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We’re All in  
This Together
Voices from the Museum and Gallery Sector

This short publication includes a variety of voices that aims 
to expand some of the ideas explored in Kill Your Darlings at 
Perth Museum & Art Gallery. It features insights from Museum 
Professionals, Artists, Cultural Managers and Curators. The aim is 
to recognise that when it comes to museums and galleries, there 
are multiple perspectives and challenges that are often hidden 
to the public. Having these voices goes a little way to unravelling 
some of the challenges that the sector faces. 
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Murder Your Loved Ones
Anthony Schrag
Artist/Researcher

Emanuel Levinas (1984) suggested that as social creatures, 
humans can only ever understand ourselves when we encounter 
‘the other’ – something that is different from us. Indeed, he 
suggests that the more we are able to witness and experience 
something ‘not us’, the more we are able learn about ourselves and 
the surrounding world. In other words, we understand ourselves 
in opposition, in the same way that light can only be understood 
through darkness; or joy only truly comprehended because 
of sadness. It is difference that provides contrast, and in that 
contrast, we see our edges more clearly. Levinas goes on to say 
that this engagement with something ‘other’ can be very difficult 
because it exposes us to the essentially socially plural nature of 
human culture: it shows that the world is one where our values are 
not shared by absolutely everyone.

I am interested in how this ‘otherness’ (and associated difficulty) 
plays out in the social realm, and in this project, how it plays out in 
regards to a public collection, such as the Museum Collection held 
at Perth Museum and Art Gallery by Culture Perth and Kinross 
(CPK).

In my creative practice, I refer to these encounters we have with 
the ‘other’ as productive conflicts, and I try to create spaces that 
support dissensus rather than consensus. I believe that such 
diverse spaces are essential to building democratic discourse 
and refer to the theories of Chantal Mouffe who argued that 
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within pluralistic, diverse society, to work towards “consensus” 
inevitably meant that certain voices will be silenced in favour of 
a larger whole. As such, consensus ironically usually signifies 
the death of democratic realms. Along with Laclau she argued 
that: “a democratic society is one in which relations of conflict are 
sustained, not erased.” (Laclau & Mouffe, 2004). Similarly, Rosalind 
Deutsche has said: “Conflict, division, and instability, then, do 
not ruin the democratic public sphere; they are conditions of its 
existence.” (Deutsche, 1996)

Thus, any engagement with a group of people has to include a 
sort of ‘productive conflict’ that can help us understand how we 
function in a wider social group, and in what ways. In-Situ (2014) 
refer to such confrontations as ‘social acupuncture’ and I like 
this metaphor because it suggests that you can stick a needle in 
something, and while it might hurt for a short time, in the long 
run, it might have a productive impact. As such, my work is often 
presented as confrontational or difficult. This is not my intention, 
but I understand why it carries this mantle.

Originally, my idea for this project was a provocation that we open 
the Collection to the public and invite them to choose a single item 
that should be destroyed. How this single item would be chosen 
was up for negotiation; and how this item might be destroyed was 
similarly up for discussion, but I felt this provocation could begin 
to reflect the nuanced complexities of how – and if – an entire 
public could be represented by a Museum Collection.

When I proposed this project, one of the Collection Staff at CPK 
turned to me and jokingly said: “you’re not getting your hands on 
any of my collection.” We laughed, but the comment stuck with 
me: the proposition was not about ‘me’ getting my hands on the 
Collection… rather, I was looking for a way to allow the public to 
reflect on the Collection and in doing so bring to the fore different 
opinions, values and insights.
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Additionally, I reflected that comment from staff member 
alluded an interesting conundrum – the Collection Managers 
are experts, but also gatekeepers. I wanted to say: “It is not 
‘your’ collection, but rather ‘you’ are keeping it in trust for the 
people of Perth and Kinross.” i.e.  the Collection belongs to the 
citizens of Perth and Kinross, not any specific organisation. 
The Collection staff obviously fully understand this distinction, 
but I think the comment provokes some questions: How do the 
people of Perth and Kinross have ownership of Collection? How 
do they understand the Collection? How do the public think of 
the Collection? What do they want the Collection to do or to be? 
Can the Collection ever speak to everyone in the area? And if not, 
who is being excluded? Why are those voices silenced? What if 
those silenced voices have different values from those charged 
with protecting and caring for the Collection? Is that ok? Or, does 
the idea of the ‘unwashed masses’ – a general public – having a 
direct say on what happens with priceless objects make us feel 
uncomfortable? Fundamentally, how is the plurality of social 
values understood in the context of the CPK Collection? I have no 
answers for this, but I do think that there is space to reflect on how 
that Collection speaks for, with, at or alongside the public, and 
want to encourage a deeper conversation with the ‘true owners’ of 
the Collection, as well as those experts who care deeply for it.

