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Appropriately harnessing the tone of the conference, Munro quotes technician Chris Quin when she reminds the assembly that 'There is no 'I' in Team', and keynote speaker Charles Leadbeater when she states, 'You are what you share'.

Moira Jeffrey

Conference Chair, Writer and Journalist

The two main theoretical strands for the day's discussions:


1. Has the World Wide Web led to a shift in the artistic relationship between 


    audiences and gallery educators?


2. Has there been a shift in the understanding of the concept of knowledge, 


    and if so what are the practical implications?

A web-based Crowdvine group has been set up for delegates and we are urged to continue conversations online: www.engagescotlandconf08.crowdvine.com.

Charles Leadbeater

Key Note Speaker, Cultural Theorist

We-Think

Upon finishing the first draft of ‘We-Think', Leadbeater initially felt perplexed at the thought of the editorial process. It was a process; however, he soon came to love. Re-interpreting, re-inflecting, re-visiting and re-thinking are all activities that have all played a key role in the creation of this book. By making his first draft available online, Leadbeater opened up a previously closed process. The online reactions he received changed the shape of the book distinctly. The first three chapters are now available online for download: www.charlesLeadbeater.net

Aware that there is a younger generation for whom the nuances of social interfaces on the World Wide Web are second nature, Leadbeater emphasises that he is not a technologist. He is interested in what people 'do with' technology.

With the entry costs to producing a video now dramatically reduced, Leadbeater worked with illustrator Debbie Powell to make a video about 'We-think'. He published it on YouTube. Leadbeater's video has received just of short 100,000 hits whilst a video of a young boy in his bedroom playing an electric guitar version of Pachabel's Canon in D Major, has received 48 million. 

'We-Think' link : http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=qiP79vYsfbo

'Guitar' link : http://uk.youtube.com/watch?v=QjA5faZF1A8

What are the consequences of this new web-literate world?

Leadbeater complains that in the world of journalism he suffered under the act of 'being done to'.  He suggests that when people indicate that they are doing something 'for you', in reality, they are often doing something 'to you'. Leadbeater identifies that this trend happens in schools, hospitals and the realm of politics.  In opposition to this, Leadbeater invites us to see the world through the lens of 'with'. 'With' can be used as an organisational tool. It is recyclable and communicative, and its principle is to combine and connect.

How do you inhabit the world of 'with' in the spheres of: 


1. Web Culture


2. Education


3. Visual Art Galleries

1. Web Culture

Our web culture is expanding phenomenally. 

Open-source networks like Twitter, Wikipedia and Google are touching the lives of millions. For example, more people currently play online World of Warcraft than live in London.

The web is creating participators and contributors. 

Initially, the rating system on eBay was designed as a preventative device to stop users abusing the system. The more it was used, however, it became apparent that it was utilised as a centralisation of knowledge and expertise. People were not being rated on their poor transactions, but on their positive contributions. 

Current web culture is experiencing a rise in the notion of 'I Can'. People are perpetually looking for the mouse, looking to play a role and expecting to be able to take part. The trend is to participate, create, and then share. There has also been a rise in 'I Can' brands such as Nike and Google.

'We are witnessing a looping of experiences, a passing on of culture and a powerful and important dynamic of sharing.'

We can now be organised without having a traditional 'top-down' organisation. 

Since Adam Smith and The Age of Enlightenment, our culture has been raised on ideas of property, ownership and an 'economy of things'. How then do ideas and cultural products fit into this way of thinking?

'To see web culture through the lens of 'with' is to participate, share, collect and collaborate'. According to the lens of 'with' organisational structures, which we have become accustomed to thinking of as pipe lines and pyramids, should be re-imagined as bird nests and conglomerates of adjuncts and mixes. This is a dramatic change, but one which will create new ways of thinking about how we could organise ourselves. This has huge implications in the realms of politics, democracy and other industries.

2. Education

The English education system is failing. 

The 'top-down transmission of knowledge' is running out of steam and performance is plateauing. This is because the 'top-down' approach is not reaching large sections of the population.

