Reaching-Out: contemporary art and sustaining learning communities in the art gallery

‘Learn what aid the community needs…

and fit the museum to those needs’

John Cotton Dana (1917)
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This paper argues that building sustainable learning communities in museums, art galleries and cultural centers will require a holistic overhaul of the institution rather than just develop work with outreach itself. Such an overhaul will require consideration of building, display, education and outreach. Creating a learning institution that has the needs of diverse, sometimes conflicting, communities at its core, as we have in England, may mean adopting more heterodox museum approaches. Such changes present challenges to naturalised notions of authenticity, evidence and even a reconsideration of learning itself: research is key here. This paper also  argues that art collections should be, on and off-sites for learning, going beyond being historical relics or contemporary fetish to become ‘a source for future employment’ (Stanley 2007: 1). Art is currently being used to create cultural renaissance in disenfranchised communities, this paper argues however change can only happen if organizations adapt and innovate beyond their traditional remit as the authoritative voice, to include increased agency from within communities themselves. I am taking as my guide the American John Cotton Dana (1856-1929) a pioneer of museum and gallery education who was organizing outreach programmes before the First World-War. For Dana stewardship, pedagogy and recreation were key to a museum’s success. Opened in 1909 his Newark Museum emphasized the ordinary and the everyday, rather than the rare and precious. Dana famously displayed domestic ceramics from the dime store: none of which cost more than 25cents to demonstrate that beauty was not the preserve of the wealthy elite. His museum, unburdened by the weight of a permanent collection, would remain relevant to the citizens of Newark and not be for an educated elite but rather for the general citizen and not the subject expert. He wanted to avoid becoming a storehouse … ‘to please and educate curators rather than to entertain and instruct the public’. Entertain is important here and a recurring theme of this paper.

The manifold ambitions of the museum sector over the last fifteen years are clearly signaled in the frantic building, rebuilding and refurbishment of museums and art galleries across the globe. The not uncontroversial, international cultural franchises of museums to outposts whether Tate to St Ives, Cornwall or Guggenheim to Spain, bear witness to international, national and local reinvestment in museums and art galleries as indicators of cultural ambition. More than mere talisman of ‘cultural capital’ and signifier of permanence in a rapidly changing global world however, the museum is also lauded as an agent of social change and key to community development. Often a precondition to post-industrial urban regeneration programmes, the ‘great shape’ building or recycled power or railway station proffer kudos and tourist revenue at the same time as acting as markers of progress. Similarly the ubiquitous virtual museum, gaining a fillip from the development of Second Life, is not merely an alternative museum site but is firmly attached to a mantra of digital democracy, empowerment and user-generated knowledge. And yet there are tensions in this urge to build high-profile museums and develop meaningful relationships with local communities. The arrival of the Guggenheim Museum in Bilbao provides a salient example: after the hype was over surveys of local residents in Bilbao  ‘whilst recognising the economic impact and value for the middle class minority, found little value attached to the museum in terms of quality of life, social cohesion, regional identity or governance. After an initial boom, visitor numbers amongst locals is declining’ (DCMS 2004:13)
. In contrast to Bilbao’s acquisition of an iconic, large-scale cultural facility, Barcelona’s far more successful cultural programmes emphasised ‘the characteristics of each of its districts and attempt[ed] to continually refresh its offering to both visitors and inhabitants’ (DCMS 2004: 14). The two approaches taken in Spain might alert us to the potential pitfalls and benefits underlying strategies for regeneration that make naturalised assumptions about what and who comprise communities and crucially what constitutes legitimate culture.