Understandably, CPK felt my provocative for destruction too 
difficult. They were concerned that the public would see this 
as a tacit agreement of destruction, rather than an invitation to 
participate in democratic processes. Although I was clear that I 
was not *actually* proposing to destroy anything and instead the 
piece was an exercise in “disruptive imagination” (Hyde, 2015), it 
was felt by the organisation that a time of Twitter and popularism, 
such nuance would be lost, and that the organisation would be 
exposed to a stormy onslaught of public opinion that would be 
difficult to weather.

I am aware that cultural organisations lead precarious lives at 
best and that such storms might lead to a loss of funding, which 
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means a loss of jobs, of livelihoods, of closures. I understand this 
and so agreed to adapt the project to a ‘safer’ option. But I am also 
disappointed because I believe art is supposed to be risky. It is 
supposed to ask difficult questions. It is supposed to expose us to 
‘the other’.

As such, through fruitful conversations and extensive support 
from the Collection Team, the project has resulted in the Kill Your 
Darlings exhibition. This exhibition, I believe, touches on these 
important ideas of value, publicness, and dissensus. I have also 
commissioned a series of conversations to explore this in more 
discursive frameworks. As I am just a single voice, I urge you to 
attend as many of these events as possible so my single idea is not 
the only one: a full programme is available from the Front of House 
staff within the gallery.

To expand this conversation, I have also commissioned this small 
pamphlet that features voices other than my own: Sarah Briggs 
from the Museum Association writes from the perspective of 
an organisation that is dedicated to the support and study of 
Museums in the UK and their associated difficulties with wrestling 
with the weight of history and publicness; Katie Bruce explores 
the difficulty of being a Curator/Producer within another local 
authority (Glasgow) and the questions that are emerging about 
balancing public programmes with a public that is increasingly 
more politically aware; artists Celia and Yunior have interpreted 
the Museum Collection as a geophysical process of sedimentation 
that tacitly explores how infrastructures of the Museum are like 
geological processes – durational, interrupted methods of layering; 
Lisa Williams touches on the complexities of decolonisation, 
but also the imperatives that drive this thinking and a reflection 
on the amount of work that might need to be done to bring 
this project to a fruition; and finally Mark Simmons and Miriam 
Mallalieu from Culture Perth and Kinross – the keepers of this very 
Museum Collection – have a conversation about the intersections 
of contemporary art and museums that unpicks some of the very 
issues at the heart of this project.
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A Museum’s Work  
is Never Done

Sarah Briggs
Museum Association

Museums hold and care for collections on behalf of communities. 
They are there to preserve the objects and tell the stories of people 
and places and should represent not just their traditional visitors 
but those of people who are not visiting too – it’s their heritage 
as well. And because communities are constantly changing, 
museum collections should change too. They should be dynamic 
– constantly developing with new objects being collected and 
new stories being told. However, museums cannot know what 
these objects and stories are without talking to and working with 
everyone in the community.

Museums haven’t always worked this way – decisions on what to 
collect and what stories to tell in displays have historically come 
from those who work in museums, and this means that educated 
middle class perspectives have often dominated. The effect of 
this has been to further alienate those who don’t fit this mould.  
To some the museum is a large intimidating building that is not 
for them, where they feel they may be judged or be made to feel 
unwelcome. Why would you want to visit a place where you can’t 
see yourself represented? This is not going to change unless 
museums actively work to change it. It has been the museum who 
has made all the decisions in the past and therefore it is them 
who now needs to relinquish some power to others. This means 
they need to reach out and ask different people what should be 
collected and what stories should be told. To do this well it’s 
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necessary to travel beyond the walls of the museum building – to 
take objects into communities and ask for different perspectives to 
be shared.

Each person will have a unique perspective on a particular object 
– a life jacket may represent a fun leisure experience for some or 
a traumatic search for safety for others.  A museum should try to 
capture all these different perspectives to ensure their collections 
have meaning to everyone.

