Museums Association Conference

Liverpool, 6 – 8 October 2008

Introduction

I was fortunate to attend this conference held in the new BT Convention Centre in Liverpool, having been awarded a free place and a grant to cover travel and accommodation expenses from Renaissance NW and the NW Federation of Museums and Art Galleries.  This was the first time that I had attended such a large Museums’ Conference where the 800+ delegates came from all over the UK and even further afield.

The Conference took the form of several Keynote Lectures spaced over the three days interspersed with various seminars and workshops running concurrently where you could choose which one to attend.  There were three main themes of the conference namely:

· Collections’ life cycles

Each stage in the life cycle of a museum collection presents new challenges. For collections to remain effective and relevant in a changing world, existing material must be reassessed and redeployed. New material must be integrated. We were encouraged to think again, think differently about collecting legacies and possibilities - Develop the structures and skills, the determination and flexibility required for long-term, active management and interpretation of collections now and in the future.

This strand was co-ordinated by Sally Cross from the MA

· Democracy and Dialogue 

The democratic right of all citizens to cultural resources has increasingly come to mean collaboration in museum processes and productions and not just access to collections.  Museums are now also seen as sites to involve citizens in debate on social issues. This dialogue on collections can act as a catalyst for change, giving citizens more of a voice in museum processes and in society.

This strand was co-ordinated by Bernadette Lynch, Museum writer and consultant. 

· Places and Spaces

This topic explored how museums can create inclusive and accessible buildings that are welcoming range of users - how sites can be developed so that they become integrated in local contexts and part of the social experience of communities and how it is possible to engage with architects, designers, museum professionals and academics to consider the ways in which museum buildings, old and new, can aid or hinder the positioning of museums as exciting and democratic social spaces.

This strand was co-ordinated by Suzanne MacLeod, senior lecturer and programme director, art museum and gallery studies, University of Leicester.

Alongside these three major themes, the programme also included other topics such as sustainability, the relationship of museums to other cultural forms, new agendas in learning and in staffing and the treatment of difficult histories.

Also running over the first two days of the Conference there was an exhibition of leading national and international companies specialising in services and products for the museum sector including suppliers of storage, display, audiovisual, interactive and conservation equipment, together with companies and organization advising on documentation systems, marketing, fundraising, policy, strategic planning and much more.

The following pages give a brief summary of the sessions I attended with some personal comments and observations.  If a fuller description is required, I have more detailed notes to which I can refer.

Day 1

Sessions attended

Monday 6th October


Opening address
Andy Burnham 
Secretary of State for Culture, Media and Sport

Although Andy Burnham was 30 mins late in arriving, (despite living locally in his NW constituency) he gave a lively and impassioned opening address.  He reflected on the last 10 years in the museum sector and looked ahead to what needed to be done in the next 10 years.

The quality of the visitor’s experience has improved radically in the last ten years.  Museums and art galleries are now more about changing people’s lives, helping them to delve deeper and explore their own creativity.  They are about working in partnership with other agencies – necessity to open up the constitution of the Boards to include younger/different voices.

Government has to continue to support museums and build on the success of Renaissance – but at the same time a watchful eye should be kept on funding – promoted thinking laterally to find a mixed economy of funding sources.

The ambition of the museum sector should be to capture people’s imagination and keep them for life.

Rethinking posterity

Theme: Collections’ life cycles, Sustainability 
What exactly does preserving something for posterity mean?  How do we know if we are succeeding or just wasting time and resources? What value do conservators add to heritage?  

Sometimes the artefact itself is not as important as the brand/icon that it represents and should be treated in a different way.  In the past, the conservator had a sort of mystical power to restore items to prime condition but this is not always appropriate.  Who should decide at what point the conservation should end?  Opinions will vary.  The public are very interested in the conservation process itself eg Textile Conservation Centre, Liverpool.  

There is always an element of risk taking in making an artefact available to the public but the worst thing would be if no-one ever saw it.

Visions of a sustainable future

Theme:  Sustainability 
This summer the MA has been discussing sustainability with hundreds of museum people throughout the UK. This was a workshop where you could hear what they had to say and add your own views. This workshop looked at how museums might become more sustainable by rethinking what they do and how they operate.

There are three types of ‘sustainability to consider:

a) environmental – low energy lighting, conservation materials etc

b) economic – securing a financial viability

c) social – using local suppliers, offering local training, being at the heart of the community 

There has to be a much more holistic approach to planning the future in museums which takes into consideration all these things.  There has to be clear sense of long term viability which encourages recipients to become shapers.

AGM of the Museums Association 

Address and presentation of conference themes

The annual general meeting outlined the MA’s activities over the past year and its plans for the future. Virginia Tandy, the outgoing MA president, addressed the conference and introduced the incoming president.

The new president addressed conference, followed by a presentation on the conference themes and the authors’ perspectives on them.

Why should we care about architecture and design?

