the immediacy of their conversations, as this was, they argued, what 



ŘƛŦŦŜǊŜƴǘƛŀǘŜŘ ±ƻŎŀƭ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǳǎǳŀƭ ΨŜȄǇŜǊǘΩ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ƛƴǎƛǎǘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛǾŜ 
informality be maintained in the writing (even if this occasionally meant stating the obvious), in 
order to reflect the spontaneity of a first response which served as a valuable affirmation of a 
ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ƻǿƴ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭ ŘŜŎƛŘŜŘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ŦƻǊ ƳƻǊŜ ǳƴŎŜǊǘŀƛƴ ǾƛǎƛǘƻǊǎ ǘƻ ōŜ ŀōƭŜ 
to identify with aspects of the interpretation, but felt that a variety of voices and approaches were 
needed in order not to alienate more confident viewers. Even though the panel resisted the option 
of responding to pre-prepared questions from the facilitator (preferring instead to formulate their 
own), their conversations still yielded a number of significant critical insights. Individual works were 
addressed in detail ς something that had not been a feature of previous Collective interpretation. In 
the case of film-based work, often quickly forgotten by visitors or sometimes only partially viewed, a 
critical description was considered to be a valuable record of content.  
 
The first round of interpretation materials drew mixed feedback from gallery attenders, which 
suggested that some of the Collective audience were alienated by interpretation that seemed too 
didactic/insǘƛǘǳǘƛƻƴŀƭ ƛƴ ǘŜǊƳǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ΨŀŎƻǳǎǘƛƎǳƛŘŜΩ ŦƻǊƳŀǘ ŀƴŘ ΨŜŘǳŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘΩ ōǊŀƴŘƛƴƎ, and too 
superficial and congratulatory in terms of content. Audience members on the panel confirmed 
external perceptions of the galƭŜǊȅΩǎ ƛŘŜƴǘƛǘȅ ŀǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛƳŜƴǘŀƭΣ open and unpredictable, and this 
encouraged us to shape interpretation that would support this, rather than conflict with it. The 
podcast discussions were moved onto the website, where they might be perceived as adventurous 
ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŎƻƴǾŜƴǘƛƻƴŀƭΣ ŀƴŘ ŀǎ ΨŜȄǘǊŀΩ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ΨƻŦŦƛŎƛŀƭΩΦ ¢ƘƛǎΣ ƛƴ ǘǳǊƴΣ ƎŀǾŜ ƛƴŘƛǾƛŘǳŀƭǎ ŦǊŜŜŘƻƳ 
to be more critical of the work when appropriate ς this was a controversial issue, but it seemed 
ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǘƻ ŀŎƪƴƻǿƭŜŘƎŜ όƛƴ ŀ ŎƻƴǎǘǊǳŎǘƛǾŜ ǿŀȅύ ŀ ǿƻǊƪΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘƛŜǎ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ǎǘǊŜƴƎǘƘǎΦ Lǘ ǿŀǎ 
also felt that hearing clear and opinionated voices would give individual listeners something to react 
to. Younger members of the panel said they and their peers were extremely likely to research an 
artist online, both before and after a visit to the gallery, endorsing our decision to make the audio 
material available exclusively on the gallery website.  This was corroborated by large download 
numbers (578 downloads across four months).  
  
The first Vocal essay was presented as a complement/ contrast to the usual gallery interpretation. 
This confused visitors, who tended to pick up one or the other, but not both. Asking audiences to 
compare the two modes of interpretation for the purposes of our research was unrealistic, and it 
was decided that we should confine the research element of our project to the panel and 
professional colleagues.  
 
In our second workshop, the panel considered a number of forms of interpretation produced by 
different galleries. Several admitted that they rarely read more than the most basic information in 
an exhibition, where they prefer to concentrate on the work. Most were interested in the longer 
essays, but usually planned to read them after their visit. This was more likely to happen if the essay 
ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ƛƴ ŀ ƭŜǎǎ ΨǘƘǊƻǿŀǿŀȅΩ ŦƻǊƳŀǘ ǘƘŀƴ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻŎƻǇƛŜŘ ƘŀƴŘƻǳǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƎŀƭƭŜǊƛŜǎ ǳǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜ 
panel decided to take advantage of the extra funds associated with Vocal to develop a new, more 
substantial gallery guide, and include a colour image of the exhibition, the usual exhibition 
introduction, the Vocal essay and another complementary essay (selected from outside the gallery ς 
a newspaper feature, or a symposium talk, say), along with associated event listings, and a selection 
of relevant web links. Encountering multiple voices, both within the podcasts and across the 
expanded gallery guides, was a palpable and direct extension of the aims of the project. 
 
As well as being used by gallery visitors, the gallery guides and podcasts are well placed to attract 
new audiences to the gallery. The gallery has no generic marketing material, and the Vocal guides 
have been used at corporate events to illustrate what the gallery does (not the least of which is 
participatory projects like Vocal). There is now a suggestion that new images, and possibly film 
extracts, might be added to the podcasts page, as orientation for those who have not seen the 
exhibitions for themselves. 
 
VOCAL ς Evaluation 
 



Audience responses to Vocal interpretation were collected in a comments book and solicited by staff 
in their interactions with visitors (although the scope for this was reduced once the podcasts were 
re-located online). Staffing and time constraints meant that there was not scope for more pro-active 
canvassing of a wider audience ς something that would have been helpful in gauging the value such 
an unusual interpretative tone.  
 
Although audience feedback was initially mixed, there was a very positive reaction to the new, more 
varied and expansive gallery guide; and a large uptake of podcasts suggests that these have been 
useful too. Although a small number disliked the format, several visitors expressed pleasure at 
hearing different people discussing the work in a range of accents, and enjoyed the novelty of a 
discussion, even if they felt this might not be appropriate for every exhibition.  The panel agreed that 
the Vocal model might be suited to more difficult/abstract exhibitions, whereas it became clear in 
ǊŜǘǊƻǎǇŜŎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƻŦŦŜǊƛƴƎ ŎƻƳƳŜƴǘŀǊȅ ƻƴ ŦƛƭƳǎ ƭƛƪŜ Wŀǎƻƴ bŜƭǎƻƴΩǎ όǿƛǘǘȅΣ ƛƳƳŜŘƛŀǘŜΣ ǎǘǊƻƴƎƭȅ 
ƴŀǊǊŀǘƛǾŜύ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǘƻ ƛƴǘŜǊǊǳǇǘ ǘƘŜ ǾƛŜǿŜǊΩǎ ǎǇƻƴǘŀƴŜƻǳǎ ŜƴƧƻȅƳŜƴǘ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ǘƘŀƴ ŜƴƘŀƴŎƛƴƎ ƛǘΦ 
 
Every member of the panel found participating in conversations about art rewarding ς both 
audience and staff attested to the fact that such opportunities were very rare. Knowing that they 
would have to talk about the exhibitions meant that panel members engaged with the work in a 
deeper, more sustained way - expanding their own ideas, and exposing them to the ideas of others. 
They were particularly gratified by the idea that, through discussion, research, and reflection, they 
had palpably improved the interpretation offered by the Collective. Audience members on the panel 
ŦŜƭǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ƎŀǾŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŀƴ ƛƴǎƛƎƘǘ ƛƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅΩǎ ǿƻǊƪƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ƳŀŘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ŦŜŜƭ ƳƻǊŜ 
secure about going into a gallery.  Staff felt better equipped to discuss the work with visitors from 
their own perspective, rather than as a mouthpiece of the artist, and they enjoyed having other 
people they could quote. They also felt they had more empathy with a wider range of audience 
perspectives. For almost everyone, involvement in the project made them more aware of, and 
interested in, issues around interpretation.   
 
VOCAL ς the Legacy 
¢ƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭΩǎ ǘŜǎǘƛƳƻƴȅ ƛƴ ǊŜƭŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ŀ ǊŀƴƎŜ ƻŦ ƛǎǎǳŜǎ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ǾŜǊȅ ǳǎŜŦǳƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΦ 
±ƻŎŀƭΩǎ ǾŀǊƛƻǳǎ ƳƻŘŜƭǎ ƻŦ ƛƴǘŜǊǇǊŜǘŀǘƛƻƴ ŜƳŜǊƎŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀƴ ŜȄǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǇŜǊƛƻŘ ƻŦ ǘŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ 
consideration, and will certainly be developed and adapted in the future, particularly as the 
Collective now has a field recorder at its disposal, and has dedicated space on its website for 
podcasts. There is also a determination to tailor the form of interpretative activity to suit each 
exhibition ς ǘƘƛǎ ŀǇǇǊƻŀŎƘ ƛǎ ŀƭǊŜŀŘȅ ŎŜƴǘǊŀƭ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ /ƻƭƭŜŎǘƛǾŜΩǎ ǇǊƻƎǊŀƳƳƛƴƎ ǇƘƛƭƻǎƻǇƘȅΣ ŀƴŘ ±ƻŎŀƭΩǎ 
review process has demonstrated just how effectively an integrated evaluation structure can 
contribute to creativity and inspiration in planning interpretative activity.  
 
The key benefit of the Engage Interpretations award was to focus sustained attention, for the 
duration of the project, on matters of interpretation. Importantly, the grant enabled the systematic 
review of evaluation conversations - a time-consuming but crucial element in ensuring that the 
ǇŀƴŜƭΩǎ ƻōǎŜǊǾŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƛƴŦƭǳŜƴŎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǿŀȅ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǇǊƻŎŜŜŘŜŘΦ   
 
tŜǊƘŀǇǎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎǳǊǇǊƛǎƛƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎ ŀǎǇŜŎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻƧŜŎǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇŀƴŜƭΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ ŀ 
relatively descriptive language, and their estimation of its usefulness, something that professionals 
might underestimate. Equally important, though, was the recognition that this approach worked 
best for the Collective when accompanied by other, more challenging texts. Overall, the enthusiasm 
ŀƳƻƴƎǎǘ ǇŀƴŜƭ ƳŜƳōŜǊǎ ŦƻǊ ǇǊŜǎŜƴǘƛƴƎ ƳǳƭǘƛǇƭŜ ǾƻƛŎŜǎ Ƙŀǎ ƎŀƭǾŀƴƛǎŜŘ ǘƘŜ ƎŀƭƭŜǊȅΩǎ ŎƻƳƳƛǘƳŜƴǘ ǘƻ 
assembling not just conversations, but also numerous essays, sources, links and associative materials 
to accompany each exhibition ς thereby inviting the audience to interpret, rather than handing them 
a ready-made interpretation.  
 