Some think that this sort of museum work may alienate the 
traditional museum visitor – because museums will focus their 
limited resources them on reaching new communities and 
audiences rather than their existing ones. But it’s important that 
they do this in order to readdress the balance (or rather the lack 
of balance created by inward looking practice). If the resources 
of the past museum have been used to tell the stories of 80% of 
the community, then the remaining 20% should be the immediate 
focus of current resources – it’s their turn. And existing audiences 
will benefit from this approach too – more stories mean a more 
interesting museum experience and an opportunity to hear other 
perspectives, whether or not you agree with them. This makes for 
a more cohesive community overall. The Museums Association (a 
membership body that campaigns for socially engaged museums) 
states that “Museums use engagement, learning and collections 
to generate understanding within and between different groups 
and communities in society” (Museums Change Lives, 2017). In 
the case of the life jacket, the existing visitor will be introduced 
to a new story that may help them to understand a little more of 
their new neighbour and the recent migrant may see some of their 
life experience reflected and will feel more welcome in their new 
community.

Despite all of this, some people may never wish to visit museums, 
talk to them or share their stories with them. However, if a 
museum is funded by the public, it has a responsibility to work for 
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ALL of the public. They have been trusted care for the heritage 
of everyone in the community and because communities are 
constantly changing, museum collections and the stories they tell 
should be constantly changing too. A museum’s work will never 
be done – collections can never truly represent the community but 
that doesn’t mean that museums shouldn’t try.
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The Museum of Anything

Katie Bruce
Gallery of Modern Art, Glasgow

In a conversation with the artist Jo Ganter and the composer 
and musician David Rothenberg, David reminded me about the 
possibilities of the museum to connect to the big questions of our 
time and engage multiple publics with a simple statement – ‘So, 
you got a museum: You can do anything.’

It’s a simple yet bold statement that captures the passion and 
ambition of many in the museum sector. At the same time, 
however, working in a museum during a pandemic feels like 
anything is beyond our reach – simply doing something would be 
an achievement. Even pre-COVID19 the idea that the museum 
in the real world can do anything was caveated by structures, 
processes, taste, what the public demand, and what resources 
might be required.

But in a lot of ways, with civic museum spaces – those that belong 
to the citizens in its local authority – that idea that we can do 
anything is important. It gives a sense of possibility, risk and a 
creative space to tell multiple stories and invite artists and diverse 
communities in to make that happen. I’ve worked in Gallery of 
Modern Art in Glasgow (GoMA) now for nearly 20 years and have 
been privileged to work with wonderful human beings – some 
practicing artists and some not – who have proposed ambitious 
ideas that at first seemed impossible, but through the tenacity 
of those involved we have been able to navigate the structures 
and perimeters set by a large institution to experiment in our 
public space. Work like, ATELIER PUBLIC where a gallery became 
a studio for the public who made the artwork using materials 
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provided: it was an anarchic space within the museum that opened 
up a can of worms on what was ‘good’ or ‘bad’ art, and who was or 
wasn’t an artist. Or more recently: queer times school where artists 
made work for the GoMA collection following assemblies attended 
by self-elected members of the public in the LGBTQ+ community 
that had created the brief for the commission: they were taking 
the control away from the museum and its traditional curatorial 
invitations and replacing it with a citizen-led model. These were 
risky and brave works in which ‘anything’ did seem possible.

There is a tension here, however, in taking risks to do work with 
multiple publics, there is a chance the project might fail…and 
how should a museum deal with failure? More and more – like 
a number of publicly-funded organisations across the country – 
the purpose of museum programming is guided by a need to be 
popular – success is based on the numbers of visitors attending 
each exhibition or workshops. Obviously, positive feedback actively 
sought. Within ever diminishing resources in the sector, this 
pressure to remain relevant and survive means that approach to 
“being brave” and “ambitious” feels at risk of erasure in the face of 
less challenging but more popular shows.

