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Conference 2006

New engagements

Kelvingrove Museum & Art Gallery, Monday 18 September
Centre for Contemporary Arts, Tuesday 19 September

Glasgow 

The 2006 engage Scotland conference examined some of the new and innovative ways in which art galleries and arts organisations are engaging with their audiences.

Contemporary art practice is often at the forefront of using developments in new media and new technology to engage with audiences, however the use of new media in interpretation and education is less well developed. How can art galleries and museums build on creative uses of new media and technologies without putting yet another barrier between he visitor and the artwork?
Through a combination of presentations, case studies, break-out sessions and critical discussion, delegates were offered an overview of how new media technology is being used in the delivery of gallery education projects and in gallery interpretation and its potential for further development.
In addition the conference heard about the fresh approaches to gallery interpretation taken within the redevelopment of Kelvingrove Art Gallery and Museum, our venue for Day One of the conference
.
Day 1, Monday 18 September 2006

Kelvingrove Art Gallery & Museum, Conference Room

Contributions: (in programme order)

Day One was chaired by Arts Education Consultant, Maureen Finn.

Maureen opened by suggesting that the art gallery sector could be seen to be failing to exploit electronic technology as a means of engaging with audiences. 

This conference was to address new strategies and definitions, not how to reach new audiences. There was a need to be careful about definitions in order to be able to tease out problematic issues. 
Session 1

Clive Gillman, Director, DCA, (Dundee Contemporary Arts)

Over the last 20 years we have witnessed the advance of computer technology into many aspects of our lives and our cultural experiences. Many of the attributes of these new technological tools have become part of the warp and weft of our existence and we now perceive ourselves as a digitally sophisticated culture. But are we really fulfilling the potential that these tools bring to us, or are we merely using them (as Ted Nelson says) as 'paper simulators'? What can we learn from the work of artists and designers that might help us make the most of these tools - and how can we avoid wasting time and energy on projects that merely provide expensive distractions for the technically literate?

www.dca.org.uk
Clive’s lively and entertaining session examined the history of the use of interactive multimedia tools aiming to illustrate that the energy has drained out of the use of these tools in arts venues, despite an optimistic start with the likes of Roy Stringer’s interactive sculpture. Clive asked whether as a sector we are fulfilling the potential of our digitally sophisticated culture and suggested that a lot of discussion in this area is informed by science fiction fantasies.  

He felt it was time to revisit our approach to the use of ‘greasy touch screens’ within galleries and engage again with our initial hopes and aspirations as the great potential of multimedia tools is still there. 
Although we have great design aspirations often the tools themselves are not up to the job. As conventions and standards of interaction are changing so arts venues need to think again. 

During his talk Clive referenced several websites and projects including:

· Doug Englebert – documented performance, inventor of the mouse
· www.bebo.com
· www.homestarrunner.com Strong Bad email podcasts 

· Tate’s pda work

· Tate podcast project where musicians were commissioned to response to works of art and visitors could download the music to listen to on their MP3 players while viewing the works of art. 
· Matts Liederstam’s interactive exhibition ‘Grand Tour’ with website as integral part of the exhibition. visit www.dca.org for more info

· jodi.org is a collective of two internet artists: Joan Heemskerk (the Netherlands) and Dirk Paesmans (Belgium). Their background is in photography and video art; since the mid-1990s they started to create original artworks for the World Wide Web. A few years later, they also turned to software art and artistic computer game modification. Since 2002, they have been in what has been called their "Screen Grab" period, making video works by recording the computer monitor's output while working, playing video games, or coding.