I want to draw on the history of Liverpool, a non-metropolitan area and my own personal involvement with the city since the1980s to see how effective and sustained change can take place against the grain. Regeneration can be defined as ‘the positive transformation of a place-whether residential, commercial or open space-that has previously displayed symptoms of physical, social and/or economic decline’ (DCMS 2004: 8) and Liverpool a casualty of post-industrial decline has had more than its fair share of regeneration projects: the latest in 2008, as European City of Culture. Neighbourhood renewal however is not necessarily achieved by the imposition of a gallery designed by an international guru and one of the notable successes in the past-twenty years in Liverpool has been the regeneration of the Albert Dock (a set of disused warehouses) into a range of museums and galleries. However the Tate in particular, with its ambitions to be an apologist for the international avant-garde community, initially found it self at cultural odds with a truculent, politicized population who would not be patronized by a perceived Metropolitan elite. For instance, when Tate Liverpool opened just over 20 years ago as a London outreach project some staff were unconvinced by contemporary arts’ relationship to school art, (or indeed local artists) declaring that they had nothing to say to each other and that the job of the Tate was advocacy for its collection. Avant-garde art seemed to conflict with the school curriculum and local community needs. Moreover school teachers were advised by the first Director that pupils should not get in the way by being in the gallery when the public were there. Education, not for the last time, was used to broker between museum and public. The education department developed the Tate outreach bus designed by David Hockney that quickly became a recognizable sight in areas of the city unfamiliar with contemporary art. Going to visit the ‘nude tarts’ in the Walker Art Gallery (the much valued Victorian Museum) had always been an alternative or addition to football. Diverse working class audiences should not be pathologised as lacking interest in art. However, the Tate arrived with political problems to overcome not least a public skeptical about the merits of Carl Andre’s Equivalent Eight or the ‘pile of bricks’. Moreover, also hindering community cohesion in response to civil unrest in the 1980s was Tate’s presumed historic association with the slave trade. Further its part in the dock’s regeneration scheme was perceived as an unwelcome Tory Government intervention into local politics and not far off ‘let them eat cake’ when jobs were needed. Education had huge hurdles to overcome and the outreach bus went to places others could or would not. The artist as outreach worker is important here with Antony Gormely’s Field for the British Isles (a community based participatory project) bringing to the gallery people from St Helens. Such projects also created a climate of acceptance for contemporary art. Eventually Gormely’s Other Place was adopted by the local community who raised funds for it to stay in the Mersey Estuary. But perhaps the most successful initiative set up by education
 was Young Tate that began as outreach with 13 to 25 year olds. Skeptical, I believed at inception it was tokenism but Young Tate quickly established itself as a core activity of Tate Liverpool, members sitting on committees, working on exhibitions, making informed decisions with curators and representing Tate on local radio. Currently with blogs, apprenticeship schemes and workshops they recently created a Young Tate alternative Turner Prize with the winner selected by 3000 online voters. Participation not patronage has been the key to community success: Young Tate spawned a Tate Modern equivalent in Raw Canvas. There are now many important young people’s forums such as the South London Gallery’s Art Assassins. Although it can be argued that technology enables participation and keeps audiences at a digital distance (and out of the gallery) it does enable user-generated activity. Moreover given the hostility to the school curriculum at Tate Liverpool’s inception it is noteworthy that currently during the Saatchi exhibition, there is an online space where schools can display their pupils’ artwork and an art-room where under 17’s can make and display art online. The gallery has come a long way since it banned school art from its chic white cube. Between 2000 and 2003 I worked as a researcher on The Visual Paths to Literacy project, (with pupils from East London primary schools). Children’s writers such as Michael Morpurgo, Jamila Gavin and Anthony Browne created writing workshops inspired by artworks in a project hosted by Tate Britain and Tate London. The impact of such projects was huge with many children bringing parents unfamiliar with the Tate collection to look at favorite paintings at the weekend. (The project did raise many issues about how to work with art works across disciplinary boundaries. The final report
 is available via email… if anyone is interested let me know). 

Part of the problem of creating successful outreach and community projects is an assumption about what counts as legitimate culture and therefore gains official sanction. The complete commodification of culture should not inure us to counter-culture activity and that culture is diverse and pluralistic, not readily counted or coerced into a target setting ethos. It would be expected therefore that the arts if not reflecting at least acknowledge a lack of consensus in what cultural activity can be. It is also the case that the much lauded collapse of distinction between high and low culture renders many of the assumptions about regeneration through particular establish beacons of cultural practices redundant. It is noteworthy that while paying lip-service to ‘culture at the heart of regeneration’ the examples often touted by official bodies such as DCMS are likely to be recognizable names and ‘products’. Like many I am skeptical of the target setting culture and patronizing attitudes to so called ‘hard to reach groups’ and ‘the socially excluded’ but I am totally committed to museums and galleries being accountable, accessible, public institutions that work creatively with a range of communities. This means recognizing that targeting Chinese communities in 2007, the African–Caribbean community in 2008 because government wish to celebrate the bicentenary commemoration of the Parliamentary abolition of the Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade will not create sustainable communities as communities are much more diverse than the overarching ethnic label African–Caribbean connotes.  It is timely given the centenary celebration of the American Newark Museum and its community ethos to note that community is no longer just around the corner but global and that ‘learning what aids your community’ as Dana argued is now a complex business. Dikshana Turakhia a student on the Institute of Education’s Museums and Galleries in Education MA remarked in her research that a ‘Community is for Life not just for Christmas’. She also noted the difficulty of defining what and who community might be. Dikshana’s remarks are also a salutary reminder that we are not social workers and often stray into areas that while laudable need caution.