That being said: we are in interesting times in public museum 
spaces: How can we differently collect and display what resides 
in our collections? Monolithic, traditional histories are being 
questioned more ardently by a public eager to see different and 
multiple histories. This raises many questions that are difficult 
to answer but are valid critiques of museum practices: How are 
diverse experiences reflected by civic institutions that claim to 
represent and value cultures? Who it is that decides what that 
value is? And what are the stories that are told? Particularly 
following the statements of solidarity with the Black Lives 
Matter protests in 2020, cultural organisations like museums 
are being asked how we can demonstrate being anti-racist 
across our organisation, collection and displays, but also really 
make the changes required within our public spaces beyond just 
performative acts on social media.
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Museums are being challenged to actively involve those 
communities with lived-experience outside of the sector, 
and rethink the ownership and values placed on objects in 
our collections. Even those items that have been lauded and 
regarded as prize ‘possessions’ of collections in the past are 
now being acknowledged to have been taken or stolen through 
violent colonial acts. Objects left out of displays due to the taste 
of curators or keepers over the years are now being rethought 
or ‘discovered’ and opening-up new perspectives on accepted 
narratives.

But in this opening-up and more transparent approach to co-
curating, it is important to explore how comfortable a museum 
can be in this process. There is a tension between the publics 
that museums invite and strive to reach, and the risks that the 
organisations are willing to take. How able is a museum to give up 
control on what should and should not be considered for its public 
museums? When you invite the public to make work, what does it 
look like? Where is the space for museum experts?

The answer is probably messy because multiple voices and 
collective-decision making is always messy. It is not slick; it is not 
Feng Shui; and it is not a fait accompli. Working this way asks 
difficult questions about the values and stories that museums have 
taken for granted for centuries. Quite possibly within our current 
‘indicators of success’ such a way of working could be seen as a 
failure as it certainly doesn’t please everyone, possibly not even the 
institution that commissioned it – not that this displeasure could 
ever be made public.

So, as we can’t ever fail because we can’t ever succeed, we have a 
museum, and we can do anything.

Just don’t tell the management.
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Layers of Care
Celia Gonzalez & Yunior Aguiar
Artists

We have taken inspiration from geological drawings to talk about 
the journey of an object from the point that enters the collection to 
the ways it exits it, temporarily or permanently. The work looks at 
each step of this journey as a geological layer that is imposed on 
the item. Like re-burial of the object once it is decided if it will enter 
the collection. The text in each layer is based on the Documentation 
Procedural Manual information. 
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Towards Increased and 
Sustainable inclusivity
Lisa Williams
Edinburgh Caribbean Association

The meaning of ‘public’, in 14th century French means “open 
to general observation, able to be seen or known by everyone, 
or happening without concealment.” It retains the meaning of 
its root, the original Latin ‘publicus’ or ‘of the people’ – as in, 
belonging to everyone as opposed to a private group. Something 
public represents the community and is often officially funded 
by the state for the use of its citizens. But who might ‘the people’ 
encompass in the case of a museum?

European museums began as private collections that could only 
be viewed by invited members of the elite who were known to the 
collector. In 1683, the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford transformed 
from a polymath’s private collection to a publicly accessible one 
in order to encourage learning by a wider population. In 1793, the 
French Revolutionary Government converted the Louvre from a 
palace to a museum, nationalising its contents and opening the 
collections to the public. In the past few decades, there have been 
increasing demands to consider and widen accessibility in all its 
aspects.

Regular outreach to discover what audiences want to see or 
exhibit themselves, combined with offering the basic training 
needed to create an exhibition to people from primary school 
pupils upwards would give communities more control over the 
programming. Regular invitations to observe ‘behind the scenes’ 
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and opportunities to handle groups of objects elicit a range of 
perspectives and symbolic meanings that can be documented and 
widely shared. Relaxed hours and spaces on-site can be carefully 
co-designed to cater for people of all abilities, including those 
who are neurodivergent; have mental health issues; or struggle 
with literacy. A bus containing mobile exhibitions or a specific 
collection of objects for encouraging discussion can bring a taste 
of the museum to schools, adult education centres, care homes 
and prisons.

However, exactly how transparent can – or should – a museum 
be? Can all the processes and choices used by staff in a museum 
to create and deliver exhibitions be made visible? Are we able to 
show the provenance of each material object, and – if looted – 
whether there have been calls from the community of origin for 
its return? Should the entire collection of a museum be made 
fully transparent and accessible by all? Who makes decisions 
on acquisitions, disposals or repatriation? If artefacts come from 
outside the immediate community, especially if taken under 
violent circumstances, should these communities be included as 
part of the ‘public’?

