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Project: 


“Collective Conversations”

The Manchester Museum, Manchester (UK)

http://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/community/collectiveconversations 

Country:
UK

Lead organisation: The Manchester Museum.

Community partners:  The Manchester Settlement, Gorton; Somali Women’s Group, Longsight; Sudanese Community Group, South Manchester; The Wai Yin Centre, Chinatown; Greater Manchester Coalition for Disabled People; Excellence in Cities; Manchester Museum Community Advisory Panel; Mary Seacole Trust; “Revealing Histories” Project (Consortium of 8 museums and galleries in Greater Manchester); National Museum of Australia, Canberra; Native North American - Canadian Mohawk and Blackfoot groups.

Funding Bodies:

· MLA (Museums, Libraries and Archives Council): “Renaissance in the Regions” programme.

Thematic categorisation:
1. Intercultural dialogue (within countries)

   FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Intercultural Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Cross-border Dialogue
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Cultural Minorities & Communities
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Social Cohesion / Integration
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Diversity of Cultural Expressions


   FORMCHECKBOX 

Sector covered:

1. Arts and Heritage
 FORMCHECKBOX 

2. Media
 FORMCHECKBOX 

3. Socio-Culture 
 FORMCHECKBOX 

4. Education
 FORMCHECKBOX 

5. Language
 FORMCHECKBOX 

6. Youth
 FORMCHECKBOX 

7. Sport
 FORMCHECKBOX 

National/regional policy context:

“Collective Conversations” has formed a key strategy as part of the “Renaissance in the Regions” North West Business Plan, leading to the Manchester Museum playing a key role in leading on strategic development for collections, interpretation and display for the North West Hub and its partners. 

“Renaissance in the Regions” is the MLA’s groundbreaking programme to promote higher standards of education, lifelong learning, access, community development and social inclusion in regional museums across England (www.mla.gov.uk).

A network of “Hubs” has been set up in each English region to act as flagship museums and help promote good practice. Alongside the Hubs, Regional Agencies and Museum Development Officers are providing advice and support, and national museums are sharing their skills and collections.

Some quotations follow to better place “Collective Conversations” in the context of national/regional policies:

1. David Lammy, Culture Minister in the Department for Culture, Media and Sport, in Understanding the Future: Priorities for England’s Museums, October 2006:
«… common ground cannot be staked out in a single narrative about who we were but only in a more intricate narrative about who we are. Our Island Story, in short, needs to become Our Island Stories».

2. Renaissance North West Business Plan, 2005-2007:
«Looking to the future, we see the point by which all of the region’s museums will be fully integrated into the economic and cultural life of the Northwest, with an acknowledged role in cultural and social development. Our museums will be outward looking and culturally aware, with a core focus on learning and enjoyment for all and a track record in working with excluded groups and building new audiences».   

3. From Collections for the Future, Report of a Museums Association Inquiry, 2005:
«Museums should do more to expand the opportunities open to people to engage with collections. More collections should be in active use.
Museums should improve the way they manage collections-related knowledge.
By getting more collections out of store, museums can extend the possibility of people encountering objects.
Hidden histories approach as an important way forward».

Project Description: 

“Collective Conversations” started in 2004 from an acknowledgement that the Manchester Museum’s collections had been relatively under-used by the surrounding communities, and lacked important information regarding their history and community context. 

The project has gradually developed into a new operational model for the Museum to deal with issues of interpretation, documentation and display and to carry out a more inclusive work with diverse communities, by increasing physical, intellectual, emotional and sensory access and engagement through: 

· involving a wide range of communities in intercultural dialogue in a unique process of identification, interpretation and documentation of collections;

· piloting innovative inreach and outreach, recording and communication techniques; 

· integrating the narratives into collaboratively-developed community exhibitions.

In the Museum’s own words, «“Collective Conversations” is a way to establish the museum-as-contact zone, creating a new way of working, eventually involving all Museum staff in providing opportunities for interested individuals from communities to actively, meaningfully and most importantly, directly engage with museum collections that are usually in store». 