Barriers to exclusion

In Britain there have been the obvious routes to working with communities by for instance asking how diverse communities would like to be defined and addressed. The Science Museum following focus group meetings with Chinese Community leaders on a proposed Chinese Medicine exhibition changed events initially called Being Chinese: East –West Matters and Being Chinese: Eat Your Way to Health to Chinese Traditions because many Chinese people identified themselves as British-Chinese. Again Dhikshana’s research found that marketing’s increased role in museums could become a barrier to exclusion. 

Museums are not prone to rapid change. Rather they are subject to what has been termed ‘punctuated evolution’: that is rapid change followed by long periods of stability (Sloan 2003:234). It is worth recalling just how far the new 21st century museum has transformed from origins in the 17th century cabinet of curiosities and roots in Princely collections. A visitor to the Tradescant’s
 early 17th century Ark, (an early collection of rarities) described seeing ‘a piece of wood, an ape’s head, a cheese… all kinds of shells, the hand of a mermaid, the hand of a mummy, a very natural wax hand under a glass, all kinds of precious stones, coins, a picture wrought in feathers, a small piece of wood from the cross of Christ’ (Sloan 2003:80). The early museum was bounded by terms such as ‘wondrous’, ‘rarities’, ‘curiosities’ and ‘artificial and natural discoveries’. The eclectic objects were displayed by poetic association in the wunderkamer without recourse to systematic classification. Such collections were evidence, in Baconian philosophy, that knowledge itself is a virtue and that amateur enthusiasm was key to Enlightenment. If such wondrous collections lost their curiosity as scientific explanation rendered the mythic mermaid obsolete (except in Denmark), museums gained in knowledge from professionalized systematic scholarly activity but lost enchantment, magic and hoax. In brief, some way from the cabinets of curiosity and display of the world’s wonders, by the 19th century, the museum became an apologist for nation-state values and enmeshed in conservation and curatorial scholarship with education the domain of under-qualified women and the volunteer. 

If the pursuit of knowledge had been an early organizing principal of random collections, the taxonomies surrounding the contemporary new museum are significantly different. Since at least David Anderson’s ground-breaking A Common Wealth: Museums in the Learning Age, (1997 and 1999) the mausoleum has been re-conceptualized in social terms as ‘agents of social change’, ‘progenitors of regeneration’, ‘brokers in creating community and national cohesion’ and ‘sites for active citizenship’. Such imperatives can be read out of the titles of numerous recent books and reports prefaced by terms such as ‘reshaping’, ‘reconstructing’ and ‘reconfiguring’ that refer to the ‘engaging’, ‘responsive’
 or ‘discursive’ museum moving beyond the mausoleum to be a catalyst for community development. If some museums have become more like genre-crossing shopping centres, a place to meet up and drink cappuccino, or buy a designer bag they have also taken on a serious role as places to regenerate traumatised communities as outlined above. In more extreme re-conceptualisation museums are ‘places of reconciliation’, memorial sites for atonement witnessed in Daniel Libeskind’s Jewish Museum in Berlin. Less overtly in the Australian National Museum in Canberra, and museums in post-apartheid South Africa they are sites of reconciliation between communities historically difficult to reconcile. 