'Bubbling underneath this failure is a dialogue about learning 'with' and 'by', not, 'to' and 'for''. 

According to the lens of 'with', learning should be a participatory experience. Learning should be personalised.

The child's wider environment must be considered and a concentration should be placed on the supportive relationships that each child has. Take for example the case of domestic fire reduction. Improvement has not been brought about by the introduction of more fire engines, but domestically situated smoke alarms. If one were to consider the school to be the fire engine, then one must look outwith the institution towards the domestic sphere. As Leadbeater suggests, 'We've got to re-fashion fire engines to work in the smoke alarm world'.

What steps must be taken?

· Large schools and institutions must be broken-up.

· Learning should be made available in alternative spaces.

· Personal plans should be created and teachers should 



      embrace a 'thinking-with'.

3. Visual Art Galleries

Leadbeater asks, 'Are art galleries fire engines in a world of smoke alarms?'

It is possible to identify two stories of the Contemporary Avant-garde:


1. An art concerned with the need to separate, shock, and remain special. 
Contemporary artists often attest to a need to shock people out of complacency 


and force them to question established beliefs. It is also often considered to be 


the role of the artist to stand outside of society, at a creatively privileged remove.


2. An art concerned with participation. Guy Debord's seminal 1967 text 

'Society of the Spectacle' emphasises participation as an antidote to an 


image-saturated, hyper-real world. It is acknowledged that some forms of 
contemporary art have the capacity to build, connect, combine and 

communicate in an other-wise fractured and mediated world.

The art world is thus currently characterised by a distinction between 'iconoclastic shockers' and 'participatory connectors'.

Three big gallery questions:


1. How do you deepen participation?

· Is participation always good?

· Whose participation are we necessarily referring to?

· How do you stop open-source participation from getting out of hand?


2. How can you get people to collaborate and share?

· Will we simply retreat back to corporate models and ignore this idealist notion?

· Is this actually just a moment of theoretical whimsy, or is it actually permanent change?

· How do you sustain a programme like this?


3. A critical relationship must remain between the realms of 'to' and 'with and for?'.
Will there be ways to create appropriate mixtures?

· A certain pragmatism must come into play between the old 'top-down' approach 

      and a new open-source approach. For example, youth magazines have been 

put out of business by the emergence of teen web pursuits, a cultural result which             remains too total.

· How will we stop one world smothering the other?

Conclusions

· Organisations of the future should address the question  'What would you like to 

do with us?', and not 'this is want we can do for (to) you'.

· All facilitators must engage in a considered and pragmatic approach towards the 

worlds of 'To and For' and 'With and By'.

Questions Chaired by Moira Jeffrey

Q. Where would you align yourself politically?

Ross Parry, Department of Museum Studies, Leicester University

CL: Difficulties arise here because politically, these ideas lie somewhere that doesn't presently exist. They comprise a type of Libertarian Communicationism. 'We-Think' contains desires to move both forward and backwards. The ideas refer back to a time before Industrialisation, yet at the same time promise advancement. They contain a community ethic that echoes a traditional Left value of sharing.

RP: What reaction have reviewers had towards your book?

CL: The book has been referred to as both 'Utopian nonsense' and a 'vision for the rich'. Most of the criticisms arise from practical problems. The most frequent criticism is that ideas for the personalisation of education are too radical.

Q. Is the 'excellence discussion' undermined by this way of thinking? Is there a set of values to replace 'excellence' that happens between people, rather than intrinsically?

Nat Edwards, National Library of Scotland

CL: It is almost impossible to directly answer this question. The 'Access and Excellence Debate' is one that is brought up frequently in relation to the book. The debate and book both hold herald significant implications for the practice of librarianship. It is significant to note that we should not target participation numbers, but the quality of participation. It is also important to highlight that current discussions would seem entirely beside the point to a younger web-literate generation.