To make a museum fully public, the archives and the entire 
collection would need to be catalogued, digitised, and made 
permanently available with opportunities created for international 
dialogue. Recorded interviews with people knowledgeable about 
the cultural significance, use and history of the objects for the 
community curators’ knowledge and time would place them 
in context and bring them to life. However, contributors would 
need equal access to the tools and finance required to create 
innovative digital formats using cross-disciplinary art forms 
that function for a range of generations, backgrounds, locations, 
skills, neurodiversities and abilities. How could we cultivate 
the resources needed to become increasingly and sustainably 
inclusive?’

Should there be limits to what should be displayed and who 
should make those decisions? For example, should museum 
collections display human remains or historical propaganda 
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materials for incitement to hatred against minority groups? In 
what circumstances might these be important to display and 
should certain opinions be prioritized? Certainly, displays need 
sensitive contextualization to prevent the exclusion of those from 
communities historically affected by trauma associated with 
particular exhibits, especially if they are objects considered sacred 
in that society.

The emotional experiences of visitors can either be curated to 
a certain extent through deliberate sequencing of materials 
and the appeal to different senses, or audiences can be given 
agency to make decisions on how they wish to engage with an 
exhibition. Participatory research projects, from the outset, can 
encourage relevant communities to set the research questions 
and consensually establish the themes, messages and questions 
of the exhibition and its physical design. A variety of emotional 
‘scaffolding’ helps to create a supportive environment, which 
includes developing awareness of potentially emotionally 
triggering material and care taken to mitigate any distress.

Curators trained in traditional institutions may need to 
challenge their own thinking in order to respect and understand 
marginalized worldviews and revaluate embedded elite class 
and colonial perspectives. Focusing on radical ‘histories from 
below’ – which have often been misrepresented by mass media 
and academia – can provide inspiration for diverse coalitions 
today. To foster intercultural understanding in its broadest 
sense, it’s important to acknowledge the realities of structural 
inequalities, but also encourage people to empathise beyond 
individual personal identities and relate to universal experiences. 
Engaging with collections in this way can foster an evolving sense 
of morality and critical thinking from childhood onwards that 
surpasses the State School system and our currently accepted 
practices of combative and competitive ‘debate’.

All the above begs that question: how is all of this work being 
supported, and by whom? How can we think creatively to support 
the necessary work to expand our community?
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A Collision of Disciplines

Mark Simmons and Miriam Mallalieu 
Culture Perth & Kinross

This conversation was held between Mark Simmons, Senior 
Collections Officer, and Miriam Mallalieu, Exhibitions Officer at 
Perth Museum & Art Gallery. Both Mark and Miriam were involved 
in the development of Anthony Schrag’s project, Kill Your Darlings. 
Below, Miriam and Mark reflect on the difficulty and potential of 
facilitating a provocative contemporary art exhibition within a 
museum. 

Miriam: I think it is important to tell everyone a little about 
ourselves. I am the Exhibitions Officer and I have worked at 
Perth Museum since 2018. This is my first time working within a 
museum. My background is in contemporary art and I am an artist 
and researcher outside of my position here. Can you say a little 
about yourself? How long have you worked at Perth Museum and 
Art Gallery and what roles have you held? 

Mark: I’m Mark Simmons and I have worked at Perth Museum 
and Art Gallery since 1993. I started working here after the 
big flood. I was a temporary collections assistant helping sort 
out the mess and muddle – particularly around the Natural 
History collections (I am a Natural History specialist). Later I 
was appointed as the Assistant Curator in the Natural History 
Department of Perth Museum and Art Gallery. Soon I became the 
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sole curator of Natural History which I was for many years until 
the specialist curatorial roles became broader and I became the 
Senior Collections Officer. After a while I became the Collections 
Assistant – I went back to the shop floor and did the work of a 
museum curator, and now I am the Senior Collections Officer 
again which is a management role. 

Before Perth I worked as a curator in Northeast England and as 
a graduate trainee curator at Bolton Museum always in Natural 
History and in Natural History departments. I have a professional 
qualification the Museums Association.

I picked up knowledge about art, archaeology and social history 
collections along the way by working with those collections. I feel 
I have experience, but not necessarily the in-depth knowledge of a 
specialist curator for these topics.  

Miriam: It is clear that everyone involved in the development of 
this project is contributing from their own area of specialism. 
Whilst there are advantages to this, it has also been difficult at 
times.