  
 



Appendix to Vocal Evaluation Report 
Example of resources generated through the Vocal process:  Essay for Freee, How To Be Hospitable 
 



VOCAL 
This essay, put together by Kirstie Skinner, is based on the responses 
and ideas expressed in a VOCAL conversation between the following 
people: Emma Henderson, Rose Ruane, Matt Carter, Mel Brimfield, 
Jill Brown, Jenny Richards, Siobhan Carroll, and Kirsten Body. 
In How to be Hospitable, the Freee Collective, (Dave Beech, Mel Jordan 
and Andy Hewitt), have made a series of billboards and displayed them 
in locations around Edinburgh and Leith, as well as in the gallery. 
Each billboard features the three artists in a different scenario. 
In one, they stand in Brick Lane, amongst props and words that make 
up the slogan óImmigrants of the World Unite.ô Their expressions are 
unreadable ï Beech looks óoffô, Jordan seems to be snarling 
something, and Hewitt smiles blankly to camera. Is this a 
straightforward protest, or are they are posing? It looks like some sort 
of fashion shoot, or album cover, or maybe a 1970s street performance 
piece like those by Adrian Piper. The theatricality of the scene is 
emphasised by their portable proscenium arch. Although it approaches 
agit-prop (the genre of travelling political theatre that originated with 
the Russian revolution), it seems less sincere, more knowingly 
artificial. Are they really appealing to óimmigrantsô to unite? By putting 
themselves in the picture, they seem to ósign upô to the statement; but 
the terms of the slogan are so ambiguous and broad, (and impossible to 
act on), that one wonders if their órealô motivation is veiled. 
In another billboard, the artists crowd together with tea mugs that say 
ñI am a local outsiderô, óI am a foreign citizenô, óI am a migrant workerô. 
Although their smiling faces appear quite convivial and sympathetic, 
their role-play is unsettling. There is a touch of irony to these (selfcontradictory) 
phrases to begin with, but as the artistsô own stories are 
clearly in contrast with the slogans they are brandishing, the irony 
becomes almost sarcastic. Of course, drinking tea is a national 
institution ï a perfect way to óbe hospitableô. Are the artists parodying a 
builderôs café, exposing the complex social mix and tensions that 
underlies the camaraderie of the British workforce? Or are they 
targeting the language itself, and mocking the political and cultural 
institutions that use such terms to group people together and address 
their supposed needs? Would anyone willingly refer to themselves in 
such terms? The first impression is of strong personal statements that 

are humorous and self-deprecating, but soon the phrases start to seem 
emptied out, hollow. 
The third billboard, which appeared in the city with text but without the 
images, is arguably the most provocative. Here the artists dress up in 
schlocky costumes, each representing a different stereotype: one is in 
a black afro wig, one, a ósee you Jimmyô hat, and the other wears a 
headscarf like a burkha. They poke their heads through three holes that 
look like stocks, or else the painted boards of a seaside attraction. It is 
as if there is a deliberately failed attempt to be both sinister and 
humorous. Above their heads is written: óFight against 
multiculturalismô, and below: ócommodifying your differenceô. This 
refers to the idea that multiculturalism might be responsible for 
creating stereotypes, rather than getting rid of them. Using academic 
language makes this slogan more difficult to grasp than the others; 
and by dividing the slogan in two, it becomes open to ambiguity ï óFight 
against multiculturalismô, for instance, might also be a rallying cry for 
racists. 
These billboards are located on hoardings where we expect to see 
advertising, or perhaps government messages. Such posters use direct 
language: to sell you something, or tell you something. In such 
locations, Freeeôs billboards appear ambiguous. For all the trappings 
of a campaign, and the provocative nature of their statements, the 
message remains unresolved. The artistsô true motivations are 
enigmatic, but what is certain is that with their seemingly artificial 
poses, misfiring humour and their ambiguous messages, they are 
challenging their audience to think again about the language of 
sloganeering and activism. 
óTheir smiling faces unnerve meéô 
To hear extracts from this and other Vocal conversations for yourself, 
go to www.collectivegallery.net and click the VOCAL PODCAST tab. 



Appendix 5a 
Vocal Contemporary Art Context 

 

 

 

Note 

The review material contained within this appendix does not necessarily reflect the thoughts or 
position of the Collective Gallery.  The material is included to offer the reader additional perspective 
on the art works that contextualises the Vocal project.



Jason Nelson 
¶ Source: The List (Issue 591)  

¶ Date: 29 November 2007  

¶ Written by: Rosie Lesso 

The Collective Gallery, Edinburgh, until Sat 22 Dec 

PRINTMAKING, FILM 

The Collective Galleryôs annual New Work Scotland exhibition this year showcases, among others, 
the work of Dundee-based artist Jason Nelson. Born in the ex-mining town of Kelty in Fife, Nelson 
explores how his adult identity has been informed by this upbringing. Since completing his studies in 
Dundee, Nelson has returned to Kelty to find inspiration for a substantial body of work, including 
illustrative etchings, screen-prints, performances and videos. In all these works Nelson documents 
real episodes and stories taken from daily life, introducing us to a range of different characters along 
the way. 

While there is clearly respect for his hometown here, Nelson does not present us with an idealistic 
view of life in Kelty; many of his stories are smattered with tragedy, alongside their delicate and dry 
humour. He also presents the deliberately harsh and unromantic setting of the place, often aptly 
recreated in black and white, as an ideal backdrop for the unfiltered honesty of his soap opera-like 
events. At the root of Nelsonôs practice then, is a fascination with the atmospheres and identities 
conjured up by effective story telling, be they stories of the ordinary or extraordinary. The Collective 
Gallery promisingly describes him as óa natural storyteller, who can uncover day-to-day episodes of 
life in a simple truthful Scottish patter.ô 

extracted from 

http://www.list.co.uk/article/5771-jason-nelson/ 

last accessed on 03 July 2004 

 

http://www.list.co.uk/articles/issue:591/
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/writer:rosie-lesso/
http://www.list.co.uk/article/5771-jason-nelson/


Them: Artur Zmijewski  
¶ Source: The List (Issue 597)  

¶ Date: 28 February 2008  

¶ Written by: Rosie Lesso 

The Collective Gallery, Edinburgh, until Sat 22 Mar 

VIDEO AND INSTALLATION 

Polish filmmaker Artur Zmijewski has established an international reputation and this film, óThemô, was 
originally shown at Documenta 12. The film is a documentary ósocial experimentô by Zmijewski which 
brings together members from conflicting social groups in Poland including left wing socialists, the 
nationalist Polish youth and devout Catholics, all of whom he refers to as, óreal people, absolutely real 
ï but members of an invisible majorityô.  

Zmijewski refers to óThemô as a ómovie about political desiresô, where each group is initially asked to 
make a proud banner promoting allegiance to their cause. But then the teams are gathered together 
in an enormous abandoned warehouse space and asked to óamendô the opposing groupsô banners. 
As expected, a gradual breakdown occurs, and the film seems to finish just before physical fights 
ensue.  

óThemô draws attention to the important role visual language and symbols play in creating causal 
allegiances, where each group uses symbols, logos and collective sayings as a means of asserting 
opinion or expression, the banners at times almost resembling expressionist paintings. But the 
destructive power of these symbols also effectively highlights the reactionary responses from the 
opposing groups, and the film is a fierce reminder of the force of visual language in political debate. 

extracted from 
http://www.list.co.uk/article/6722-them-artur-zmijewski/ 
 
last accessed on 03 July 2004 

 

http://www.list.co.uk/articles/issue:597/
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/writer:rosie-lesso/
http://www.list.co.uk/article/6722-them-artur-zmijewski/


Freee @ Collective Gallery 

Written by:  Daniella Watson 

Published: 23 April 2008  

 

Freee: How To Be Hospitable  

Event Review 

Rating 
 

Event name Freee - How To Be Hospitable 

Venue Collective Gallery 

Date 5 Apr - 17 May 

Venue details 

Collective Gallery »  

Gallery, Exhibition Space 

22-28 Cockburn Street, Edinburgh 

              0131 220 1260        

www.collectivegallery.net  

The tone of this exhibition is both meaty and rousing, drawing in visitors with a catchy 

simplicity reinforced by the use of primary red and blue emulsion paint as a backdrop for the 

performance props and text on two of the gallery walls. Like the billboards which were 

temporarily pasted at sites around Edinburgh, vivid widescreen posters fill the space drawing 

double taken glances from passers-by outside the galleryôs glass frontage. The crux of the 

mighty-mighty debates that Freee aim to trigger with their eye-catching billboards 

emblazoned with their cheeky mugs, street protesting, and acrobatic textly twaddle, instead 

seems to be a cursory engagement with the Polish community. It all gives the impression of 

well intended fun. 

It is hard to shake some nagging questions that pop up through this exhibition. Are these 

three pals engaging in multi-cultural drag because they are desperate to shape shift out of 

their white bodies? Perhaps they are asking if by paying lip service to spectacular social 

problems public opinion could be galvanised, prompting the much-lamented chime, óthings 

can only get betterô? For me their protest of inflated imagery, jovial colours and jocular japes 

sits uncomfortably. Itôs hard to be convinced when a sense of satisfaction hangs so palpably 

in the air, and leaks from the academic-artists as they show and tell us about the 

contradictions of the term, and experience of, immigration. There is something difficult to 

reconcile here, and this might be, wittingly or unwittingly, the best thing about this 

exhibition. [Daniella Watson] 

extracted from 

http://www.theskinny.co.uk/article/42546-freee-collective-gallery 

last accessed 03 July 2008  
 

http://www.theskinny.co.uk/venue/5805-collective-gallery
http://www.collectivegallery.net/
http://www.theskinny.co.uk/article/42546-freee-collective-gallery


Appendix 6 
Minding the Gap Project Report 

Dundee Contemporary Arts, Dundee 



Title of Project: MINDING THE GAP  
 
1. How to identify and act upon the space between the institution's aspirations and 
audiencesô expectations as people inhabit the gallery at DCA.  

 
 

2. Research Question: How can we best equip Gallery Assistants to operate in the 
perceived gap between organisation aspirations for and audience expectations of, a 
contemporary gallery experience at DCA?  

 
 

3. Description of project: What did you plan?  
 

We had 6 key areas to research and evaluate during the project:  
 
1) To investigate and identify organisation (staff) aspirations for a contemporary gallery experience at 
DCA. Staff  involved in the project wrote responses to a questionnaires and this was then compared 
with DCA core mission statement and aims.  
 
2) To investigate and identify audience expectations for a contemporary gallery experience at DCA as 
part of a contemporary gallery experience at DCA. This included collation and summarising of key 
outcomes from existing audience research data for DCA gallery from SAC funded Audience 
Development Project (sources MHM 2004 and Scott Porter 2007), from DCA Marketing questionnaire 
comments about exhibition experiences(completed with visitors for each exhibition since 1999), from 
focus groups from current gallery visitors / non-visitors with current Gallery Assistants (not yet 
undertaken) and from specific questionnaires to be completed by Community & Education 
groups/individuals making a gallery visit during the period of investigation. This is currently being 
collated into a Gallery Assistantsô handbook. 
 
3) To identify and discuss any 'gap' between 1) and 2) via combined staff  think tank sessions

3
. 

 
4) To investigate and identify organisation / staff understanding of what DCA offers as 'interpretation' 
as part of a contemporary gallery experience at DCA . Regular 'Think Tank' sessions on Mondays 
were held open to all DCA staff and Gallery Assistant staff rota'd in on paid hours (first one was held 
at Sensation Science Centre to explore interpretation from the perspective of being a visitor; the 
following three had no external speakers as planned, staff had so much to say we didn't need an 
external voice at this point. Other 'think  
tanks' were held on 'what is a tour of DCA', Reading Artworks, ways of engaging folk with artworks, 
what do we mean by 'interpretation?' and Gallery Assistants' role how to communicate it and what tool 
can help support it?)  
 
5)To identify how Gallery Assistants are currently equipped and supported at DCA - collation of 
existing procedures and documents by Andrew Dodds, current GA CoOrdinator , re-iteration of job 
description (via ongoing pay review at DCA) plus desk research on how other contemporary galleries 
train and support public facing gallery staff by Andrew Dodds. 
 
6)To identify how best to equip Gallery Assistants for the future at DCA via think tank session on what 
an 'ideal' training package for the future maybe as a result of the above activity. 
 
Information from these 6 areas of research activity is available from Sarah Derrick at DCA. 
 
 

4. What actually happened?  
This has been outlined via the above 6 areas  in summary form. Basically the project and action 
research process was introduced to staff via discussions and the exploration of the key areas above.  
 
From this we developed new common understandings across staff teams from which to approach 
the research question. Monday 'think tank' sessions were used to involve as many staff as possible in 
regular discussion based on the above and to identify clear actions/objectives to be delivered and 
evaluated.  
 