Q. Are you shifting ground on what is traditionally understood as 'Knowledge'?

Alison Burke, National Trust Scotland

CL: Received learning must not be entirely scrubbed out. This is not a zero sum situation. Specialist knowledge is couched in self-guided decisions. For example, we are often able to self- diagnose a need for medical attention, but quite rightly seek out specialist expertise to perform any operations. People are intelligent when it comes to sourcing knowledge, but it must be remembered that visiting galleries is a specialist and coded procedure. Open-source interpretation is important, but empty-spaces must not be left by a lack of expertise.

AFTERNOON SESSION ONE Current Research into Interpretation 

Andrew McIntyre

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre

What do we know about how current audiences respond to particular kinds of interpretation?

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre are exclusively interested in the audience's processes of 'making meaning'. The agency explores the motivations, expectations, behaviour and responses of museum and gallery visitors to exhibitions.

It is significant to remember when conducting this type of research that evaluators are part of the audience. Audience-watching must not be detached like recreational bird-watching.

Morris Hargreaves McIntyre has done much work with the British Museum. The Museum's clear objectives are to attract, engage and impact. An exploration of the museum's current audience in relation to these aims translates into three questions:


1. Why are they coming to the museum?


2. How do they make meaning once they are inside?


3. What are the outcomes of their visits?

Research

McIntyre's agency conducted the largest ever UK museum and gallery visitor study, comprising 120 focus groups and 50,000 interviews. In response to a set of key questions they ended up with 15 typologies of answer. The answers to questions regarding the motivations and outcomes of visitors' visits can be condensed into the following categories and phrases:


1. SOCIAL; 'Purposes of entertainment' and 'occupied time'.

2. INTELLECTUAL; 'Self-improvement',  'to stimulate children' and 'academic',    
                


3. EMOTIONAL; 'To evoke feelings of empathy', 'wonder', 'an interest in 


    identity' and 'aesthetics'.


4. SPIRITUAL;' Essential to quality of life' 'like prayer or meditation' and                            
    'To escape, re-charge or uplift'.

Findings


1. General Motivations




Museums

Galleries



Spiritual    
3%


18%



Emotional
13%


18%


Intellectual
35%


36%


Social

49%


28%


2. Specific exhibitions at the British Museum




British Museum    Forgotten Empire    Michaelangelo





Spiritual
4%


4%

            5%


Emotional 
16%


17%


16%


Intellectual
37%


67%


60%


Social

43%


12%


19%


3. Before and After Comparison: Power & Taboo







Motivation


Outcomes


Spiritual


6%



19%


Emotional


10%



41%


Intellectual


43%



32%


Social



41%



8%

Classifying the results

In a bid to anticipate the audience's modes of 'making meaning', Morris Hargreaves McIntyre conducted studies into visitor's behaviour in the gallery. They were able to classify the visitors as either 'browsers', 'followers', 'searchers' or ‘researchers’. They also classified the varying depths of engagement the visitors had with the displays and termed them as 'immersion', 'discovery', 'exploration' and 'orientation'. This led them to devise questions such as, 'What are the kinds of interpretation that make people 'follow' rather than 'browse'? 

They discovered that ergonomic factors were influential. Most significantly, they found that 'When people's imaginations are triggered, they start to have a creative input into their own visit.'

Conclusions

· This research has proved to be invaluable for curators. Whilst professional staff retain their expertise, their practice is greatly sharpened by it. 

· These methods of research indirectly allow visitors to become participants in the exhibition's design process.

· These modes of research are repeatable and scalable to any institution.

Ross Parry

Department of Museum Studies, Leicester University

LIVE! Labels and the paradox and paragon of the visitor-curator

The Live Labels Research Project has been looking at the potential of wireless digital labelling within gallery and museum spaces for the last two years. As part of the project they have tested digitally generated labels in three different museum spaces: a white cube art space, a natural history exhibit, and a black box discovery centre. 

This type of museum research is different to that carried out by Morris, Hargreaves, McIntyre, because it has been made possible by funding. It is high risk research and Parry refers to it as 'a capricious delight' that 'may simply crash and burn'.

The research has so far tossed up questions of narrative, voice and authority.