Mark: Part of the problem that I have is that when yourself or 
Anthony asks me these questions, I don’t really understand what 
you are asking me half the time because you are using a slightly 
different language. 

Miriam: I think I realised that, and that has definitely been one of 
the problems in developing this exhibition. One of the things that 
I was hoping to ask you was do you think contemporary art is an 
appropriate mechanism to critique the museum? But even when I 
was writing this question, I was struggling to find the right words. 

Mark: You would get a very different answer from an art curator, 
which I am very much not.
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Miriam: No, but that’s why I think that your answer would be more 
interesting, actually. There are so many things with this project 
that from an art perspective aren’t particularly provocative and if 
this was a contemporary art gallery, the same things wouldn’t be 
considered problematic. However, from a museum perspective it 
is completely different when these provocations are placed within 
this context – and that is the perspective that I can’t put forward 
because I don’t understand it. 

Mark: I’m not sure I understand it either! In our meeting earlier 
this week, Rhona [Corbett, Head of Culture and Heritage] spoke 
very eloquently about why you shouldn’t display a painting on its 
side whereas I wouldn’t have a clue, and I would speak eloquently 
about why you couldn’t do something with a piece of taxidermy – 
and Rhona wouldn’t know that. 

Miriam: Even that is interesting because the argument that Rhona 
put forward over the sideways painting makes sense in terms of 
a collecting institution but if it were a fine art exhibition in which 
the context determines how something is read, then hanging a 
picture on its side wouldn’t be an ethical consideration in the same 
way. It is really important to try and understand these different 
perspectives because they are so determined by context. 

My next question is: many of the objects in this collection have 
been selected, researched and cared for directly by you. To what 
degree do you feel a personal connection or responsibility to these 
objects?

Mark: I think the role of the curator is not to have a personal 
connection with the objects. We are the trained professional who 
cares for, looks after, interprets and makes available the collection 
and its objects. There isn’t really a personal connection other than 
a familiarity from working with a collection for a long time but 
would never let that colour your professional opinions, judgements 
and decisions.
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Miriam: And I imagine that also having been here for so long 
would have an impact.

Mark: Yes, but although I might sometimes refer to “my” 
collection, I don’t mean a collection that I own - or even that I am 
professionally responsible for. It’s not my collection and I work in 
Perth Museum where the collection is owned by Perth and Kinross 
Council; where CPK is the operator on behalf of PKC. 

Miriam: The next question is touching on what we were talking 
about earlier, on how difficult it is when different disciplines 
collide. When bringing an art project into a museum space where 
art is read in certain ways and expected to behave in certain ways, 
using museum objects can sometimes be difficult because they 
have different expectations for care and display. It seems to me as 
though one of the worries from the Collections Team is how can 
art demonstrate something that is as complicated and specialist as 
museum practices?

Mark: I think contemporary art does have a role in shining a light 
on the practices and procedures of a museum. It is just as valid 
as documentary film making, for example. It could allow us to 
see something differently - including those that are working and 
practicing in it. It is a perfectly valid way of examining collections 
practice and the collection. I’ve worked with many contemporary 
artists over a long period. They have always been a deep mystery 
to me because I am not from that background. 

Anthony’s work is quite different from the others because his 
work is more focussed on museum processes and practice. I 
suppose that all the other contemporary artists that I have worked 
with have been inspired by objects or aspects of the collections, 
whereas Anthony is examining the museology as well as the 
collection of objects. For him, the objects are more of a backdrop, 
so it is different.
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Miriam: There are elements of this exhibition, throughout its 
development that have been described as irresponsible. There 
is perhaps a degree of recklessness in being an artist and using 
collections because it comes from an outsider position and the 
work can be easily misunderstood and misinterpreted. What 
would be useful is if you could explain more about the risks of 
misinterpreting this work – especially if it were perceived that we 
were not caring for the collection appropriately.