· To those that aren't in on their conceptual jokes, Jodi's works seem inaccessible and impenetrable, appearing to make the user's computer run amok. For example, their 1995 work http://wwwwwwwww.jodi.org/ appears at first glance to consist of meaningless text, until a glance at the HTML source code reveals a detailed diagram of a hydrogen bomb. Their work challenged expectations of the behaviour of the computer, created humor from the misery of the glitch and the virus, reanimated obsolete technologies, and satirised the ocean of opinion and convention that governs the practice of interface design.
· Site Gallery’s Virgil Tracey commission
· Pedro Meyer: Truths & Fictions, a Journey From Documentary to Digital Photogaphy 
· Ted Nelson is a somewhat controversial figure in the computing world. For thirty-something years he has been having grand ideas but has never seen them through to completed projects. His biggest project, Xanadu, was to be a world-wide electronic publishing system that would have created a sort universal libary for the people.He is known for coining the term "hypertext." He is also seen as something of a radical figure, opposing authority and tradition.
Session 2

Sue Latimer, Senior Education & Access Curator, Kelvingrove Museum & Art Gallery

Sue gave an illustrated talk discussing the approach taken to gallery interpretation within the recent Kelvingrove redevelopment and the role of Education and Access staff in developing it. 
In its approach to interpretation for the project Kelvingrove had a clear vision about what it wanted to do and from the outset the education and access team played a key role in the project management of the redevelopment. The aim was to move away from traditional thinking and to bring together specialisms, and focus on objects.

Before redevelopment 30% of visitors didn’t go upstairs so the new layout needed to work on all levels and look good from above. The new approach to interpretation used lots of images and aimed to look at the stories that objects tell. 

Sue’s key area of work was on graphics and text and she set down tight standards limiting the amount of text within galleries. 20 words per caption and 30 words for a label. The aim was to create an approach that is flexible and changeable. Every story has its own audience. The new displays aim to hook people in and introduce them to subject matter that might not have interested them before – geology via art for example. 
www.glasgowmuseums.com
Session 3

Simon Fildes, artist

Simon’s talk was based around several key works that he and Katrina McPherson have made together including Ardnamurchan Zillij - made with assistance from people in Ardnamurchan and Move-me.com a touring video booth and associated website

Simon and Katrina are interested in dissolving barriers and creating kineasthetic experiences for people working  within the context of postmodern dance practice and exploring the rhythms of both 'pedestrian' and stylised human movement, tracing and manipulating the hidden (incidental) and the created or choreographed (intentional) activity. Though they mainly make single screen work together, these examples are interesting in that they explore a physical interface between their work and an 'audience'. They are interested in bodies, how they move and how physical and temporal spaces are affected by this.

Simon’s entertaining talk discussed interdisciplinarity and collaborative approaches to engaging with audiences, particularly through his work related to dance. He highlighted how through his work he aimed to take a step back from technology and view it as a means to an end. Through his work with the Move-me dance booth for example the use of technology is a tool to expose the choreographic process. He has attempted to offer ways of putting the audience on stage and in control and put the viewer alongside the dancer in his work. 

Session 4 – Case Studies

Case Study 1
Urban Vision Youth Arts & Media Education Project

198 Gallery, London

Lucy Davies-Campbell, Director and Kareen Williams, Urban Vision Project Manager

The 198 Gallery in Brixton, South London, was established in 1988 after the Brixton riots to support the work of black artists by meeting their needs for exhibition space. The gallery has gained a profile for innovative issues-based exhibitions and critically acclaimed work in the field of multicultural art education.
Urban Vision is a unique youth arts and new media education project addressing social exclusion through working with artists and young people in an alternative creative learning environment. The programme works with approximately 150 young people on a weekly basis. Led by arts professionals with skills and knowledge in a variety of media, the project engages young people from a broad range of backgrounds.