Things to consider about the label and the museum:

· Museums are concerned with narration. Museums are even narratives in themselves. Their functions are interpretive and ultimately they provide us with an ordered way of making sense of the world. Museums follow different narratives. These can be palaeontological, evolutionary, historical or art-historical. Parry emphasises that

 'storytelling is an enduring apparatus'. 

· Museums are performative. The theatricality of an exhibition space makes it an 

enthralling way to convey meaning.

· Museums are constructive. They are civic delineations of space that remain deeply  entrenched in the practice of architectonics.

Who authors the narrative of the museum? Is there a new anxiety over this narrative?

The authorship of labels in museums and galleries is often not claimed. Are curators not explicitly claiming authorship due to a false modesty? Or is it an acquisition of authority through anonymity? 

In the new museology, the personal is linked to the didactic. There appears to be a growing reticence over using a clear, single and consistent curatorial voice in the writing of accompanying gallery literature. Consequently, a 'vanilla-voice' appears.

Despite these arguments, the label endures. The labelling part of museum culture began in the 17th Century when the dominant visual technique of the age was the emblem. A marrying of image and text was seen to be a sign of wisdom. Labelling will always remain to be a key practice in the art of curating.

What Next?

The traditional museum visit is 'on-site' and 'off-line': it has nothing to do with the internet and takes place in the actual institution. In 1993 museums began to build websites, a trend which enjoyed exponential growth in 1997 when the 'online/off-site' museum experience was spawned. Outreach, 'off-site/off-line' museum experiences, for example touring exhibitions and museum buses, are now common place. With sophisticated processes of web-publishing now in place, the concept of an off-site/online experience has been quickly established. What then is left for the 'on-site/online' museum experience? Parry suggests using Live Labels.

Parry's Diagram
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Research 

Parry devised a series of 'triggers' and 'generators' and tested them out in three different museum environments. 'Triggers' were the reasons for changing the label, and included factors such as 'time', 'event', 'research/news' and 'unplanned'. The 'generators' were the people who were authoring the labels, and they included the 'museum', 'visitor' and '3rd party'.

Findings

The project discovered that only 20% of visitors actually read the labels in museums. Out of that 20%, only 1 in 5 visitors saw the live labels as actually being 'live'. This finding pleases Parry, for it indicates that the labels weren't being viewed as 'Other.' 'The labels were positively banal'.

Conclusions

· The Live Label Research Project subversively took over one of the paragons of 

museum authority and opened it up to audience-generated interpretation. They 

changed a label 'for' to a label 'with' and initiated a debate between static 

museumship and dynamic forms of responsive interpretation.

AFTERNOON SESSION TWO

Kirstie Skinner 

Writer and Lecturer

The challenges of presenting audience-generated interpretation

The Project 

Skinner was facilitator for recent action research project at Collective Gallery, 'VOCAL'. The project saw a panel of staff and audience members collectively address the challenges of generating audience driven interpretation. Recordings of the panel discussing Artur Zmijewski's 'Them' (2007), were used in the creation of podcasts and essays to accompany the exhibition.

Findings

The key question that arose from the VOCAL:

'How do we harness multiple voices in the development of meaningful 

  interpretation?'

The panel discovered that many debates over this question fell down to a discussion of the nature of language. Skinner composed an essay to accompany the exhibition that was composed of the group's responses to the work. The panel were keen to retain a descriptive and conversational tone. The group also wanted the essay to bring the mechanics of interpretation to the fore.

The audience displayed a mixed reaction to the essay. The greatest criticisms of the text were that it was too didactic and that it removed conversations from the sphere of the gallery.

Collective Gallery discovered that they had a 'confident, risk-taking audience'  and that this form of audience-generated interpretation was not entirely suitable for this demographic.

Conclusions

· The panel agreed that they wanted supportive gallery interpretation to invite the 

audience members to interpret for themselves. 

· The gallery guide and pod cast were on the whole greeted positively. To actually 

be on the panel, however, appeared to be the most valuable aspect of the project. 

The group agreed that conversation was a key process and Skinner suggests that 

the 'principle of conversation should be extended'.