These re-negotiated interpretations take place through facilitated round-table “collective conversations” filmed by a Museum film-crew, for insertion in the Museum’s website and within exhibitions as a means of opening up interpretations for all.

The project initially built on strong, existing relationships with certain communities, particularly refugees (Somalis and Sudanese); subsequently, it included seniors and parents groups and disabled people. International connections have also focused initially on existing relations in Australia and North America, including upcoming link with the National Museum of Ghana via the British Council (see below). 

An important precedent for the active engagement of communities had been set by the creation in 2001 of a Community Advisory Panel, «a visible, two-way forum that works in partnership with The Manchester Museum to debate, identify and articulate the needs and interests of diverse communities to create a culturally inclusive representation in the Museum» (Memorandum of understanding between the Manchester Museum and the Community Advisory Panel downloadable from: http://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/community/communityadvisorypanel/fileuploadmax10mb,103417,en.doc).

The role of the Community Advisory Panel is:

· to mediate and advocate between diverse communities and the museum to improve access and social inclusion;

· to reflect a commitment to sharing experience, the Museum and community learning from each other through mutually supportive dialogue;

· to refocus the interpretation of material culture so as to include non-European cultural perspectives.
The group meets every six weeks for debate, discussion, policy making and contributing to  exhibitions, meetings, lectures, classes, seminars and training courses held within or by the museum.

The first “conversations” (Phase One, 2004-2006)

Since June 2004 the Manchester Museum has been holding a series of “conversations” with a range of diverse groups and individuals – local migrant communities, researchers, enthusiasts, academics, people who culturally identify with particular objects, people with personal interests in certain objects or collections, people whose work gives them insights into relevant themes, people who are simply curious, and so on.

They have been involved in selecting objects mainly from the anthropology collections (African, Oceanic, Asian, American Indian and Arctic, many of which not normally on display) and in sharing their stories, beliefs and opinions about them. “Conversations” have been filmed with men and women from Manchester Sudanese and Somali communities, a woman from the Mohawk nation of North America, local archaeologists, a pensioners group from the Manchester Settlement (a charitable organization closely associated with the University), users of a parenting group from the Wai Yin Chinese Women Society, and representatives from Greater Manchester Coalition for Disabled People.

Among the issues explored: how can museum objects be used to talk about life within the local community? How can they be used to explain social issues about disability? How can they help migrant communities retain vital links with their original culture and beliefs, but also be meaningful for individuals across all audience, regardless of their cultural background? 

Whatever the shape and outcome of such “conversations”, the underlying concern remains the generation of discussion and debate between different people through the use of collections. This requires time for research both on the collections themselves and on the potential communities the Museum wants to work with; in the latter respect, the development of good contacts (project “advocates” or “ambassadors”) in the community is of vital importance in helping to locate the leads for interesting stories and histories.

Current and future developments (Phase Two, 2006-2008)

From April 2006 the selection of objects available for these “conversations” has been increased to include the whole museum and its collections of botany, zoology, paleontology, numismatics, archery, mineralogy, geology, Egyptology, entomology, and archaeology. This shift has broadened the scope of “Collective Conversations” and placed community engagement at the core of the museum’s work. A designated space to record live conversations (the “Contact Zone” fully equipped studio) is currently being  created (to be opened in July 2007), in order not only to reduce set-up time and improve sound quality, but also to give the project a greater visibility and identity.

The possible uses of the growing archive of “conversations” will be applied not only on the website and documentation, but is also being incorporated into the redisplay of the galleries and in exhibitions. Some examples follow:
The overarching theme for 2007 is “Revealing Histories: Remembering Slavery”, an event taking place across eight museums and galleries in Greater Manchester which aims to uncover the city’s involvement in the trans-Atlantic slave trade, as well as its key contribution to slavery’s ultimate abolition (see http://www.revealinghistories.org.uk/). 