These new taxonomies are an indication of an overhaul of the museum as repositories for the world’s rare and precious objects, to become sites for social justice. Ironically collections termed ‘Trophies of Empire’ have been overwritten with potent emancipatory possibilities as the self-reflexive museum adjusts to a new world order. Such changes have however opened up a Pandora’s box as communities unfamiliar with the rituals of museum visiting or indifferent to the power of relics are targeted as ‘hard to reach communities’ and subject to funding initiatives. Despite the UK government’s policy changes, rhetoric of access and inclusion, and free entrance to most museums visitor numbers are declining from 28% of the population in 1992/3 to 22% in 2002/3. With significant exceptions such as Tate Modern and the DCMS sponsored museums with stringent performance targets linked to funding agreements where there have been increases in so-called excluded groups, audiences figures show a decrease in young people visiting. Moreover, the historic overall trend of more A-C1 visitors rather than C2s, Ds and Es remains
.  Educational achievement is still a significant factor in defining the museum visitor
.

Recent museum reform stems from the theoretical admonishments of the often Foucaldian driven New Museology (the title of Peter Vergo’s 1989 publication) that insisted on a re-conceptualisation of the power-relationship between communities of users and the benighted traditional museum authorities: perhaps too easily vilified as gatekeepers intent on maintaining elite cultural hierarchies wedded to obscure scholarship. The officially sanctioned custodians and interpreters of artifacts have been challenged to reinvest in access and inclusion beyond the museum’s long-established audiences supposedly intent on leisure and the acquisition of ‘cultural capital’. Therefore as indicated above in the last decade the museum and art gallery have (under funding agreements) returned to their core historic role, education, ousting the primacy given to collecting, conservation and the acquisition of taste. Perceived as elitist institutions and required to put their house into New Labour order, funding initiatives have ensured that the traditional custodians of artifacts are in the vanguard of the access and inclusion debate. However, in tandem with a recalibration of the role of the museum as a fulcrum for the regeneration of communities is a growing unease that life-long learning may mean an overhaul of cherished values. As technology is increasingly used to broker between new audiences and the authentic experience of the ‘thing itself’ museums and galleries are embroiled in rapid change in an arena that prided itself on its attachment to Enlightenment values and the authentic experience of silent communion with actual art and artifact.  As communities are brought together though outreach, physically or via technology, opportunities open to explore how learning communities might be established and sustained. Sometimes under funding duress some museums and galleries have reshaped their priorities to establish learning communities in social groups historically hostile or indifferent to what is currently packaged as a ‘cultural offer’. The charge of philistinism and dumbing-down inevitably followed and yet there are outstanding examples of museums working with communities to reinvigorate collections and institutional practices.

Changing requires considered thinking of how to build sustainable communities and remove barriers to exclusion with the caveat that museums may not be for everyone but should be available to all nonetheless. Removing barriers to exclusion means developing the role of education throughout the entire organizational structure of an institution rather than merely revamping existing education departments at the periphery. In particular it means rethinking value, meaning and authenticity. If the new audiences, so eagerly sought and funded, are to be sustained it will mean creating learning-focused museums: currently education is being replaced by learning as the fashionable epithet for the old education officers too long associated with formal schooling. Rather than be consigned to the basement and brought out to work with audiences once curators have finished displays, learning officers are beginning to work symbiotically with curators to create more accessible exhibitions. Moreover learning officers working with community groups and the informal, life-long learner, and even the tourist, the museums’ largest audience, are brokering relationship with curators and the museum hierarchies. 