Saul Albert

Co-founder of The People Speak

The People Speak art collective perform radical experiments in audience participation. Albert is primarily interested in how audiences can become engaged in creative production. He believes that the achievement of true audience participation in an institutionalised art context would involve a far-reaching process of change.

Talkaoke

//talkaoke.net

Created by live artist Michael Weinkove, this work first appeared in Hydra, a performance art space in East London. Performance art is often accompanied by a palpable tension, its radical and unclassifiable nature often making people feel uncomfortable. Talkaoke, a television chat show set-up complete with a doughnut shaped table, a central swivelling host and a series of mikes, is an active art work which encourages audience discussion. In the art space setting Talkaoke allows audiences to explore their discomfort, confusions or interests. With Talkaoke, The People Speak believe that they have discovered an untapped resource for peer-led interpretation. As Albert suggests, The People Speak create 'tools for the world to take over itself'.

Talkaoke continues to appear at events in Europe and the UK and continues to be re-vamped. It currently uses two mikes, video projection, web streaming and is often accompanied by a live DJ.

Who Wants To Be?

//theps.net

This is a decision making game show based on the ask-the-audience feature of the television programme 'Who Wants to be a Millionaire?' Using simple voting systems it helps large groups of people to make suggestions and discuss issues.

The collective devised this 'recipe for an entertainment-led revolution' at a 'tester' event in a London Town Hall. An invited audience were requested to each put £10 into a communal kitty. The 100-strong assembly were then told to decide what they wanted to do with their money. Initial chaos and frustrations were eventually dissolved when someone made a process suggestion. They would vote on themes first and then specifics. The group then decided to use a pitch-based winner-stays-on system and elected 'Judge Judy' to rule over the proceedings. For the collective it was as if 'there was another organism in the room'; the 'audience-borg' had appeared.

Suggestions of what to do with the money included a scheme of guerrilla gardening and a blogged cycle ride between everyone's houses, but the group eventually settled on the decision to buy two small pieces of woodland in Devon and Cornwall.

Findings

Three useful tips for stimulating group dynamics and encouraging audience participation:

1.Remember that the people are the most interesting part of the process.

 Care must be taken when using new technologies not to repeat the old 'top-down' 
 mistake of neglecting the individual.

2. Culture is a foil for conversation. It is important to create a nurturing 
        environment that supports tangential and diverse responses. The talk-show 

is nurturing because the format is recognisable, the circular arrangement 

brings with it a sense of equality and its television-like qualities act as a 

comforting barrier from the pressures of 'reality'.

3. It is not as easy as it looks. There is a large distinction between actual 
participation and the spectacle of participation. It is important that authority is 

    visible in order for it to be challenged.

Conclusions

· It would be hard to incorporate these practices into the life of an institution. It is 

inevitable that they would not trust the appearance of  'the audience-borg'. 

     
Institutions are yet to create the structures to cope with such processes of peer-led                
interpretation.

· The ethic of participation is about recognising the autonomy of each individual and institution involved in the process. One must also be clear about the terms of 

engagement and how they can be modified.

· People will organise themselves with or without an institution.

Francis McKee

Curator, Writer and Director of the Centre for Contemporary Arts, Glasgow

A Personal Journey: How to Feel the Fear and Do It Anyway

With an interest in failed utopias, McKee changes the focus of his presentation from the programmed discussion of 'Open-source approaches to working at the CCA', to a discussion of his career and relationship with the web.

The Web

Having spent his whole life in third level education, McKee laments the system of humanities that died quickly with the advent of Thatcherism. Research was transformed into a commodity and the notion of public and private property came swiftly to the fore.

Information continues to be closed down and siphoned off. For example, DVDs are soon to be replaced by Blue Ray and Apple are monopolising software and music. A huge cultural property issue is developing. 

This closing down of property also happens in the world of visual art. As the 1990s progressed and developments in video art continued, the art world still managed to reduce digital recordings to artist's editions. 

Although the web is often viewed as a limitless wealth of information, the amount of visual arts information on the web is actually limited. Information is widely distributed, but only on an extremely superficial level. When you search deeply for the truly interpretative information you hit a wall in the form of closed sites which you must pay for. McKee declares that 'The web is in many ways another way of closing things down'.

