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‘Dialogue: Its place within gallery education.’

As the German architect Mies Van Der Rohr once said: ‘God is in the details’.  There is a lot to be gained by looking at the specifics and the details of the processes and outcomes of learning within galleries.  For, valuable as it is to consider what is being achieved, it is essential also to explore how that learning occurs and why the particular pedagogic scenarios that take place in galleries are so productive.  For these reasons I would like to consider the relevance of concepts of dialogue to gallery education and to look in detail at how dialogue is played out within teaching and learning situations in galleries.  I would say, however, that the irony of presenting a paper about participatory, dialogic processes is not lost on me.

I would like to start by getting to grips with the nature of dialogue itself.  The Oxford English dictionary defines dialogue as; ‘Discussion between representatives of different groups’ and ‘an exchange of proposals.’  This is somewhat general, however the emphasis on exchange is significant and is something I will return to.  

Other writers have delved a little deeper into the characteristics of dialogue.  For the Brazilian educationalist, Paulo Friere, dialogue is not just a pedagogic technique, it is fundamental to the process of gaining knowledge.  In his words: ‘It is the moment when humans meet to reflect on their reality as they make and remake it’ (Shor & Friere 1987. p.112).  Dialogue is central to Friere’s ‘Dialogical Method’, wherein teachers and learners work together and engage in a process of co-learning.  It is through dialogue that all the participants in a pedagogic process can actively exchange their knowledge and learn. Friere contrasts this with the ‘Banking’ model of learning whereby knowledge is deposited in largely passive learners by the teacher, who is positioned as unquestioned expert.

Equally, within the ‘Co-constructivist’ pedagogic model, the emphasis is on learning through dialogic exchange between teachers and learners and between the learners themselves (Carnell & Lodge, 2003).  Again the emphasis is on teachers and learners working together, sharing and re-ordering their own knowledge collaboratively, rather than confronting or ‘winning over’ each other, as would be suggested within a debate.  Dialogue is here characterised by sharing, openness, honesty, risk-taking and a readiness to reassess existing knowledge.

Neither Friere’s Dialogic model nor the Co-constructivist concept were specifically developed with gallery education in mind, yet their relevance to how and what knowledge can be developed and exchanged within gallery-based education sessions, seems immediately apparent.  I would like to explore this further by looking in more detail at a specific gallery scenario, namely Tate Gallery’s Community Education programme.

Many of you may be familiar with the programme, but in brief, its aim is to ‘enable use and enjoyment of the gallery, free of charge, by a range of community groups and organisations, especially those new to art galleries and modern art’ (Cox & Keizer, 2003).  Consequently the approach taken within the programme is participant-centred, in that it encourages those involved to bring their individual interests, skills and experiences to bear on their responses to and interpretations of works of art.  The programme aspires to make the gallery and collection relevant and accessible to those who may not have a highly developed knowledge of contemporary art.  Building individuals’ confidence in their abilities to make connections with the collection is key.  

The Community Programme takes as its starting point the art works themselves and, more specifically, the ideas and materials contained within and around those artworks.  Works are investigated through the asking of open questions and the exploration of handling objects.  An attitude of questioning is fostered and sessions are not intended to end with everyone having gained a series of ‘right answers’.  Rather the programme promotes an open-ended, discursive process, to enable people to slow down when considering the works and think critically and reflectively.  This is different from a more formal pedagogic approach that concentrates more on transmitting the biographical details of the artist, the social and theoretical context in which they were working and their location within an art historical trajectory.

To give a generic example: An artist-educator will open a session in front of an artwork by asking a question, perhaps about the formal qualities of the work, in order to enable people to start looking carefully.  Participants will then respond and the artist-educator will facilitate the dialogue by, for example, repeating back what a person has said, affirming it and then developing the idea. In this way the artist-educator is able to explore and validate the participants’ ideas, whilst providing relevant contextual information in a manner that does not dis-empower the participant.  To give an actual example that I observed:

‘After some further discussion, the artist-educator identified that the title of the painting is ‘knowing’.  Whilst stressing that people need not write that down, she asked in what ways do you think that having that information might be useful?  There followed a general discussion about the difference about what we know and what is shown. After a while the artist-educator gave the artist’s name and identified that he was also well known for his teaching at Goldsmiths College.  She also gave information about how the painting was made and the significance of it being painted in acrylics, which gave it very flat, graphic quality.’

This negotiation between different interpretations is a delicate process and the artist-educator’s facilitation of the dialogue is key to the ‘success’ of a session.  If the artist-educator directs the learners too much, or provides too much theoretical or art historical information too early, learners can fail to take ownership of their learning. Yet too little intervention by the artist-educator can result in learners failing to question and move beyond their own personal knowledge.  This is a situation that Paulo Friere equates with therapy, rather than teaching and it is an issue that I will return to in a minute.