To return to a point left hanging earlier: mass and popular culture. The idea of a museum is itself often fraught with contradictions. Historically circumscribed collections are often at odds with the needs of contemporary audiences and communities not least because mass audiences were historically drawn to the levity and burlesque of the fairground, waxworks, circus, vaudeville and music-hall leaving the worthy museum for the great and the good, and national prestige. However two significant shifts have enabled boundary crossing and cultural exchange to take place: first, the protection of intangible heritage and second, the control of self-representation. The desire to collect and preserve material culture as evidence of the past, is challenged by a growing recognition that the concentration on the study and conservation of material evidence has been at the expense of more ephemeral but no less important traditions. UNESCO’s recent ratification and implementation of the charter for the protection of intangible heritage (The Convention for the Safeguarding of the Intangible Cultural Heritage) adopted by the General Conference of UNESCO in 2003, entered into force in April 2006. The Convention puts forward a description of intangible heritage to which was added ‘an explicitly non-exhaustive list of domains in which the Intangible Cultural Heritage manifests itself which includes: oral traditions and expressions, including language as a vehicle of the intangible cultural heritage; performing arts; social practices, ritual and festive events; knowledge and practices concerning nature and the universe; and, traditional craftsmanship’ (UNESCO, website).
The Shanghi Charter of 2002 also alerted us to the poverty of our definition of what counts as legitimate culture and therefore valid community and so worth protecting and valuing. The Shanghi charter
 on Museums, Intangible Heritage and Globalisation affirmed the significance of creativity, adaptability and the distinctiveness of peoples, places and communities as the framework in which voices, values, traditions, languages, oral history, and folk life should be recognised and promoted. All museological and heritage practices should, the charter suggests, embrace this expanded definition of cultural practices and it recommended that museums be facilitators of constructive partnerships in the safeguarding of such heritage. The charter lists a comprehensive set of recommendations that embrace the need for respect for the rules and protocols of community groups who are custodians of their intangible heritage eschewing the academic detachment of traditional museum practice. But rather than look at isolationism and cultural autonomy for indigenous groups the charter also encouraged cross-cultural understanding and meaningful exchanges for the promotion of harmonious societies. Eco- or community museums were launched in China, Italy and Norway with public authority support: such practices have been at the forefront of handing control of representation to autonomous groups (Hugues de Varine 2008: 5 no 1 vol.61 ICOM News). De Varine insists that such new and outsider museums are in need of sustainable co-operative networks including community training and sustained funding in order to successfully network. Similarly the indigenous museum is also being developed in the southwest Pacific and facing funding constraints
.

While there are still advocates for the universal museum beloved of the Enlightenment many organizations, governments and museum leaders have reconfigured the relationship between source communities: that is those whose cultures are on display. The most high profile community museum in the USA is relevant here. The latest and 18th museum on the Mall in Washington is The Smithsonian National Museum of the American Indian opened in 2004 that exemplifies a move away from the old ethnographic systems of displaying others to indigenous cultures representing themselves as a distinctive living modern presence that includes what has been borrowed from others. Moreover with themes such as ‘Our Universes, Our Peoples and Our Lives’ that explore native philosophies and worldviews, organized around the solar year and with native communities telling their own histories, another shift has taken place: accepting that narratives in museums need not be compatible with western notions of evidence and scientific ratification. As a ‘receptacle of memory’ and place to celebrate community narratives rather than a collection point for empirical data, such museums fulfill a significantly different function. In a similar vein the centre for astronomical observation the Sydney Observatory in Australia, tells the story of the universe with the usual trappings of the planetarium, night-time viewings, telescopes, astronomical photographs of the universe and scientific theories of origins. But it also, with no apparent contradiction, includes alternative universe narratives: the aboriginal dreamtime origins told by aboriginal storytellers. 

The move from traditional museum to the heterodox museum with its explicit democratic agenda has not been unproblematic not least because handing representation to those traditionally re-presented is complex and can lead to further stereotyping. Nonetheless, building sustainable learning communities is not one of merely making a museum collection accessible through better text panels, ipod guides and cheerful staff, important though these are. By accepting self-organisation, self-determination and self-representation rather than merely the recommendations of community focus groups some museums if not overturning existing power-relations between community and authority, have allowed a platform for debate, moving museums back to their core historic role of experiment, education and collecting rather than acquisition and conservation. The Horniman Museum, London has been in the vanguard of turning post-colonial collections that ‘discovered the world’ and displayed it to a fascinated Victorian society into a community resource. The presence of communities of Nigerians in Forest Hills where the Horiman is situated has resulted in, for instance, artifacts such as the fabled Benin bronzes being core to the museum’s programme with schools. The English National Curriculum for History contains a directive to teach about an ancient culture. This is usually interpreted as working with Ancient Greece or Egypt but Benin is of more relevance to local communities and the hands-on workshops with children and community groups develop pride in the past while ironically handling objects collected during the age of empire. Moving beyond aesthetic display alone the Horniman Museum has also worked with local communities to create political and faith contexts for often-misrepresented objects such as voodoo altars. The music gallery at the Horniman is also exemplary. Moving against modalities that privilege the western canon of music against the non-western, the display allows choice, context and interactivity without the deadening hand of hierarchy. Using a range of technology to show music being used in diverse community contexts, interactive displays allow choices to be made and played. 