Writing Collaboratively

McKee has had no formal visual arts training and as such is often asked to write visual arts essays creatively. This is with the aim of leaving the art work open to further interpretation.

He has recently been asked to write fiction collaboratively and under a false name. To hear individual voices disappear into collaboration has become a common trend, and one that McKee embraces positively when he states,  'Other people force you into different kinds of places'.

To let go of authority, voice, training and interpretation and to be left alone with the work and the artist is both a challenging and rewarding task. How then does a curator let go?

Conclusions

· It is not a new thing to use open-source ideas. A danger of free content is that its just

another way of getting free content to save on the expense of expertise.

· Without expertise interpretation hits a certain level and will not develop any further. 

A mix of open-source interpretation and critical interpretation is absolutely necessary.

· Mechanisms of editorial control must be examined and the key question is not 'How 

to open up interpretation?', but 'How to open up programming?'

PLENARY SESSION

Chair: Moira Jeffrey

Andrew McIntyre, Ross Parry, Kirstie Skinner, Saul Albert & Francis McKee

Neil McGuire: Is there a distinction between 'I-Think' and 'We-Think'?

After the News Ltd.

KS: Ultimately the idea of 'we-think' is a pre-industrial ideal. It is not possible to 'we-think' without some level of 'I-Think'. 

RP: There are huge differences between foregrounding the individual and foregrounding the collective.

AM: Methodology genuinely limits collectivity. For example, there are problems with recording focus groups. Further to this, it is unavoidable that processes will be designed that are influenced by our enthusiasms for specific results.

SA: For The People Speak, it is important to remember that artists are as much 'the people' as anyone else. As long as contestations between 'I-Think' and 'We-Think' are contained, debate will continue to move forward.

Maureen Finn: Should we go down the open-source route and how could that feed into organisations?

Learning and Arts Consultant

FM: The first question should be, can you hand it over to the artists? Compromises must be made and depth and specificity should not be lost.

AM: The creation of methodologies which can be used to collaborate audiences with experts will be more useful than any written report.

RP: There is too great a history of physical and material naming, coding and cataloguing weighing down on our museum system for any great organisational upheaval. There is a need for polyvalency. Further to this, it must be recognised that for the last forty years of museum history, the digital realm has been simply an adjunct. It is an extreme step to think of the museum as a digital channel that happens to have a building attached.

KS: The open-source research carried out at Collective charged us to re-orientate out methods of interpretation.

Amanda Catto: Saul Albert discussed the 'ethic of participation' and 'terms of engagement' involved in peer-led interpretation. How do you allow people to change and redefine the terms of engagement?

Head of Visual Arts, Scottish Arts Council

SA: My statement arose from a frustration in the term 'engagement' being used in an unpalatable way. Our experiments were done in a funding-sealed environment. This was to test principles of 'engagement' in a situation where they weren't being influenced by vacuous institutions and funding regimes. It is significant to remember however, that we are in a culture of cultural funding and that our experiments are different because they were hermetically-sealed. 

RP: There are many ethical dimensions involved when working with human subjects. The digital realm raises many questions about ethics and responsibilities, for example with the reproduction of images of sacred or devotional artefacts. 

FM: Saul correctly emphasised the importance of the recognition of every party involved in the processes of engagement. It is this recognition that is the hardest part.

SA: Clay Shirky's book 'Here Comes Everybody' offers an alternative view on these matters to those offered by Charles Leadbeater in 'We-Think'.

Friday 12th September

The Lighthouse

AFTERNOON  SESSION

Sarah Yearsley

engage Scotland Co-ordinator

engage Scotland's recent 'Interpretations' project gave four Scottish galleries the chance to examine and affect change, in their interpretation practice through action research. The key generic research question was:


How can we use interpretation to increase access to contemporary art, 


and to address perceived barriers to intellectual access?