As part of this pedagogic process, the artist-educator will also at times articulate their own responses to a work or acknowledge when they are uncertain about a particular issue.  For instance I have heard artist-educators make comments such as ‘That is interesting, I’ve not thought of it that way before’ or ‘I am not altogether sure why the artist chose to work in this way. What do you think?’  Admissions such as these serve to position the artist-educator alongside the participants, engaged in sharing their common experiences, questioning their own knowledge and, to some extent, co-learning.  The extent to which the educator feels confident and comfortable in adopting this less didactic role is critical here.  It is interesting to note that previous research I conducted into how creative practitioners function as educators identified that particular artists see parallels between how they approach their creative practice and their pedagogic activities (Pringle, 2002).  To briefly summarise, both activities are viewed as a process involving questioning and critical reflection within which the artist feels comfortable with risk taking and uncertainty.

It is through this dialogic process of exchanging and questioning that knowledge is made, shared and remade by artist-educators and participants.   The qualities of sharing, openness, honesty, risk-taking and a readiness to reassess existing knowledge identified within the Co-constructivist model here make themselves apparent.  

So far so good, but the complexity of the process needs to be further interrogated, notably in relation to the nature and status of the knowledge created during the dialogic process.  One common misconception of community education work is associated with the programmes being ‘participant-centred’.  This can lead people to conclude that individuals are involved in order to explore personal issues exclusively, with the art functioning merely as a useful prompt – the ‘it’s just therapy’ argument.  This is perhaps associated with the difficulty some people have in valuing knowledge that is acquired for personal enrichment, rather than to fulfil curriculum requirements or assist career development.

However, in my experience of community education sessions, although participants may start from the position of their prior experiences, by entering into dialogic exchange with others, they move beyond their subjectivity and connect their experiences with the object of study, in this case, the artwork.  In this respect, the dialogue within a gallery education session is tripartite – between participant, artist-educator and artwork. The value of the knowledge created through this three-way exchange is that it does not involve the participants disregarding their original conceptions, but rather expanding them through engagement with the artwork and the surrounding dialogue.

One pedagogic model that foregrounds the three-way nature of any dialogue that occurs in teaching and learning in the gallery is described as ‘Aesthetic Understanding as Informed Experience’ (Lachapelle, R. Murray, D. Neim, S. 2003).  This model posits learning as a process involving viewers of the artwork bringing their ‘Mediating’ or personal knowledge to bear on the ‘objectified’ knowledge that is embodied in the work of art.  ‘Objectified’ knowledge in this sense is the product of the intellectual and practical activities of the artist as made visible in the artwork.  Through dialogue between the mediating and objectified knowledge, that is between the viewer and the artwork, a new form of knowledge is generated, which is referred to as ‘constructed’ knowledge and can be seen as the meaning that an individual initially derives from an art object.  This constructed knowledge may bear no relation to anyone else’s understanding of that same object.  

The next stage in this pedagogic model involves the learner taking advantage of the ‘theoretical’ knowledge of others in order to further his or her aesthetic understanding.  This theoretical knowledge is found mainly in texts, wall displays, or is provided by educators and is defined as:

‘logical, unified and well articulated.  It must provide the concepts that will assist the viewer to separate fact from fiction, to eliminate any stereotyped views from his of her thinking, and to go beyond premature conclusions and initial, tentative, inferences about the meaning of a work of art.’ (Lachapelle, R. Murray, D. Neim, S. 2003. p.89).

Through a dialogic process between a viewer’s constructed knowledge and the public meaning of a work of art, that is the theoretical knowledge, viewers generate ‘reconstructed’ knowledge.  The value of this reconstructed knowledge is that it does not involve the discarding of their original constructed knowledge, but the location of that knowledge within a more ‘socially shared interpretation’ (Lachapelle, R. Murray, D. Neim, S. 2003. p.91).  The development of reconstructed knowledge in the learner is seen as the desired outcome of this dialogic process, since the learners will be furthering their understanding of particular works of art.  

This touches on a further difficult issue, which concerns the ‘right’ reading of a work of art.  The approach taken within Tate’s Education and Interpretation department is predicated on the concept that works of art possess no one fixed meaning.    However, opposition to this view posits that if any reading of a work is equally valid all that remains is relentless and meaningless relativism.  I am aware that I am over simplifying a complex and contentious issue, since it is not an either/or situation.  Without doubt, any work of art comes with some form of more or less socially shared interpretation, but that does not equate to a correct reading.  However, the issue here is the extent to which individual interpretations need to correspond to a generally accepted view in order to be considered valid knowledge. Having participated in the dialogues that occur in front of works of art I would argue that it is possible to support individuals in making their own interpretations of a work, whilst providing sufficient guidance and information to prevent them from wildly misconstruing it.  

This is the beauty of dialogue!  It is the interchange between the artist-educators and participants - the freedom that this process provides - that allows the artist-educators to contextualize, challenge and develop the participants’ existing knowledge, whilst allowing each to engage with a work of art in a truly meaningful way. 
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