Within this framework, the Manchester Museum has launched a “Revealing Histories” thematic trail reinterpreting existing displays in order to provoke debate on this important subject. How did Manchester Museum’s collections come about? What is the story behind them? Research has been carried out by the Museum and the results made available for open discussion with different communities. Thus people may be helped to examine and share their emotional engagement with objects in the Museum (which was particularly the case in the Museum’s work with refugees). This work will result in a new exhibition, “Revealing Histories: Myths About Race” (opening August 2007), produced by an intercultural group with an associated programme of events.

Another way in which the re-development of permanent displays and exhibitions has been informed by “Collective Conversations” as a new operational model for the Museum is clearly visible in the “Living Cultures” galleries. The members of the Community Advisory Panel have been invited to choose objects (quite interestingly, no one selected objects directly related to their own cultural heritage), and were filmed as they had a one-to-one conversation with the objects (rather than about them). These videos are now projected on screens within the galleries.

A further focus on “Collective Conversations” and its impact will form a key part of a research project recently commissioned by Renaissance Northwest through funding made available by the Department for Culture Media and Sport. The project is a partnership of the Manchester Museum with three other museums in the Northwest of England and the Social Anthropology Department of the University of Manchester. The study at the Manchester Museum will explore the subtle ways in which, despite its liberal access policies, the Museum, as with many museums, continues to exclude some audiences (e.g. through its language and behaviour). This investigation into the Museum’s practices was less formally begun five years ago, when the Museum set up its Community Advisory Panel (see above) as a sort of “watchdog” of the Museum’s practice in actively engaging audiences and in presenting cultural difference.

Finally, the Manchester Museum is convinced that there are important opportunities and a growing ethical imperative to open up an international dialogue around collections with communities worldwide, particularly in countries from which the collections originated; communities that have a strong link with Manchester’s diaspora communities today. To this end it has proposed to the British Council to help facilitate some case studies in international “Collective Conversations”, holding conversations in real time with other museums and communities across the world. For example, the Museum and the British Council are currently organising through their respective videoconferencing facilities a conversation between the National Museum in Ghana and Manchester Museum’s Ghanaian diaspora community partners.

Lessons to be Learned:
The Manchester Museum has continually evaluated “Collective Conversations” through pre- and follow-up conversation interviews with each participant group. 

«At the conclusion of Phase One and Two, the entire group of participants were brought together for a discussion on the experience/impact of the project (filmed). This had the added benefit of the varied groups meeting with each other in an intercultural dialogue, with the chance for the Museum to offer follow-up means of engaging for the longer term, through the Museum’s Community Advisory Panel; Accredited Volunteering programme and further (and deeper) levels of conversation in mixed groups (age/ethnicity and social background)».

The three main measures of success were identified as:

· inclusion of community voices in interpretation and documentation (and subsequently display);

· increased levels of use and awareness of the collections; 

· creation of a model for the museum sector for inclusive ways of working for collections access through gallery displays, learning programmes, collections and workforce development.

A key factor in the success of the project (which won the MLA Inspiring North West Awards 2006 for innovation) was the creation of a good working team made up of curators, conservators, documentation and outreach, which meant that a variety of skills were utilised and applied.

Some critical points also emerged:

· «the original aim of “Collective Conversations” was for the participants to be able to select objects through visits to the Museum’s stores. In reality, this was made very difficult, for reasons beyond the Museum staff’s control (unanticipated building works). The process of object selection still needs to be clearer, taking the sheer size of the collections into account. Navigating around this takes time. Developing a workable strategy for this is a key part of the current process in Phase Two of the project, involving discussions with the groups of participants in advance via access to the collections on line and through photographic images»;

· «the most unpredictable part of the project relates to the commitment of time necessary on the part of the community groups, and the flexibility required from the institution to be able to fit around changing agendas and commitments, especially as the conversations themselves require a fairly elaborate set-up. Advanced planning is all-important».