Theme: Places and Spaces 
This was a group discussion with a panel of experts in the Design/Architect field led by Deyan Sudjic, Director of the Design Museum.  We looked back over ten years of museum building and

Expansion and had a lively debate about museum buildings, architectural excellence and benchmarks of good museum design - one of the most demanding disciplines because it has so many different people to please.

The panel were given a rough ride by the audience, the majority of whom believed that often the outside of museums was designed before it was clear what the inside needed to have.  There also did not seem to be a connection between a museum and its architect after the design work had been completed – and so there was no come-back or feed-back on things like high running costs after the building opened.   

Keynote address: The Democratic Museum
David Fleming 
Director of the National Museums Liverpool
David Fleming looked at the degree to which museums are democratic institutions, created by the people for the people. He considered forces that militate against this ideal, and looked at progress made.

Touching on admission charges, public art, diversity, politics, popularity and the proposed shift ‘from measurement to judgement’, he considered whether these developments enable us to be ‘creatively ambitious’ or represent a retreat from creating genuine public value.

He believed that there is still a failure of museums to demonstrate social awareness and that an element of exclusivity remained – only 23% of visitors come from social classes D/E. He believes that public ally funded museums should be accountable to the public.


   

Evening Networking Reception and Liverpool Museums’ Open Evening 

An opportunity for delegates to meet and talk after a long and intense day of presentations.  Unfortunately as the day was running about an hour behind time, this did not begin until 20.00hrs.  It was too much to contemplate for many people (including me) who had left their homes very early to make it to Liverpool for the start of the day at 9.00am and who still had to find their way to their hotels.  


Day 2

Sessions attended

Tuesday 7th October


Keynote address: Museums in a post-colonial world
Susan Legene 
Prof of Political history at the Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam

Susan Legene asked the question “How can museums make sense of their national institutional legacies in a post-colonial world?”  She explored the consequences for museums of prioritising interpretation over presentation. She examined changes in representational practices in museums internationally, historical revisionism and the aspiration to connect people despite differences. Was it possible for museums to reconcile tensions surrounding diverse groups and how did they want to tell their stories? How can museums support cultural identifications without repeating or mirroring past interpretative mistakes?

She believes that “a nation stays alive when its culture stays alive”.  She gave four examples of exhibitions where the displayed artifacts had been removed (in some cases stolen) from their original place of origin with varying outcomes.  
Collaborative dialogue with audiences on sensitive issues

Theme: Democracy and Dialogue 

Museums worldwide are increasingly addressing difficult pasts, from prejudice and colonialism to conflict and genocide, but museums have themselves been sites and tools for injustices. This session debates whether or not museums are ready to openly and collaboratively address their own institutional complicity.

This debate was a breath of fresh air because the panel of experts were very honest about admitting when things had gone wrong eg. with a particularly sensitive project at Manchester Museum entitled “Myths about Race”.  They had held a forum for discussion while in the planning stage but in spite of this, the final exhibition had brought about real feelings of anger in one afro-caribbean member of the group who felt that they had not listened to anything he had been saying.  In the words of Sam Alberti, one of panel members “the operation had been successful, but the patient had died”.

The question was asked where do museums have to look to find skills to deal with emotional engagement? Often the staff are just not skilled in this area.

Keynote address: Unlocking the creative potential of Collections
Christopher Frayling 
Chairman of the Arts Council

The Arts Council England’s ten-year strategy for current visual art is broadly contemporary with the MA’s Collections for the Future and the MLA’s National Museums’ Strategy. Together, they set the scene for ambitious and imaginative new partnerships.  Christopher Frayling showed how, across the cultural sector – nationally and regionally – the dynamic of the contemporary is creating collaborative opportunities for artists, curators and audiences to respond to historical material.  A case of back to the future, or forward to the past?

Christopher Frayling was a very accomplished speaker who made a very smooth presentation with lots of good examples to back up what he was saying.  He talked about successful collaborations between museums and the Arts Council and other funding bodies.  The dynamic of contemporary art can generate collaborative opportunities for artists, curators and audiences and present new and creative ways to respond to historic material and historic places. (See sheet) 

Reviving Collections

Theme: Collections’ life cycles 
This amusing practical workshop asked “What do we want collections to do?”  We had to sit round large round tables in our groups and then played, explored and thought critically about the strengths of a collection. We were dealt two ‘artefact’ cards and could choose one more to make a three-artefact collection, which we had to decide how to promote to our visitors.

Keynote address: Imagine Liverpool
Phil Redmond 
Chair of National Museums Liverpool and well-known writer of TV programmes such as Grange Hill and Hollyoaks

The city and people of Liverpool have inspired Phil Redmond throughout his career. He looks at how they have been imagined and how they might be re-imagined through cultural innovation.  He joined Liverpool’s Capital of Culture board in November 2006.

He asked how do we put a proper value on culture?  As repositories of shared culture, museums were entering a phase of re-affirming who they were. 