Urban Vision dovetails with the exhibition programme in an integrated and holistic way. Current exhibitions provide the stimulus for educational activities with input from exhibiting artists. The participants have the opportunity to produce work for the annual Urban Vision exhibition and take part in artist-led projects. www.198gallery.co.uk
In this session, Lucy described how Gallery 198 made a specific decision to change direction with its workshops to use digital media to engage young people as previous projects with artists saw participants being reluctant to engage with artists and ‘get their hands dirty’. 
Case Study 2
360 TV, Peacock Visual Arts, Aberdeen

Adam Proctor, Digital Coordinator and Jack Keenan, 360TV Coordinator

Operated by Peacock Visual Arts’ Digital Department, 360TV is an internet based TV channel that allows the viewers to interact with the programmes they are watching.
The core aim of 360TV is to provide a rich, challenging, original range of programming that will encourage discussion and engagement on a local, national and international level, whilst delivering industry level training and the opportunity to question conventional methods of content delivery.

In turn it is hoped that over time the scope and ambition of the project will attract further investment in this and other new media activities in the region, developing the potential for new employment and training opportunities for those wishing to work in the creative industries in the North East of Scotland.

The production crew is made up of enthusiastic local people who give up their time in exchange for the valuable experience of working in a live television environment. 

Viewers are encouraged to engage with the studio, crew members and each other through a simple but powerful chat facility.  The chat function enables the viewers to exchange ideas and opinions on the production as it happens.

The volunteer crew  members, who range in age from 15 to their early 30s, have already produced a variety of different shows including live concerts, documentaries and studio based discussions which can be viewed in the online archive.

Since its debut in November 360TV has produced a range of programmes from documentaries on local issues and live studio debates on the nature of video art in Scotland to live concerts and drama. These shows have been produced both by the participants and in collaboration with other organisations such as the National Theatre of Scotland and the Scottish Society of Artists

www.peacockvisualarts.co.uk
Jack and Adam discussed how they say 360TV as a way of addressing issues and barriers to engaging with contemporary art. The project offers an alternative to conventional training in this area and aims to offer industry level training. It started with weekly, drop in workshops and had a high turnover of participants due to the age range of those involved. 

360TV started in November 2005 and has received funding of £45,000 from Scottish Screen over 3 years. It offers participants real experience of producing quality, live tv programmes. In future 360 tv aims to improve the diversity of its participants and target broader groups.
Case Study 3 
DiGIT 
PDAs in Dulwich Picture Gallery  

Ingrid Beazley, DiGIT Coordinator

Ingrid discussed how Dulwich Picture Gallery has been using PDAs, (Personal Digital Assistants), mainly with schools, for 2 ½ years. The scheme has been well received by teachers and young people. The system is not just an alternative method of imparting information, it is an interactive device which encourages responses from the viewer which can be recorded making possible follow up at a later time.  

Using Streetaccess software, individual trails are written for different age groups and ability levels which cover varying topics and interests.  These ask questions, sometimes funny, sometimes provocative, and always thought provoking. The viewer checks tick boxes, radio buttons and responds to the questions by texting ideas and answers.  The viewer has a prearranged personal ID number.  All their input is saved in their own personal file which can be accessed later from any web based device.  This opens up tremendous opportunities for follow up in class.

The project has been extended to pre-arranged family visits.

www.dulwichpicturegallery.org.uk
Ingrid believes that Dulwich is the only gallery doing this type of work regularly with school children. She discussed how the system works and how the content delivered via the pdas has to be engaging – the content is as important as the technology. Ingrid visits schools before they come to the gallery to introduce the kit. The children work independtly at the gallery and this allows a child-led rather than teacher-led approach. Visitors are encouraged to work in pairs to facilitate discussion. 
Outcomes: technology really encourages children to respond to the artworks they are seeing. The use of pdas is being extended to families and Ingrid feels this is a good approach as it fosters cross-generational discussion of art.
This presentation provoked a lively debate, essentially centred around what DiGIT can do that paper-based approaches can’t.
Session 5: Discussion Groups
1: How can the use of online resources enhance and encourage engagement with original works of art?
Lesley Stokes & Kate O’Hara, SCRAN (Conference Room)

www.scran.ac.uk
Discussion covered how SCRAN can be used by schools and whether the resources it offers ultimately pose a threat to gallery visits. 
2: Does the use of new technology in gallery interpretation place a barrier between audience and artwork?
Ingrid Beazley, Dulwich Picture Gallery, (Education Room)
Discussion centred on whether the use of gadgets enhances our experience of artworks. Are they an excuse for areas that aren’t covered through the curriculum. Technology should be seen as a starting point to inspire creative thinking. Who should be programming this type of technology? The creative process is important so artists should be involved. It’s important to take control of the medium. 
3: Collaborative approaches to gallery interpretation