                                                           
3
 Examples of Think Tank Sessions in Appendices 1 and 2. 



From this we hoped to reflect on and develop our practice, reiterate DCA core mission and aims, 
answer the research question and build outcomes and process into future staff development, 
induction and programme delivery.  
 
 

5. Who was involved?  

Gallery Assistants: Julie-Anne Delaney, Louisa Preston, Lindsay Mathers, Ian Stewart, John Louden, 
Andrew Dodds CoOrdinator  
Graham Domke, Curator; Ewan Wilson, Gallery Manager; Richie Cumming, Education CoOrdinator; 
Caitlin Lewis, SAC Visual Art Education Trainee;  Val Norris, Exhibitions Assistant; Sarah Derrick 
Head of Education; Clive Gillman Director;Jan McTaggart Head of Communications. At the time of 
writing Judith Winter our new Depute Director/ead of Programme was unable to participate owing to 
family circumstances. 
 
Sarah Derrick and Andrew Dodds acted as Research Project CoOrdinators. 
  
 

6. FINDINGS  
Here is a brief summary of our findings under each of the 6 key areas outlined in section 3; 
 
1) To invesigate and identify organisation (staff) aspirations for a contemporary gallery experience at 
DCA . We found a common language and desire for visitors to be 'comfortable' in the gallery but also 
to be 'challenged' . These two were the most mentioned words (5 out of 10 responses mentioned 
both together) - 'engaged' 'discussion' 'Talking' were also shared (4,4 and 3 out of 10) - 
'educational' or 'educate' was mentioned 3 times .  
 
We felt that this research demonstrated a common understanding that we have many audiences with 
different needs and motivations for attending and that this will change with each exhibition. There was 
a common thread referring to presenting artworks or an experience to take visitors out of the every 
day, to offer something more on a spiritual, intellectual and visual level. This was encouraging for us 
as a team. 
 
Andrew Dodds' summary: ñ a) We want our visitors to be; Comfortable Intellectually supported Feel 
able to spend time with and thinking about the work Enjoy their experience in the gallery Whilst also 
finding the experience challenging and possibly educational b) What do we think are our visitor s 
expectations for their experiences in the gallery? (based on our experiences of dealing with visitors) 
We think our visitors expect to; find ñartò that s like ñartò they ve seen before, maybe in a different kind 
of gallery; find some kind of escapism from the everyday; see things that are like what they ve seen in 
DCA s galleries before; see something of very high quality; be shown artists they can relate to, ie. 
some local artists; experience something different; see something that is beyond their technical 
abilities; enjoy their experience in the gallery but also acknowledge that for some visitors they have an 
unplanned visit and may simply be passing through with no wish to engage. ñ 
 
 
2) To investigate and identify audience expectations for a contemporary gallery experience at DCA as 
part of a contemporary gallery experience at DCA .  What we found useful was to think about  the 
notion of a sliding scale along a spectrum of expectation from one end of independent, informed and 
confident visitor a) "At an early stage before I will have really made up my own mind...I will allow the 
print to mediate my experience. And that is all the stuff's doing. Getting between you and the actual 
immediate experience of the art." through mid-point interested but wanting support visitor b) "Some 
more background information would be good/useful. A general introduction to what (the artist) is trying 
to achieve. I'd like to have something to support what I'm thinking" to to the other extreme of lacking in 
confidence and experience and showing signs of frustration as a result visitor c) "What I found quite 
disturbing was the almost total absence of any explanation as to why somebody have been 
selected...what the thing was supposed to be about, what the meaning was. I suppose I'm almost 
totally illiterate when it comes to interpreting modern art I need help and it wasn't there."  (Source: 
Morris  Hargreaves McIntyre commissioned audience research for DCA 2004/5) 
 
Visitors do generally expect something in print (map, plan, introduction, information, artists' details, 
what is in the show). Visitors don't always expect to be able to talk to someone in the gallery; in the 
majority of cases the expectation is that the person in the gallery is the 'guard'. We also 
acknowledged that DCA does not actually publicise the interactive/interpretative role of Gallery 
Assistants anywhere, so how do visitors know that chat and interaction is available in the gallery? 
 



 
3 To )identify and discuss any 'gap' between 1) and 2) . DCA doesn't state publicly that Gallery 
Assistants are available to chat to about the show and that they are knowledgeable, practising artists, 
graduates, often having been involved in the exhibition install and met the artists/curators and 
therefore could be a great source of information and ways of 'getting into' an exhibition.  
 
DCA doesn't publicise the Information Room/Space contents and because this lies outside the gallery 
there is no obvious connection with the Gallery Assistants unless they direct visitors to the space.  
 
We assume that visitors know what the space is for and how to get the most out of it. - we don't have 
a visitors' or comments book that could be a support to visitors. Exhibitions often lack seating in the 
gallery owing to the nature of the work or exhibition layout. This was mentioned significantly in the 
data and would add to the notion of making visitors feel welcome and 'comfortable'.  
 
Not really a gap but a useful distinction - in analysing written comments from visitors and gallery 
assistants/education team about gallery experience we agreed that what visitors expected and then 

stated they needed was : INFORMATION, CONTEXT (greater depth and reason why) and 

WAYS IN (or HELP). In fact there were a number of comments to the effect that visitors did not 

want too much print or words, they wanted the former to be available if needed, discretely and in a 
variety of forms (Source: written comments from DCA visitor surveys from the gallery for each 
exhibition since 1999)

4
. We are now looking at how Communications team. Community & Education 

team and Exhibitions team deliver óinformatioô, ócontextô and óways inô respectively. 
 
This also brought up how visitors can struggle to find a piece of printed information about an 
exhibition even though it is presented in a perspex wall holder on an outer and inner wall of the 
gallery. (NB. We have documented e.g.s of people also looking at 2 leaflets being offered next to 
each other). The issue of being clear about what is available - gallery plan, map, guide, general 
introduction, contents list, curatorial summary, artists' background, artists' introduction etc. is being 
discussed currently.  
 
 
4) To investigate and identify organisation / staff understanding of what DCA offers as 'interpretation' 
as part of a contemporary gallery experience at DCA.  See following Appendices 1 and 2 (DCA Think 
Tanks) for full report of staff discussion. 
 
We had great discussions that however did show up a 'laziness' in our use of the word interpretation 
to describe what we offer visitors. Following discussion of analysis from visitor data (Sources: SAC 
funded Audience Development project research by Morris Hargreaves & McIntyre 2004 and Scott 
Porter 2007) we did agree that INFORMATION, CONTEXT and WAYS IN would be a more useful 
and specific language to use for talking about and thinking about DCA's interpretation offer to visitors. 
Whether this were made public or used internally is still being discussed.  
 
See also 3. This also led onto discussion about how visitors have to navigate to the gallery entrance 
via numerous obstacles and other pieces of printed material relating to other aspects of DCA 
programme depending upon which entrance to the building they take - reiteration that a broader 
context for DCA exhibitions experience for visitors IS being located within a contemporary arts centre. 
More discussion may be needed here for DCA to explore / evaluate this.  
 
 
5) To identify how Gallery Assistants are currently equipped and supported at DCA - GA appraisals 
were undertaken by exhibitions Curator and GA CoOrdinator . Outcomes from this process indicate 
that the current induction procedure for new GAs is adequate but now needs to include aspects of 
dealing with the public (and sometimes difficult or challenging public), ways of engaging visitors and 
passing on information and context.  
 
That GAs all value their role very highly and would like more engagement with DCA exhibitions team,  
Community & Education team, and Communications team to understand more about curation, 
delivery of the overall programme and engaging with visitors and artworks.  
 
That GAs would like to formally work within DCA Community & Education programme to deliver talks, 
tours, workshops and projects ongoing to support their role and gain confidence in dealing with a 
variety of people and ages. 

                                                           
4
 Example of Visitor Survey Information in Appendix 3 



 
6) To identify how best to equip Gallery Assistants for the future at DCA . Following desk research 
and questionnaires mailed to other contemporary art venues in the UK it is obvious that there is no 
existing useful model for DCA to use in developing this area of work in the contemporary gallery 
sector in the UK. So from the action research process we have dropped, for now, the idea of pairing 
Gallery Assistants with groups of visitors/non-visitors in favour of a concentration on achievable 
actions internally to develop existing tools and support. 
 
At 31 July we have the following MINDING THE GAP ACTIONS to be delivered as key strategies 
and tools for supporting the role of Gallery Assistants ; 
 

a) Exhibition briefings with GAs and internal communications to be planned and put in calendar 
for the year (AD/GD)  

 
b) Gallery Assistants are now to be involved in the planning and delivery of Community & 

Education Programme activity year round (SD/CL)  
 

c) We are developing new training/induction for GAs with all the above research outcomes and 
source material included  (AD/GD)  

 
d) The Information Room is being re-designed to have visitors book and a GA research station 

with a macbook on-line to help with enquiries, accessing DCA artists archive material, useful 
web resources/catalogues for both their own support and for engaging with visitors. (ALL) 

 
e) Gas will be involved in researching, developing questions, writing or suggesting written 

materials for exhibition support with Graham Domke, Curator and Judith Winter, Head of 
Programme. (GD/JW)  

 
f) The outcomes of think tanks and summarising visitor feedback on the DCA gallery experience 

from this project will form the basis of a new Gallery Assistant 'HANDBOOK'ongoing that will 
grow with the addition of material and GA feedback wfrom each exhibition. (SD/AD)  

 
g) We are undertaking an internal restructuring of print production and development (publicity / 

exhibition guide / interactive print) based on the outcomes that visitors actually want 
INFORMATION + CONTEXT and 'WAYS IN' or 'HELP'. So we may well stop using the term 
'interpretation'...(Judith Winter / Jan McTaggart/ Graham Domke/ SD) 

 
h) From July the DCA Guide and website will publicise the interactive role and experience of our 

Gallery Assistants to exhibition visitors. 
 
 
 

7. Challenges 
In working with a large number of staff working full-, part ï time and shifts co-ordinating information 
and time has been an issue and hence we have over run the deadline to complete the project.  Also in 
2007 DCA welcomed a new Curator, new head of Programme and SAC Visual Art Education Trainee 
and in 2008 Education CoOrdinator and a Gallery Assistant left for other jobs. 
 
Prioritising time to reflect on the research question across staff teams with the multiple and pressing 
priorities attached to delivering and marketing a multi-arts programme has also been a challenge 
however this project alongside ongoing audience development research at DCA has reiterated for us 
all a keen focus on visitor experience, expectations and appropriate support to our staff. 
 
Addressing issues of who is best placed to deliver texts, printed material, images, information, 
context, ways in and óhelpô across Communications team, Exhibitions team (GAs are located within 
exhibitions team) and Community & Education team is not an easy task. From the project and ensuing 
discussions we are now much more committed as staff teams to work in a flexible way and not have 
permanently fixed roles. We have recognised common aspirations and acknowledged common 
language however, it is always a fine balancing act to mediate an artistsô work, a curatorial vision and 
institutional objectives. We feel very strongly now that people, our staff are our strongest interpretative 
tools. 
 
Evaluating the outcomes and actions outlined above in point 6.  are also a challenge. We can formally 
document and evaluate with staff via appraisals and team meetings any positive benefits. In terms of 



evaluating the knock on benefits or otherwise for visitors to the gallery there is an innate difficulty in 
having a ócontrolô or mean level established before then tracking/ mapping any changes. We do rely 
heavily on written comments from visitors in the building and will also be launching an online 
comments/feedback facility with DCA website from August 08. 
 
Retaining the value of the research at DCA obviously lies with the retention of staff but also in how 
well we embed our practice within the organisation.  
 