Research and pedagogy do play a powerful role in the utopian, global aspiration away from essentialism and universalizing tendencies. Therefore interpretation rather than any singular truth telling is now commonplace ousting the grand narratives of modernity. The need to safeguard cultural diversity, concerns of race, ethnicity, colour, gender, age, class, faith, language, sexual orientation and regional identities are slowly impacting on curatorial decision-making. A move away from triumphalist national histories towards the transnational with an emphasis on complex and changing identities is in evidence in recent curatorial practices. For instance The British Museum’s 2008 Hadrian: Empire and Conflict exhibition had non-normative sexual orientation at its core. The Roman Emperor Hadrian’s sexual relationship with Antinous was presented as key to understanding Hadrian’s legacy. Hasty repackaging of histories to be consistent with present aspirations (and the pink pound) is a given in some museums. Teleological thinking is not the preserve of the museum but irreconcilable histories can sit along side one another if museums relinquish the urge to tell one accurate history. However Korean and Japanese PhD students, studying at the Institute of Education researching audience interactions with the British Museum’s Japanese and Korean collections, while finding that international understanding could be improved by access to displays, noted the tendency of museums to promote what separates cultures rather than look at what is distinctive about them. Moreover working with London school children it became apparent that the emphasis in exhibitions such as Discovering Japan (2005) was to misrepresent the importance of historic periods or styles because they were perceived as exotic and interesting
 and so contributed to stereotyping when what was needed was to build on commonalities without eliding distinctiveness. Furthermore in such exhibitions little negotiations took place with source communities resulting in fundamental errors in display.
It’s been a long revolution but the challenge for the history museum is clear. Rather than pay homage to objects collected within the mindset of Imperialism the new museum can be used as a site for a pluralistic not consensual unity. Long the apologist for national-state values, moving towards the transnational and the relative autonomy of autonomous groups the museum far from representing unitary national values can now be a fulcrum for the development of multiple and changing identities.

The issue of popular culture, is key here as I hope to demonstrate by drawing on another historic example to situate the issues at stake. Advocacy for museums as sites for sustainable communities involve some recognition of the need for reconciliation between historically circumscribed collections and communities still coming to terms with post-colonial culture or communities attempting to create museums that reject the European model. Such moves will require greater forms of popular participation in diverse cultural activities that dismantle the old cultural hierarchies that have privileged the precious, rare and exotic against the ordinary and the everyday: a blurring of high and low art bringing back the fairground and circus. Sustaining learning communities requires a tripartite approach to building, display and education and much can be learned from America’s attempts to create museums in the late 18th and early 19th century that did not imitate European models with their aristocratic precedents. I wish to return to Cotton Dana who was concerned that rather than developing a distinctly American set of values, the rapidly multiplying civic museums of the late nineteenth and early twentieth century replicated what he saw as inappropriate European models noting

…they [the proponents of the new museums] would get no pleasure or profit out of the kinds of museums which kings, princes, and other masters of people and wealth had constructed; and so, being ruled by precedent or fashion, as were also their rich donors, their important citizen-trustees, and their architects, they voted for, or silently approved, spending public money for the old kinds of museums. They cared more to be in fashion than they did to get something useful and enjoyable (Dana 2002: 190). 