The four galleries involved in 'Interpretations' were:

· Collective Gallery, Edinburgh

· Dundee Contemporary Art, Dundee

· The Pier Arts Centre, Orkney

· Talbot Rice Gallery, Edinburgh

Unfortunately a representative from the Dundee Contemporary Arts cannot be present. Their action research project, 'Minding The Gap', examined the role of gallery assistants as a key interpretation resource.

Maureen Michael 

Interpretations Co-ordinator and Researcher

Maureen Michael quotes Charles Leadbeater when emphasising that 'sharing and participating and all the with, with, with brings responsibilities and ethics'. To report adequately on each of the four gallery projects is a challenging task, for each of the gallery's projects is an intervention into a practice that has changed guides, pod casts and gallery mechanics. Each has affected change in audience perceptions and participation practices.

This is a case of practitioners researching their own practice. As a facilitator at meetings Michael introduced re-produced images as stimulants, badges to conjure ideas surround notions of identity, games to get the group thinking about their institutions as dynamic places, and biscuits to remind the participants that their research projects were to be overtly social.

The difficulties of presenting such findings are numerous:

· There are always alternative ways to make sense of things.

· This was a demanding project done in a demanding time-frame.

· Methodologically this is a confusing project to re-present.

· Who is the report actually intended for? 

· Who is the author?

The manner in which projects evolved and worked affected the way Michael chose to report back and she refers to 'Interpretations' as a 'constantly mutating Alice in Wonderland Journey'. 

The report is a straight-forward honest account that tries not to lose the fabric of what actually happened.

Collective Gallery

Kate Gray & Kirsten Body

Director & Programme Manager

VOCAL

Research Question: How does consulting a panel of audience members affect the delivery of interpretation for the Collective Gallery?

Project: A panel comprising audience and staff are recorded discussing a specific exhibition. The audio recordings are used in the creation of pod casts and essays.

Findings

· The project became a very socially invested process. All involved agree that 



the value of the project lies in the actual discussion and not in the outcomes. 

Language was discussed widely and the group unanimously chose to keep the 

guide in their own words. 

· To have evaluation built into every level of research is key. In particular, the 

gallery found that having Kirstie Skinner as a facilitator gave the group a further 

space for reflection.

· The project affirms that the Collective gallery has a generally confident and 

risk-taking audience.

Actions

The project made the gallery question what interfaces were being provided and they have identified two features to take forward as an institution:


1. To incorporate a multitude of voices into interpretation. The gallery are working with 
a librarian and now offer a 'reading room' with selected books which correspond with the 
current exhibition.


2. To provide tools for people to interpret for themselves. Attempts are being made to 
bring in new social ways for people to meet in the gallery and discuss the exhibition. The 
gallery will not host artist's talks, but discussions with the artist. 

The Pier Arts Centre

Carol Dunbar

Education Development Officer

Reach Out

Research Question: What interpretation strategies can we develop and adopt that will encourage and maintain interest from a locally-based audience?

Project: In order to challenge the perceptions of locals of the gallery as a tourist-only venue, the gallery devised a programme of public events that draws on the combined strengths of the permanent collection and temporary programme.

An Audience Development Project 

The working title for the project was 'Conversations'. The time-scale dictated that the project remain focused locally, for Orcadian seasons affect the community. The summer is generally an outward looking time whilst the winter remains locally focused. The gallery had also just completed a major period of re-refurbishment and so the project had to address issues of physical and intellectual access. These factors transformed the action research project into an audience development project. The gallery asked:


How could they begin to get a new audience across the threshold?

· The Pier looked towards working with non-arts organisations, for example people 

who were hiring the rooms within the newly re-furbished arts centre.

· They held a range of events which were geared towards people of different 

demographics.

· All the events were initiated by low-level happenings, for example, conversations 

in pubs, shops and on the streets. 

It was a challenge as an institution to respond to 'small triggers' and the gallery were forced to address the notion of risk-taking.

Talbot Rice Gallery

Zoe Fothergill

Curator of Education and Development 

Show Me Yours

Research Question: How do different audience interpretive communities receive and interpret artworks using a variety of tools and activities. How is this capability most effectively facilitated?