 
8. Value of the project  
As we are still working with the model of action research, think tanks, and working on the actions in 
point 6. it is hard to give a true value here. The main values currently lie as follows; 
 
For Gallery Assistants ï the project has raised the profile and status of what they do across DCA staff 
teams, and emphasised their individual experiences as artists/makers. A few myths have been 
dispelled and the integration of the GA team into delivery of Community & Education activity with each 
exhibition adds a personal way in which each GA can develop confidence and engage with each 
exhibition, thereby supporting interactions with other visitors to the gallery. 
 
For DCA staff teams ï it has developed team working, common understandings, reiteration of core 
aims and gave a focus that will be ongoing beyond the end of the project. Staff enjoyed the think tank 
session and having time to think. Time to reflect has also enabled us to realise that we have areas of 
good practice and great expertise within DCA as well as areas that need developing or improving. 
 
 
 



DCA Project Report Appendix 1 
 

engage Interpretations Project 

Think Tank 2 : What is interpretation & why do we have it? 
 
 
What do we (DCA staff ï list) think it is? 
ñéthe link between the artist + the public, the curator + the artist, the artist + gallery assistants, gallery 
assistants + public. It varies dependent on who and what is in dialogueéit should be a discussion 
rather than dictation. It should answer AND ask questions of the work, motivations of the artist and 

should be open ended.ò 
 
ñéis what is between the viewer and the work (to enable visitors to get the fullest possible experience 
from viewing an exhibition)é.ò 
 
ñéis: background info / breakdown of content / artistsô/curatorsô explanation of works / a way of 
opening up a path and how to approach a subject/experience or event.ò 
 
ñéthe ways we help our audiences connect with the art/artist/curator (whatever their needs are).ò 
 
ñéaims to create pathways between the person and the artworks which facilitate questions and 
understandings.ò 
 
ñéinformation + context + ways of engaging with artworks/exhibitions.ò 
 
ñThe materials/texts between the viewer and the exhibition.ò 
 
ñInterpretation is a personal thingò 
 
Why do we have óinterpretationô? 
ñTo breakdown barriers to art ï based on a belief that art can enrich the individual. To diminish some 
of the alienation between the person and the art. To encourage critique, to assist a person in forming 
opinions/learning but this is in danger of being inherently patronisingé almost to justify the art; a way 
to make artôs existence valid/worthwhile.  Interpretation makes the art into art not just objects.  
Mystifies art whilst also demystifying it.  Double bind.ò 
 
ñBecause some of our audiences rely on us to help them through the experience of 
engaging/connecting with the exhibitions.ò 
 
ñBecause some people expect that contemporary visual art is hard to understand and they need some 
further explanation before they will be able to engage ï to help people overcome their perceived 
barriers.ò 
 
ñTo try to give an unbiased explanation of why something exists, where it came from, what it is and 
what is trying to do.ò 
 
ñTo give a possible starting point, if wanted, for further exploration.ò 
 
 
ñWe have it to help them(visitors)  to be able to find their own meaning/valuable experienceéfinding 
context, how artworks can have significances in whatever their lives/experiences may be.ò 
 
ñBecause we are publicly funded to provide interpretationéitôs a rights issueò 
 
 
What in our experience/perception in 2008 at DCA do we think visitors want from interpretation? 

 

ñTo get something out of it (educational, social value or social status).ò 
 



ñInsight into art / the artworld. (For non-art specialists).ò 
 
ñTo find the reason that this is art.ò 
 
ñTo enjoy itò 
 
ñTo see or experience something outwith their own making abilities / something special / clever that 
they will value.ò 
 
ñWhat it is, what is made of, how itôs made, why itôs being shownéò 
 
ñVisitors maybe want to validate their own experience and find a reason why they like / dislike the art 
on show.ò 
 
 
Also folk want to be able to talk about the experience/the art/the artist/the DCA to others. 
 
Some visitors want to know that contemporary visual art is not a case of the Emperorsô Clothes, 
maybe that it does have meaning . 
 
 
 
What do we think about using the term óinterpretationô? 
 
ñItôs a useful banner.ò 
 
ñFolk understand what it means/stands for ï visitors ask about interpretationò 
 
ñWe can choose to define what we are doing internallyò 
 
ñDonôt like it because itôs often one personsô view ï interpretation is a personal thing.ò 
 
ñIt can get tangled up with the curatorial / artist peer to peer view.ò 
 

ñDoes it need to be used externally or publicly as long as we know what we mean by it?ò 

 



If money/resources were no object what would be the ideal óinterpretation offer at DCAô ? 

 
A library on site ï publicly accessible. 
 
Artistsô interviews ï more ways of directly accessing their experiences. 
 
Discussions/Q&A sessions/asking questions and gaining opinions ï then showing these publicly in 
DCA (postcards, visitor books, video booths, vox pops) 
 
Taking discussion/activity out to pubs/community sites (with artworks?) 
 
Workshops with artists on how they make their work ï a demystifying process 
 
Ways of encouraging people to approach artworks/activity ongoing 
 
Web/video access to the installation process and development of an exhibition 
 
A basic info guide to each exhibition with extended reading / audio guides / additional activity ï all 
optional ï soft ways of engaging with artworks 
 
Re-think and redevelop the Information Space on Level 4 
 
Brief all staff across the building well in advance about up coming artists/exhibitions and offer every 
staff member a tour of the exhibition 
 
Advance information about each exhibition in whatever form it was most suitable/appropriate ï tailor 
per show 
 
Develop and expand Tea Tour & A Blether é 
 
Full time staff working on interpretation óofferô per exhibition, rotating  and key staff to be walking 
talking interpretation  for each show in addition to current GAs. 
 
 
SD Feb 08 
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engage Interpretations Project 

Think Tank 3 
  
How do we define DCAôs aspirations for visitors as they inhabit the gallery?  
  
 
And   
 
What do we think are our audienceôs expectations for their experiences in the gallery? 
 
(Source: written responses to a questionnaire to participating staff at DCA June 2007) 

 
We want our visitors to be 
 

¶ Comfortable 

¶ Intellectually supported 

¶ Feel able to spend time with and thinking about the work 

¶ Enjoy their experience in the gallery 
 
Whilst also finding the experience challenging and possibly educational 
 
 
 
We think our audience expects to 
 

¶ find ñartò thatôs like ñartò theyôve seen before, maybe in a different kind of gallery 

¶ find some kind of escapism 

¶ see things that are like what theyôve seen in DCAôs galleries before 

¶ see something of very high quality 

¶ be shown artists they can relate to, ie. some local artists 

¶ experience something different 

¶ see something that is beyond their technical abilities 

¶ enjoy their experience in the gallery 
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Dundee Contemporary Arts Exhibitions 
 

Visitor Information 
 
Pale Carnage 
Saturday 7 July 2007 ï Sunday 2 September 2007 
Days open: 51 
 

 
Total Attendance     3230  
Number surveyed     96 (2.97%) 
For comparison previous exhibition    271 (5.10%) 
 

 
Average Daily Attendance:     63 
 
For comparison: 
previous exhibition Peacocks Among The Ruins 
Friday 27 April 2007 ï Sunday 24 June 2007 99 
Similar time slot last year Where The Wild Things Are 
Friday 9 June  ï Sunday 13 August 2006  97 
 

 

Area   % extrapolated total no. visits (gallery) 
Dundee   62.50%  2018 
Fife   7.29%   235 
Aberdeen  3.13%   101 
Perthshire  3.13%   101 
Edinburgh  5.21%   168 
Glasgow  3.13%    101 
Scotland other  2.08%    67 
England  2.08%   67 
Ireland   2.08%    67 
Wales     0%   0 
World   8.33%   269 
 
Not all number surveyed gave postcode details 
 

 

Frequency of visits 
16.67%: first time visitors 
17.71%: lapsed visitors who have visited in the past but not in the last year 
65.63% repeat visitors who have visited at least once in the past 12 months 
 
 
Visitor Comments/ 
 
 



Visitor Comments 
 
Very confused.  Not too sure 
Good would like to come back and spend a bit more time 
A slightly disjointed and sporadic show 
Some nice works 
Liked the film 
I like this exhibition a lot, especially the crow one 
Interesting, think it will take a while to figure it out. 
Interesting, like how there's a lot of ideas and themes between the works 
Very interesting, lots of exciting materials 
Very interesting liked the morse code light 
Quite a dark exhibition, nice 
Excellent 
That was good 
By putting up this warning - you are censoring this exhibition.  Surely this is the nature of art?  You're 
censoring art.  That's tame.  That's censorship!! 
Not sure I understand any of it! 
A strange mix of ideas 
Very good 
Some things felt out of place.  I found it hard to understand 
Challenging.  I think is the word, it's the kind of show I will need to come back to a few times, 
and do some reading. 
Hard to understand, I needed some help explaining some works 
Makes me feel a little bit uneasy, need to come back again but at the moment it feels quite jarring, 
dissonance between works.  Like the levels of interpretation I can have with the works 
Really hard to say, interesting but just here to pass the time waiting on a film to start. 
Possibly my favourite thus far inc. the history of Dundee Contemporary Arts 
Interesting 
Need to read more about this one 
Different 
A bit of a sporadic show 
Interesting 
Absolutely pathetic, arty farty junk 
A nice attempt at some difficult ideas 
Really interesting. Amazing all the ideas artists come up with 
I've just seen the Indian film downstairs and I'm not really in the mood for this. 
A bit of a difficult show 
Too clever for us 
Different.  Unholy and decadent.  Sometimes all at once 
Definitely different.  Donô think it really works as it says it does though 
Donô really like this - doesn't do anything for me.  Keep hoping something in here will eventually work 
for me.  Keep waiting. 
A hard show to understand 
He liked the sound on Mark Lekin's piece 
"Interesting, cant quite see all the links between the works" 
Very intriguing.  Need to think some more about it. Will visit again 
Found it quite inaccessible and questioned the state of the contemporary artist in relation to their 
endeavour 
Initially confused but felt happier after discussion with staff said he found it a rewarding 
experience 
Nice work individually but collectively I feel it doesn't work as successfully 
Brilliant.  Weird 
Really don't see what it's getting at 
Well thought out.  I like it 
I'm here for golf for my husband but I'd heard about DCA and wanted to see for myself.  Not  
Quite like it.  See the occultish undertone.  Bit sinister, but a little sparse and some work seems out of 
place with rest of exhibition 
It's okay if you like that kind of thing 
Like lots of loose ends - doesn't gel. 
Brilliant, so interesting 
"I really like it, wish I could come again 
Reflects the disjointed nature of the day 
Very theatrical 



Confusing 
Well hung 
Great.  Little sparse but interesting 
Quite good.  Not what I usually like though 
Really enjoyed the video - parade it was excellent 
Brill, more of the same 
I suppose you have to be 'arty' to understand this.  But some of it is enjoyable to look at. 
Not for me but I appreciate what DCA does 
Random.  Fairly interesting, not sure it comes together though.  Bit disappointing actually.  Had high 
hopes for this show 
Unusual space.  Like gallery more than exhibits, I'm afraid, this time 
The space around the objects is the best part.  I really love the space some nice shapes, but I don't 
understand it all 
I'm glad I came, I've been enlightened.  You must have to be such a complex person to be a modern 
artist these days 

 
 
  



  
Appendix 6a 

Minding the Gap Contemporary Art Context 
 

 

 

Note 

The review material contained within this appendix does not necessarily reflect the thoughts or 
position of Dundee Contemporary Arts.  The material is included to offer the reader additional 
perspective on the art works that contextualises the Minding The Gap project.



Interview - Matthew Buckingham 
¶ Source: The List (Issue 594)  

¶ Date: 17 January 2008  

¶ Written by: Alexander Kennedy 

Alexander Kennedy talks to Matthew Buckingham about his new 
film installations at DCA 

AK Tell us about the work you are showing at DCA. 