Sue Latimer, Kelvingrove Museum & Art Gallery (Education Room)
Areas covered by this group included:

· Working together effectively

· Conflicts and whether curators were seen as specialists and educators as generalists.

· Importance of agreeing a joint mission

· Both sides need to take risks

· Collaborative approach seemed to have worked well at Kelbingrove
4:Artists using new technology to engage with audiences

Michelle Kasprzak, New Media Scotland (Education area)

The group discussed what their ideal project using new technology would be. Areas discussed were:
· Use devices people know how to use

· Ensure you keep your own tone within any approach

· Working with young people can keep you real

· Ensure that new technology isn’t the only way of offering interaction/interpretation with works of art
Maureen Finn

Maureen summed up by saying that through the day speakers had covered virtually every type of new technology and arts practice that she had highlighted at the beginning of the day. From a personal point of view she wanted to bring the discussion back to the delegates and asked them to consider how the forum of the conference could help them progress the issues raised in their own work. 

Important questions to consider when attempting to bring similar approaches back to our own work places were: 
· What do we want the technology to do for us? 
· Should we involve artists? 
· Are we the right people to develop this? 
· Gallery educators know their audiences – where does technology meet the audience? 

· How can we use new technology resources for interpretation with a rolling programme of temporary exhibitions? 
· Can new technology help support people in removing the complications that can inhibit visitors from enjoying complicated works of contemporary art?

Questions & Comments 
Questions and comments at the end of the day included:
· IT is one of range of interpretational tools and doesn’t always have to be used.

· Importance of where technical resources lie – in or out of house, need to develop briefs correctly and need confidence to work with technicians. 

· Acknowledged need for help from design professionals with developing resources such as Dulwich Picture Gallery’s PDAs.

· Sustainability

· Clearness of intent

· Using technology as a medium and creating a platform for debate

· Value of new technology in getting people into existing galleries and institutions and in broadening the cultural domain within which we operate. 

· Ability of smaller organisations to keep things experimental and dynamic.

· Need to change our own practice in recognition of new forms of cultural engagement that are outwith the normal remit of art galleries and institutions. 

Thanks to Kelvingrove Museum & Art Gallery for generously hosting Day 1 of the engage Scotland Conference 2006.


Thanks to New Media Scotland for generously sponsoring Simon Fildes’ presentation and hosting the afternoon Refuel session.
Day 2, Tuesday 19 September 2006
Centre for Contemporary Arts (CCA), Clubroom
Day 2 chaired by Helen Watson, Outreach Officer, National Galleries of Scotland 

Session 7:

Introduction to CCA

Francis McKee, Interim Director, CCA
Francis gave a frank and honest appraisal of the current situation at CCA and outlined how the organisation plans to use new media and collaboration with organisations using new media as a way create a new strategy and rationale for CCA. CCA could become a place that champions digital artwork and a venue with a cross-disciplinary approach to new media visual art where people could interact.
Session 8
Dr Heather Lynch, artist/researcher
Mapping Interpretation Practices in Contemporary Art in Scotland 
Heather presented the findings of engage Scotland’s research project ‘Mapping Interpretation Practices in Contemporary Art’ commissioned and funded by the Scottish Arts Council that she carried out earlier this year. This scoping exercise undertook to map current practices in relation to interpretation and intellectual access, across venues exhibiting contemporary art in Scotland. Twenty seven venues and organisations contributed to the research which was undertaken by questionnaire, interview and through focus groups. 