Project: Working with a variety of audience groups, through visual, written and audio formats, the gallery created a film resource that supports audience interpretation.

(Screening of 'Show Me Yours' and I'll Show You Mine', a film made in response to Enrico David's exhibition 'Ultra Paste')

Impact on the Gallery

This eight month project allowed Zoe Fothergill to quadruple her staff. She collaborated with an academic, a researcher, a film-maker and freelance artist. The action research allowed the gallery plenty of time to reflect on their practice, an extremely valuable process. Further to this, new relationships were brokered with their audience and also it created the chance to bring technical equipment into the gallery.

The Research Question

The gallery addressed the term 'barriers' from a linguistic perspective. The interpretative material was to be active and animated, not passive. It was key to bring a personalised experience to audience members and events were to be presented in a collaborative and informal approach.

The Future

Fothergill values the comments book highly and wanders how it could be transformed in a digital context.

It is crucial to the gallery to affect a ripple of influence that feeds back into the gallery's programming. It has a strong desire to introduce a forward looking and sustainable continuum of collaborative interpretation. They want to focus on working out how to offer a spectrum of opportunities to audience members, whilst respecting the audience who arrive at the gallery more readily equipped.

OPEN DISCUSSION

Chair: Steven Palmer, Visual Arts Officer, Scottish Arts Council

Maureen Michael, Kirsten Body, Kate Gray, Carol Dunbar & Zoe Fothergill

SP: It is important to consider the implications of the conference. What does all this mean for the future? How do we see this working within organisations?

Audience: Would you ever try and find a culture angel who could fund all these new interpretative projects?

SP: That is not a sustainable solution and gifts of funding are very difficult to come by.

Audience: The contemporary 'culture angel' is open source software. Things like Flickr and YouTube are hugely useful for continuing conversations with your audience members.

Audience: 'Show Me Yours and I'll Show You Mine' was enjoyable because it was very physical. The strategies we have been discussing at this conference have all been mediated through technological tools. It was pleasing to see physicality being addressed.

SP: The DCA were addressing physicality in their research project by focusing on the use of gallery assistants.

MM: Many people do not want to read when they visit a gallery. They want to talk to to an actual human. The DCA now present information about each gallery assistant in the gallery spaces. The physical presence of someone in the gallery is encouraging for members of the audience.

Audience: The Fruitmarket Gallery and DCA are now producing accompanying videos to their exhibitions which feature the artists discussing their work. Video is a positive and helpful form of interpretation.

Audience: The strengths of the comments book lie in its capacity as a non-directive, blank space for the visitor to react. It is void of guide lines. There shouldn't be a push to abandon everything. If functions are not broken, then do not fix them. The Kelvingrove's Centre of New Enlightenment are using new technologies to repeat the mistakes of the past. 

Audience: In the Kelvingrove's defence, the funding for that project was attached to an exceedingly tight brief.

Audience: Most of what we've discussed has been time-based. How do we sustain sociability?

Kirstie Skinner: Within the Collective Gallery Kate Gray has implemented simple changes to the layout of the space which ensure that sociability is encouraged. Simple things like moving a reception desk can ensure that visitors are made to feel welcome. The comments book has also been placed in a more private spot so that visitors feel more confident about writing in it.

Kirstie Skinner: Evaluation is the key element that is going to inject energy and time into your gallery programme. It produces an ongoing domino effect.

Audience: What does' increase access' actually mean?

SP:  There is not one definitive meaning, but for the purpose of 'Interpretations' it refers to influencing a better understanding of the work. 

Jane Sillis

Director of engage

Closing Remarks

· The hallmarks of gallery education are considered to be; peer-led, open-practice, 

a sharing of research and above all, the knowledge that there are many different interpretations of art. All of these factors have been touched on at this conference.

· The key processes to keep in mind as we continue this dialogue are discussion, 

conversation and reflection, for these encourage a risk-taking, flexible and open 

approach to gallery education.

This year’s conference was programmed by Maureen Finn and Kate Tregaskis.

Thanks to Tramway and The Lighthouse for their support of the engage Scotland Conference 2008.
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