MB The three larger projects on view at the DCA are each organized around some of the questions 
that arise when we look at the past through the shape of a personôs life. I wanted to begin with each 
figureôs relation to themselves and try to reconnect them to their own time, to the quotidian, and most 
importantly, to our own time. 

AK How would you describe your relationship with the idea of History? 

MB Whether or not we like it, or are even aware of it, we are constantly interpreting our past in order 
to navigate the present. Iôm interested in what happens when we see this in connection with more 
self-conscious categories of history. 

AK Would you say that Art is the truth to Historyôs lie? 

MB By approaching something historically we are looking at it dynamically, over time. That usually 
means looking at a span of time outside of our experience which, in turn, means we must interpret. In 
that way we begin to make an argument of some kind. Bringing non-fiction narratives into the art 
context highlights this contract weôve made with narrative and, I believe, puts the art viewer in a more 
critical position, where the responsibilities of interpretation are more obvious. I almost never employ 
fiction in my work, but the fact that itôs seen in the gallery raises that spectre and ushers in a degree of 
caution. 

AK You have previously said that the cinema is a óplaceless placeô. Can this also be said of the 
gallery? 

MB Yes, there is a much-remarked corollary of óneutralityô between the so-called ówhite cubeô and 
óblack boxô (which in art-terms is a sort of surrogate-cinema). There are differences, however, that I 
find important-differences of space, time and mobility. As art viewers we retain a different control over 
how we engage with the work. We decide how we move through the space and how much time we 
will devote to the work. We are more aware of our óeditingô process and hopefully see this in 
connection with the physical place (gallery, city, region) that we are in.  

DCA, Dundee, until Sun 20 Jan. 

 

extracted from 

http://www.list.co.uk/article/6122-interview-matthew-buckingham/ 

last accessed 04 July 2008 

 

http://www.list.co.uk/articles/issue:594/
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/writer:alexander-kennedy/
http://www.list.co.uk/article/6122-interview-matthew-buckingham/


Camilla Low: Straight Letters  
¶ Source: The List (Issue 596)  

¶ Date: 14 February 2008  

¶ Written by: David PollockComments (0) 
 

DCA, Dundee, until Sun 30 Mar 

SCULPTURE 

Despite receiving her education at Glasgow School of Art, this is the first major solo exhibition in the 
UK by Norwegian sculptor Camilla Low. With this in mind itôs fortunate that a venue the size of the 
DCA is hosting it, because her boldly-coloured sculptures work perfectly in this open space, with the 
galleryôs sun blinds open to allow extensive natural light into the room. 

The colour, shape and the precise fabrication of Lowôs works are integral to their finished effect, which 
allows for both formal consideration and aesthetic appreciation. Lowôs chosen base materials are 
concrete, wood and metal, the former hewn into identically-sized squares of a few inches each in the 
onsite workshops. These are piled four or five high, and selected surfaces are painted yellow or black, 
obscuring our view of the material involved. From a distance these oversized Rubikôs Cube segments 
might be flimsy, fragile plastic. 

With segments of wood sliced into pieces, separately painted and pieced back together (ó4+4ô and 
óAnnalisaô), this sense that hard and functional ingredients can be softened by swathing them in bright 
colours is accentuated. That each piece here is also devised as an interesting kind of visual puzle 
simply adds to the entertainment value of viewing them. Among some of the more striking examples 
of this technique are óRamonaô, a series of black-painted metal squares hung from floor to ceiling and 
linked at their corners by plastic hooks, and óSisterô, a series of caramel-coloured perspex triangles 
with one end of a metal bar threaded through their centre. Each of these is balanced in state with a 
lightness which belies their physical properties. 

Yet, itôs the least obtrusive work which most succinctly illustrates the purpose of the show. óWhite 
Steelô, a square sheet of metal painted the same white as the wall behind it, reveals this to be an 
exercise in camouflaging the very physical nature of objects using formal trickery of colour, light and 
balance, and a very successful one at that. 

extracted from 
http://www.list.co.uk/article/6447-camilla-low-straight-letters/ 
last accessed 03 July 2008  

http://www.list.co.uk/articles/issue:596/
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/writer:david-pollock/
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/writer:david-pollock/
http://www.list.co.uk/articles/writer:david-pollock/
http://www.list.co.uk/article/6447-camilla-low-straight-letters/


Appendix 7 
Reach Out Project Report 
Pier Arts Centre, Orkney 



  INTERPRETATIONS 
 
PROJET REPORT ï THE PIER ARTS CENTRE, STROMNESS, ORKNEY 
 
1.  Title of Project: REACH OUT 
Descriptive subtitle: 
 

The time frame of the project dictated that the main audience for the project would be 
a local audience. Through the winter months ï November to April, Orkney, like many 
more remote and rural communities that have a large tourist/visitor season through 
the summer seasons ï turns itself inward and activities and events take on a more 
local and community focus. A further determining factor in developing the project is 
the Pier Arts Centreôs dual function as gallery and museum. The permanent 
Collection plays a key role in the project not only as a means of setting a context 
from which to view contemporary art and the galleryôs temporary programme, but as 
a more direct interpretative ótoolô. Approaches to interpretation will include traditional 
methods and new technology, text, spoken word, practical and contextual workshops 
and events.  

 
2.  Research Question: 
 

óWhat interpretation strategies can we develop and adopt that will encourage 
and maintain interest from a locally-based audience?ô 

 
 
3. Description of project: 
  
Context 

óééscattered rural population and isolated location, but PACôs attendance figures 
are very high in percentage population and visitor terms. This underlines the 
integrated nature of the endeavour and highlights PACôs responsibility for visual arts 
and cultural development in a precisely defined geographical areaô 
Pier Arts Centre Feasibility Study, Peter Davis, Mike Sixsmith, Sutherland Hussey 
Architects, September 1998 

 
Background 

The project is set against the recent refurbishment and extension to the Pier Arts 
Centre. The Feasibility Study commissioned by the Trustees of the Pier Arts Centre 
in 1998 (Peter Davis, Mike Sixsmith, Sutherland Hussey Architects) identified many 
issues that required addressing if the Centre was to continue to care for its Collection 
and deliver its ambitious temporary exhibition programme into the 21 century.    
The refurbishment of the Gallery, which re-opened in July 2007, addresses both 
physical and intellectual access to the galleryôs buildings and exhibitions programme. 
The issues addressed concur with those highlighted by Heather Lynchôs study 
Mapping Interpretation Practices in Contemporary Art (May 2006) and identified as 
óbarriersô that exist throughout museums and galleries in Scotland presenting 
contemporary visual art.  

 
Framing the Research activity  
 

Nearly 30 years experience, supported by visitorôs book/comments, regular  visitor 
surveys and informal & anecdotal reporting from gallery staff, indicate that in general 
once the visitor is in the gallery their experience is one of  ósurpriseô, ódelightô, 
óinformativeô óhelpfulness and knowledge of staffô.  
In the main very few visitors complain or comment that gallery interpretation is 
inadequate, inaccessible or overly laden with art speak. Comments are again 



generally very positive about the range and quality of interpretative and supporting 
material. The knowledge of front of house staff is regularly commented upon. 
This suggests that the barrier is not necessarily in the gallery itself ï but outside, that 
perceptions, especially with the local audience, are the issue that needs to be 
addressed.  
 
Question: What is the gallery about and who is it for? 
 
Visitor and Marketing surveys identify the following views in the local community: 
a) Believe gallery is mainly for tourists 
b) Only one visit (accompanying a tourist/visitor) is necessary 
c) Unsure of the relevance of the óCollectionô with concentration of St Ives artists 
d) Perception that contemporary art is ódifficultô and not for them 

 
Given that the focus audience would be a locally based one, interpretation therefore 
had to extend beyond the confines of the gallery and the area that the action 
research should concentrate on needed to include audience development, marketing 
and outreach.  
 
The starting point to establish where action research would most usefully and 
purposefully be directed was based on examining existing interpretation 
strategies/methods and re-examining Heather Lynchôs report. 

 
Extract from Interpretations: Stage 2 Application 

  
Referring to Mapping Interpretation Practices in Contemporary Art, Section 5.2 
Moving Forward ï key areas for further research, we believe that when fully 
developed our project will at some level have addressed the five key issues 
identified. Within the areas of Interactivity, Audience-generated artwork and 
Language there is potential to explore these in relation to the specific issues of 
Space and Partnership.    
 
Space ï The recent refurbishment of the Pier Arts Centre offers considerable scope, 
both in its concept and design, to explore and experiment with the range of 
environments experienced by the visitor.  
 
Partnership ï The re-generated Pier Arts Centre has been a key instrument in the 
Stromness re-development planning process. This project would aim to continue our 
involvement with the organisations that form the Stromness Redevelopment Forum, 
whose main aims are to promote business and community activities for the 
betterment of Stromness and surrounding areas, as well as provide facilities and 
services for the benefit of its members.  

 
PLANNING 
 

Having identified that the key aspect was óthresholdô ï how do we encourage 
audience over the doorstep? ï a series of activities and events, were planned, 
supported by publicity and follow-up local media coverage. The activities and events 
took as their focus three main strands, the PAC permanent Collection, the temporary 
exhibitions programme and the recently redeveloped gallery buildings. We also 
maximised the opportunity to work with other partners, especially non-arts 
organisations. 
 
The programme of activities and events would allow reassessment of existing 
methods of gallery interpretation with new audience groups and identify gaps and 
need for new approaches to be adopted.  
 
Extract from Interpretations: Stage 2 Application 



  
A minimum of 8 workshops with differing remits would take place, each aimed at 
different sectors of the local audience, designed for different age groups and levels of 
interest and experience, for example   

 
Pier Group (our on-going programme for 16-18 years) 
Artist Support & Mentoring Group (working with professional artists) 
Community groups (eg partnership with local library)   

 
A minimum of 8 talks/events with differing emphasis would take place delivered by 
PAC Staff and invited speakers, for example, the principal architect of the 
redevelopment project.  
 
Other areas for investigation:  

 
Since re-opening, gallery spaces have been used as meeting venue for a variety of 
outside, non-arts organisations 
Revision of Recognition Scheme application papers for possible publication and 
research 
Visitor survey of local organisations and individuals, Youth clubs, Day Care Centres, 
Orkneyôs Care Homes, SWRI 
 

RESEARCH ACTIVITY 
 

A programme of talks, activities and workshops was developed that encompassed 
aspects of both the Collection and Temporary programme. It covered a wide range of 
ages with both targeted groups and open events. 

  
REACH OUT EVENTS & ACTIVITIES 
PAC Collection 
Margaret Tait Film Archive 

Nature of activity/event: A series of workshops that take as their start point 
the Margaret Tait Film Archive. Through working with locally-based filmmaker 
and Education Officer the group will create individual short films.  
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event: Pier Group (16-18 years) 
Partner: Orkney Library & Archive 
Outcome: Audience generated artwork, Interpretative resource 
Date: (to date 5 workshops) Nov-April 
No of participants/audience: 8 
Interpretation material produced NB This project is still on-going 

 
LOOK 

Nature of activity/event:  
A series of gallery and school based workshops for Class 1 Dounby School 
that looked in detail at the PAC Collection and the work of the gallery staff, 
culminating in a gallery event for parents and extended family.  
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event: Young parents and extended families 
living out with Stromness area.  
Partner: OIC Education Department and Dounby School 
Outcome: Audience generated interpretation and artwork.  
Á A series of interpretative materials were produced to accompany the 

exhibition of pupils work. 
Á Working over several months, pupils built up knowledge, experience and 

enthusiasm for the project, this was supported by parents comments at 
the event and by the number of visitors returning specifically to see the 
project. 