The findings of this initial research will inform a further engage Scotland action research project commissioned by the Scottish Arts Council. This research will involve arts education projects at venues across Scotland and will investigate ways of breaking down barriers to access to contemporary art through innovative approaches to interpretation.
Download the research report from www.engagescotland.org.uk
Session 9 

Case Study 4
Visual Dialogues: New tools for Interpretation of Art from Tate

Dr Veronica Sekules, Head of Education and Research, Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, University of East Anglia
Veronica discussed this project involving partner museums and galleries across England.

Experimental new tools for interpreting art  were launched recently as a result of a Tate project run in partnership between the City Art Gallery in Manchester, the Laing in Newcastle, Tate Britain in London, the Millennium and Graves Art Galleries, Sheffield, and Birmingham City Art Gallery and Museum. They were created by young people aged 16-18 for a project called Visual Dialogues,  funded by DCMS and DFES as part of their Strategic Commissioning programme. Over the past year groups have worked alongside gallery staff, artists and external consultants, devising themes and projects which led them to choose loans from the Tate collections.  These same themes were then developed extensively in association with the works loaned, so that their interpretations could be informed by their own interests.

All of the tools make significant developments in interpretive work in galleries. Normally interpretation, in the form of a label, gallery text or audio guide will direct attention more closely towards and around the work, exploring its making, its culture, its background stories. But because the intention of this project was to allow different voices into the gallery, these tools shift the emphasis more towards the wider fields of enquiry and discussion that the works stimulate. They are concerned with what the work allows the interpreter to say. Also, all the young people were very concerned to extend the field in which the works are understood, incorporating not only their perspectives, but those of the viewers. They allow viewers in the gallery to give something back to artists.

The project has been managed by Dr Veronica Sekules on secondment from the Sainsbury Centre for Visual Arts, University of East Anglia and researched by a team from UEA’s Centre for Applied Research in Education.  The use of computer technology has allowed the processes to be part of the products. 

Computer technology and design for the tools in Manchester, Newcastle and Birmingham has been supplied by Chris Parker of Heritage Multimedia.

http://www.tate.org.uk/national/visualdialogues/
http://www.uea.ac.uk/care/Visual_Dialogues/Vis_Welcome.html
Veronica made several key points about the use of new media within interpretation. New media technology shouldn’t distract from the art work. 4 out of the 5 projects involved in Visual Dialogues came up with electronic interpretational tools.

Helen Watson, chair for day 2, highlighted that Veronica’s presentation brought us back to working with the object/artwork and how project participants had come up with the best use of new media as interpretational resource. She reminded us that we need to always keep our voice, no matter what interpretational tools are used, including new media and that the use of new media should be for the right reasons, not just the sake of it. We need to ensure it’s the right way and assess whether we can use technology like PDAs as a hook that visitors move away from once they are engaged. 

We should also ensure that we don’t underestimate the potential of different types of new media technology for engaging with new audiences. Helen cited a successful project involving older people and digital cameras. 

SPIN tour of Glasgow arts venues
A small group of conference delegates visited Glasgow art galleries and venues including Transmission in its temporary space, and Glasgow Sculpture Studios, Mary Mary and Sorcha Dallas, on a gallery tour organised in partnership with SPIN Glasgow and led by Glasgow-based artist and writer Ruth Barker. 
SPIN:Glasgow meets monthly and takes its members to a whole range of venues and 
off-the-beaten-track projects as well as those more established, to meet the artists, galleries, writers and curators involved in one of the most dynamic art scenes in the world today. For more information on SPIN:Glasgow please contact spin-glasgow@cls.glasgow.gov.uk
 

SPIN:Glasgow was launched in 2006 as a partner programme to SPIN:Edinburgh, run there by the National Galleries of Scotland and Contemporary Art Society.
Thanks to SPIN:Glasgow for arranging the gallery tour.
Notes prepared by Sarah Yearsley, engage Scotland Coordinator, October 2006.
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