Dana, whose idealism was derived from Thorstein Veblen (1857-1929), believed that context was more important than aesthetics in the design of museum displays.
 Dana published his ideas in The New Museum in 1917.
 Following European precedents where the pedagogic foundation of the museums was being eroded by the cult of the curator and the shift away from education to collecting, conservation and connoisseurship, Dana witnessed American museums becoming storehouses for European art and playgrounds for the great and the good. Far removed from the ordinary, everyday American experience, Dana maintained that old European masters and precious objects from Asia assiduously and jealously collected were often irrelevant to the lives of working people. Moreover, approaches to viewing art fell under his scrutiny. Dana dismissed as cant the notion that merely gazing at great objects through aestheticism alone was enough to improve and elevate the viewer. According to Bruce Ford, ‘He did not believe that any aesthetic norms were immutable’ (Ford, 2006: 2). For Dana engagement, education and full public access were crucial to the democratising of culture and therefore should be a museum’s founding principle. An early advocate of what is once again being legislated as good museum practice by the joined up organization Museums, Libraries and Archives Council in England, (MLA) he also sought ways to increase cooperation between schools, libraries and museums as well as developing a pioneering museum studies course. Moreover, Dana, who tellingly was also a pioneer in librarianship, campaigning for public access to open stacks without chaperoning by library staff, believed public came before the collection and was a pioneer of circulating pictures for children. However, also fundamental to Dana’s commitment to access was a firm belief in the power of art and artifact to enrich people’s lives. But that did not simply mean aping the manners and language of Europeans and increasingly an American elite. Aligning himself with personal freedom and cultural pluralism, Dana was dissatisfied with curator’s prioritising of collection over audience: ‘Dana… chided both schools and museums for telling people what they ought to appreciate, maintaining that by doing so they encouraged hypocrisy-the greatest impediment to the genuine sensibility’ (Ford, 2006: 2). 

Much of Dana’s philosophy can be found in the expanded museum field developed during the New Deal era of the 1930s: Dana died in 1929 on the eve of the Great Depression that followed the Wall Street crash, but his ‘apostle’ Holger Cahill who was national director of the Works Progress Administration/Federal Art Project (WPA/FAP) from 1935 to 1943 took much of Dana’s philosophy into the community programmes that were the hallmark of his regime. Regional development that built on popular culture rather than a centre to periphery top-down model was legislated as key to rebuilding communities traumatised by economic depression. 

It is the place of popular culture, with its association of crassness and kitsch, the new 21st century museum has been most reluctant to embrace. However atypically, on the current impulse to reject the rationalism of the late Enlightenment museum model and reinvest in older forms of popular culture such as the hoax and the bizarre spectacle, Lask notes: museums are ‘reassuming, through witty pedagogy, their former role as places of popular amusement more than institutions of solid facts’ (Lask 2005: 10). Certainly eight years of art installations in the Turbine Hall of Tate Modern have raised the staggering 19 million visitors’ expectations of the gallery visit. It should be fun, interactive and accessible if at times slightly scary. Taking the museum by surprise the passive consumer turned into active participant taking control of the space during for instance Olafur Eilasson’s (2003) Weather Project, Carsten Holler’s (2006) Test Site, Doris Salecdo’s (2007) Shibboleth and currently Dominique Gonzalez-Foerster’s TH. 2058 a multi-sensory exhibit set in a dystopian science fiction inspired landscape of 2058. Moreover the use of contemporary art to add wit to tired historic artifacts is becoming an orthodoxy. Although often benign, such strategies seen recently (autumn 2008) in The British Museum’s Statuephilia, (that has artists such as Damien Hirst and Ron Mueck intervening into traditional displays), have been hugely popular with new audiences. The fourth plinth in Trafalgar Square also acts as outreach creating a climate of public debate, famously around disability and pregnancy in Marc Quinn’s Alison Lapper Pregnant. The plinth is also a platform for debate about what form contemporary, public art should take.

Technology as a broker between differing, contradictory, and even irreconcilable, cultural perspectives may have meant a loss of confidence in deeply held commitments to rationalism and universal values. Indeed undermined by technology is the notion of the permanent museum building verses the new informal learning institution not necessarily housed in a purpose built civic/national iconic building. The ‘new learning platforms’ that enable skills to be acquired rather than information to be learned, mark another radical change in what the museum does. Such approaches turn visitors into users, putting research and knowledge transfer in the vanguard of communities of learning.  Technology empowers communities to think global and yet maintain some agency over their own representation. The technological emphasis on supporting self-initiated, self-directed, and self-sustained learning in the informal setting of virtual museum also allows looking and learning without fetishising the unique authentic object
. 