Á A schools resource is in the process of being developed for other schools 
to carry out a similar project.  



Date: 3 workshops,1 gallery event March 2008 
No of participants/audience: Class 1- 19 pupils, Event ï 73 
Interpretation materials produced: Wall panel, catalogue, video display, 
hands-on activity corner, guided tours 
COMMENT: This project had a number of aims  
a) audience development 
b) working with OIC Education Department 
c) develop resources for the óCurriculum for Excellenceô 
d) provide project for SAC funded Education Traineeship 
e) develop a range of interpretation materials with the children 
 

Storyquest 
Nature of activity/event: Storytelling Event with professional storyteller, who 
used artworks from both the Collection and the temporary exhibition as a 
means of introduction to and backdrop to traditional stories.   
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event: Families 
Partner: Orkney Library and Archive 
Outcome: A refreshing approach and new insight to the artworks that could 
be developed for future gallery tours by staff 
Date: 3 November 2007 
No of participants: 21 
 

Art in St Ives from Turner to the Modernists 
Nature of activity/event: Illustrated Talk by Susan Daniel McElroy, former 
director Tate St Ives, and former Head of Visual Arts, SAC at early stage of 
PAC re-launch project.  
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event: 
Partner: N/A 
Outcome: Providing insight into St Ives artists and drawing out parallels with 
Orkney.  
Date: 5 June 2008 
No of participants/audience: 26 
 

Temporary Programme 
His Angry Ghost 

Nature of activity/event: A series events focussing on the temporary exhibition 
óHis Angry Ghostô, new work by Colin Johnstone  
Á Artist talks:  
Á Leading Light: Childrenôs workshop  
Á Media coverage  
 
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event: Talks 3 x targeted groups (HE Students, 
16-18 years, 5-11 years. 2 x public talks.  
Workshops 3 x targeted group (5-11 years)  
Partner: N/A 
Outcome: Material and resources suitable for coverage in local press and 
radio  
Date: 8 February-4 April 2008 
No of participants/audience: 61 
Interpretation material produced: Wall text, Leading Lights gallery guide, 
Notice board with press coverage and HE student essays.  
COMMENT: An exhibition of work that could be seen as being ôdifficultô 
óchallengingô ï the artist also had misconceptions about interpretation and had 
anxieties about what form it might take.  
 

Lead Astray 
Nature of activity/event:  



Á Artists Walk and Talk: Lead Astray shared sculpture by Bill Woodrow and 
Richard Deacon 

Á Schools workshop: Contextual and practical workshop Primary 7 pupils 
Papdale school  

Open/Public Event & Targeted Group 
Partner: N/A 
Outcome: Return visits to exhibition 
Date:18 April 2008, 29 May 2008  
No of participants/audience: Talk 34, Workshop 11 
Interpretation materials: Wall text, catalogue, pupils work/photographs 
 

Non-Arts Partnerships 
 
Treasured Places 

Nature of activity/event: Part of a national series of workshops celebrating the 
centenary of the Royal Commission for Ancient and Historical Monuments for 
Scotland  
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event 
Partner: RCAHMS 
Outcome: non-arts organisation making use of gallery facilities and PAC 
experience of managing projects of this type. 
Date: 12-16 November 2007, 3x workshops, 1 public event 
No of participants: Workshops-12, Public event-32 
 

Orkney Retired Teachers 
Nature of activity/event: Venue for twice-yearly meeting of local branch of 
Retired Teachers Association. Gallery tour 
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event 
Partner: 
Outcome: Increased awareness of galleryôs activity to large and respected 
section of local community 
Date: 21 May 2008  
No of participants: 42 

 
Starting Well/Playing Well 

Nature of activity/event: Providing a range of art-based activities at a one-day 
event organised by Childcare Partnership to highlight the benefits of play to 
young parents 
Targeted Group-Open/Public Event: Open event for young parents 
Partner: Childcare Partnership 
Outcome: Profile for gallery and opportunity to increase awareness of 
galleryôs activity to young parents. 
Date: 27 October 2008 
No of participants: 65 

 
In addition to these specific events the galleryôs on-going programme of Family days, 
visits from and by schools and community groups contributed valuable information 
and feedback to the action research. 

During the period of the project  
Activities and events: 70 
Participants: 1174 

  
PAC Refurbishment and New Buildings 

Gallery Reception and Retail 
Layout of shop and reception: Street presence was an issue that the 
Feasibility Study identified as something that the redevelopment should 
address.  A new frontage has been created that allows a view through to the 
galleryôs pier where a large Barbara Hepworth sculpture is located. The new 



frontage doubles the street presence of the gallery with a large glazed 
entrance giving visitors a clear message of whatôs inside. 
Reception: Dedicated and informed front of house staff greet visitors with a 
range of information that can be distributed to visitors. Front of House staff, 
through their induction and training, are quick to ascertaining the level of 
interest of any gallery visitor and are skilled in attending to individual need.   
Merchandising: A range of exclusive products has been commissioned by the 
Pier from local artists and craft industry along with a number of PAC branded 
products.  
Refurbished galleries  
The addition of new galleries and the refurbishment of existing galleries has 
increased and extended the potential and flexibility for exhibition 
programming. The design and architecture of the buildings create a set of 
visual relationships that extend the visitor experience beyond the artwork 
itself and allow routes and viewpoints that can act as óinterpretationô.      

 
Stromness Redevelopment Consultation 
The experience of its own redevelopment has placed the Pier Arts Centre as 
a key leader in the wider process of addressing the future of Stromness as a 
whole. The gallery director has been involved in this strategic consultation 
process which has a number of local partners ï in the commercial, business 
and residential sectors 
The Pier Group were involved in a workshop session to specifically consult on 
the views of young people regarding the future of the town from their 
perspective.  

 
 
RESEARCH TEAM 
 

The lead for the project was undertaken by the Pier Arts Centre Education Officer, 
but involved all staff at the gallery 

The Curatorial Team  - The Director, Exhibitions Officer and Education Officer 
are responsible for preparing gallery interpretation. 
Marketing and Publicity Team ï The Director, Exhibitions Officer, Marketing 
and Retail Officer are responsible for Press Releases and promotion of 
Exhibitions and Gallery. 
The Education Officer and Marketing and Retail Officer are responsible for 
Audience Development. 
Front of House is responsibility of Marketing and Retail Officer, along with 
Retail Assistant and Seasonal staff. 

 
Participants and partner organisations are listed with each of the projects above. 

 
4. Description of research: 
 

WHAT DID THE RESEARCH TELL US? 
 
Á Established what barriers exisited and where our focus of attention should be 

concentrated for our local audience. 
Á Provided a framework for the kind of activities and events that appeal to a local 

audience and the impact that the material generated can have on interpretation 
for the wider audience. 

Á It established the range of level of interest from non-arts users of the gallery, its 
facilities and services and whether there are opportunities that can be utilised for 
non-arts user groups. Particular kinds of interpretation? How this can inform the 
Collection and exhibitions programme. 

 
WHAT DID WE FIND OUT? 



 
Á That in addressing the local audience there is a strong relationship between 

audience development, marketing and interpretation. 
Á That providing a range of voices ï young people, such as the Leading Lights,/the 

informed voice of the artist, and front of house/gallery staff, not just those of the 
curatorial team gives the audience a wider breadth of views and experiences that 
they can identify with. 

Á That a combination of targeting specific groups and public open events 
encouraged people to make return visits  

Á That audiences are not looking for information/paper based overload 
Á That audiences enjoy speaking to well-informed front-of-house staff and gallery 

guides 
Á That with a flexible approach it is possible to respond quickly to local requests at 

short notice, either for events or exhibition space 
Á Artists talks are popular, especially with local audience 
Á Many of the events developed from casual conversations and were about offering 

a voice other than that of the curatorial team (see HL pg47) 
 
5. Outcomes: 
 

Interpretation Material  
The Pier Arts Centre has a very clear policy on gallery interpretation and is the 
responsibility of the Education Officer, but is considered by the full Curatorial team.   
 
As stated earlier, our existing approach does not receive much adverse comment, 
which would indicate that while we are far from complacent, that the content and the 
language that is used in presenting information provides levels of suitable access for 
the wide range of our audiences.  
 
The following material has been produced as part of this project:  

 
Wall based texts  
Extended labels 
Artistôs Talks  
Interviews for local BBC Radio 
In-house publications 
Catalogues 
Artworks 
Preparation of material suitable for web-based presence (still to be activated see 
Challenges) 
Locally commissioned products based on PAC Collection for retail area ï with 
interpretation 

 
Describe the effect of the project on interpretation practice. 

 
Á Although many issues surrounding access both physical and intellectually have 

been resolved by the redevelopment project, REACH OUT has provided the 
opportunity to assess and reassess our interpretation strategies with particular 
reference to our local audience. 

Á The development of a number of partnerships with local organisations, many non 
arts based ï both formal and informal has greatly increased awareness of the 
Pier Arts Centre and that what we do can be relevant in a local context. 

Á The increased use of gallery as a venue for non-arts use, provides the 
opportunity to engage audience who might not otherwise visit the gallery. 

 
6.  Reflection on this experience: 

Describe what was valuable  
to you personally 



Á the opportunity to meet with colleagues and share good practise 
Á to assess current methods 
Á develop a strategy for documenting and evaluating   

to your organisation 
Á Finding ways to develop better monitoring and evaluation of visitor 

response and reaction to interpretation that is useful and meaningful 
Á the extent and range of óinterpretationô 
Á Raising of profile of gallery locally, though media coverage of exhibitions, 

events and activities. 
 
 
Notes, Points and Questions raised and considered:  
Regular gallery visitor - added value  

Why would you come back on regular basis?  
Becoming more informed  
Stimulate and provoke interest    

 
Having established a strategy that has a number of different approaches that have been 
tried and tested the question arises as to the purpose and reasoning behind encouraging 
repeat visits ï what is the added value  
 
What is the potential of the Collection to provide a deeper and more insightful engagement 
with the work ï  

o setting a context/frame of reference from which the contemporary 
programme 

o provides a sound basis from which to view and consider the more 
challenging aspects of the contemporary programme.  

o Establishing connections and parallels  
o Creating a range of experiences and opportunities   

 
 

Challenges 
Although other members of staff were involved in the project the responsibility for the 
development and delivery of the action research lay with the Education Officer.  
Á With an already extensive programme of gallery and outreach activity the 
challenge was to ófitô the research to existing programme.  

Á The greatest challenge was in evaluating the different aspects of the project.  
It was not always appropriate 
As sole deliverer it was difficult to document some events 

Á Timescale for overall evaluation of REACH OUT project too soon to properly see 
any significant changes in local audience response. 

Á Staff resources limit the number of staff who can be based in galleries as guides  
Á Getting material from project onto web ï we currently have no dedicated IT 

staff/expertise. 
 
 

Conclusions   
 
The Pier Arts Centre was selected to participate in the project partly because of its dual 
function as a gallery and museum, housing an important permanent Collection of 20th 
century British Modernist art. The Collection has recently been extended through 
participation in the National Collecting Scheme for Scotland including works by Sean Scully, 
Callum Innes, Olaffur Eliason and Garry Fabian Millar which add a contemporary 
perspective to the Collection.  
 
It seems early to assess the impact of REACH OUT. The project developed and changed 
throughout its course ï highlighting the advantage of action research. 



There is certainly a greater awareness within the gallery of the impact that events and 
activity can have on a local audience and how in turn that they can be involved more directly 
in generating interpretative material. 
 
An aspect of REACH OUT that could be further explored is the juxtaposition of the Collection 
and a local audience ï two elements with a permanent base in Orkney. The Collection 
serves as an important inroad to contemporary art, not just in giving historical context but 
also in being utilised more directly (or indirectly) as an interpretation aid when considering 
the temporary programme. 
  