Collections – a community asset

Theme: Collections’ life cycles 
Finding out what audiences want from collections is the Holy Grail for many museums.  This was the first session that I attended where there was a representative of a user group present.  This was a young girl who had participated with a group of friends in a project run by Manchester Art Gallery.

We played a game of ‘Dragons’ Den’ where we were given £50,000 to set up a project to engage with a new kind of visitor.  We had to decide in our groups who would be our target group and how we would use the money to bring about the project to a successful conclusion.

Plenary Session: Museums capture minds – for hearts try something else…
Controversy is in fashion - but whether exhuming the truths of Bloody Sunday or exploring Liverpool’s part in the slave trade, museums will always fall short of literature and broadcasting. Or will they?  Stephen Feber, Phil Redmond and Antonia Byatt competed for our hearts and votes in a light-hearted interactive challenge.   

Day 3

Sessions attended

Wednesday 8th October

Plenary Session: Come together right now

Sally Cross, Bernadette Lynch and Suzanne MacLeod reflected on the conference so far, 

weaving together ideas from their respective strands.  Several people representing different viewpoints were invited from the floor to give their comments on the conference – and these were very interesting.  One of the 80 free-place, first time delegates gave her comments.

The question was asked - Where will UK museums go from here?

Keynote address: The north west’s contribution to national initiatives
Virginia Tandy 
Out-going president of the MA, newly appointed as Manchester City Council’s Head of Culture

This lecture was very appropriate for the Quaker Tapestry, situated as it is in the north west of England which has one of the most vibrant museum scenes in the country.  Virginia Tandy highlighted the innovative work originating in the region that is now leading national developments, in learning and other areas. The key for much of this work has been the 

management of successful partnerships with academic and commercial researchers like the tourist boards.

Family learning in Museums: Exploring policy and practice

Theme: Learning 
This was a very interesting session because it was an area of work which the Quaker Tapestry has not developed at all.  ‘The family’ is now central to government thinking and is included in government legislation.  Much research work has already been done by NIACE – The National Institute for Continuing Education.  This was a chance to hear about this work with families and to locate it within the national context of learning policy.  

We heard about a very successful project which had taken place in the Manchester Art Gallery involving families (not necessarily two parents and children but could be grandparents and children or a father and children)

Learning in Museums: the view of the child

Theme: Learning 
Children are not very often asked directly for their opinions on museums possibly because the powers-that-be are afraid of the answers they might get – but the view of the child can inform aspects of museum provision from building design to the organisation of school visits.  We heard about recent research with children eg the Renaissance funded project ‘Creative Spaces’ which explored how they experience museum spaces as learning environments . Current national and international practice was assessed, as was the latest national policy initiatives such as Learning Outside the Classroom and Extended Services.

We heard from Andrew Vaughan from the Whitworth Art Gallery about a project that they carried out with children where the children were asked to design their own gallery and from Rosie Marcus from CAPEUK – an educational trust concerned with creativity and learning. 
Summary

My first MA Conference was very enjoyable, if a bit intense at times and very crammed full of keynote lectures, discussion sessions and practical workshops.  The amount of information to be had was phenomenal and I am sure there would have been an expert to ask on any museum topic under the sun.  Without exception, everyone that I came across was friendly, approachable and willing to enter into a discussion or pass on any of their own experiences within their own area of work.  The themes of the conference were well thought out and the event itself was well organised apart from the late arrival of the first keynote speaker which threw the timings out a bit at the start. 

As a representative of a very small museum in comparison with the majority of delegates who seemed to be there en masse from the bigger museums and art galleries, it could all seem a bit overwhelming at times – but at the same time very inspiring to hear about some of the great work that is going on in many of them.  I have certainly taken away plenty of ideas of things to try in the Quaker Tapestry.  Some areas that might be worth looking at are:  

a) Think about ways that we could provide better facilities and encouragement for families to visit the Tapestry

b) Seek out and make better use of feedback from user groups.  Don’t pre-judge what we think they want.  Listen to what they say and incorporate their ideas.

c) Make better use of the multitude of published and on-line information on research projects which have already been carried out.

d) Think about and plan how we could improve the sustainability (economic, environmental and social) of the QT.   

The Conference fees are preclusive to small organisations. Without their attendance, this event cannot depict the rich diversity and curiosity of UK museums and so it was an excellent idea for Renaissance and NW Federation of Museums to enable the 60 or so first-timers to be part of it.  It was quite obvious that a lot of the delegates had been to this conference year after year and they all knew each other very well.  There was also a slight tendency for a fair amount of mutual congratulation and so any account of the innovation, flexibility and creativity of the smaller organisations provided a welcome breath of fresh air.  It was also suggested that in future years, a better representation of user groups of museums and art galleries actually attending the conference would make for a more balanced approach.

Sheila Williams

12 October 2008  