The term ‘sustainable’ is often seen in the company of architects of new museums but is also increasingly deployed to question the ways that targeting and funding priorities imposed on the museum has resulted in short-termism: swift engagement with refugees, then at-risk families, on to members of the third age or pre-schoolers, and back again to traditional schooling. This paper argues that sustainable learning communities will only be achieved with the involvement of greater forms of popular participation in diverse cultural activities that dismantle the old cultural hierarchies. Museums and galleries have come some way to establishing themselves as sites of social reconciliation: but centralised systems of control will need to hand decision-making to local communities in order to build appropriate models of learning. Successful sustainable learning communities in the museum should not replicate formal learning methods from schools but develop appropriate models that are complimentary, but not in thrall, to mainstream education. New models may include more playfulness, parody, irony, improvisations and a range of multi-modal forms of communication to bring into question the centrality of the univocal. 

These observations, though, do not answer obvious questions such as will museums be left with any meaningful boundaries, givens or codes? How far does the theoretical rejection of all grand narratives constitute a grand narrative in itself? Although we may talk of relativism and all positions having the same value, how will it be possible to present histories without giving more significance to some rather than to others?

Government policy in the UK has affected a seismic shift in returning museums to education. Funding initiatives such as Renaissance in the Region through the Museums Libraries Archives Council have helped regional museums develop. But like their historical progenitor in Cole’s South Kensington Museums of the 19th century this return has not been without controversy: then as now, such far-reaching emancipatory projects can be read as social engineering.

In summary, sustaining learning communities in the museum is complex and requires an understanding of historic development and changing constructions of education, audiences and government policy. Such understanding comes from research. Putting audiences at the core of the museum in management structures, integrated policies and staff development will also ensure that learning stays at the heart of the museum. Finding ways to increase community participation with discursive, multi-vocal participants in cultural democracy will also ensure sustained new audiences. It is now a given, at least in theory, that increasing accessibility should be physically, socially, intellectually and culturally possible. Sustaining learning communities will also need innovative exhibition programming that include working with, rather than representing, source communities. There will also be a need to implement institutional policies to remove barriers to access: enhanced by developing ICT across the institution, to broker relationships with remote communities, as well as create virtual museums.

Although there is an urgent need to develop professionalism it should not be at the expense of losing the amateur. Building on the historic distinctness of the museum rather than importing wholesale the procedures and values of formal school-based education will enable communities to create alternative practices rather than always buy into the orthodoxies that schools can create. Perhaps most importantly we need a return to some of the curiosity, wonder, hoax, experiment and entertainment of the early museum, circus, and fairground if we are to engage and sustain diverse audiences. In accepting that there are irreconcilable stories to be told, opening up the possibility for active interpretation, communities may just stay with the museum and help them develop into community resources.
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� DCMS was the Department for Culture, Media and Sport 


� Toby Jackson the first Head of Education at Liverpool was a pioneer in gallery developments such as Young Tate. 


� ‘Visual Paths to Literacy: understanding the impact of the project on young people’s learning’.





� John Tradescants, Elder and Younger’s Ark in London eventually formed the basis of the Ashmolean in Oxford the first public museum in England.


� See Woollard, Vicky, John Reeve and Caroline Lang (2006) The Responsive Museum: Working with Audiences in the Twenty-First Century Ashgate 


� The UK defines social class in terms of occupation: A: professional occupations B: managerial and technical occupations C1: skilled occupations-non manual C2: skilled occupations-manual D: partly-skilled occupations E: unskilled occupations.


� See in particular Pierre Bourdieu’s surveys of the 1970s and 80s although with the caveat that they were very culturally specific and now rather outdated.


� The charter was written by a coalition of participants, at the 7th Asia Pacific Regional Assembly of the International Council of Museums convened between 20-24 October 2002 in Shanghai,


� See in particular Stanley, Nick (2007) The Future of Indigenous Museums: Perspectives From the Southwest Pacific


� My own research of the history of gay sailors (Hello Sailor at the Merseyside Maritime Museum in Liverpool) also found a tendency to over emphasize camp although that should not overly detract from an enormously important exhibition in terms of displaying hidden histories. 


� In opposition to ‘the object as contemplative piece’ peddled by curators such as Boston's Benjamin Ives Gilman. 


� Republished in 1999 The New Museum: Selected Writings by John Cotton Dana by the American Association of Museums.


� Walter Benjamin’s 1939, ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Its Mechanical Reproduction’ is still a key text here.





PAGE  
1