Participation in the project prompted a wide range of questions with the continual 
assessment and evaluation of events and projects creating a greater awareness of the 
position that interpretation should and can take in the gallery. The scope of possibility.  
 
Carol Dunbar, Education Officer 
15 August 2008 

 
 



 

Appendix 6a 
Reach Out Contemporary Art Context 

 

 

 

Note 

The review material contained within this appendix does not necessarily reflect the thoughts or 
position of the Pier Art Centre.  The material is included to offer the reader additional perspective on 
the art works that contextualises the Reach Out project.



The Pier Arts Centre, Orkney 

Exhibitions 

(11 February -  5 April 2008 ) 

His Angry Ghost  
 
Colin Johnstone  
 
Colin Johnstone was born in Motherwell in 1960 and has lived in Orkney for over twenty years.  
 
He graduated from Glasgow School of Art in 1982 and is part of a generation of artists who re-
focussed and re-invigorated interest in Scottish art. 
  
As the title of the exhibition suggests the artist is interested in past occurrences, events or stories 
that re-emerge or are re-interpreted to influence the present. 
 
Collected objects and texts provide a wellspring for the artworks. Through subtle and skilful re-
forming these materials and ideas are re-invented to create richly-layered narratives and 
relationships. 

 
Throughout, meaning is revealed and obscured. Ideas are paired and set against one another: 
absence and presence; visual and literary; narrative and illustration.  
 
This discipline extends to the crafting of the work itself the routine of thinking, painting, cutting and 
sticking belies the painstaking and meticulous processes undertaken. 
 
Colin Johnstone has shown regularly at the Pier Arts Centre and in exhibitions across Orkney the UK 
and abroad. 
 
The exhibition is kindly sponsored by Inver House Distillers Ltd 



 

 
Ash Island 

LEAD ASTRAY: BILL WOODROW / RICHARD DEACON 
 (Pier Arts Centre, Stromness, until 7 June 2008) 

  

25 April 2008 

MORAG MACINNES enjoys the physicality of these sculptural collaborations, but is 
dubious about the implied profundity. 

THIS EXHIBITION, or bits of it, has been touring since 2004; itôs been to Lisbon, Dieppe, 

and, more prosaically perhaps, Plymouth. But it hasnôt been shown on an island till now. 

Interesting, because itôs all about islands, apparently. The erudite and reverential intro to 

the catalogue tells us an island is óa bounded region which can isolate but also insulate its 

inhabitants.ô  

 

So ï can we expect a Donne like metaphorical meditation on our common humanity? Ooh! Then ï 

óall of the titles refer to British and Irish islands (although one is actually a peninsula)ô. Wot? Itôs not 

an island then, is it? And then ï óWoodrow and Deacon never intended to associate the sculptures 

with these particular places: the titles were designated en route after they were made.ô  

 

Oh. Imagined islands, then. Names shoved on after. Made of lead, timber ï some of it Tudor - and 

glass. Iôm glad I headed, instinctively, to the beautiful open gallery where the sea feels as if itôs 

inside the room. The steady natural Orkney light bathes the sculptures, and makes it a pleasure to 

pick out details and textures.  

 

óRough Islandô has a battle-scarred look, and the colour and weight of the lead doesnôt lend itself to 

levity. I find myself smiling, though ï thereôs a thing like a canoe with feet and great big paddles; 

above that a sail/flower object, mounted on what looks either like a gun casing or a tom tom. It 

makes me think of Easter Island, and ó50s filmic renditions of happy native peoples in grass skirts.  

 

I recall the long explanation of the importance of lead to medieval folk, the directions towards 

Primo Levi, Bartholomaeus Anglicusô De Proprietatibus Rerum, Mandevilleôs Travels and other 

such worthy tomes, in Dr Stacy Boldrickôs catalogue notes, and think ï no , Stacy. These guys are 

havinô a laugh.  

 

Three works called (en route!) Isle of Man are, honestly, sweet. The old wood supports lead stories 

on wobbly legs, sometimes hooved with bark. Thereôs a clear medieval theme ï masonsô marks 

etched in the wood, figures caught in a calendar of activities, like óLes Tres Riche Heuresô ï a 

couple in midïsaw cut, a hammer about to fall, a wine press twisting.  

 

óMan 11ô has a holed and punctured lead wood with deer and a dead man; his murderer still had 

the sword raised. Iôm reminded of the Britainsô lead animals I had as a child, and I love the 

suspended morality tale being told. óMan 111ô is a simple memento mori ï a wood cutter on one 

side, his skeleton cut down on the other. The medieval preoccupation with death was really grim 

acceptance of the óskull beneath the skinô and in this sculpture thereôs a suggestion that, whatever 

happens to man, the wood , the tree survives.  

 

Thatôs medieval too, as you can see in any cathedral ï that lingering sense, cut into stone or choir, 

of something magical and pagan, to do with oak and ash and rowan, flowering and seeding. In The 
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Hidden Landscape, Simon Schama describes the persistence of Europeôs relationship with 

woodland, and the Green men, the naturals and innocents who inhabit it. There are echoes of all 

that here, and the exhibition began in Wiltshire, home to many a Druidical musing.  

 

So far so nice. Islands certainly ï and a fine play on words ï Isle of Man. óBait Islandô and óAsh 

Islandô investigate eels ï another iconic symbol, best deployed by Gunther Grass in his 

meditations on German history and myth ï resonating in Orcadian folk myth as the Stoorie Worm, 

a dragon-demon. Thereôs something annoying about how real and yet lumpish these lead eels 

look, and the netting draped about looks tricksy. Maybe this is because, on a real island, real eels 

and real nets are not obliging and do not inhabit the world of myth.  

 

Itôs the next room and Iôm flagging. Thereôs a whole series of islands sitting on three lead legs. 

They look like camera tripods, or those monsters out of The War of the Worlds, and theyôve all got 

minotaurs on them pointing up to constellations of lead pocked through wood, sometimes in 

cruciform shape. How did the Greeks get in here?  

 

Thereôs also a telescope theme going on ï óBrownsea Islandô has one with a frog on it; and, of 

course, a compass. óBlack Isleô, which is mounted on a tom tom with a bit of twine round it, and a 

lot of very visible caulking material (this would give the folk on the Black Isle a jolt), has a skull 

looking through one. The glass distorts the image in a clever way; illusion and reality, Gods and no 

Gods, perhaps. But itôs getting a bit samey.  

 

The physicality of sculpture is always the great thing, and this exhibition doesnôt disappoint. The 

wood is marked and pencilled and grooved by time, óAmber Glassô is a smooth shock after the 

coruscated leadwork. Lead itself forms plasticine shapes Iôd never thought of, and had made me 

think in a whole new way about flashing.  

 

The collaboration was a fruitful exercise for these two vastly experiences makers. I did come out, 

though, thinking that thereôs too much grand seriousness about the art world; maybe, like the story 

of the Emperorôs Clothes, so aptly summed up by Danny Kaye as óthe King is in his altogetheréô 

Woodrow and Deacon are having us all on.  

 

© Morag MacInnes, 2008  

 

Links  

 

Pier Arts Centre http://www.pierartscentre.com  
 

extracted from 
http://www.hi -arts.co.uk/default.aspx.locid-hianewnot.Lang-EN.htm 
last accessed on 31 July 2008 
 
 

http://www.hi-arts.co.uk/default.aspx.locid-hianewnot.Lang-EN.htm
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Executive Summary      

   

The project in brief 
 
 
Interpretations  
 
 
Interpretations was an action research project investigating the role of interpretation in breaking down barriers to 
access to contemporary visual art. Interpretations was operated by engage Scotland and was supported by the 
National Lottery through the Scottish Arts Council and by the Hugh Fraser Foundation. 
 
Four galleries across Scotland were involved in the project, Dundee Contemporary Arts, Piers Art Centre, 
Orkney, Collective Gallery and Talbot Rice Gallery in Edinburgh. A survey paper, collated by a lead researcher, 
will combine the findings from all four galleries. This overall report will be published by Engage Scotland. 
 
The summary that follows of the Talbot Rice project, was written by the lead researcher from engage Scotland, 
Maureen Michael. 

 
{Ƙƻǿ ƳŜ ȅƻǳǊǎΣ LΩƭƭ ǎƘƻǿ ȅƻǳ ƳƛƴŜ  
 
 
Embracing the notion of interpretive communities, Talbot Rice Gallery constructed a series of gallery-based 
events and activities designed to enhance audience access to Ultra Paste - the work of contemporary artist 
Enrico David. In developing ñShow me yoursò the Talbot Rice Gallery devised variations of audience engagement 
that fused interpretive audience responses with the production of film-based interpretation material. ñShow me 
yoursò illustrates a responsive model of interpretation practice that navigates challenge and opportunity whilst 
protecting the integrity of initial concepts. 
 
Interpretive communities were identified for this project with the planning facilitated through collaboration 
between artists, educators, film-maker and an academic researcher. Various interpretive experiences were 
facilitated for the different audience communities. These visual and performing arts experiences were captured in 
video and used towards the creation of a film-work. Available to the general public during the final phase of the 
exhibition this film-work represents a tangible interpretive output for ñShow me yoursò.  
 
ñShow me yoursò is the first time that the Talbot Rice Gallery has used filmmaking as an interpretation strategy. 
TRG is keen to develop this strategy but more significantly, ñShow me yoursò has opened up, 
 

ñéinterpretation not as a closed exercise, an educational programme with strict frames and timelines, but 
as an open process where reflection and negotiation are part of the working methods of everyday practice 
in the gallery ï not just for, but crucially with visitors.ò              (Show me yours Evaluation Report Page 22) 
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Introduction  

What was it all about? 
 
 
The Talbot Rice ñShow me yours, Iôll show you mineò project centred around the Enrico David óUltra Pasteô 
exhibition, presented in the gallery from 22 March until 10 May 2008. However, both the preparatory phase, and 
the end-of-project reporting, final stage, after the closure of the exhibition, meant that ñShow me yoursò lasted 
significantly longer than usual education programmes at Talbot Rice. Starting with the first establishment of 
contacts and discussion of possibilities in November 2007, TRI activity was constant in the gallery until the 
completion of the reporting and the summative evaluation of the project in mid-June 2008. This meant a 
prolonged period of work (8 months) during which a range of professionals, students and audience groups 
actively took part in collectively devising and organising a project idea, which carried at its heart the purpose of 
enhancing access to the galleryôs exhibitions. 
 
The main actor bringing this idea forward, organising it and continuously ensuring that it was on track was Zoë 
Fothergill, Curator, Education & Development at Talbot Rice Gallery; together with her, Juliana Capes, artist and 
freelance educator, worked on leading the workshop development and delivery; Graham Drysdale, film-maker 
and facilitator with Pilton Video, offered his technical and intellectual support in the development and facilitation 
of the activities; and Emer Fahey, University of Edinburgh MSc intern student, was a constant source of ideas 
and support during the whole life of the project. The author, Dr Sotiria Grek, Research Fellow, University of 
Edinburgh, was responsible for the research and evaluation of the project; she was present and actively 
contributing to its conception and organisation, whereas during its delivery assumed a participant observation 
role, coupled with taking interviews and small focus-group discussions.  
 