Mark: We have a duty of care for the collections. That is 
fundamentally the role of the curator – and the role of the 
museum is to be a long-term, permanent institution that houses 
a collection of cultural objects on behalf of the public. Those are 
the core missions and goals, so anything that challenges that 
needs to be carefully managed. That might be the physical threat 
of using that object in an exhibition: does that make it vulnerable 
to damage? Often the biggest damage to collections is through 
people handling them. Just the act of taking an object from the 
store and putting it on display is a risky business for an object. 
With this exhibition, however, it is more that there is a challenge 
to that perceived wisdom, custom and practice that has developed 
amongst curators and museum staff. Anthony’s early provocation 
about destroying an item from the collection upset our ethics 
and our professional sensibilities because that is the last thing 
that we would ever do or wish to see happen. We have failed in 
our job if an item from the collection is being destroyed. It can 
happen – it might be because an artist thinks it is a good idea, or 
it might happen because I have let carpet beetles run riot and eat 
and destroy an object or specimen. Both are massive professional 
failures and that is why that provocation was so alarming and 
explains our reaction. 

Anthony’s project seemed like a threat, but through talking to each 
other, people can come to understand one another and where they 
are coming from, and they can work together in the delivery of a 
common goal – in this case, this exhibition. 
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Anthony doesn’t mean to be reckless, but he does mean to be 
provocative and at that point, we panic – when he talks about 
destruction, does he mean it for real?

Miriam: It is definitely not for real!  But this is back to that 
question of provocation from different fields and different 
perspectives having different impact. 

Mark: I use the word ‘challenge’ because I am a manager and that 
is what managers do – they challenge staff with the intention to 
coach or encourage their staff to be better, make better decisions 
and work more independently. I suppose the provocation from 
a contemporary artist could be viewed exactly the same. It is an 
opportunity to think about your professional practice, to really 
explore – perhaps from a totally different angle and with a new 
set of eyes - if they are fit for purpose, whether they are robust, 
whether they are appropriate. That is all to be welcomed! And so 
is the space and opportunity to think about what you are doing, 
instead of always being in a whirlwind of deadlines. It is a brilliant 
opportunity that we should embrace. 

Miriam: Perfect. I’m not sure if I need to ask the next question 
as I think you have just answered it. I was wanting to find out 
more about how you feel the museum should be critiqued and by 
whom, and in what situations you find these critiques to be most 
productive in creating change. 

Mark: I think that everyone has the right to critique the museum. 
There was a time when the curator was King, literally, or Queen, 
and the curator was all-powerful and the sole voice for what 
a museum was, what a collection was, how you interpreted it, 
and how you made it available to the public. Quite rightly, that 
voice has been broadened by the creation of several professional 
roles within museums – whether that is a Marketing Team, or an 
Exhibitions Team, or an Education Team. They all have equally 
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valid things to say, claims to the collection, how it is used and 
cared for, how it is developed and so on. Equally important is the 
public voice: the person that donated the item to the collection, the 
person researching the item, the person interested in exploring the 
collection through the gallery events, exhibitions - and the voice 
of the non-user: the people that don’t care about the collection, 
don’t come into museums and don’t perceive museums as being 
a comfortable space that they could use. You can see how we can 
widen that out – we could talk about race, about gender or about 
sexuality, and so on.  It is quite right that everybody has an opinion 
about their museum, and we should welcome and embrace 
these views. We want to hear those many voices and we want to 
embrace what they have to say and work that into professional 
practice: how we exhibit collections, how we care for them and 
make them accessible. 

Miriam: Have there been any points where things have changed in 
the museum? Can you give us an example of something that has 
had an impact on the way that you work?

Mark: When I first started working at this collection, there were 
curators working here that did not believe that the Education 
Officer should have access to parts of their collection, let alone 
a member of the public. They really were gate-keepers and 
guardians of the collection – for the same professional reason 
that the collection was not to be damaged, should be preserved 
for future generations and they were very aware that people 
offered the biggest risk of damage to the collection. I think that 
has become totally unacceptable. It really should have been 
unacceptable then, but that was the senior voice of the curators 
in the late eighties, early nineties. Since then, the diversity of 
ways in which we can make collections public has grown, making 
collections more and more accessible without damaging them and 
making sure that they are preserved for future generations. That 
includes everything from 3D scanning to podcasts. Exhibitions are 
very much still part of the offer, as are behind the scenes tours. 



24

The switch has come from preserving the collections at all costs 
including denying access, to making sure the collection is totally 
accessible in a variety of ways whilst making sure the collection is 
not harmed or damaged. 

That is the biggest change that I have observed and that I have 
been a part of. I was once a junior curator jumping up and down 
saying ‘of course you’ve got to make the collections accessible to 
people!’, while being told, ‘no you’re not!’
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