***

Further reflections on the lessons to be learned from the project arose from an interview with the Museum’s Deputy Director, Dr. Bernadette Lynch. Her views include the following:

1. In “Collective Conversations”, intercultural dialogue is intended as a reciprocal exchange not only between individuals and groups with different cultural backgrounds, but also between them and the museum; an exchange that needs to be negotiated, rather than a “patronising relationship”; something that is not done for, but with the community.

In this exchange, the museum benefits from:

· new insights into the many ways in which collections may be interpreted: «the huge diversity of ways in which people can observe, respond to and make sense of museum objects can enrich our experience and understanding of the objects, and adds a lot to the Museum’s factual descriptions of the objects»;

· a process of “unlearning”, in terms of organisational development, of confronting the prejudices and assumptions that have traditionally underlined most museums’ thinking and practice.
On the other hand, through new ways of working such as “Collective Conversations” and the Community Advisory Panel, community members can become actively engaged in the Museum’s work, allowed to curate their own “conversations” with objects, and ultimately invited to share in some of the responsibility for the collections and their interpretation.

2. “Collective Conversations” has also helped the museum question the often over-simplistic assumption that a community will be automatically interested in objects that are specifically related to its own cultural heritage. While it is of course of vital importance to establish links between migrant communities and objects that may hold a particular significance for them, it is just as important to acknowledge that this is not the only way to work with these audiences. As “Collective Conversations” has clearly shown, when people are actually enabled to talk across the collections and to freely choose the objects with which they want to engage, a huge potential is tapped.

How does the museum facilitate this choice, rather than choosing on behalf of its audiences? How does it actually share responsibility for collections? Here are some of the issues that have been examined by the Manchester Museum with new processes under development in order to answer these questions:

- security and access to storage;

- training provided for handling the objects safely;

- time element (need for a longer engagement of audiences).

3. In addition, “Collective Conversations” provides examples of how national or group stereotypes may be broken down. A Mohawk woman involved in one of the “conversations” donated some objects to the museum, amongst which was a flag that had been used in protest against the Canadian government within the last decade related to Native land claims. The work carried out with these contemporary objects helps the Museum challenge the stereotype in too many British museums of “Native North-American people”, showing them as a living culture rather than as unchanging, exotic and largely extinct.

4. By evolving from a relatively small temporary project into an operational model, “Collective Conversations” has had a significant impact within the Manchester Museum’s institutional culture as well as on the development of its innovative working practices in collections management, conservation and exhibition strategies (see above). The Museum’s latest feeling is that although the process is very important, the outcome of all this work also needs to be clearly visible and easily retrievable throughout the Museum’s galleries and website. The issue of the increased visibility of these working practices is a key strategic focus for the next three years.

Target Groups:

- Participants in the “conversations”: 

a. community groups from local inner-city wards;

b. diaspora communities from the collections’ countries of origin;

c. international partner institutions and communities from the collections’ countries of origin.

- Museum visitors/users, through the project providing actual and virtual access to collections and
   their stories

- The Museum staff, through increased understanding and documentation of collections and through 
  learning new community engagement and technical skills.
Contact Details:

Dr. Bernadette Lynch

Deputy Director

The Manchester Museum

The University of Manchester

Oxford Road, Manchester M13 9PL (UK)
Email: bernadette.t.lynch@manchester.ac.uk 
Tel : +44 (0)161 275 2675
Fax: +44 (0)161 2752676

Web:   “Collective Conversations” http://www.revealinghistories.org.uk/http://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/community/collectiveconversations/

; 
           “Revealing Histories: Remembering Slavery” 
Additional Resources: 

- Videos of “conversations” available on the Museum’s website

- Memorandum of understanding between the Manchester Museum and the Community Advisory 
  Panel (http://www.museum.manchester.ac.uk/community/communityadvisorypanel/fileuploadmax10mb,103417,en.doc)
Submitted by:  Simona Bodo (2007)
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