The structure of the ñShow me yoursò research and hence of this report is purposely ópeople-centredô, in that it 
begins with the premise that gallery interpretation is first and foremost dependent on peoplesô ideas and world 
visions. It adapts the notion of óinterpretative communitiesô5to gallery education, suggesting that the process of 

interpretation in the gallery space involves a range of interpretative strategies that collectively construct, and 
share meaning and hence óunderstandô art and its context. This does not imply that the processes of meaning-
making are detached from the artworks and the artistôs mind who bore them; on the contrary, artists themselves 
are members of interpretative communities when they first conceive and create art, and, through the impact of 
their artworks, they are the ever-present, influential actors in the interpretative communities formed thereafter. 
The core idea in the notion of the creation of the óinterpretative communitiesô is the negotiation of meaning; the 
multiple ways that the many, often consensual but also conflicting perspectives of the actors involved in the 
processes of interpretation (that is both gallery professionals and audience), as well as their differentiated 
agendas, backgrounds and interests, impact on the ways culture is experienced.  
 
Hence this report wants to reflect on the formation, workings and, most significantly, interaction of a series of 
interpretative communities in ñShow me yoursò and examine their impact on the ways Enrico Davidôs works were 
accessed. They are interpretative communities because their work constantly involves acts of interpretation, 
either of the artworks themselves or of the tasks and objectives assigned to them: curators have to create a 
story; education staff need to interpret the exhibition narrative in order to find ways to pedagogically unlock it to 
the public; and finally, audiences are there to make meaning, to interpret the artworks themselves. Hence, there 
were at least four different interpretative communities at work in the ñShow me yoursò project: first, the 
artistic/curating one, involving David, his life and works, and the interpretative strategies the curator used to 
óspeakô to the public; second, Engage Scotland and the Interpretations partnersô group, in terms of actively 
steering and funding the project, as well as creating a group of peers collaborating with each other; third, the five 
individuals mentioned above, a group who came together for the first time in order to collectively imagine, devise 
and deliver a series of interpretative activities in the gallery; and of course last, and certainly not least, all those 
interpretative communities of people who took part in the project and offered their own perspectives on the 
artworks.  
 

2Error! 

                                                           
5
 Hooper-Greenhill, E. (ed) (1999) The Educational Role of the Museum, London: Routledge. 

 



 

 
 
 
  
This report focuses on the interactions of these four óinterpretative communitiesô over the 8 month period that 
ñShow me yoursò lasted and shows that there is a direct correlation between the levels of negotiation of meaning 
and access at the management stage of preparing an educational programme, and the quality and nature of the 
interpretative processes that will be available and used by the audience in the gallery space. In other words, the 
more meanings and intentions are negotiated and collectively formed at the level of professionals working 
towards a gallery educational programme, the more easily access is facilitated at the level of audience 
interpretative groups, and the more valuable and worthwhile their experience becomes. On the contrary, minimal 
negotiation and lack of collective understanding and communication amongst the interpretative communities 
leads to reduced audience access and barriers to visiting.  
 
ñShow me yoursò evaluation specifically aimed to answer the following research questions:  
 
1. How do different audience interpretative communities receive and interpret artworks using a variety of tools 
and activities, such as writing, dancing or filming? How is this capability most effectively facilitated?  
  
2. How did members of the project team deal with management and interpretation issues during the project? 
How do different interests and expertise in the gallery space impact on audience interpretation?  
 
The research methodology followed an action research design: therefore, change in practice was the ultimate 
objective of the research. It starts from the need that specific problems be solved (in our case, access and 
interpretation challenges) and it is research-focused in that the process of exploring for solutions makes actors 
(here the interpretative community of gallery education professionals) understand their practice better ï not 
simply what it is that they are doing but crucially the factors that affect what they practise. Key to action research 
is making informed choices; this is ensured by rigorous data collection and analysis, not just by researchers 
alone but by the professionals themselves. In other words, action research breaks the divide between academic 
theory/ research and professional practice by equipping actors with the reflective tools that will assist them to 
understand their professional action from the inside. For this project, a triangulation of methods was applied, i.e. 
a range of methods were used in order to illuminate situations from several perspectives. These methods were 
field notes, semi-structured interviews, questionnaires and photographs.  
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Fig.1: Interpretative communities: their work intersects ςbut how do they interact? 



The exhibition  

A story unfolds 
 
 

       
 
 
Enrico Davidôs works were at the centre of the Interpretations project at the Talbot Rice Gallery. Their lively, 
questioning, often provocative nature was inspiring and their theatricality proved a useful match to the education 
teamôs ideas for developing a new media education programme around the exhibition: first, artist Juliana Capes 
would develop a range of interpretative tools and ideas in order to first familiarise the participants with the 
exhibition, who then, having developed some understanding and thoughts around the works, would work with the 
film-maker Graham Drysdale, in producing a short film based on their interpretations of the exhibition. Enricoôs 
eclectic work, which combines performance with nuances of art and theatre history, as well as art deco 
undertones, represents life on a stage; masks, props, fans and shadow boxes, together with a fine drawing 
ability, are used in turning visual art into drama, where self-revelation and ridicule as well as elaborate disguise, 
expose both artist and viewer in a journey from the fantastical to the banal. 
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Fig 3:  Shitty Tantrum: on the eve of our kabuki play, I consol my boyfriend 
for running out of ideas, 2006-2007 

Gouache and Collage on Paper, Courtesy of the artist and Cabinet, London 

 

Fig.2: Installation Views - Ultra Paste ς Enrico David at Talbot Rice Gallery 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
The exhibition develops as a game into which the visitor is slowly drawn and then won over ï in order to do that, 
it uses a broad range of artistic techniques: collage, photography, text, drawings and installation. óUltra Pasteô 
was initially put together for a previous exhibition by the artist in 2007 at the ICA in London and then travelled to 
Edinburgh for the Talbot Rice exhibition. Therefore, because of the Talbot Rice gallery lay-out (see appendix 1), 
the first work presented was the installation óUltra Pasteô (above) which many visitors found too bold a statement 
(the artist representing himself rubbing against a mannequin in his childhood bedroom) to start off with ï most 
could appreciate and óreadô it only on their way out of the gallery, once they had had the experience of the rest of 
the works. Therefore, the óstoryô of the exhibition started from probably one of the hardest works to interpret, both 
because of the theme (and the text written by the artist that went along with it) and its grand size ï a whole room 
inside the gallery which visitors were not allowed to enter (see appendix 1). The gallery space compelled such an 
arrangement; however this was to prove a slightly uneasy starting-off point from an interpretation/ education point 
of view.  
 
Apart from this challenge, creating storylines for this exhibition seemed rather simple ï Enricoôs works and his 
titles accompanying them, were to offer a springboard for many stories and multiple layers of meanings which 
project participants would use to óenterô his bizarre but charming world.  
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Fig 4: Ultra Paste, 2007 
Mixed media installation. Courtesy of the artist, Cabinet, London and Gallerie Daniel 

Buchholz, Cologne 

Fig 5: (Detail) Unresolved despite aids, 2005 
Charcoal, linseed oil, cobalt oil, aluminium skewers, screws on 

canvas. Courtesy of the artist, Cabinet, London and Gallerie 

Daniel Buchholz, Cologne 



The Education Programme  

Stories created and told 
 
ñShow me yoursò was conceived and developed after a long series of meetings and discussions, which started in 
November 2007 when the team was formed for the first time, and continued and until the 29 February 2008 when 
the first session was scheduled to take place. Ideas, suggestions, as well as emphasis, roles, budgets and 
timelines for possible ways of working with the participants were at the centre of all these discussions, which 
concluded in a format that would capitalise on the expertise of all the project members: that would be a 
combination of art, drama, dance, film-making and research. It was decided that the project team would work 
with a team of eight young people, four from Pilton Video and four from the Broughton Art Group. The objective 
of the devised eight session programme (see appendix 2) was for young people to be introduced to gallery 
interpretation in a more general sense and then move on to an exploration of Enrico Davidôs work together with 
the help of the artist and the film-maker. Finally, the young people would be enabled to make a short film which 
would present their perspective on how the artworks could be interpreted.  
 
All discussions ran smoothly without the project members experiencing any major disagreements about how the 
sessions should be planned or what they should be about ï because of the participatory nature of the project, 
team members agreed that, although a general framework would be offered, the participants would be allowed to 
come up with their own unique ways of using film or other similar media (still photography for example) and 
interpreting the artworks in the gallery space. In retrospect, what then seemed a clear and shared understanding, 
was to be challenged by miscommunication in the team and a tension between the professionals involved (more 
on which later).  
 
The meetings held in January and February 2008 had to deal with a new challenge that was presented for the 
project before the Christmas holidays: although the focus of the project and the successful application accepted 
by Engage clearly stated that ñShow me yoursò would be using new media to work with young people, Engage 
Scotland acknowledged that due to óa genuine oversight exacerbated by confused meeting dates and tight 
timescalesô (email communication 27 November 2007), it had not made clear that young people were not the 
preferred audience group Engage wanted project members to work with, which had to now change from working 
with young people to engaging with a broader audience. Engage Scotland agreed that they would fund additional 
work time for the necessary changes. This, of course, was a major blow to the team which systematically and 
from very early on had been tailoring the project specifically to young people ï above all, the youth groups had 
been established and contacted and were ready to start with the sessions at the end of February. Although 
initially there was some confusion and frustration within the group, it was quickly decided that as time was 
running out an adaptation of the original plan was necessary. This would involve asking the young people to 
produce a film interpreting the artworks, which however would then be presented to a broader audience in order 
to evaluate its impact. Engage endorsed this change and Zoë Fothergill reacted quickly and effectively by 
applying for funding from Show Scotland, in order to organise a one-day event when the film would be launched 
and tested with the wider public. The application was successful. 
 
The shift of emphasis on behalf of Engage at this preparatory but crucial stage affected the core teamôs sense of 
ownership of the project and as a result, confidence in the overall project direction was lost. Instead of working 
on details and planning the sessions collaboratively, the focus now had to change to explore how to train the 
participating young people (who had major access issues themselves) to interpret works of art for other 
audiences. The research questions also had to be changed, as did the session outlines and the evaluation plan. 
Considerable challenges were presented to the team already committed to working within a finite time frame and 
with the established young peoplesô group. In addition, because of the participatory nature of the project, there 
was no guarantee that the young people would be keen on this new idea, which, as it was discussed, they might 
have found too challenging or uninteresting. Nevertheless, with all of these factors and risks taken into account it 
is to their credit that the team resolved to continue working towards a collective solution.  
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Young peopleôs Group 
 
The first session took place on 7 March at the Dean Gallery. The objective was that the young people would be 
introduced to the idea of interpretation. All of the participants appeared interested and quite active in their 
participation. They presented an on-going interest in art (but less in art galleries), which was thought of as of 
great value to the project, and that they would be well able to contribute to the task since interpreting artworks 
would be an activity they would enjoy. 
 

 
 
 
This first session surpassed expectations; moving from discussion to teamwork, to playing games and to learning 
by doing (see appendix 2 ï session 1 plan), participants were made aware of the process of interpretation, its 
nature to problematise and question both the galleryôs displaying techniques and the artistsô intentions. The 
young people were successfully led to explore the negotiable nature of interpreting an artwork, on their own and 
with others. Apart from creating a comfortable working atmosphere where people felt, from very early on, relaxed 
enough to express their views on Surrealist art, Juliana managed to steer the group towards thinking about 
alternative interpretative media ï mainly video and filming - which can be shared with the wider audience. The 
young people involved seemed eager to then move on to creating their own interpretative material: this was 
creating a óresponseô to an artwork of their choice. The young people worked in couples. This method combined 
activity-based learning and careful thought and explanation, since at the end of the session they had to present 
their óresponseô to the rest of the group and justify it. All of them appeared as very good students of Surrealism; 
not only were the óyoung interpretersô inventive and imaginative in their responses, but also very eloquent and 
descriptive in their presentations - Magritte would have been proud! 
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Fig. 7: Juliana with the young people at the Dean: sharing ideas 

Fig 6: Young people at the Dean Gallery education room 


